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The External Evaluation Team! of Akita International University visited the
AIU campus on November 10-11, 2011, meeting with groups of administrators,
faculty, staff, and students, auditing classes and touring facilities. We base this
report on this visit as well as our close reading of the “Self-Inspection and
Evaluation Report for the Year 2010.” On the seven items we were asked to evaluate,
we conclude that the university has continued to move forward on all fronts,
consolidating past achievements and seriously considering the future direction of
the institution.2 In particular, we would cite the stability of the senior staff, the
hiring of Prof Mark Williams as full-time on-site Vice President for Academic Affairs
and Curriculum, the centralization of responsibilities for English language
instruction and usage in the hands of Prof Marjo Mitsutomi, and the rapid and
continuous improvement of AIU’s standing and prestige on all fronts in Japan and
abroad, as areas deserving special commendation. The following report will follow
the evaluation guidelines suggested by AIU.

(1) Mission and academic/educational organization of the university

The school’s mission is clearly articulated and well known to the
entire community. This was apparent in all of our meetings. The university’s
organization reflects and supports the mission. We were interested in
concrete measures taken to implement the mission. One method is the
centralization of leadership of the English for Academic Purposes (EAP),
English Language Graduate Services, and the Language Development and
Intercultural Studies Center (LDIC) in the hands of Prof Marjo Mitsutomi.
This seems like an excellent step to ensure that there is increased
coordination among all parts of the curriculum, facilitating reaching goals.
Although Prof Mitsutomi has only recently arrived at AIU, we think that her
previous experience, training and energy will make a major contribution to
implementing the school’s mission. It will be critical for her to build a staff
that can reach across the various parts of AIU to ensure that this is successful.
She stressed that the mission is not only to improve facility in English and
raise TOEFL scores, but, perhaps more importantly, to equip students to
think critically and be able to acquire and process information effectively,

1 Due to another commitment, Prof. Monte Cassim was unable to participate in the
campus visit, but he has read and approved this report.

2 Because of an impending legally-binding accreditation process for the graduate
school scheduled for next year, we did not evaluate the graduate school.



which are central to the mission. Such efforts to improve operations based
on the mission are also widely seen among other directors and heads.

Faculty and students have been attracted to AIU because of its mission.
Many like the challenge of its pioneering, experimental, flexible and non-
bureaucratic environment. Although the graduating students we met (a very
small sample to be sure) have taken employment with Japanese companies
in Japan, we think that the experience of studying at AIU and taking a year
abroad will surely inform their world view and make them the sort of global
citizens which AlU strives to produce. As graduates of a liberal arts
university, with fluency in English who have lived abroad -- all elements
closely tied to AIU’s mission -- they have a broader view of world affairs than
people trained in other Japanese universities and colleges.

Although staff, faculty and students on campus have been made aware
of the mission through many channels, formal and informal, we note that
there is still a problem making AIU’s mission well-known within the larger
Akita community. President Nakajima has been tireless in working with the
local government, parliament and media, but, as in any political system,
officials have many interests to manage and a university as unique (and
costly) as AIU can be singled out for reduced support. In the severe budget
situation the local government is facing, reduced financial support for AIU
may be unavoidable. It will be critical to strengthen give and take ties with
individual parliament members.

We note with approval the ongoing and increased efforts of AIU to
strengthen ties with the community through priority for admissions to local
students, access to the library, invitations to campus events, sending foreign
students to participate in holidays, ceremonies and home visits as well as go
into schools, and engaging AIU students as tutors to work with teachers,
students and families. We recommend continuing to move on all of these
fronts in the hope that this cumulative effort over time will gradually build a
constituency supportive of AIU and increased awareness of how it
contributes to the greater community. We also recommend working with
local students at the earliest age possible to begin to strengthen their English
skills, which appears to be the major obstacle for local students who attend
AlU and a disincentive to apply. But the community should realize that AIU
provides more than training in English; as an international liberal arts
university (a difficult concept to grasp), it also teaches specialized skills
which can be as helpful in the local community as in the world at large.
Continuing to work with and educate local school teachers and college
counselors about these benefits and encouraging them to spread the word
beyond the education field is one means to achieve this.

