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I. Introduction

Some Myanmar living in a foreign co untry sa id when they lan d at the Yangon
air port they feel that they are returnin g to a countryside . Actually. it is a tru th . I felt
the same feeling when I landed at the Yango n airport one evening on March, 2002.
When I was in Japan I used to return many times to Tokyo from the countryside by air
in the evening. Before land ing to the Haneda airport side-road lights and lights from
motor vehicles and houses continuo usly enter into the sense for nearly thirty minutes.
In case of our capital, all we can see are so me spots of ligh t of houses and the line of
side-road lights only about ten minu tes before landing. However, I simultaneously feel
that I shou ld do much more for the development of our country.

As I am a school teacher, first thing I shou ld do is to promote the leve l of
higher ed uca tion by using my knowledge. To promote the ed ucatio n leve l I sho uld
s ta rt from geog raphy which is my specializa tion; With this intention in my mind, r
would like to d iscuss some points that shou ld be d one for the u p leveling of
geogra phic d iscip line in Mya nmar. First, from five yea rs expe riences of learning in
Japa n I would like to po int ou t some cr itical aspects tha t pro pel the developmen t of
japanese geographic discipline. Then, based on those outlines, I will d iscuss how to
apply those po ints in the development of our geographic society, based on the gene ral
s ituation of Myanmar education .

II . System regu la ting the Ja panese geogra phic society

When there is a we ll developed kno wledge generation system, mos t of the
students and teachers can eas ily upgrade their knowledge through participa ting in the
system. However, if such sys tem is poor. the s tudents and teache rs have to make many
efforts to upgrade the ir knowledge. In addition, only a sma ll nu mber of hardworking
s tudent or teacher can attain the hig her level. Th is sectio n discusses the sys tem that
generates the deve lopment of japa nese geo graphic socie ty. This sys tem can be d ivided
into three levels, nam ely, un iversity, national an d Intemattonej levels .

1. Ullivmitl) w 't!l
In Japan, geog rap hy departments are sometime attached to the grad ua te

school of arts and someti me to the graduate school of science depending on the
university's organization policy. In Tokyo Metropolitan University, geography
belongs to the graduate school of science "and the graduate students are awarded
Master of Science (M. Sc.) and Doctor of Science (D. Sc.) degrees . In the Tokyo
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Un iversity, geog rap hic discipline trad itiona lly belongs to the graduate school of
science and M. Sc. and D. Sc. degrees are awarded. Recently, however, some sub-fields
of phys ical geograp hy like geomor phology and climatology were separated as the
specialized fields and attached to the grad uate school of earth and planetary sciences.
Again, the discipline of huma n geography was separated from the mother graduate
school and attached to the grad uate schoo l of arts and sciences. M. Sc. and D. Sc.
degrees are awa rded to the gradua te students who are belonging to graduate school of
earth and planetary sciences. On the other hand, Master of Arts (M. A.) and Doctor of
Philosophy (Ph: D.) degrees are. awarded to the students who are attaching to the
gradua te schoo l of arts and sciences.

In add ition, each de pa rtment in Japanese universities usua lly consists of many
sub-depa rtments . Geomor phology, Climatology, Environmental Studies, Geographic
Infor ma tion System, Environmental Geogra phy, Urban and Human Geography are
sub-depa rtments of geography in Tokyo Metropolitan University. Each sub­
depar tment has one or two professors, one or two associate professors, and up to three
assistant professors. Each sub-de partment held weekly seminars on Tuesday or
Wednesday attended by aU professors, Ph . D. and Master' s candidates, and fourth
yea r stu de nts. All these attendan ts including professors have to make presenta tion
related to the improvement of their 'own researches. Free commenting and criticizing
systems are used in the discussions . AUmembers generally know the field of study of
other members and can give advices not only in the seminar room but outside of
se mina r room .

In addition, there are presen tations related to the research design, mid-term
report, and final defense at the departmental level. These more important
presentations are made with the presence of all department members and students.
All .greduate students have to acquire designated cred its by means of participation in
those seminars. Fortuna tely, there is no exam for Master and Ph. D. candidates.
Cred its are considered as a par t of their exam. .

