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Introduction
The outbreak of COVID-19 has stopped the mobility of people all over the world, and this has
greatly impacted higher education, especially study abroad. Students now have limited access to
cross-border study abroad opportunities. In the current situation, international educators have
been exploring how to redefine the internationalization of higher education and study abroad, as
well as the forms of international learning which could be alternatives to study abroad.
Japan witnessed its first COVID-19 case on January 16th, 2020. Thereafter, the number of people
infected with COVID-19 continued to rise from day to day. Many countries placed restrictions on
travelers from Japan, and Japan also imposed entry restrictions. From March 27th, foreign nationals
who had visited some European countries such as France, Germany, Italy, and Spain in the past 14
days were prohibited from entering Japan. On April 3rd, East and Southeast Asian countries,
Australia, Canada, the U.S., and other European countries were added to the list.
Approximately 3 months after the first COVID-19 case, on April 7th, 2020, the government
declared a state of emergency in 7 important prefectures of Japan: Saitama, Chiba, Tokyo,
Kanagawa, Osaka, Hyogo, and Fukuoka. Following the announcement, on April 16th, other cities that
had witnessed the spread of COVID-19 were recognized as “prefectures under special precautions”.
During the emergency period, the government asked everyone to avoid the 3Cs, which stand for
closed spaces, crowed places, and close-contact settings. The emergency declaration was to be
effective for one month from the original announcement, until May 6th.
In response to the government’s decision, the majority of higher education institutions
prohibited students from coming to campus and asked them to take online courses during the
spring semester or until the state of emergency was lifted. According to a survey conducted by the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (hereafter, MEXT) (2020) in May,
during the period of the emergency declaration, 90% of survey respondents (864 institutions)
offered students online courses only, 6.8% offered a combination of face-to-face and online courses,
and 3.1% offered face-to-face courses only (See Table 1). On May 4th, the prime minister, Abe, made
an announcement extending the state of emergency to May 31st. Since the lifting of the emergency
restrictions, institutions have been considering when to start to offer students face-to-face courses.
Table 1. Class Delivery during COVID-19 pandemic (MEXT, 2020)
Type of institution

Face-to-face

Combination of face-toface and online

Online

National university

0 (0%)

8 (9.3%)

78 (90.7%)
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Public university

0 (0%)

7 (8.4%)

76 (91.6%)

Private university

26 (4.1%)

44 (6.9%)

568 (89.0%)

Technical college

1 (1.7%)

0 (0%)

56 (98.2%)

Total

27 (3.1%)

59 (6.8%)

778 (90.0%)