Publicizing the visits of Japanese officials and notables as well as
foreign dignitaries, tied to visits to other important locations in Akita, can



help local people recognize how AIU has become an integral and positive
part of the Akita identity and image in the outside world.

For the benefit of future historians of AIU, it might be helpful for staff
to keep systematic records of how decisions were made so that these can be
tracked against the stated mission of the institution. It can help to determine
what sort of data or information administrative and teaching staff rely on to
make decisions.

The 2009 external evaluation suggested a “strategy map” to link
specific goals and targets to “initiatives designed to ensure their successful
realization.” We did not see such a clear map and still believe it would be
helpful to create one, although we did learn that there had been a retreat last
year to formulate what was meant by “international liberal arts university”
and how this can be operationalized, and what specific items can be tied to
AlU’s goals. We look forward to learning more about how this is translated
into an action plan and implemented in the next few years.

(2) Language Education (contents and methods)

We were only able to observe one English class (and no other language
classes) during this visit so cannot comment authoritatively on this section. The
Self-Inspection and Evaluation Report provides a detailed analysis of the language
education including other foreign languages, and we had an intensive discussion on
this topic with students and staff. As for the English for Academic Purpose (EAP)
program, we applaud AIU’s ongoing dedication to teach English not only for the
purposes of improving one’s TOEFL score, but also to help students better
understand the content and context of what they are studying. As noted above, we
think that the centralization of various language programs into one person, if not
one position (yet), will help to better integrate language teaching into substantive
courses. Prof Mitsutomi plans to learn more about what other professors demand in
terms of proficiency to build this into the curriculum. We recommend ongoing
campus-wide discussions of what EAP’s role should be, how to better integrate it
into the total curriculum, and how to meet the needs and expectations of better-
trained entering students.

Another element in this is training teachers in the basic and advanced
education programs as to how to integrate language training into their courses to
continuously raise student skills at speaking and especially writing.

We very much liked the Language Development and Intercultural Studies
Center(LDIC)’s approach to help students link language learning to their life dreams.
The physical and staff environment at LDIC was very nice - supportive and relaxing.
The program is able to meet demands for a higher level of language skills. We
noticed much progress in the number and type of books and other media for



language learning. Continuous efforts to improve and upgrade the self-study tools
and proper monitoring system for self-engagement are desirable.

The role of the Academic Achievement Center (AAC) is also important.
Further systemic design of the effective usage of classes, AAC and LDIC should be
examined.

The three graduating students we met demonstrated excellent language
skills and comfort with speaking English. Even the three lower division Japanese
students we spoke to struck us as having better English skills than students we had
met in prior visits. Data in the evaluation report indicate that the trend is for
entering students to have increasingly higher TOEFL scores and this seems to be
supported by better skill at actually using the language. The entry level English
courses have become much smaller, which is a good sign.

The Japanese language program for international students seems to be
thriving. However, at the present time, fully half of the teachers are adjunct, which
makes it difficult to maintain consistency and standards over time. One problem,
which is also a good thing, is that more foreign students are coming with higher
levels of Japanese than in the past. It makes it necessary to offer new, higher levels
of Japanese, but this also means that more foreigners possess excellent skills in the
language. Because the number of partner schools continues to increase, this means
that there will be more foreign students wanting to study Japanese at AIU. We
recommend following up on requests for more staff, especially in the Japanese
language program, and regularly letting the Japanese language staff know how much
they are appreciated on campus.

