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The Akita International University (AIU) External Evaluation Committee met
in person at AIU on February 3, 2020 from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. As with our last
meetings in 2017, the structure and focus of the day was on the Top Global
University (TGU) Project. The extensive and extremely detailed report prepared by
AlU explained the university’s progress in achieving the goals it has set out in its
application to TGU Project.

The report was broken down into four categories, the “Four Pillars” of AIU’s
activities related to the TGU project. These are: 1) around the clock liberal arts
education; 2) world standard curriculum; 3) English education reform in Japan; and
4) Global Benchmarking. The committee interviewed faculty and staff in charge of
the Project, as well as students experiencing the program in different facets.

Our bottom line is that we were extremely impressed with the progress that
has been made on all fronts, the sincerity of the administration, faculty and staff in
developing “AlU Spirit” to build a community committed to the goals, identification
of areas needing improvement and a plan to achieve this, and the very positive
mood that we felt even during winter break when many students were not on
campus.

In this report we will make comments and suggestions on the four pillars but
will not repeat the content of the Report itself.

Around-the-Clock Liberal Arts Education

The main center for this pillar is the theme houses. This began in 2015 and
the numbers have varied. At present there are 3: Fitness House, Japanese Arts and
Culture House, and Nihongo House. A key element in the operation of the houses,
which impressed us quite a lot, was encouraging students to take leadership of the
houses with support of faculty advisers and graduate students. The three students
we met with were well-informed about the role of the houses and committed to
learning how to manage programs, budgets and community-building.

The new actor is Komachi House, the freshman dorm being reimagined as a
learning environment as there are approximately 50 international students residing



there along with around 170 Japanese first years. The exchange students are upper
class students while the Japanese are first years with little or no experience living in
a diverse group so must learn right off the bat how to get along with people from
different environments. This will be extremely good practice for the required year
abroad. It also helps cultivate AIU students as “ambassadors” for AIU and for Japan
as they engage in “explaining” Japan to non-Japanese from all over the world. The
grad students get valuable practice in teaching Japanese to foreigners. The
experience helps generate “AlU Spirit.” As a liberal arts university, the experience at
AlU of interacting early on with such a diverse community helps new students
decide on their discipline.

These theme houses were not built for such - they’re just dormitories - but
are being reconceptualized in particular to provide common space for people to
socialize, cook meals, etc. The new dorm going up in 2022 will embody these goals
from the start adopting some requests from the coordinators of Subject-based
House promotion, which is a typical example of bottom-up framework for policy
proposals.

World Standard Curriculum

The element that stood out most significantly was the beefing up of the Japan
Studies Program: 25 new courses! At the last meeting in 2017, we discussed how
important it is for AIU to satisfy international students to increase the number of
overseas partner schools. So these courses are very important for international
students, who will also be “ambassadors”, and we are glad to see that the number of
them enrolling in such courses has increased, though ideally it would be 100%. We
found that the exchange students even from top universities in English speaking
countries were very satisfied with their experiences at AIU. One new faculty
member of the Japanese course emphasized the effect of communication with
people in the local communities. Since AIU students also become “ambassadors”
during their year abroad, in a truly global set of countries, it is critical that they can
introduce as many aspects of Japanese history, culture, society, politics, etc. to
people with little to no prior knowledge or exposure to the country. We suggest that
when returning students are debriefed about their experience abroad that they
create a database of the questions they are asked about Japan and these are shared
(and answers rehearsed) with those preparing to go. They should be encouraged to
jot such questions down before they go abroad. Prof Mizuno benefited greatly from
his workshop in Taiwan on Japan Studies seeing how “Japan” is taught from many
different angles. We think that more of this kind of program on Japan Studies,
possibly hosted by AIU, would be beneficial. One element of this might be “Akita
Studies” as a way of passing down what is unique about the Akita region specifically
to the next generations. Given demographic changes (aging society, low birthrate)
the number of people conversant with local history and culture will decline and AIU
can take a role of preserving as much as possible. Related to this is the Project Based
Learning (PBL) program with Oregon State University that was also concerned with
preserving threatened local cultures. These PBL experiences along with regular



exchanges encourage students to think comparatively as well as integrate these
experiences with what they learn in the classroom and to apply solving regional
issues to other places. We heard one student thinking about working at home town
in a rural area where the PBL experiences would be applied. This should be another
unique and special element of AIU to convey to MEXT: how all 4 pillars are
integrated.

