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NOVEMBER 2013

The External Evaluation Team® of Akita International University visited the AlU
campus on November 14-15, 2013. We met with groups of administrators, faculty, staff, and
students, audited classes and toured the facilities. We base this report on this visit as well as
our close reading of the “Self-Inspection and Evaluation Report AY 2012” and other
documents supplied by AlU. This included the detailed AlU responses to our November 2011
report. We were asked to address nine items. Our overall conclusion is that, under the new
leadership of President Norihiko Suzuki, AlU is about to move forward and to adapt to the
challenges which arise, including the sudden passing of the First President Mineo Nakajima.
We also have some areas of concern which will be elaborated below.

This is the first evaluation conducted since the sudden and untimely passing of the
First President Nakajima. We believe that AlU is very fortunate to have recruited Dr.
Norihiko Suzuki to assume the presidency. He brings a great deal of experience from his
time as president of International Christian University as well as time spent studying and
teaching in the United States. His expertise in management is particularly valuable in guiding
AlU’s transition. A number of faculty members and staff left since our last review, but for
those who stayed and played key roles at this critical juncture and for those who joined with
fresh and high motivation, we were heartened and appreciate their hard work and loyalty to
AlU as the university moves forward. However, AlU should remember to analyze the
reasons why some devoted faculty members left the university.

Committee members Gold and Kodama have participated in every external
evaluation since the beginning, and members Fujimori and Yonezawa have also been
involved for several years, so they have been able to observe AlU’s development as well as
the recent transition over a long period of time. Cassim has also served as a committee
member, while he was not able to attend this external visit, unfortunately. We very much
welcome the participation of President Kameyama and Dean Ying to the team. We were
very pleased to see how seriously the administration took our recommendations from 2011
and the responses and subsequent actions.

The report follows the evaluation guidelines suggested by AlU.

[1] Mission and academic/educational organization of the university

! Prof Monte Cassim was unable to attend in person.



The school’s mission has been clearly articulated and well known to many people of
the community. It is one of the main attractions of this unique institution to students and
faculty from throughout Japan and abroad. The academic organization continues to be
designed and managed properly in conformity with the mission. [We will discuss this more
in the next section.] AIU remains an extremely competitive institution and works hard to
continue to attract excellent and well-qualified students through various examinations as
well as special outreach to students from within the prefecture. AlU also grew significantly
(beginning with 148 students in 2004 to 825 as of September 2013), and beeame has
become a leading “model for 21st century college education in Japan”. On the other hand,
many issues which require serious consideration and management decisions also developed
internally. We will address these below.

One of AlIU’s challenges is to remain unique and cutting edge so as to continue to
attract talented students and motivated faculty to this rather remote campus from the
central part of Japan. In addition to recruitment, it will be critical to retain and attract
qualified faculty to AlU as other universities develop their own global studies programs and
aggressively poach AlU’s teachers. A relatively high turnover of faculty and administrative
staff may become a serious obstacle to form a clear consensus of the university’s mission,
especially in education. Through the discussion with managers, faculty and students, we
found a relatively high diversity on the idea and purpose of AlU education, and it is hard to
tell whether the university’s mission has been clearly disseminated at the practice level.
Probably, it should be a good time for AlU to reflect on its great achievements so far, and
reformulate its solid future vision under the new leadership of President Suzuki. We
anticipated that some of these issues were going to be addressed at the Faculty Retreat, a
university wide annual event for faculty development which commenced right after we
departed.

It is also critical to keep the local community — government and society — informed
about AlU’s mission and how the community’s investment in the school is beneficial in many
ways to Akita. We were pleased to learn about the many efforts that the administration is
making to better serve the community and encourage AlU to reach out proactively to the
media to get this message out to erase any doubts about the valuable asset that the school
is and how it draws attention to Akita from throughout the country and outside. We know
that President Nakajima was tireless in working with the community and are encouraged
that President Suzuki has recognized the importance of this responsibility and continued to
meet with the Governor and other officials. At the same time, to maintain the established
reputation and further improvement of its academic prestige, full scale autonomy of AlU in
decision-making of administrative affairs should be continuously stressed.

