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External Evaluation Report of AIU

As of December 10, 2009

The External Evaluation Team visited AIU on 8 December 2009 and, during the course of a
series of frank and wide-ranging discussions, was persuaded that the university has indeed
continued to make impressive progress towards the ambitious goals that it had set for itself at
the time of the founding of the university five years ago. The team was most favorably
impressed by the commitment of all members of staff — and could see considerable evidence of
an institution determined to press forward with its path-breaking agenda. This has clearly been
noted, both in the local media, nationally and indeed internationally; indeed, overseas members
of the evaluation team had found Japanese officials abroad clearly aware of the mission of the
university. What follows is a summary of the discussions held by the team following the
evaluation meetings. Several minor issues are raised. It should be stressed, however, that the
team did not view any of these as major impediments and it was highly impressed by the
evident progress that has been made. The overall conclusion of this evaluation visit therefore

is that the University is to be highly commended on its progress to date.

(1) Philosophy and academic/educational organization of the university
a) Philosophy of the university and goals is well publicized to and understood by faculty

members, staff members, students and the public.

The philosophy and goals of AIU continue to be clearly articulated by the senior management
team of the University — and these are generally well understood by the Faculty, staff and the
public. The team noted with interest the increase in the percentage of staff on longer-term
(3-year) contracts (and the corresponding decrease in the number of full-time staff on shorter
(1-year) contracts) as a positive development — and felt that this would help to ensure that a
greater percentage of faculty and other staff members were fully conversant with these goals.

What is perhaps less clearly delineated is an articulation of the strategy — and the specific
metrics — to be pursued in order to realize these goals. There is no readily available 'strategy
map' whereby specific goals and targets are linked to specific initiatives designed to ensure their
successful realization — and this tends to mean that the overall mission remains at the level of
abstraction. It is clear that there is no shortage of policy initiatives formulated by senior

management — but these tend to emerge in response to given situations, rather than as part of an
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overall mid- or long-term strategic plan.

The recent establishment of the Graduate School represented a potential challenge to the
goals and mission of AIU. But the team was of the view that this development represents a
logical extension of the original goals, rather than any change to these fundamental core values.
There is a clear potential tension between the aim of seeking to support the local (Akita)
community/ admitting an ever-increasing number of local students and the global vision that is
so essential to the mission of AIU. From the outset, however, the University has viewed these
twin aims as complementary, rather than as in competition — and it would appear that both
elements of this mission are being successfully accomplished simultaneously. In particular,
local members on the panel had seen considerable evidence of student and staff efforts to
contribute to the local community by participating in local festivals, doing volunteer work with
other local university students, visiting local towns for academic and cultural exchange events,
etc. Big events (such as Christmas events to revitalize downtown Akita, participating in the
Akita Kanto (lantern) Festival, etc.) have been well received by the community. The team would
like to encourage students (foreign students as well) to continue to participate in local
community events and to be seen in public, as it is clear that local newspapers and TV welcome

such activities by students.

b) Academic organization is designed and managed properly in conformity with

philosophy and goals of the university.

The major initiative since the last inspection visit has been the creation of the Graduate School
and this has required considerable reassessment of the academic organization of the institution.
In general, however, the Graduate School infrastructure would appear to have been successfully
incorporated onto the pre-existing structures. The one concern felt by the team in this regard is
that several Faculty members who have been designated as Graduate School professors continue
to teach at the undergraduate level; care will be required to ensure that workload is not simply
increased without acknowledgement of the increased graduate-level responsibilities — as
otherwise this could affect the overall student experience.

One issue that was not immediately apparent to the team was the balance between AIU
graduates and external candidates on these new programs. If there were to be a considerable
cohort progressing from the undergraduate program straight through to the Graduate School,
then the University might consider the introduction of a 5-6 year integrated pathway leading to a
joint BA-MA award. This would need considerable curricular adjustment. Alternatively,

however, those students new to AIU at the postgraduate level will need some kind of

— 138 —



preparation/ orientation to the unique environment that the experienced students will not

require.

(2) Language Program (contents and methods)

- AIU language program is offered in adequate class style with practical pedagogy applied.

The team observed a series of language classes, including English writing for academic
purposes, Advanced Japanese (for Japanese nationals seeking the teaching license) and
Advanced Korean. The observed teaching was of a uniformly high standard — and, in
particular, those members of the team who had been involved from the outset were impressed
by the considerable improvement in the overall level of conversational English ability displayed
by the students in a range of contexts (including those met in random contexts in the cafeteria,
corridors, etc). It was also noted that a high percentage of matriculating students were able to
start with the highest level class on the EAP program and that approximately one half of all
students is able to complete the EAP requirements (i.e. to attain TOEFL score of above 500)
within one semester. This is a most impressive achievement. Of the classes observed, many

were highly interactive and the level of student participation and involvement was impressive.

