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1. INTRODUCTION
This investigation was initiated in reaction to what was thought to be a crisis situation at 

the University of British Columbia, Okanagan Campus (UBCO), with regards to second year 
enrollments in the 2017/18 academic year in Japanese 201 (JPST 201), our 4th semester course. 
In retrospect, registration numbers during that term appear to have been an anomaly, as the 
numbers have rebounded for the subsequent academic year starting in September 2018. However, 
the scare from the very low registration in JPST 201 in 2017/18 has provided the impetus to look 
more closely into the retention situation at UBCO, and, using data and analytics provided by the 
university, start to think more systematically about ways to try to improve courses and 
recruitment strategies with the view to motivate more students to progress through the course 
sequence. This paper will first report general enrollment trends in North America, then provide 
context for the situation at UBCO, including some of the demographic variables of students 
enrolled in Japanese language courses there, and finally offer some ideas about how to maximize 
retention in our language classes. 

2. CONTEXT
The Japan Foundation 2015 Survey Report on Japanese-Language Education Abroad 

indicates that the number of learners of Japanese at all levels of education has decreased 15.2% 
in Canada since the publication of the 2012 report. This statistic, which follows on the 16% 
decrease reported in 2009, indicates the continuance of a disturbing trend. Incidentally, and in 
contrast, enrollments in Japanese in the United States increased in the most recent reporting 
period, according to both the Modern Languages Association (3.1% at the post-secondary level) 
and the Japan Foundation (9.7% over all levels). In comparison, at UBCO, our JPST 201 classes 
have on average 17 students enrolled, but in the 2017 academic year, only six students enrolled, 
a 65% decrease.   

UBCO is a small research university where there is no major or minor in Japanese 
language or culture, so students are taking Japanese language as an elective, or to fulfill the 
current Bachelor of Arts (BA) Language Other Than English requirement. The institution offers 
four semesters of basic Japanese, with JPST 201 being the course in Japanese that will satisfy the 
language requirement for students in the BA program. There are also 300-level language courses, 
but they are offered very infrequently. The university also offers a small number of cultural 
courses taught in English, which are generally well subscribed. 

3. DATA
The context to the sharp decline in the winter of 2017 is as follows. In 2016/17, 67 

students enrolled in JPST 100, and in the following semester, 52 enrolled in JPST 101. 13 
students registered in JPST 200 in 2017/18, a number that was below the normal average 
enrollment, and only six of these progressed to in 201. The seven students who did not continue 
to 201 in 2017/18 included five who were not BA students, and therefore most likely had been 
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taking Japanese language as an elective. There were two BA students among the seven that did 
not continue. One appears to be changing their major to Management, and one is unable to 
continue because they are on probation. The attrition between 200 and 201 in this particular year, 
therefore, is easier to understand when we examine individual student details. 

Four of the six students that did continue to JPST 201 appear to have taken it to satisfy 
their BA language requirement (although this does not preclude the possibility that they may 
have taken the course for personal interest as well).  One of the six had already satisfied their 
requirement with a Grade 12 language, and the other student was in the Bachelor of Science 
(BSC) program, for which there is no language requirement.   

This steep decline in registrations was deemed particularly concerning at a time when the 
university is considering a change to the Language Other Than English requirement that may 
lead to the cancellation of non-requirement classes with low enrollments. Currently, JPST 201 is 
one of the options that satisfies the language requirement at UBCO, but proposed changes to the 
BA may affect this. If JPST 201 is no longer a language requirement course, it could potentially 
be cancelled if enrollment falls. The department head has indicated a willingness to continue to 
run the class as long as there are at least ten students, and as long as we continue to have well-
enrolled culture classes that can in effect subsidize lower enrollments in language classes.  
Fortunately, pop culture and food culture courses are currently fully subscribed. 

In addition, enrollment in first semester Beginning Japanese Language courses remains 
strong, and we have been experimenting with adding extra sections in the summer and online, in 
an attempt to establish the limit for the number of sections of JPST 100 that can be successfully 
offered. Up to 2016 we offered 2 face-to-face sections of maximum 35 students each. We began 
offering a summer section in 2017, and further added a hybrid section in the regular academic 
session. For the upcoming 2018/19 academic year, we have added one more hybrid section 
starting in January, but current enrollment is low, so we may not be offering it again. We intend 
to continue to offer one section in the summer if enrollment numbers remain high.  
 