(3) Basic Education

We did not have an opportunity to sit in on any Basic Education courses.
Looking through the catalogue, it certainly seems that AIU offers an array of lower
division liberal arts courses suitable for providing a solid foundation for advanced
study in the student’s chosen field. Two issues deserving attention are the stress of
learning a second foreign language and sharing a common education goal among
faculty members across diverse fields. We encourage intensive communication
among faculty. This can also help to coordinate preparation of students from diverse
backgrounds for advanced studies.

(4) Advanced Education

We were only able to sit in on two classes, and one only at the very end of the
class. The other class we found to be very one-sided: the professor went over a
handout and there was no interaction with the students. We do not know if this is
the instructor’s teaching style or this was a one-off session, but we would certainly
hope that most advanced classes at AIU involve a great deal of give and take to



better prepare students for the kind of pedagogy they are likely to encounter during
their studies abroad. Among leading Japanese universities there are many kinds of
programs for faculty development, and given the diverse backgrounds of its global
faculty, AIU should continuously employ systematic efforts to improve teaching
quality and observe classroom teaching. In this regard, we welcome new joint
initiatives for staff and faculty development with other leading international
universities (International Christian University Ritsumeikan Asia-Pacific University,
and Waseda University).

In the previous report we noted that there was an over-emphasis on the U.S.
and possibly China in the curriculum, and this still seems to be the case. As more
agreements are signed with universities in Europe and Latin America, there must be
courses to prepare students for the history, culture, society and politics of the
countries where they will live for a year. We were glad to see a more diverse set of
courses on Japan being offered. We also applaud the recently added “transnational
studies” courses. Again we would recommend that there be more substantive
courses on specific topics that break out of the U.S. or Northeast Asia region to bring
in more information on other parts of the world.

As noted in the discussion on Language Education (section 2 above), we
recommend that increased attention be paid to working on English language skills
(especially writing) in these advanced classes to the greatest extent possible. This
will probably require focused training for the instructors. Additionally, we would
like to ensure that students have a solid background in Economics to sharpen their
analytical and writing skills.

(5) Student Services

Discussions with non-academic service staff convinced us of their high
proficiency and sincere professional attitude.

Reviewing the 2008-2010 Student Satisfaction Survey (which we did not
receive in time to study before the visit) we note that on all criteria, students are
satisfied or mostly satisfied. Overall, 83% were satisfied in 2008 and 2010, and none
were dissatisfied. We can’t explain the dip in “satisfied” in 2009, although 20% were
generally satisfied, bringing the total up to 97%. On academic affairs, there was a
rather sharp decline in “satisfied,” from 41% to 28%, but increase in “generally
satisfied” from 47% to 53%. We recommend further investigation into why there
has been this decline and where it is concentrated, if that can be specified. Even then,
the two “satisfied” sections still comprise over 80%.

The “study abroad” questions yielded consistent numbers but we
recommend learning more about what aspects of the experience led students to
rank it as “generally satisfied” rather than “satisfied.” Is it a matter of preparation? If
so, in which aspects? The particular program they attended abroad? Lack of support
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services abroad? Because the survey appears to have been designed by
administrative staff and not faculty, it is a bit difficulty to know what aspects of
“study abroad relations” (ryugaku kankei) are being evaluated.

Student services continue to be strong overall. The survey does indicate a
decline in “satisfied” from 50% to 39% (an improvement over 2009). Again, we
recommend careful examination of specific areas for improvement and reflection on
what can be improved and what is beyond AIU’s control. On the academic side, the
opening of the Academic Achievement Center (AAC) in July 2009 appears to be a
positive step toward assisting students needing tutoring in English or other subjects.
Using other students as peer tutors is an excellent idea. We understand that AAC is
still not well known among the faculty and we recommend that it be publicized
more. It is not easy to convince students to go for help, especially to their professor,
which may be a terrifying prospect, so AAC is a good place to have available for them.
It has the additional function of training students to be mentors to others and to
recognize how important this is. AAC can help to achieve the goal we have
mentioned several times, of introducing writing skills into the regular curriculum.
AAC directors can collaborate with instructors to develop a curriculum which
includes writing and imparting of particular skills. The consistently highest scores of
all on the Student Survey are for the library and computer center, which we agree
are among AlIU’s strongest attractions.