The team also noted the extent to which classes appeared to be aimed, not simply at achieving
ever-higher TOEFL scores, but at inculcating a more rounded understanding of the language and
context in question. In short, teachers were clearly not merely 'teaching to the test'. At the
same time, it was noted that teachers were achieving considerable success in introducing
Japanese students to foreign pedagogy — as a result of which the students were encouraged to
become more involved and more vocal in expressing their own opinions. The team felt that
these attempts were further aided by the presence of foreign students in the classrooms (who

tended to motivate the Japanese students to speak up more in class).

(3) Liberal Arts education programs
- Adequate curriculum and instruction system is established and practiced for liberal arts

education.

The team noted the new curriculum — and felt that it represented a clear advance on the
previous model. With fewer subjects now listed as requirements and more offered as options,
student choice has been considerably extended and this can only add to the attraction of the

curriculum. At the same time, the link between curriculum design and learning outcomes has
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been rendered more transparent and this makes it easier for students to make informed choices.
In general, the team felt that the curriculum was sufficiently broad to serve as a viable

foundation for the liberal arts education that AIU seeks to offer.

(4) Advanced education programs
- Adequate curriculum and instruction system is established and practiced for Advanced

education.

The team noted that both the Global Studies and Global Business programs had become more
practically orientated following the redesigning of the curriculum and this was appreciated by
the students. Furthermore, the addition of the Trans-national Studies stream represents a
logical extension of the curriculum and provides an interesting link between the American
Studies and East Asian Studies programs. Particularly on the Global Studies program, however,
it was felt that the syllabus was rather too US-centric — that there is a need for more offerings on
Europe, Africa, Latin America, etc.

Another welcome addition was the introduction of environmental and climate change
elements to the programs. This is a topical addition and will help to distinguish the curriculum
from that of AIU's competitors.

Again, much of the observed teaching was of a very high standard and student participation
and levels of English language proficiency were once more commended. The team also felt that

the concept of the capstone lectures was another excellent innovation.

In looking at the syllabus more broadly, however, the team was surprised to see the apparent
disconnect between the language and Studies (content) syllabi. For most students, the aim is to
ensure a better understanding of the language and culture of a given region — but there is little
evidence in the composition of the syllabus of attempts to bring these two strands together. To
this end, the University is encouraged to consider some kind of 'Language in Context' modules,
whereby students with a certain minimum level of language proficiency continue their study of
the language through reading and discussion of a variety of target-language documents.

One other course that the team felt could make a useful addition to the curriculum was an
introductory course on Public Administration, both within Japan and/ or comparative with other
countries — since national and local governments do seek young people who have international
backgrounds and solid English language skills; such a course may be of interest to non-Japanese

students as well.
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(5) Student Services
- Student services including academic advising, student life support, financial support, and

counseling are adequately and sufficiently provided.

The university is clearly concerned to ensure that pastoral care and counseling are readily
available for all. In particular, the policy of seeking to ensure that, wherever possible, each
student retain the same adviser throughout their stay at AIU was broadly welcomed. This
should provide greater consistency of experience — though the policy will need to be introduced
flexibly (to cater for colleagues on leave, etc).

The team did note the several references to mental health issues in the Self-evaluation
document — and was pleased that such concerns appear to be being addressed robustly.

The team also noted that the student survey shows that there is still a considerable
dissatisfaction with the bus system between AIU and Goshono shopping area or downtown
Akita. Students still appear unhappy with the bus schedule and frequency of service — and the
team recommends further discussion by the management in an attempt to resolve this matter.

As regards catering, some concern was expressed at the lack of vegetables available on the
regular menu; the team would encourage the catering management to ensure a balanced and
healthy provision for all students.

The team noted that arrangements for international students to interact with the local
community (short stays with homestay families, etc.) had progressed considerably since the last

meeting — and this was widely commended by the students.

(6) Campus resources and environment
- Campus resources/facilities and environment are developed and functioning to support

students’ learning and various activities.

The team was pleased to see from the student survey that most students are happy with their
dormitories and housing accommodations. This fact is important for foreign students and faculty
members, visiting scholars and other researchers who live on campus as well.

The new library facilities and classroom complex continue to impress — and it is clear that the
provision of such high-quality accommodation is widely appreciated by both students and the
local community. Concerns were however raised at the level of security that could be provided
to cover the 24/7 schedule.

The team also welcomed construction of the new multi-purpose hall and gymnasium: this will

add considerably to the image of AIU as self-contained.
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It was noted that there were now excellent AV facilities in the classrooms observed.

(7) Administration system and public corporation system of the university
- Administration system is designed and functioning to support faculty members’

education and research activities and staff members for completion of their tasks.

Overall, the team was satisfied that the administration system was evolving in line with other
developments on campus.

The team is of the impression that workload is heavy for both the faculty and the
non-faculty members, largely because of the rapid growth of the university and limited number
of staff in certain areas. It was highly impressed with the quality of work performed, but
would have appreciated more information on salaries, wages and fringe benefits in order to
make a more nuanced judgment on overall working conditions.