Spec ial sem inars, given by the visiting professors from other famous
universi ties (generally from Japan, but sometime from foreign countries} are also an
important source of knowledge acquis ition for the stude nts. There are two types in
doing these sem inars. First type.. intensive cou rse, is held three or four days
continuous ly (from 9:00 am to 5:00 pm). Second type, regular seminar, is conducted
th rough ou t the semester. After completion of the course, students usually have to
su bmit the report in the related topic . Students can also get cred its through attending
those seminars. Through this system, the studen t can get the different ideas and
knowledge not obtainab le in their own university.

Above mentioned points are three basic contributors for the development of
geographical knowledge at the university level. Seminars of this level provide spec ific
knowledge related to student's specialization.

The benefits of this un iversity level knowledge generation system will be
further d iscussed . Since both of the sub-de par tmental members know each other's
specializa tion, searching for the literatu re and confirmation of geographic research
p roblem are greatly facilitated . Actua lly, discussion is not finished within the seminar
room, it continues through evening mea ls. Such dinners are usually held with the
presence of senior and junior students and some time with the professors.
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In other.words, it can be sa id that sound ing research designs for the stud ents
are generated at the sub-de pa rtmental level . Next step is to make a presentation of
those research designs at the deparbnentalleveI. It can be said that sub-departmental
level efforts are verified and tested atthe higher level. Suggestions from the alternative
po in t of view are also received in this stage. After this stage, stude nts have to intensify
or redesign their research works by utilizing the sugges tion received at the
departmental level. Research design presentations are usually conducted at the end of
first year Master course or at the seco nd terms of secon d year Ph. D. course. Since the
tim e is sufficient for the students to red esign or intensify their researches, they can
save mu ch of their time in a misleading way.

Students have to revise their effort at the sub-departmental level by using
suggestions received atthe research design seminar. At the half of second year Master
course and beginning of the third year Ph. D. course, the s tude nts have to cond uct a
mid-term seminar that repo rt the prog ress of research at the depa rtmental level. In th is
sta ge, the s tudents generally present thei r t"rforts in terms of conso lidated resu lts.
Some students ha ving no progress do not cond uct m1d-term seminar. The student
withou tconducting mid-term seminar has no right to submit their thesis or doctorate
d issertation in coming academic yea r.

The final defense is held at the end of last acade mic year. Before one and half
mon ths of final defense, the students ha ve to submit their complete thesis or
d isser ta tion to the departmental examiner board. Examiner boards are generally
composed of three or four professors who are specialized in the field of the submitted
thesis. After final seminar pres entation and defense, the faculty examiner board
composed of all professors of tile Iccu lty. dec ide whether to accept or reject tile
submitted disserta tions based on their q uali ty . Accepted disse rtations have to revise
some minor errors before submitting it to the univers ity.

Above system of research trend and con trol measu res save much time for
s tudents in misleading research tren d .

2. National Laxl
Association of japanese Geographers held bi-annual meetings. One meeting is

usuall y held at one university located in Tokyo area while the other at the regional
un iversity. In these meetings, the most of the professors and industrious students
make 'presentations and receive the edv tccs from the specialists . This association
publishes very interesting an d good papers monthly at the Journal of Geogrnpllicl1l
Reviewof [npan. This journal is pub lished in Japanese for ten months and, in English for
two mo nths each year.

In addition, conferences for economic geographers, human geographers,
climatologists, etc. are also held bi-an nually or quar terly. These spec ialized
conferences also publish specialized journa ls in their respective fields. For instance,
Japanese economic geographer conference pu blishes Allllais of tile Japan Association of
£col/omic Geograpuere (Keizai Chin) quarterly while human geographer conference
prod uces Human Geograplty.(Jillbllll Chiri) in every two months base.

Moreover, regional meetings like Tohoku region and Seito-Uchi region are also
he ld in regu lar base. They also publish regional journals like Quarterly 'ollmal oj
Geograplly for Tohoku region.
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Small meetings are also held on so me specific fields like spatia l analysis,
q uanti tative ana lysis, etc. held in small specialized groups. Altho ugh they are not
revealed in terms of publication famous specialis ts meet in those ga the rings and
d iscuss for the d evelopment of the related topic ve ry frankly.