We also recognize AIU’s initiatives in active usage of online and media
resources in their education. We suggest that students try more to access online
courses from the foreign schools they will attend to practice English comprehension
and also the structure and content of courses they might take. This should be done
under proper supervision of AIU faculty.

English Education Reform

Another very impressive development has been the evolution of the English
Village program, and AIU’s conscious strategy of leading the reform of English
education in Japan. We agree that this type of activity for community engagement
may enhance the sustainability of the unique education of AIU supported by the
Akita Prefecture and other local communities all over Japan. One theme in the
presentation was how English Village tries to reduce the anxiety of students and
teachers who attended the class as observers with their students, in speaking
English. Rather than focusing on teaching grammar and vocabulary, the AIU
teachers and TAs work on helping students use English even though their
vocabulary is limited. Also in the teachers’ seminar, a concept that kept recurring
was “mindset:” changing the mindset of teachers in how they train and the students
learn English. Related to this is changing the low expectations of teachers regarding
the ability of their students to master English. The Village Program for which
students can apply individually through the tour companies, has a good reputation
and is getting popular. Prof. Uchida and Prof. Machida said that teachers’ seminars
also have increasing demand from out-of-prefectural schools committed to English
education such as Nara Prefecture. We met graduate student TAs in the Village who
had been undergrads at AIU and after participating in English Village decided to
embark on careers as English teachers. We like the idea of making DVDs for young
students to prepare them for AIU and give them the confidence that they can speak
English.

Global Benchmarking

There was discussion over the role of the College Learning Assessment (CLA)
as a benchmarking tool, very similar to our discussion in 2017. Everyone
acknowledges the shortcomings of the instrument, and it is not used at any of the 3
benchmark schools (Georgetown, William and Mary, and Dickinson), all of which are
quite different from AIU in any case. One outcome of CLA is confirming that the
English for Academic Purpose and Bridge English classes have had a positive impact
on standardized test scores. Students who enter with low scores almost catch up



with those who had high scores at entrance. This enables AIU to introduce more
interdisciplinary substantive courses earlier on. Although CLA does not measure it,
faculty thought that theme houses and English Village also contributed positively to
the Emotional Intelligence of the students. The required year abroad is a critical
element in bringing students up to global standards, and, as far as we can tell, they
are performing well. They are taking substantive courses abroad

While acknowledging the value of existing efforts, we also encouraged AlIU to
consider developing its own unique (but externally validated) indicators of success,
that would more directly address the progresses that AIU is working so intensively
and extensively to achieve. This can take the form of an AIU rubric of its educational
goals (https://web.aiu.ac.jp/en/about/philosophy/), although other forms of
measurement are also possible. This would require institution-wide in-depth
discussion on how to define the actual concrete-level performances AIU expects
from its successful students, as well as its effective academic and administrative
staff. Emerging work on the development of an AIU rubric for academic writing, its
application in capstone seminars, and its external collegiate evaluation by a
benchmark school professor is a promising direction towards highlighting the
uniqueness of AIU’s efforts.

We found the English website to be very well edited by the staff members of
international center. This is an effective means of introducing AIU as the Global
Benchmark not only to the international students but also to Japanese applicants.

Conclusion

The Committee was very pleased with the strides AIU has made across the
board since our last meeting three years ago. There has been much more continuity
among the staff which helps, and those who have been here many years
demonstrate their commitment to the vision of the institution. Students continue to
perform extremely well on the job market: 100% employment for those who want
to work for companies; almost all work for Japanese companies in Japan. There are
now approximately 2000 alumni and we encourage AIU to mobilize them as a
worldwide network for other alums - especially helpful for job hunters - but also
for donations to the school. AIU can consider holding training seminars on behalf of
Japanese companies.

We are encouraged that AIU is continuing to build on and realize founding
Chair/President Nakajima'’s vision of a truly global university under the cooperative
governance of Chair/President Suzuki, the two supportive vice presidents, faculty
and staff members. We think the 4 pillars are becoming increasingly integrated and
the pieces working well together. We also recognize AlU’s sincere efforts for
financial sustainability of the 4 pillar activities after the TGU project will end in
2023. We applaud the progress that has been made in achieving the “Eight Goals”
and that AIU’s leadership is not complacent but constantly seeking improvement.
We believe AIU could start concrete planning for further steps after the TGU project.
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