Survey Aim and Design
The aim of the survey carried out for this research was to gain a better understanding of
students’ attitudes toward study abroad and challenges faced during the pandemic, which may be
specific to the Japanese higher education context. The languages of the survey were either
Japanese or English for international students and Japanese only for Japanese students.
International student respondents were able to choose to answer either in Japanese or English.
The survey was carried out immediately after the emergency declaration on April 20th by the
Japan Association for International Student Education (JAISE) and the Center for International
Education and Exchange (CIEE) at Osaka University, targeting international students studying in
Japan as well as Japanese students currently studying overseas or planning to do so. In order to
reach students with the survey, other organizations such as the Japan Network for International
Education (JAFSA), Japan Association for Global Competency Education (JAGCE), and Research
Consortium for the Sustainable Promotion of International Education (RECSIE) supported the
implementation of the survey. The survey was open for one month during the state of emergency,
until the end of May, in order to provide students with enough time to respond.
Inbound and Outbound Study Abroad in Japan
Since this survey targets inbound and outbound students, this section offers a quick overview of
inbound and outbound study abroad in Japan. Japan has striven to increase the number of inbound
and outbound students under initiatives led by the government. These set goals of increasing the
number of international students studying at higher education institutions to 300,000 and of
Japanese college students studying overseas to 120,000 by 2020. Japan has experienced positive
results for both inbound and outbound study abroad.
According to MEXT (2020), the number of international students who come to Japan on a student
visa and study at higher education institutions and Japanese language schools reached 312,214 as
of May 1st, 2020. In 2008, the government launched the “300,000 international student plan” to
attract high quality international students, improve infrastructure to accommodate international
students, and offer a high-quality academic experience. As the above figure shows, Japan was able
to successfully achieve its goal. The majority of international students in Japan are from East or
South Asian countries and regions, with the top 10 source countries or regions for international
students being China, Vietnam, Nepal, South Korea, Taiwan, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Myanmar,
Thailand, and Bangladesh.
Alongside the growth in the number of international students studying in Japan, Japan has
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witnessed an increasing number of Japanese students studying at overseas institutions. According
to the Japan Student Services Organization (JASSO 2020), 115,146 Japanese students went overseas
to study during the 2018 - 19 academic year (April 2018 - March 2019), compared with 36,302
students studying overseas in the 2009 - 10 academic year. “Short visit”, that which involves a
period overseas of between one week and one month, has become a trend among Japanese
students: 66% of those studying overseas do so for less than one month (JASSO 2020). The top 10
destination countries or regions for Japanese students are the U.S., Australia, Canada, South Korea,
China, the U.K., Taiwan, Thailand, the Philippines, and Germany.
Survey Data
Japanese students going overseas
A total of 317 Japanese students participated in the survey. 179 (56.5%) students had student
status at a private university, 118 (37.2%) at a national university, and 7 (2.2%) at a public university.
The rest (4.1%) had student status at a 2-year college, college of technology, or high school, or were
professionals. The highest proportions of student participants were based in Osaka (88 students,
27.8%), Tokyo (85 students, 26.8%), Kanagawa (84 students, 26.5%), Nagano (19 students, 6.0%),
and Aichi (10 students, 3.2%) (See Map 1).
Map 1: Locations of Japanese students’ home universities

211 (68.7%) of the survey respondents were studying or planned to study abroad on exchanges
with partner universities, 28 (9.1%) on language courses, 26 (8.5%) on degree-seeking courses, 11
(3.6%) on working holidays or internships, 9 (2.9%) on study abroad programs recognized for credit
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transfer, and 9 (2.9%) on a short-term program of less than 3 months; the remainder went abroad
for research, self-supported study, or language study (See Chart 1). 128 (40.4%) students had gone
through the selection process at their institution and planned to study abroad, 110 (34.7%) had
suspended their study abroad and returned to Japan, 40 (12.6%) hoped to study abroad in the near
future, 10 (3.2%) had come back to Japan after completing their study abroad, and 10 (3.2%) were
currently studying abroad. 19 (6.0%) were partway through the application process, waiting for the
overseas university to give them permission to go, had returned to Japan and were taking online
courses, or had their study abroad cancelled (See Chart 2). The majority of the survey respondents
were due to study abroad on an exchange program but were in Japan waiting for the timing to study
overseas at the time they responded to the survey.

Chart 1. Types of study abroad
Exchange with partner

4.2%
2.9%
2.9%
3.6%

Language program
Degree-seeking course

8.5%

Working holiday/internship

9.1%

Study recognized for credit
transfer

68.7%

short-term program (less
than 3 months)
Other

Chart 2. Japanese students' study abroad status
Made concrete study
abroad plans with
schedule

3.2%
3.2%
6.0%
12.6%

40.4%

Suspended study abroad
and returned to Japan
Hoped to study abraod in
the near future