The three returned students we met with were excellent exemplars of the mission.
They had studied in the U.S., Singapore and Sweden. All very positively evaluated their
experiences and were quite conscious about how the year abroad had expanded their world



view. They did not downplay the challenges they faced, as any foreign student would, but
did note that AlU had prepared them for the experience and it would help them greatly on
the job market and in their future careers. They all already secured jobs lined up at
prestigious companies. They mentioned that the AlU experience improved their comfort
level interacting with foreigners, as well as foreign teaching styles and the importance of
visiting professors during office hours. Although AlIU gave them a solid foundation in using
English in the classroom, they suggested that AlU could raise the level of some courses to
ease adjustment to the standards of courses abroad. Japanese teachers, it was noted, often
did not teach the academic content at a deep enough level in English. Another criticism was
that a certain number of the professors of upper level courses lived in Tokyo and, unlike the
EAP teachers and other professors who resided locally, were less accessible to students or
responsive to their needs. We encourage all the professors preparing students to study
abroad to spend more time on campus meeting with students to provide support and
feedback before and after they tackle their year abroad.

Although there was some mention of a lack of enough materials about the country,
school, teaching style, etc. of foreign partners, we think this is an area where there has been
much improvement over the years. Students abroad have blogged about their experience
which is a wonderful resource for those preparing to follow in their shoes.

On the other hand, the few foreign students at AlU we met said that classes of AlU
they took were not as rigorous as those in their home institutions. The main attraction for
them appeared to be living and learning in a quasi-rural environment. It must be very good
for international students to be actively committed in the local community. However,
considering the rapid improvement of the quality and quantity of both domestic and
international students who seek serious learning with advanced content, a systemic effort
to improve the quality provision of class content and learning experience is necessary.

Another concern is the fact that the number of students who seek graduate
education at prestigious universities in Japan and in the world is limited. We should praise
the high achievement in job placement though the sincere efforts of both university staff
and students themselves. This issue is well recognized at the dean level, and we will go back
to this issue later in this report.

[2] Language Education

We were pleasantly surprised to learn that the TOEFL level of entering students
continues to rise and that fewer of them require remedial classes. The challenge is to offer
English courses which are geared not to taking the TOEFL but to using English in everyday
life as well as in the classroom, essential tools for the year abroad. Prof Gold arrived a day
early and observed a Bridge Class which offers English at an advanced level. We expect that
this course will expand quickly, and encourage tailoring it to life in a foreign university
setting.



Although Prof Mitsutomi whom we praised last time for her work with EAP has
departed, we were glad to meet with her successor, Prof Dougherty and learn of his
ongoing efforts to improve teaching practice and also to unify the teaching and use of
English through the newly established Academic Career Center. All EAP professors have
teaching experience before coming to AlU. We learned that the English teachers are
experienced and mature, dedicated to their craft. EAP continues to develop consistency
across classes, although we noted in the student evaluations several complaints about
uneven grading, which is probably unavoidable.

The returned students we met were all comfortable with English, though, again, we
cannot say how representative they are of the students as a whole. Adding to the
preparation for English proficiency tests such as TOEFL and TOEIC, AlU should reorganize the
upper level education including having suitable human resource allocation so that the
professors can provide proper supervision to maintain and deepen the academic and
professional learning in high level English. After coming back to AlU, the students should
have advanced facility at using the language for academic work and daily life, which are not
the same skills required to do well on TOEFL.

AlU is attracting more and more international students to study Japanese language
and Japanese culture, which poses many challenges for the Japanese language program. The
number of foreign students increased from 22 in 2004 to 181 in the fall semester of 2013,
and the program has to be provided respectively to those students who come in spring and
fall semesters —around 100 each term.

We are concerned about what appears to be a severe shortage of full-time Japanese
teachers, and their extremely demanding teaching schedule all year round. As Prof.
Sugiyama emphasized, it is essential for AlU to satisfy the international students with the
Japanese language program so as to develop partner universities. Faculty of the Japanese
Language program should participate more directly in the decision making process in AlU
education and governance.

[3] Basic Education

AlU is unique in that it offers not only a liberal arts education for the whole
undergraduate education in Japan, but one geared towards the demands of global society,
what is referred to in the Student Handbook (p. 12) as an “international liberal arts
education.” Students are challenged not only to master English, but also to have a
substantive multidisciplinary education through the English language medium.

They must also develop a set of reasoning skills. Although this is explained to them
at freshman orientation, we learned it is not often clear to them why they need to do
certain things. This is hardly unique to AlU, but given the global reach of the school, we



encourage that students be reminded of these objectives on a regular basis, and also
informed as to how their course of study fits into these goals. Current AlU students have
high motivation and academic readiness, and are expecting more in-depth content in Basic
Education so that they can start learning at partner universities smoothly.

