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International Student Policies  
in Japan and South Korea  
in the Aftermath of the  
COVID-19 Pandemic
Yukiko Ishikura and Yon-Soo Tak

A ttracting international students has been a central internationalization effort for 
higher education institutions around the world. While English-speaking countries 

such as Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States have been major desti-
nations for international students, non-Anglophone countries such as Japan and South 
Korea have strived to increase their international competitiveness and attract interna-
tional students through government initiatives. Japan set a goal to attract 300,000 inter-
national students by 2020, and South Korea aimed to attain 200,000 students by 2023. 
They successfully reached their goals. However, the outbreak of COVID-19 first halted 
and then changed student mobility flows. Nevertheless, the pandemic brought the in-
ternational student market game-changing opportunities. The pandemic’s aftermath 
is therefore a pivotal period for higher education institutions to reexamine ways to re-
cruit and attract international students. This study thus explores how Japan and South 
Korea are striving to reattract international students through government initiatives in 
the aftermath of the pandemic. 

The governments of Japan and South Korea have been key drivers for the countries’ 
internationalization. Both countries have experienced a sharp decline in childbirth rates 
(1.26 in Japan and 0.78 in South Korea as of 2022), leading to decreasing college student 
populations. Therefore, smaller scale higher education institutions, especially in rural 
areas, face difficulties in filling their student quotas and experience bankruptcies. In Ja-
pan, 53.3 percent of private universities experienced difficulties in filling their student 
quotas in 2023. In South Korea, 20 universities have shut their campuses since 2000, 19 
of which are in rural areas outside Seoul. Therefore, attracting diverse student popula-
tions, including international students, has been a key initiative for the governments 
of Japan and South Korea.

International Student Policy in Japan
Japan introduced the 300,000 International Student Plan in 2008 to attain this number 
of international students by 2020. The country achieved this goal by 2019, one year be-
fore the target year. However, the students’ number declined to approximately 230,000 in 
2022 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, in June 2022, the government announced 
the aim for Japanese higher education institutions to recover from this sharp decline 
and return to the student numbers from before the pandemic by 2027. 

Following this announcement, the government introduced its new internationaliza-
tion policy: the “Japan-Mobility and Internationalization: Re-engaging and Accelerating 
Initiative for Future Generations,” or J-MIRAI on April 27, 2023. The initiative has two-fold 
goals to achieve by 2033: attract 400,000 inbound students to study in Japan (380,000 
in universities and Japanese language schools and 20,000 at the high school level) and 
send 500,000 outbound students (150,000 seeking degrees or pursuing long-term cred-
it-bearing programs and 230,000 engaging in mid- and short-term programs at university 
level, 110,000 joining short-term programs of less than three months and 10,000 partic-
ipating in programs of more than three months at the high school level).

The country’s past initiatives have focused on tertiary-level education, but this new 
initiative has set target goals for each level, starting with secondary-level education. 
Moreover, through this initiative, the government aims to shift the idea from simply 
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increasing the number of inbound and outbound student populations toward enhanc-
ing both the quantity and quality of students, teaching and learning, academic services, 
and support infrastructure. In addition, industry, academia, and government need to 
work collaboratively to establish a seamless transition for students from academia to 
the professional world in Japan. This will help elevate the post-graduation employment 
rate of internationals students in Japan from 48 percent in 2018 to 60 percent by 2033. 

International Student Policy in South Korea 
In 2012, the South Korean government launched the “Study Korea 2020 Project” to at-
tract international students by 2020. The target year was extended to 2023. South Ko-
rea successfully attracted 207,125 students as of June 2023 and achieved its target goal. 
However, it experienced a decline in international students because of the pandemic. 
At the end of August 2023, the government announced a new international student pol-
icy—the “Study Korea 300K Project”—to further promote the internationalization initia-
tive and boost the number of international students to 300,000 by 2027. 

This new policy aims to increase international student populations, help skilled stu-
dents settle in South Korea after graduating from tertiary education, and enhance inter-
national competitiveness at higher education institutions. To achieve this, the govern-
ment aims to expand government scholarship, or the Global Korea Scholarship, which 
prioritizes students studying in STEM fields at schools outside the Seoul region. In addi-
tion, the government has eased language and visa requirements to study in South Korea, 
increased English-taught courses, and offered easier and faster pathways to permanent 
residency for students with advanced degrees in specific science and technology fields. 