34.7%

Other

Japanese students’ attitudes toward study abroad
The survey revealed Japanese students’ generally positive attitude toward study abroad. Out of
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those who planned to study overseas (168 students), 118 (70.2%) students wanted to do so once
the situation had settled down, 22 (13.1%) wanted to study abroad immediately, 12 (7.1%) wanted
to postpone their study abroad, 5 (3.0%) wanted to shorten the length of study abroad, and 5
(3.0%) students wanted to cancel their study abroad (See Chart 3). Out of those who had
temporarily suspended their study abroad (110 students), 44 (40.0%) students wanted to resume
their study abroad once the situation had settled down, 34 (30.9%) wanted to cancel their current
study abroad program and study overseas in the future, 11 (10.0%) no longer wanted to study
abroad, and 10 (9.1%) wanted to resume study abroad immediately (See Chart 4). For those who
were studying overseas at the time of the survey (10 students), 9 (90.0%) students wanted to
continue studying abroad rather than returning home, and 1 (10.0%) wanted to cancel their study
abroad and return home (See Chart 5).
Students perceived that their family members also had a positive and supportive attitude
toward study abroad. 146 (47.6%) students perceived that their family would allow them to study
abroad once the situation had settled down, 84 (27.4%) perceived that their family would like them
to study abroad once the situation had settled down, 28 (9.1%) had never talked about their
decision to study abroad, 19 (6.2%) students perceived that their family would like them to study
abroad no matter what kind of situation they faced, and 15 (4.9%) students perceived that their
family would like them to cancel study abroad (See Chart 6) .
Chart 3. Students who plan to study abroad
Would like to study
abroad once situation
has settled down

3.6%
3.0%
3.0%
7.1%

Would like to study
abroad immediately
Would like to suspend
study abroad

13.1%

70.2%

Would like to shorten
the length of study
abroad
Would like to cancel
study abroad
Other
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Chart 4. Students who have suspend study abroad
Would like to resume study
abroad once situation has
settled down

10.0%
9.1%
40.0%
10.0%

Would like to cancel current
program and study abroad in
the future
Would no longer like to study
abroad
Would like to resume study
abroad immediately

30.9%

Other

Chart 5. Students who are currently studying abroad

10.0%
Would like to continue study
abroad without returning
home
Would like to return home
and cancel current program

90.0%

Chart 6. Family's attitude toward study abroad
May allow me to study
abroad once situations has
settled down

4.9%
4.9%
6.2%

Would like me to study
abroad once situation has
settled down

9.1%
47.6%

27.4%

Have never talked to my
family about this
Would like me to study
abroad no matter what
sistuations I face.
Would like me to cancel my
study abroad
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Japanese students’ concerns due to the COVID-19 situation
Japanese students showed the greatest concern about their future paths (academic and
professional) (156 students, 50.8%), followed by academic issues (49 students, 16%), financial issues
(36 students, 11.7%), personal issues (23 students, 7.5%), and other (20 students, 6.5%). 7.5% (23
students) had no concerns due to the current situation (See Chart 3). Approximately half of the
respondents were concerned about the impact of COVID-19 on their future pathways, especially
about how the postponement of study abroad could affect job hunting. Comments included:
I would like to resume my study abroad. However, I need to consider how the COVID-19 situation
may affect job hunting. (Private university, Tokyo, returned to Japan after suspending study
abroad)
I need to know if my study abroad will be canceled or not. If I cannot study abroad, I need to
start job hunting. Also, depending on the availability of study abroad opportunities, the types of
job for which I apply will be different. (National University, Osaka, plans to go abroad on an
exchange program）

Although students have a strong motivation to study abroad, they show concern about job hunting.
Their motivation and concerns are in conflict. Despite their concerns about job hunting, some
described their passion to study abroad and laid out their concerns about whether their study
abroad opportunities could be deferred:
I gained a study abroad opportunity after going through all the selection and paper-work
process. I am concerned and frustrated to think that I might have to give up on my study abroad
opportunity. I would like my university to consider whether study abroad opportunities gained
through a competitive process can be deferred if students are willing to postpone their study
abroad. (National University, Osaka, study abroad on an exchange program）
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Chart 7. Greatest concerns for Japanese students
Future path (academic and
professional)