[4] Advanced Education

We observed two advanced classes, and were uncertain as to whether they were
offered at the level of a foreign university. Student evaluations mentioned problems with
Japanese professors not being completely comfortable teaching in English, and therefore
not offering rigorous enough advanced courses, certainly not at the level the students need
while they study abroad. After a decade, AlU should move to deepen the content of
advanced courses though the content and the English delivery skill are not necessarily
coherent in the case of Japanese teachers. Many of the Japanese professors have studied
abroad and we encourage faculty to become familiar with the curriculum in partner
institutions, such as reading lists, topics covered, test examples, and webcasts so that AlU
students will be better prepared.

It has been suggested that the third term is required to adequately prepare students
to study abroad. We encourage discussion of the overseas experience, including an honest
appraisal of how AlU students have performed at partner universities, so that advanced
courses can be better planned to close the gap with partner university courses. Perhaps the
syllabus of a relevant partner course could be tested at AlU. In any event, syllabi should be
collected to understand what is expected abroad in the way of prerequisites or preparation
for upper division courses which AlU students will take. AlU professors or staff visiting
partners should sit in on classes and meet with professors who have taught AlU students to
deeply understand the experience and how it can be improved. Some of the material might
be covered in a Bridge Class. As more and more courses are put online, we suggest
encouraging, or even requiring, AlU students to watch courses they might take abroad to
better prepare themselves.

Finally, we encourage faculty to build debriefing sessions of returnees around the
objectives of AlU undergraduate education, and how to make the value of the unique
education they have received in partner universities effectively integrated into their learning
experience at AlU.

[5] Professional Graduate School’s Global Communication Practices

We did not evaluate the graduate program in 2011, although Professor Yonezawa
participated in the accreditation review of the graduate program implemented in 2012. The



mission of the graduate program is apparently quite different from the one of the
undergraduate program; i.e. much more professionally oriented, and directly serving the
local and global community. A typical example is the enrolment of high school teachers who
are currently engaged in the English language education.

The background of the student body of the graduate program is highly diverse, and
most are mature enough to raise their straightforward voice. Having said so, we were rather
disturbed at the large number of demanding comments in the student evaluations. These
concerned the lack of coherence of the curriculum, professors not available for advising on
course of study, internships or jobs, poorly organized courses, etc. The common course,
with its mix of students, came in for particularly sharp criticism. We did not observe a class
so cannot comment authoritatively, but these are definitely areas to consider. The problem
of absentee professors is particularly acute. There appears to be clear differences of
learning experiences and career perspectives according to the courses they pursue, mainly
because of the different job opportunities, career paths, and the approaches of the faculty.
It may also be true that the program is still in the beginning stage, and posing challenges for
establishing a new global professional education in Japan.

Overall, however, the graduate program needs to undergo rethinking as to its
mission and what it is intended to accomplish, although some courses appear to work well.
From student comments it was unclear if the school is supposed to be more research or
policy-hands-on oriented, but that they wished for more “how to” courses, or programs that
lead to a clear connection to the professional career. We should understand that the labor
market structure of Japan still prefers talents with generic skills even among the candidates
with master degrees, and faces over supply condition in the limited number of international
professions such as language teachers, interpreters and journalists. However, these
conditions should be well explained before they are enrolled.

Some courses do not meet the expected staffing of fulltime professors dedicated
principally towards the daily graduate education, although we understand the AlU policy to
invite active leading professionals as visiting professors from such a distant place as Tokyo.
This should be another reason of critical comments among the graduate students. After the
clarification of the mission and strategic approach in education, the validity of allocation in
human resources and other necessary facilities and equipment should be reconsidered.

[6] Student Services

One area of concern, which has been mentioned previously, is student advising. It
seems that full-time faculty have very heavy advising responsibilities on top of heavy
teaching responsibilities. Although the ratio has improved since our last visit, it strikes us as
till extremely heavy, as teachers are also expected to conduct research and publish. This
makes it very difficult to give each student adequate time or attention. In addition to the



sizeable percentage of part-time faculty, there seem to be a large number who commute
from Tokyo and who are not well-integrated into AlU life. This adds to difficulties of offering
helpful advice. A residential university with a commuting faculty is a mismatch. At least,
some other approaches such as full time tutoring staff should be examined so that AlU can
that ensure advising is accessible daily.

Another concern is related to the student advising for supporting the study abroad
program. Although AlU requests students attend Study Abroad Workshops and Study
Abroad Seminar, it appears that some students do not have a clear idea of its purpose. For
some students, just traveling and living abroad are the “learning” experiences from the
Study Abroad. Many of these students do poorly in classes. Other students take this
opportunity seriously and do well in classes. Expectations differ by faculty advisers.

We were very favorably impressed by Dr. Yutaka Sato, who is heading the recently
established Academic Career Support Center. He brings a very interesting skill set and range
of experiences abroad to this position. We hope the activities of ACSC encourage and
support effectively the students who are seeking the opportunities of graduate studies.