Similar to the situation in Japan, international students in South Korea tend to leave 
the country after graduating from higher education institutions. According to the Nation-
al Statistical Office, 62 percent of international students go back home after gaining a 
doctoral degree in South Korea. Therefore, South Korea aims to counter the outflows of 
skilled professionals through the implementation of this new international student policy. 

Challenges and Concerns
The pandemic provided both governments and higher education institutions with the 
opportunity to reexamine the internationalization of higher education and to develop 
new approaches and strategies. Now that international student mobility has returned 
to prepandemic levels, Japan and South Korea are poised to reenter the evolved inter-
national student market with fresh initiatives. Reflecting on past international student 
policies and lessons learned, they are prepared to engage in the new international stu-
dent market with clear objectives.

Historically, internationalization policies prioritized quantity, such as the numbers of 
international students, over quality. The new initiatives aim to balance both the quanti-
ty and quality aspects of internationalization. However, concerns persist regarding the 
quality of education and students, especially because policies intend to achieve spe-
cific numbers of international students by a target year.

Internationalization was once a strategy primarily reserved for higher education in-
stitutions. Now, it is a vital concern for entire nations. Both countries aspire to attract 
talented international students to their higher education institutions and hope to re-
tain them postgraduation, so that they stay to live and work within their borders. For 
effective implementation of these new international student policies, it is essential to 
understand that higher education institutions cannot function in isolation as the sole 
drivers of internationalization. A collaborative approach involving industry, academia, 
and government is crucial. To ensure a seamless transition from the academic to the 
business community, support for international students from both sectors is necessary.

A disparity exists between urban and rural higher education institutions in their in-
ternationalization efforts. Urban institutions tend to attract both local and international 
students more than their rural counterparts. Consequently, urban and rural higher ed-
ucation institutions should develop distinct internationalization strategies to address 
their specific challenges.

Japan and South Korea face similar challenges and share common objectives in 
their international student policies. They need to make a transition from competing 

for international students to collaborating in attracting them to the East Asian region. 
They could learn from each other’s experiences, and jointly draw international students 
to the region.� 

Academic Personnel System 
Reforms in China:  
Trajectory and Tensions
Qi Li

A homicide on a university campus in Shanghai made headlines in June 2021, stirring 
up public emotions and sentiments about the tenure system in academe. According 

to the media, the suspect, a mathematics faculty member, killed the head of the School 
of Mathematical Science for alleged failure to have his three-year job contract renewed at 
Fudan University. Prior to that, he had worked at another university for three years after 
returning from the United States, with a PhD from Rutgers University and a few years of 
postdoctoral research at the National Institutes of Health and Johns Hopkins University. 

While such a tragedy is extremely rare, it reveals two major isomorphic changes that 
have crept into human resource management in China’s higher education. On the one 
hand, the trajectory of change is toward homogenization in the context of globalization. 
The adoption of tenure at Fudan University and other upper-tier institutions is not only 
indicative that they can afford the resources to adopt and maintain the system, but also 
that they need the institutional legitimacy it provides in quest for world-class status. 
After all, North American higher education is the envy of the world. On the other hand, 
however, the trajectory of change is pulled by idiosyncrasy which is largely grounded in 
governmental mandates, institutional requirements, and local cultures and traditions. 
It is necessary to ask why tenure can trigger a homicide and stir up public emotions 
and sentiments. If tenure is embraced just as a trade-off between economic security 
and individuals’ ability to meet the designated quantity/level requirements for articles, 
awards, research projects, and talent titles, as witnessed at many higher education in-
stitutions (HEIs), then the system may no longer be the same as recognized in the larger 
academic community. Apparently, tenure and other academic personnel system reforms 
(APSR) are important and relevant to an international audience who are interested in 
the changing landscape of China’s higher education. 

The Trajectory
Theoretically, three models have evolved over the past four decades of APSR, transform-
ing the relationship between faculty and their institutions from the career-based cadre 
identity model to the position-based public contractual model and to the current du-
al-track model. In the first model, faculty hold cadre identity and are given permanent 
appointments when hired to a regular faculty position. In the second model, faculty are 
appointed on a fixed-term contract, which is position-based and competition-driven. In 
the third model, the position-based public contractual model coexists with tenure, par-
ticularly at upper-tier institutions. A literature review reveals, however, that there is a mis-
match between labor law and contract law theories in some relevant judicial decisions. 

Chronologically, the four decades of APSR can be divided into the following three 
phases. 
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for international students to collaborating in attracting them to the East Asian region. 
They could learn from each other’s experiences, and jointly draw international students 
to the region.� 
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