6.5%
7.5%

Academic

7.5%
11.7%

Financial

50.8%
Personal
No Concerns

16.0%

Other

International students studying in Japan
552 international students responded to the survey. 312 (56.5%) students were currently
studying at private universities, 198 (35.9%) were at national universities, 28 (5.1 %) at public
universities, 8 (1.4%) at Japanese language schools, and 6 (1.1%) at other types of institution such
as vocational schools. 118 (34.1%) were in Tokyo, 114 (20.7%) in Ishikawa, 91 (16.5%) in Niigata, 63
(11.4%) in Aichi, 40 (7.2%) in Osaka, 31 (5.6%) in Kanagawa, 16 (2.9%) in Nagano, 7 (1.3%) in
Hokkaido, while a few students were in Saitama or Hiroshima prefectures ( See Map 2). As for their
countries and regions of origin, 280 (50.7%) were from China, 34 (6.2%) from Indonesia, 31 (5.6%)
from South Korea, 29 (5.3%) from Vietnam, 15 (2.7%) from Bangladesh, 14 (2.5%) from Myanmar,
14 (2.5%) from Mongolia, 12 (2.2%) from Malaysia, and 11 (2.0%) from Taiwan; students from
various other countries and regions also participated in the survey. The backgrounds of the survey
respondents reflect the diversity among international students in Japan.
Map 2: Locations of international students’ universities
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509 (92.2%) of international student respondents indicated their wish to continue their study
abroad despite the COVID-19 situation (See Chart 8). 405 (73.4%) students perceived that their
families also supported their continued study abroad. However, 109 (19.7%) students perceived
that their families would like them to temporarily suspend their study abroad and come back home,
while 17 (3.1%) perceived that their families would like them to cancel their study abroad and come
back home (See Chart 9). While demonstrating their wish to stay in Japan for study, they also
described a variety of challenges which they were facing due to the current situation. 157 (28.3%)
students were most concerned about financial issues, 116 (20.9%) about their future academic and
professional paths, 113 (20.4%) about personal issues, and 109 (19.7%) about academic issues. 35
(4.0%) reported no concerns (See Chart 10).

Chart 8. Students' attitude toward study abroad

2.0%
0.5%
5.3%

Would like to continue study
abroad
Would like to temporarily
suspend study abroad and
return home
Would like to cancel study
abroad and return home

92.2%

Other
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Chart 9. Family's attitude toward study abroad
Would like me to continue
my study abroad

0.5%
3.3%
3.1%

Would like me to temporarily
suspend my study abroad
and return home

19.7%

73.4%

Would like you to cancel my
study abroad and return
home
Other

Chart 10. Greatest concern for
international students
Financial

6.3%4.0%

Future path (academic and
professional)