Dorm life seems to have improved a bit with more Residential Assistants (RAs),
though we noticed the usual complaints of loud noise, partying and lack of consideration of
others. This is unavoidable. The administration appears to have taken our 2011
recommendations very seriously and stepped up improvements in student services across
the board, not only as regards dorm life, but also academics. Preparations have been taken
in the case of future disasters such as the tsunami and nuclear power plant of 2011.

In our last report we encouraged education concerning sexual harassment. We note
that an OBGYN doctor lectured on sex education at orientation for Japanese and
international students twice a year. It appears to have been successful, and the number of
sexual problems among students has been decreasing since then.

Student advising, as President Suzuki emphasized, is essential for quality of liberal
arts education. They must tie in together. However, the current student advising system at
AlU appears to be not working effectively to prepare students for their Study Abroad
program.

Allocation of students to advisers in Basic Education may not be well organized. In
some cases, specializations of advisers in BE are totally different from students’ interests,
and students are not receiving proper advice. Although students are allowed to request
change of academic advisors, a more careful examination whether this system works
effectively or not is required.

Each faculty adviser has to take care of around 25 students based on the guidelines
set by AlU. However, these students are all going to different partner schools in various
countries, and this requires a lot of time and energy. It is very good that the responsibilities



of both students and advisors are clearly defined in the student handbook. We sincerely
hope that AlU will provide an effective monitoring system to ensure the successful
implementation of student advising.

Adding to their faculty advisers, students also go to the Center for International
Affairs (CIA) to seek advice. CIA is a center which collects and provides all the information
about partner universities and their curricula. CIA also keeps students’ academic records
from their study abroad. CIA is responsible for providing information, but CIA staff is not
responsible (or trained) to give academic advice to students. Faculty advisers are the ones
who in the end approve students when they select partner universities and what courses to
take. For realizing a more effective advisory function, a more intensive communication
between faculty advisers and staff members of CIA based on mutual respect should be
recommended.

Even more, a rapidly increasing number of partner schools and exchange students
from abroad has created a great deal of confusion in terms of ever demanding and
increasing work load at CIA. Just to give an example, this fall, CIA processed applications
and administrative procedures for each of 190 AlU students who went on Study Abroad. At
the same time, administrative procedures to accept each of 181 exchange students from
various partner universities were necessary. On top of this, recent exchange students come
for one semester only, so CIA has to do same administrative work for over 100 exchange
students every semester. Also, there are always some problems communicating with these
universities or problems arise from AlU or exchange students. These things take a lot of
time to follow up. The number of partner universities has increased to 158 in 2013. Itis
guestionable whether it is manageable for a small size university like AlU in a sustainable
manner

There is also an issue on travel insurance and life-risk management of students while
they study abroad. Under the current system, students are not covered by insurance if any
political riots or uprisings occur, or anything which may affect life of students in countries
where they are staying. Some other universities in Japan adopt this new type of insurance
(addition of life-risk management to regular coverage) for students when they go on Study
Abroad. This issue needs to be investigated and measures need to be taken if necessary.

[7] Campus resources and environment

AlU retains its unique beauty and compatibility with the natural environment. The
new buildings are spectacular. We understand that some of the older residences are being
upgraded and refurbished. Still, we have noticed complaints by students that residences are
not warm enough during winter. As some resident buildings are getting old, we recommend
investigations. One issue that came up a few times was the lack of Japanese language books
in the library.



We encourage the stocking of more of these. We acknowledge highly the
designation of the UN Depository Library status to the AlIU Library in 2013. UN officials from
the UN Outreach Division are expected to visit AlU from time to time in the future, also. A
standard manual book of protocol for the faculty and staff on how to communicate with and
receive official guests is also necessary.

The access to e-journals is also an emerging issue, especially in the natural and social
scientific fields, although it is not realistic to purchase an extraordinary journal package by
AlU alone. We encourage the examination of some possibility on collaboration among
universities at the prefectural level.

[8] Administration system

In previous reports we noted our concern about a succession plan and the
centralization of decision-making power in the hands of President Nakajima. President
Suzuki, as we understand, has been listening to the many constituencies of AlU to gather a
broad sense of the institution. President Suzuki is a leader with very deep experience in
Japan and abroad and we are expecting that he will take proper control of AlU soon.

There are some areas that we would draw attention to:

- The contract and promotion systems: We understand that changes in the Labor Law
will have an impact on faculty contracts and security. We hope that the
administration will be sensitive to the concerns of older and newer faculty in this
regard. It would be unsettling to have faculty under very different contract systems,
so ways should be considered to maintain morale and security of employment.
Especially, AlU should make clear explanation and efforts to provide equal working
conditions to the existing faculty members with new staff that will be hired under
the more secure working condition.