Those meetings of different kinds and differen t levels give chances to both
professors and students to go outside of university cam pus and encou rage
geograph ical knowledge throu gh co-operation. Excellent resu lts from these national
and regional conferences are published and shared by all othe r geog raphers. This
sys tem of nationa l level geographic knowled ge sharing is one of the essential activities
for Master and Ph. D. students . There are designated cred its for student for
par ticipation in those activities.

3. Intcrnationul Ieoel
Japanese universities have chances to held international conferences and

special lecture of foreign professor in specific fields with the support of un iversity .
Japanese professors and Ph. D. s tudents also have a chance to attend an international
confe rence both in Japan and in foreign countries at the expense of university. These
activi ties ca n be called as the direct acquisition and distribution of advanced
geographic knowledge in Japan.

Another way through which Japanese geographers acqui re advanced
geograph ic knowledge is the importat ion of current jour nals and period icals to the
library of geography depa rtment. Japanese geographers also make an inte nsive
discuss ion based on the articles of wes tern journal and think ou t ways to be ap plicable
for the development of Japanese society. Many un iversities publish university research
report annually. GcogrnfJltit·al Reports of Tokyo Metropolitall Ulli,'ersity and Science
Reports of Tsukllba llllh'Crsity · received in the geography department of Yangon
Univ ersity are good examples of it. Those repor ts are not for econotn ic purpose but for
sharing of geographic know ledge between universi ties. Those resea rch reports go
through out the geography department of the world.

Direc t knowledge acqu isition and jou rnal importation methods are two
Important parts of the international knowledge generation system tha t propelling the
development of geogra phy in Japa n.

Ill. Simplicity an d honesty

The facts mentioned above are the system for the acqu iring and d istribution of
knowled ge. It is also an incubating system of young Japa nese geographers. However,
th is sys tem alone cou ld not work withou t the pr0N'r and right attitudes of the
geog raphers . Although Japanese are Asians, they have broad-mindcdness. Most of the
Japan ese professors think abo lit the future of their students. They allow their students
to attend the classes (that see m to be very useful for the stud en t) of other professors of
different un iversity . In my case, although I was attached to the Tokyo Metropoli tan
Univers ityI could attend the classes of the University of Tokyo and could receive
many ed vtces from a professor of Meiji University. Those lectures and advices are
ver y useful for my specialization and for my futu re. Genera lly speaking, Japanese
geog raphers <Ire very frank in the d istr ibution and acquiring of knowledge. If they do
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not know something they simply admit it and they will find out those problems one
way o r ano ther . The say "Let me learn more and try again" which is common in the
conferences.

IV. Development of knowledge generation syste m in Myanmar universities
(Discussion)

Before discussing the ap p lication of Japanese examp le to Myanmar, I simply
would like to adm it that the situations of teaching staff in those two countries are quite
diffe rent Japanese professor can live on their salary alone. In addition to their basic
salary, they have many research grants and university research expenses. In case of
our country, it is difficult to live on the salary alone. Research cost and grants are very
few an d very small in amount.

Therefor e, it is useless to practice Japanese example d irectly in Myanmar. We
should think the possible ways of improving and developing our geographic
knowledge by considering Japanese example and existing resou rces in Myanmar. I
would like to point three areas tha t are urgently need ed to do for the development of
geography in our country.

First, research works and research ac tivities are very few in our geography
departments . Not to mention to know the research topics of other universities we do
not even know aU the research topics or interests of our colleagu es working in the
same department. We should give attention not only to my own resea rch but the
research interes ts of our colleagues. This point is very important in Iitera'ture
searching . Since the nature of geography is multidisciplinary, references can be spread
everywhere and each individual will be difficult to find it. While searchi.ng your
references in a library you may find a good reference for your colleague. Your
cooperation in noting and giving this reference to you r colleague will be of great help
for him/her. Alternatively, you can get important references through your colleagues.
It is, therefore, very important to know the field of interest of each othe r. To get this
practice we need to held many seminars at department level.