The team noted with interest the proposal for a new tenure system for academic staff who
meet certain minimum requirements. The proposals both to link the grading to four categories
of contribution and to establish the relative weighting between these categories prior to each
assessment period were broadly welcomed. It may well be that, in the light of experience of
implementing this new system, some fine-tuning will be required. But the team was persuaded
that this proposal represents a considerable advance on the previous system. It was, however,
noted that there was no plan to implement a similar system for non-academic staff; the team was
of the view that such a development was also required if quality administrative staff are to be
recruited and retained.

The team was of the opinion that AIU is now at a critical moment in its emergence as a major
player on the HE scene in Japan. In particular, with the first graduates now involved in the
workforce (and increasingly located worldwide), the time is ripe for devoting considerable
attention to developing the Alumni database and network (to include exchange, foreign students
as well). This would benefit the University in a variety of ways, not merely financially: positive
graduates are an invaluable tool for recruitment and publicity — and this can be enhanced by
faculty presence at various alumni events (to update the alumni on recent events and
developments). To this end, it is likely that a full-time Alumni Association Director will be
required in the near future.

On the issue of University governance, the team noted with interest that there does not appear
to be one single committee that might be described as a 'President's Executive Group',
comprising the President, Vice-President and members of the senior management team,
including Academic Vice-Presidents (perhaps two, with responsibility for Learning & Teaching

and Research respectively). The work of this group would currently appear to be shared
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between the University Management Committee and Academic Affairs Executive Committee,
but there is much to be said for a single group, meeting more regularly, that can address all such
business. Particularly with the (academic) Vice-President, Professor Clark, appearing to spend
considerably less time on campus than at the outset, the team felt strongly the need for a
reinvigoration of this crucial role. It noted that such a group is the norm in western
universities, where it tends to be considered as the leading strategic/ policy reviewing body
within the institution. Not only would such a group provide much-needed assistance to the
President, it could also help in addressing the lack of clearly defined strategic measures as
discussed in 1(i) above. It would also assume a prime role in cultivating and training the next
generation of leaders.

The team also noted that the new Governor of Akita has not yet attended meetings of the
President’s Advisory Board. As the leading budgetary contributor to AIU, it is clearly essential
that the prefecture understand and support the philosophy and goals of the University and
remains aware of managerial issues — and the governor's presence on this Board plays a crucial
role in this regard. His presence at key events, such as matriculation and graduation
ceremonies would also send a very strong message of support from the prefecture.

Finally, the team felt that there is one key strategic area that, although not part of the
immediate brief of this committee, nevertheless impinges on all aspects of strategic planning:
the budgetary situation. Members of the team, particularly those with knowledge of the
financial pressures currently being experienced across the western Higher Education sector,
noted that a report of this nature for a US/UK institution would of necessity be closely linked to
the financial situation — and all strategic decisions would be discussed in the light of their
potential contribution to sustainable development. AIU remains highly dependent on its
relationship with the Akita prefectural legislature — and, whilst this represents a considerable
opportunity, it also represents a potential challenge that needs to be analyzed both within the
university and more widely. The team would have appreciated more information on how the

current budgetary situation is impinging on ongoing strategic thinking.

By way of conclusion, the team would like to offer the following remarks:

While it was very impressed with the rapid developments AIU has made since its founding,
the team feels that the University now faces a new era of challenges to secure its position within
the international higher-education sector as a new type of international university in Japan.
Critical issues for further growth of the university lie in securing funds for operation and

maintaining the quality of education to attract good students. As one student we interviewed
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said, “AlU is a school recommended for students with pioneering spirit”; the University needs
to bear this unique brand in mind as it plans for the future.

Especially given that the prefectural budget for AIU is not ring-fenced, the University is
encouraged to seek out new sources of prospective funding — particularly by developing its
alumni network and seeking domestic and overseas sponsors. At the same time, it is
encouraged to develop and secure trusted relationships with partner schools — and to continue to
offer quality education and unique on and off campus experiences to out-of-Prefecture Japanese
and foreign students. In so doing, it should be in a strong position to continue to place graduates

in the job market and in good graduate schools.

Finally, as regards the role and function of the External Evaluation Committee, it was felt that
one single day was too short to do justice to the task in hand, and it is suggested that, in future, a
minimum of one and a half days be allocated for this purpose. In particular, in addition to the
current array of meetings, the team would appreciate the opportunity to meet with more junior
colleagues and part-time teachers. As for arrangements for the visit, it was felt that these were
made rather too hastily — and the documentation mailed out too late for adequate consideration
by team members before the visit. In addition, too many documents either had to be requested
by team members — or else were only made available on the day of the meeting. The team
would also appreciate greater acknowledgement of developments that have come about as a
result of suggestions made in earlier reports: a degree of cross-referencing in the
Self-Evaluation document would ensure that such connections can be readily made. Finally,
the suggestion was made that, now that the University is well established, it might be feasible to
hold the Evaluation meeting once every two years, with interim checks conducted in alternate

years.
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