- Ingeneral, it appears to be good that all the administrators under regular based
contract will be transformed from fixed term contract to tenure based contract.

- We continue to encourage AlU to retain some flexibility to recruit mid-career and
executive staff with necessary expertise. Regarding faculty contract, at our interview
one faculty member said that he/she was not informed about the transformation.

- We also think the promotion system needs to be rethought. The language teachers
could be on a different track for several reasons. Their teaching and advising loads
are extremely heavy. As most of them are teaching language and not other
substantive or specialized courses, it is not reasonable to expect them to conduct
original research and publish. Most do not have PhDs and do not have the
experience of the steps in original research. If there is no one to mentor them, and
no release time, it is not reasonable to expect them to instinctively know how to
formulate and implement a research plan. Although it is not common to hire a
mentor and possibly a grant writer at small and medium sized teaching-oriented



universities in Japan, if these services are not provided, the whole set of publication
requirements for language teachers appears to be infeasible.

Consultation: President Suzuki has a very good opportunity to establish more open

channels of communication between the top levels of the administration and the faculty.

Many faculty wish to be included in important discussions and have their suggestions

and requests taken seriously. We encourage President Suzuki to meet with faculty

privately soon to learn of their concerns and to listen to their advice on all university
matters.
Inclusiveness of teachers: some of the teachers expressed a sense that they do not
feel they are given enough information regarding to university administration.
Especially, AlU should continue to take decisive action to encourage an
internationally attractive academic community.

- Representation of faculty opinion: During the visit, we heard from many faculty
members that they do not receive enough respect from the managers and
administration when they consult. Many faculty members feel they need a
functional system to represent voices of faculty members to the President and to
participate in decision making process. It is necessary that President Suzuki make
more effort to listen and speak with each director or head of programs. Perhaps
appointing a Dean of the Faculty to serve as a bridge between faculty and the
president would help in this regard.

- Research and Publication: faculty should be expected to have a regular guidance
program of seeking research funds and improving publication. We do not know if
AlU has a regular set of programs at the institutional level to encourage them to
apply for outside funding, share their research results, consult with colleagues, get
advice on first-class outlets for their publications, etc. We are pleased that the
Japanese language program has made efforts to publish its own institutional journal,
and the activities such as Center for East Asian Research that are aimed to contribute
to the local community through international research.

- Finance: Although continuous generous support from Akita prefecture is highly
required to maintain and improve the current strong reputation of AlU education,
AlU also needs to seek possibilities of other funding resources. AlU is still heavily
dependent on Akita prefectural government’s subsidies (50% in FY2012). Income
from student tuition amounts to 30% of the total income in FY2012. The tuition fees
of AlU are already set higher than other national and local public universities in Akita
prefecture from 2012. Considering the significant increase of student numbers of
AlU and our concern about the heavy work load among AlU staff and faculty, it will
be unrealistic to require further increase of tuition fee income. The success of
getting external funds such as Re-Inventing Japan Project and Project for the
Promotion of Global Human Resources Development from the national government
as mentioned later should be highly appraised. Under the new leadership of
President Suzuki, AlU should enhance the linkage with business and finance people.
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[9] Re-Inventing Japan Project and Project for the Promotion of Global Human
Resources Development

It is probably still too early to evaluate these programs but they certainly struck us as
valuable ways for AlU faculty and students to conduct a range of creative joint programs
with partner faculty and students. The Re-Inventing Japan Project is a pioneering project
which fits well with AlU’s mission and also has some payoff for the local community,
which should be effectively communicated to key local persons. These have
academically worthwhile goals with policy implications.

The Global Human Resources Project also fits well with AlU’s strengths and mission,
and can enhance its profile and attractiveness at home and abroad. At the same time,
the exchanges involved can stimulate reflection by AlU on its strengths and weaknesses
and where it might better serve its students and community. We also encourage the
visiting scholars who visit AlU to be actively engaged in close communication with
students adding to the guest lectures.

We want to ensure that this project does not add to what we see as already heavy
burdens on full-time faculty and staff, and also that the new staff members hired for
these projects work effectively and collaboratively with the existing staff members.
Another concern is that these projects may make the communication among managers,
administrators and academics more complex. Some are heavily involved, but the
majority are even not well informed on the activities. Further efforts for smooth
communication and internal information sharing are necessary. At the same time, this is
also beneficial for core members who are now taking additional tough burden on the
already very heavy workload.
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