28.4%

Personal

19.7%

Academic

20.5%

No concerns

21.0%

Other

Due to the emergency restrictions, students’ working hours at part-time jobs had been reduced or,
in some cases, they had lost their jobs. Instead, they spent longer at home, which increased living
expenses. One of the students said:
Because of COVID-19, my workplace has suspended its business. I have no income. My family
back home faces financial issues as well. I have to pay tuition as well as rent. I eat once a day
only. I have increased concerns about my life. (Private University in Osaka, from China)
This is just one example, but many respondents described similar situations. Like their Japanese
counterparts, international students are also concerned about their future path, especially job
hunting. One said:
Japanese companies are affected by COVID-19 and it seems that many of them might face
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financial difficulties. I am concerned about how much this will impact job hunting. (Private
University in Tokyo, from China)
International students have many concerns due to the current unforeseen situation, especially since
they live and study overseas and are apart from their family and friends. Because of this, they suffer
from isolation, anxiety, and depression. One said:
Isolation, fear, anxiety, and depression. As I am not able to go to campus, I feel so isolated and
depressed. I cannot move ahead properly with my research, either, and I feel anxious about the
unpredictable future. (National University in Aichi, from Bangladesh)
In order to gain a better understanding of the challenges international students face in the
current situation, we used a word cloud, which is generated from the words frequently used in
qualitative survey answers. Words appear bigger and closer to the center according to their
frequency and significance. Survey answers were written in either English or Japanese. The word
clouds in English and Japanese provide insights into the different challenges faced by international
students depending on the language they are able to use. For English users, “Japan”, “support”,
“time”, “situation”, and “home” appear as significant key words. For Japanese users, “classes” and
“part-time jobs” feature most strongly and surrounding these key words, “life”, “money”, “anxiety”,
and “support” appear as significant sub-themes. Japanese users tend to have part-time jobs and
describe the impact of COVID-19 on academic and financial aspects of their lives.
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What This Data Tells Us
Each country has different approaches and attitudes toward COVID-19. Some of the survey results
reflect the culture specific to Japanese higher education.
Who should be prioritized for study abroad exchanges?
Universities usually have a limited capacity to accept students for study abroad exchanges.
Many student respondents were not able to go abroad to study as planned or came back home
from overseas universities and took online courses during spring semester 2020 due to the COVID19 situation and the university’s decision. This is going to affect programs in the fall semester as
well.
Many survey respondents show a positive attitude toward study abroad; however, one of the
issues which universities are currently facing is to whom they should award the limited
opportunities to study abroad. Those who could not travel due to the COVID-19 situation hope that
their study abroad opportunities can be deferred, but a new cohort of students are also waiting to
gain a study abroad opportunity. Educators are discussing whether or not students who were
selected for a study abroad opportunity which they missed due to the COVID-19 situation should
have this opportunity deferred, or whether they need to re-apply and go through the selection
process again. In other words, they are considering who should be prioritized for sending overseas:
those who missed an opportunity they had already been awarded, or those who are newly applying
for selection. It is tough for educators to answer these questions, as well as for students to decide
whether it is worth studying abroad even if this means delaying their graduation. Moreover, some
universities position study abroad experiences as one of the graduation requirements. This makes
the situation even more complicated.
Despite their strong motivation to study abroad, Japanese students face increasing concerns
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about job hunting. Delayed study abroad can affect the timing of job hunting. Students are
struggling with the conflict between a strong motivation to study abroad and a concern about job
hunting.
Timing of job hunting
The issue which both Japanese students and international students indicate as one of their top
concerns is their future path. Before going overseas to study, students consider the timing of
studying abroad, job hunting, and graduation holistically. Details of job openings would be available
in March of students’ 3rd year, and recruiting starts the following June, during their 4th year. (Japan
has an academic year starting at the beginning of April and ending at the end of March.) The ideal
timeframe is for students to come back to Japan by the end of their 3rd year, find a job, and
graduate from college in 4 years with study abroad experience.
In the face of the current situation, students need to make decisions about whether to give up
on studying abroad or to delay their study abroad and graduation. A delay in studying overseas can
affect the ideal timeframe, and students perceive that a delay in their graduation can affect job
hunting. Additionally, another issue they face is uncertainty about when the home/ destination
countries and universities are going to be open to send and welcome students. There are
unforeseen external factors. Educators need to constantly share the most up-to-date information
with students, so that students can make the best decision for themselves.
Significance of part-time jobs for Japanese speakers
The greatest concern for international students during the spread of COVID-19 was financial
issues. Many of the international students in Japan work at a part-time job while they are studying
at higher education institutions. According to data from the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare
(2020), there were 318,278 applications for “permission to engage in an activity other than that
permitted by the status of residence previously granted” from those who were in Japan on a
student visa. The number of applications does not reflect the number of international students
working in Japan, since some have a couple of part-time jobs; however, it does still show that many
students work while studying. The highest percentage (36.9%) of the students work in the hotel or
food industries (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2020), the sectors most affected by COVID19.
In addition, the word clouds indicated the importance of part-time jobs during study abroad
especially for Japanese users. Different languages showed insights into the different challenges
faced by international students. Those who are Japanese users described the impact of COVID-19
on academic and financial aspects of their lives. This suggested that study at university and parttime jobs were significant in their life in Japan.
For international students who count on the income from part-time jobs, financial issues are
significant. They need to pay for education and living costs. Nobody knows when the situation will
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return to normal. This unforeseen future can be a cause of stress for international students.
After the lifting of the emergency restrictions, it seemed that the situation was improving and
people were trying to return to regular life. However, Japan has witnessed an increasing number of
infections in recent days. In this unpredictable situation, universities need to make quick and
appropriate decisions in response to constantly changing circumstances. Although COVID-19
presents universities with many challenges, we cannot deny that it has also brought us an
opportunity to re-examine how universities can offer students learning opportunities and quality
education. As these survey results show, students have a strong desire to study abroad even in the
current situation. In response to students’ passion and eagerness to learn, educators need to keep
exploring how to secure learning opportunities and quality education, as well as searching for the
“new normal” of study abroad in and even after the COVID-19 crisis.
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