On the dorm situation, the anticipated increase of the incoming class from
150 to 175, and the resulting addition of a 4th student into dorm rooms may pose
problems. Counseling staff should be prepared for this. The number of counselors
should be expanded, and ideally they can speak English, so they can handle
problems which arise between international and Japanese students in the
dormitories (we heard that there are noise problems in particular).

Another area needing attention is sexual harassment training. As the number
of new regular female students over the past six years is 70% on average, this is
particularly important. The guidelines are already more than 6 years old and should
be updated and well-propagated among students, faculty and staff. They should be
written in English and Japanese. Sessions on what constitutes harassment should be
held at regular intervals, again, in Japanese and English. Other forms of harassment
and abuse of power, including in the classroom, should also be discussed among the
campus community. Student life issues, according to the survey, still have some
areas of concern and should be monitored closely for areas to improve.

The Residential Assistant (RA) system seems to be a good program. It is
critical for RAs to meet regularly with professionals in student services to keep
current with the situation in dorms and the campus community at large. A female
RA mentioned that she is implementing a dormitory patrol at night. We recommend
reconsidering this on safety grounds.



AlIU was fortunate that no student lives were lost in the series of
disasters in March 2011. Further efforts to prepare for these kinds of emergencies
and possible evacuation are necessary

We learned that the directors in particular, but also other full-time teaching
staff, have very heavy advising loads. The numerous adjunct faculty cannot take on
this responsibility. It will be critical to find some way to distribute this
responsibility equitably. The students we spoke with felt that they thought their
professors were genuinely concerned about them and wanted to support their
studies and futures.

One interesting issue that came up in our deliberations was the fact that
AlU’s students receive an English language internationally-focused education,
including a year abroad, yet most of them intend to stay in Japan upon graduation.
Partially due to a general global process of “modernization” and partly due to the
kind of educational experience they have at AIU and abroad, they may not be fully
able to navigate within Japanese society. In other words, they may not be “Japanese
enough.” So, ironically, it may be advisable to require pre-graduation (maybe at the
Basic Education stage) coursework on Japanese history and Japanese writing and
expression (taught in Japanese) to prepare them for some of the cultural
expectations and skills they need to master for future success in their native land, as
well as a reentry course after they return from abroad. The Career Development
operation received extremely high marks overall on the survey, which indicates that
AlU is doing an excellent job on this front: with 100% employment, how could it be
otherwise?

Another good sign is that 10 to 20 percent of AIU graduates proceed to
prestigious graduate schools, although those going on for graduate work in English
speaking countries remains quite limited. This point might be examined.

(6) Campus Resources and Environment

This touches on some of the areas mentioned above in the context of student
services. There are still issues with the bus service, for example. But the campus
itself is exceptionally beautiful, and the library and multi-purpose building are
standouts. The more that Akita citizens can experience them and identify them as
part of the “Akita Landscape” the better. To the degree that we could observe,
classroom facilities seem up-to-date technologically. In the light of the March 2011
earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster, we recommend frequent review of
security policy.



(7) Administration system and public corporation system of the
university

Most members of the evaluation team have visited the campus on
several occasions and are heartened to recognize familiar faces time after
time. This demonstrates the commitment of so many members of the
administrative and teaching staffs to AIU’s mission. For a still-new
institution in a relatively remote part of Japan, this is admirable. The
clarification of the system for longer term “revolving contracts” has
strengthened this willingness to commit, although some confusion over the
procedure for promotion remains and we recommend continuing to
systematize and publicize this so that faculty have a clear sense of what
factors are considered in evaluation for contract renewal and promotion.