Table 1: Recent Enrollment Numbers for JPST 100 
2016 Winter 2 face-to-face  

    (f2f) 
67 (Maximum 70) 

2 sections in total for 
academic year 

2017 Summer 1 f2f 21  
2017 Winter 2 f2f 66  
 1 hybrid 27 4 sections in total for 

academic year 
2018 Summer 1 f2f 27  
2018 Winter 1 2 f2f 64  
 1 hybrid 26  
2018 Winter 2 1 hybrid 17 5 sections in total for 

academic year 
 
The graph below illustrates the registration numbers since 2010. (These numbers do not include 
the summer section from 2017.) Enrollment in JPST 100 has increased over the last year with the 
additional hybrid section, but the numbers for other courses have remained flat or decreased.  
The discrepancy this past year between increased enrollment in JPST 100 and decreased 
enrollment in JPST 101 is also concerning and somewhat puzzling.   
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Figure 1: Enrollments for JPST 100, 101, 200, 201 since 2010 (JPST 200 and 201 were not offered in 2010) 

 
    Statistics and graphs provided by the Okanagan Planning and Institutional Research Office 
 

What follows includes more detail about the students who are taking our courses in terms 
of gender, major, and domestic or international status. Generally speaking, classes are split half 
and half between females and males, which is healthy sign, given that the gender split in other 
foreign languages tends to favour female students.  For comparison, in 2017 there were 520 
students enrolled in French courses at UBCO, and 69% of them were female, with the proportion 
relatively higher at the upper levels. It could be argued that Japanese courses play an important 
role in attracting males into the otherwise traditionally “female” discipline of foreign language 
learning.  
 
Figure 2: Gender Distribution by Course 

 
As expected, the majority of our students are enrolled in a BA program, although at the 

100 level, approximately half of the students are in the BA program and half come from other 
programs. The three main programs from which we draw students are the BA, Bachelor of 
Science, and Bachelor of Management, but we also have occasional student from Human 
Kinetics, Fine Arts, Nursing and Engineering. The proportion of BA students increases as the 
courses progress through to the 200-level. 

 
Table 2: Distribution by Degree Program 
Program JPST 100 JPST 101 JPST 200 JPST 201 
BA 289 (49%) 207 (59%) 91 (67%) 79 (75%) 
BSC 144 (24%)   77 (22%) 19 (14%) 11 (10%) 
BMGT 122 (21%)   57 (16%) 20 (15%) 14 (13%) 
Other   37 ( 6%)   10 ( 3%)   5 ( 4%)   2 ( 2%) 
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International students, in addition to a different background and perspective, bring with 
them a considerable increase in revenue. In fact, a single international student provides 
approximately four times the revenue of a single domestic student. JPST courses at UBCO 
average between 30-40% international student enrollment, twice as much as their 16% total 
proportional representation across campus. The majority of international students in Japanese 
courses are from East Asia, namely China, Taiwan and Korea.  
 
Figure 3: Domestic / International Distribution by Course 

  
Aboriginal student enrollment in Japanese courses is low, averaging 2% of total 

enrollments, but this number might not be unusual in comparison with other courses.  Total self-
identified first nations students on campus is 4% of the total. 

As mentioned earlier, we offered JPST 100 during the summer term of 2017 and again in 
the summer of 2018. Summer enrollment tends to be non-standard. For example, in the summer 
2017 course, 21 students enrolled, and 13 of them, or 62%, were international students. 
Furthermore, only three of the 21 were BA students, with the other 18 coming from other 
programs and faculties. For the 2018 summer course, 27 enrolled, and again, non-BA students 
outnumbered BA students, this time by 18 to nine.  The international/domestic rate was more 
standard at 37%.   

The hybrid course has only been offered once, so it is impossible to make any 
generalizations at this point, but it appears that for several reasons, it would be beneficial to 
continue to offer at least one section per year. The demographic breakdown is shown in Table 3. 
The numbers in the second row are the average percentages from the entire cohort of students 
who have taken JPST 100 since 2010.   
 
Table 3: Demographics for 2018 W1 Hybrid Course 
Female Male BA BSC BMGT Other Domestic Internat’l 
12 (44%) 15 (56%) 9 (33%) 5 (19%) 6 (22%) 7 (26%) 12 (44%) 15 (56%) 
       50%        50%      49%      24%      21%       6%        60%        40% 
 

There were relatively higher percentages of males, majors other than BAs, and 
international students. Almost all of the Bachelor of Management students were male, as were 
three Engineering students. Perhaps these fields are considered traditionally more “male” 
gendered, thus explaining the higher percentage of males in the class. In addition, Engineering 
students have very little room in their timetables to take electives, and perhaps the fact that this 
course was mostly online made it easier to fit in to their schedule. There were also three Bachelor 
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of Fine Arts students in the “Other” category, and this is another program that has a specialized 
timetable, so continuing to offer this hybrid class may be a way to give more students with 
restricted schedules the opportunity to take the course. The high percentage of international 
students could be explained by the fact that some of them may have had to join the course by 
default if they received their study permits after the face-to-face course was already full.  
Another possible explanation is that if their English skills are lower, international students may 
feel more comfortable in an environment where they can listen to recorded lecture material at 
their own pace.  