Above point is also applicable for the Ph. D. candidates. They should give
regu lar seminars to report the progress of their researches. It will encourage the
students to make continuous effort on the research and can save the time that is
supposed to be used in the wrong way of research approach. The period to report such
a research progress should be no longer than six months.

The second poin t is related to the poo r connection betwee n the uni.versities.
Until last four or five years, geogra phy te~ching staffs through ou t Myanmar coul d
meet each other at the Yangon University in the occasion of matricu lation evalua tion .
Bu t, recently we have no chance to meet each other. Especially, for the younger
generation teaching staffs it is even difficult to know each other If they are working a t
different university. Therefore, it is necessary to sp read out the pra ctice of research
cooperation that mentioned at the university level to the national level. Th rough this
practice we can promote the strength of our discipline.

The nature of our discipline is based on spatial variations. Geog ra phical
resea rches are greatly hampered by the lack of research network among the
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universities of Mya nmar. Through the integration of research findings conducted in
every un ivers ity we can easily make regional synthesis . Therefore, it is necessary to
construct a resear ch network among the universities of Myanm ar and to hold regu lar
meetings. Through this national research netw ork we can construct the system of
geographic knowled ge development at the national level.

The thi rd poin t concerns with the intematio nal knowledge acq uisition and
impo rtation. We have very limited literature resources, and those resources are still
limited for access by the individual. Therefore , it is necessary to share O Uf knowledge
and lite ratu res w ith O Uf co lleag ues. In add ition, th e opinion of an author w ritten in a
boo k can be mis interpreted d ue to the insufficient knowledge or/and narrow view
poi nt of the rea de r. This problem can only be so lved by means of intensive discussion
between geographers. Therefore, instead of reading a book individ ually we should
sha re our ex isting resources and should make intensive discussion for the benefit of
geographic knowledge development. In this point, as I mentioned earlier Japanese
geographers em phasize their research on the very recent issues imported to thei r
library. However, if w. ' can share our limited resou rces (both old and new books and
pe riodicals) \ ....e can do it effectively. To be able to do so we need an efficien t library
sys tem and coord ination for development.

With the developmen t of knowledge generation system, the ed ucation level of
teaching sta ffs and geography students w ill increase gradually. To accelerate this
sys tem development further. it w ill need to publish a geographical resear ch journal
regu larl y. Thro ugh thi s journal we can effectively sha re our research find ings and new
geographical knowledge with our colleagues. In ad dition, this jou rnal will enco urage
our geography staffs to conduct better researches.

lhrce points emphasized above are urgently needed for the development of
geography. Altho ug h we have many limitations to pra ctice thi s system, we should
start it now. Rccentl)I, changes were occu rred in the department of geography, Yangon
University. These cha nges are good initiatives for the construction of geographic
knowledge generation sys tem . There are regul ar seminars at geography department
level. These seminars (Ire very effective in the development of our geographic
knowledge genera tion sys tem.

Sem inars on bo th university and. nati onallevels are also ini tiated since the last
two or three years . SdlO(>1 Fllmily Day Seminar Paper Reading Ceremonies and Myanmar
Academy t1 l ifts and Science Paper Reading Ceremonies are good initiations for the
de velopmen t of knovv ledge at the nationa l level. Participa tions to the occasionally held
inter-nationa l conferences at the Yangon University are also one of the goo d so urces for
d irect ' know led ge acquisition. Although, major ity of the participants in these
conferences a rc Ph. D. candida tes. other teaching staffs from ot her universi ties also
should no t loose thi s big chance.

The las t poin t we sho uld do is the adop tion of coopera tive mind in sharing of
knowled ge. Since above mentioned kno wledge generation sys tem for Myanmar is
based 'on the economized wa y, we could only do with cooperatio n. Finall y, I would
like to u rge tha t since initiatives for the developmen t of knowledge generation sys tem
hav e already started with our limited resources, let' s par ticipate it with all efforts.
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