Senior administrative staff decided to come to Akita from all over Japan to
serve this unique institution, and many are veterans now. AlU has a flexible enough
system that it can meet challenges as they arise, and, to a certain extent, senior staff
enjoy a wide degree of decision-making authority, keeping bureaucratization to a
minimum. As a new institution based on a unique model, staff who come here need
to be aware of the fact that they will constantly face challenges very different from
those elsewhere. We believe AIU has assembled and retained a staff with this
attitude. The fact that AIU was the first school to be established from its inception as
a public corporation has given it more freedom of action than older schools trying to
introduce such a system. Again, the senior staff should be commended for what they
have achieved, and in such a short time.

We noted, with approval, the recent appointment of Prof Mark Williams to be
the Vice President for Academic Affairs and Curriculum. Having served with Dr.
Williams on the external evaluation committee for many years, we know of his
understanding of and deep commitment to AIU and its mission and applaud his
recruitment. He will continue to address issues of concrete steps to best
operationalize the goals of the mission. He will also reinvigorate horizontal
communication among senior staff.

As AIU becomes established and better known, it is spawning competitors, so
one challenge the staff faces is remaining “hungry,” that is, continuing to be on the
cutting edge of higher education aimed at producing global citizens. It is healthy to
continue to maintain regular interaction with the other three “global universities” in
Japan.

We did not discuss university support for faculty research and improvement
during this visit. We are concerned that the heavy advising duties of full-time faculty
cut too deeply into their time for research and writing, particularly those still
working on dissertations. The “revolving contract” system appears to be allaying
some of the uncertainty about security of employment at AIU which we noted in



earlier visits, although the regulations and expectations need to be promulgated
widely to faculty. Faculty who wish to learn Japanese should be accommodated.

We were pleased to see the healthy budgetary situation of AIU, especially in
the current global economic environment.

CONCLUSION

AlU continues its upward trajectory on all fronts, including cementing ties
with partner institutions around the world. Its expansion, in the ongoing
environment of global economic crisis, will require careful management. The
experienced staff has demonstrated exemplary skill at this so far, and we
recommend expansion and training of staff both for the increasingly heavy
workload, the challenges that keep popping up, and to prepare for an eventual
leadership succession.

AlIU has now produced several graduating classes and we recommend
turning to them for support in many areas of work, such as publicizing, recruiting,
hosting interns, helping with job placement, financial support and mentoring. As
students return from abroad they should be systematically debriefed about their
experience and a data bank established and updated to benefit students planning
their year overseas. AIU might establish a “buddy system” where returnees mentor
students about to embark on their year abroad at either the same school or the
same country. AIU should also call on foreign students while they are at AIU and
after they return home, to serve as a resource for Japanese students as they prepare
to go overseas and during their stay away, and also to publicize AIU and contribute
financially. They need to see themselves as part of the AIU global community and
have a sense of responsibility to continue AIU’s mission. Having a satisfactory
experience at AlU is critical for achieving this.

There was some concern that after starting life as a revolutionary new type
of university AIU risks becoming complacent, with its students aiming at safe
careers in large Japanese companies rather than pioneering into new ventures.
Although this is probably unavoidable and is one measure of AIU’s success, we hope
that AIU continues to exert effort to attract those with more entrepreneurial
independent streaks.

Although the external committee’s visit has been streamlined, meeting with
more key individuals rather than large groups, we still felt there were many aspects
which we were requested to discuss but had no opportunity to observe or explore.
Two full days is probably required to do this more satisfactorily, so that we can do
our job better. Administrative staff should not be in attendance in meetings with
students and faculty. The self-study materials were sent to us in a timely fashion,
although it would have been preferable to have the student survey in advance so
that we could prepare questions for students we met, and possibly meet some



counselors as well. Also, they were prepared for the local government so were not
organized in the most efficient way for us to prepare our questions and report.

We do want, once again, to thank the staff for its preparation for our visit and
for the flexibility and willingness to assist us in every way possible.
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