While it is clear that our summer and hybrid sections are contributing to widening the 
enrollment base at the 100-level, at this point it is not clear if that is resulting in greatly increased 
enrollment in higher level classes. 14% and 19% of our summer students carried on to higher 
level courses. Of the hybrid class, 22%, or six of 27, have since enrolled in JPST 101, as 
compared to the just under 60 % retention rate for the regular session face-to-face classes. On the 
practical side, it seems that particularly the summer and hybrid courses recruit a relatively larger 
proportion of international students, so those courses provide a financial benefit. In addition, the 
summer course gives work to our sessional faculty. 
 
4. DISCUSSION 

What do these numbers mean, and can we do anything about them? Currently, there are 
only two fulltime faculty at UBCO, so we need to be strategic about where we put our energy 
and resources. First and foremost, this “crisis” should be seen as an opportunity to undertake 
curriculum renewal. Curriculum mapping, using the Japan Foundation Can-dos as a basis, would 
be a valuable exercise, as it could be beneficial to move away from a textbook-based focus to an 
outcomes-based curriculum. This is especially true if we are going to continue to offer hybrid 
courses, because transferring a textbook to the online environment does not work well. 
Examining the grammatical structures we teach at the first- and second-year level, and perhaps 
eliminating forms that are not aligned with the appropriate Japanese Foundation Standards, could 
be beneficial.  

Next, we need to look at recruitment strategies. We need to strengthen our connections 
with high school teachers and physically get out to recruit at high schools. Inviting prospective 
high school students in for fun joint events like karaoke, cosplay, gaming tournaments, or doing 
collaborative projects are possible ideas.  

The numbers show that the BA program is where we get the majority of our students, 
especially at the second-year level, so we have to decide if it is worth our time and energy to 
target students outside the BA, especially when these students often end up unable to continue 
because of the demands of other courses or programs. While we have a good number of BSC 
students who are taking the courses for personal interest, it is difficult to see how Japanese 
courses might be more useful to their actual degree program.  However, opening up discussions 
with other programs, particularly Management, could be fruitful. A large proportion of the 
Management students we see are international students from Asia, who have more practical 
incentive to study Japanese, so enabling them to take higher level courses would suit their needs.  
However, this would involve convincing the Faculty of Management to open up space in their 
already full program requirements to enable students to take courses outside their faculty.   

Getting involved with Co-op programs might also be a positive step, again, especially in 
conjunction with Management. Providing students with knowledge of Japanese, for example, in 
placements in the wine, tourism and lumber industries would offer incentive for students to 
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continue on to higher levels. More active promotion of study abroad programs may also increase 
our numbers, because several partner universities in Japan require a basic level of Japanese 
before students can go there for exchange programs. 

UBCO is actively encouraging the incorporation indigenous content into the curriculum, 
and we could take part in this in our Japanese courses. We could include, for example, Ainu 
greetings into our curriculum to expose students to a part of Japanese culture of which they 
might not be aware, and this might help make the course more relevant and welcoming to 
indigenous students. 

A significant issue for us is keeping BA students enrolled in subsequent Japanese 
language courses. Are BA students choosing not to continue in the course progression because it 
is too difficult, too much work, not engaging or not relevant? We need to undertake some post-
mortem work and survey BA students who have NOT continued in the course progression in 
order to get qualitative data that might help us improve our retention rates. 

One potential disincentive for students is the fact that we have no major or minor, so 
there is no credential that might encourage BA student retention. In the past we proposed a minor, 
but the administration at the time did not support this initiative because of the low number of 
regular faculty and courses they could offer. We may wish to revisit this option in the future, and 
perhaps build towards it again by including courses from different disciplines and possibly sister 
institutions. 

We have tried and will continue to use elements like manga and gaming, enriched 
multimedia materials, telecollaborations, and project work, to engage our students in enjoyable 
and effective learning activities. We will also continue to offer interesting cultural courses in 
English which might motivate some students to take the language courses, and at the same which 
subsidize our lower-enrolled classes. It is clear that there is much work to be done, but a 
commitment to high-quality content and courses and an openness to innovative and flexible 
course delivery methods should result in improved retention rates in Japanese language courses.  
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