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The Akita International University (AIU) External Evaluation Committee met in person at
AlIU on January 26, 2024, from 8:30 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. Members had also attended a Symposium,
“20 Years of Progress & Promise For Further Evolution — Creating New Values in a Global
University” on January 25™. This was open to the public and bilingual, with simultaneous
interpreting, and streamed on Zoom. Its main goal was to report to MEXT (Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology) on the achievement of the TGU (Top Global University)
Project, of which AIU is a part. Prof Gold offered a set of comments at the Symposium, reflecting
on his experience with AIU since its inception. Mr. Satoshi Nara, Director of the Higher Education
Bureau at MEXT, gave the keynote address.

Members of the AIU community (administrators, staff, professors, and students) gave
presentations on the four main pillars of TGU, identified in accordance with AIU’s logic model
for the TGU program:

1) Promotion of around the clock liberal arts education
2) Enrichment of world-standard curriculums

3) Facilitation of the English Education Reform in Japan
4) Global Benchmarking; and

5) Lessons we learned & the next step

These presentations plus the exceptionally detailed and meticulously compiled Self-
Evaluation Report gave the committee a very good sense of what has transpired in the four years
since our last meeting, and how staff continued to keep its eyes on the TGU goals even during the
trying years of the COVID 19 pandemic.

On January 26" we interviewed staff and students, many of whom were presenters at the
Symposium the previous day, to deepen our understanding and appreciation of the effort that has
gone into constant and continuous self-evaluation and adaptation to the challenges that arise. There
is ongoing bottom-up and top-down communication to address any problems that arise, which are
discussed quickly and effectively at the regular administration office conference and other
meetings.

One notable change since 2020 is the appointment of Prof. Monte Cassim as Chair of the AIU
Board and President of the University in June 2021. He has long experience with AIU and deep
knowledge of Japanese higher education. He appears to have assumed his new position quite
smoothly, and has been promoting the new approach to Applied International Liberal Arts (AILA),
even while under the severe circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.



We would like to single out the ongoing development of the Komachi Hall Project where AIU
freshmen and international exchange students live together and plan a wide range of activities.
This is a unique aspect of the AIU experience. Through communal life, students can improve their
understanding of diversity and develop problem-solving skills. The themed house project also
continues to evolve — there are now 15 of them. The newly completed Tsubaki Village addresses
many of the advantages as regards to creating a Living-Learning Community unique to AIU.
Students are encouraged to take the initiative in creating and supporting activities according to
their interests.

Also deserving of particular commendation is the enrichment of Japan Studies courses, now
up to 44! - something we have emphasized in the past, because it is essential to satisfy international
students to increase the number of partner universities. International students come to AIU to learn
about several aspects of Japan and experience Japanese life (in a rather remote and rural area), so
having more courses offered in the curriculum is beneficial to them as well as to the Japanese
students who will be ambassadors of Japan (not just AIU) during their time abroad. These include
Project Based Learning (PBL) and other forms of immersion learning.

AIU continues to take the lead in teaching English and using it in a range of creative ways.
Besides graduate students, AIU also involves undergraduate students to collaborate within the
program of English Village, which gives them the chance to consider their future careers. This
includes increased efforts to work with local schools in Akita for students and teachers. As one of
the governance reforms, AIU adopted the “Global Seminar Entrance Exam” that serves to recruit
local students, whose share is unfortunately still highly limited for a local public university, to AIU
and give them the confidence that they can succeed here.

One new development since our last visit is the concept of AILA: Applied International
Liberal Arts. To develop future global leaders — an important part of AIU’s mission — there is a
renewed focus on integrating knowledge and its application. There is increased integration of the
classroom curriculum with practice in society. Benchmarking with three American liberal arts
colleges - William and Mary, Dickinson and Georgetown — is an important channel for achieving
this. The four pillars of TGU are seen not as separate programs but as an integrated way to enhance
intellectual and personal capacities. AILA is promoted through several means, most importantly,
the interconnectedness of classes in all syllabi.

AlIU seems to have overcome many of the challenges posed by COVID-19, notably the
Collaboration Online International Learning (COIL) program. This includes co-teaching and co-
learning with international peers, and the use of online teaching, hybrid classes, and flipped
classrooms, utilizing the know-how AIU has accumulated so far. It is also addressing the serious
demographic challenges faced by Japan as a whole and Akita in particular.

Utilizing the TGU project, AIU achieved the basic goal to be a world-class liberal arts college
that originated in Japan. AIU has started facing some challenges by charging fees for English
Village participants, applying for Kaken grants, etc. Stable financial self-sufficiency is required to
develop its quality and human resources.



There is much criticism of liberal arts education in the U.S. and other countries: Is it a waste
of money? Are some courses and majors too divorced from reality and society’s needs? Are liberal
arts courses too concerned with being “woke”, and stressing diversity rather than content? What’s
the benefit to society of social science and humanities majors? And so on. We are heartened that
AIU remains committed to the value of a liberal arts education while also paying attention to
integrating the classroom and society. We also applaud AIU’s commitment to taking a global
approach to education, and training students to be global leaders. We encourage AIU to collate
data on the effect of AIU students and curricula on partner schools.

Outcomes and Next Steps

AlU is beginning to enjoy the initial outcomes of its 20 years of endeavor, as the first
generation of graduates is coming of age and gaining prominent roles in society. We enjoyed
hearing from Mr. Yuki Mizuno, a member of the first graduating class of AIU, one of the speakers
at the AIU Symposium, and founder and CEO of the first professional basketball club in Akita
Prefecture. He embodies the AIU spirit of leadership, challenge, integrity and passion, as well as
commitment to local and global community service.

While carefully following up on the graduate destinations of its graduates, AIU has taken
concrete steps to assess and evaluate the effectiveness of its educational efforts for further
improvement. The committee was happy to learn of the establishment of the Institutional Research
Section within the AIU Administrative Office, focusing on educational management and
effectiveness. The committee expects this function will successfully generate information to
facilitate the alignment of courses to educational objectives and enhance the so-claimed
“interconnectedness of courses and disciplines.”

AlU’s effort to synthesize its 20 years of continuous search for effective approaches to
International Liberal Arts education, leading to the development of the AILA framework and to
the educational model based on the framework, deserves praise. AIU’s contribution to the Japanese
and Global society through the proposal of an evidence-based systemic approach to fostering
global leaders with high levels of self-esteem, ethics, autonomy, and responsibility will be of
increasing significance as society becomes increasingly complex and unpredictable.

As AIU approaches its culmination stage, the committee would like to encourage it to allocate
stronger effort to systematically foster the next generation of faculty members who will become
the successors, bearers and continuous enhancers of the AIU legacy. This includes efforts to retain
excellent faculty members. Clarifying and developing common understandings among faculty
members of what attributes, competencies, and behavior are expected of good teaching at AIU
may be effective in reaching this objective. We were pleased to learn about steady improvement
in clarifying the requirements for tenure. Establishing stronger faculty development functions or
systems/tools that support newly appointed and existing faculty in curriculum and course design,
syllabi publishing, and student-centered teaching that are most relevant to the AIU teaching
method, may also be effective. Developing a faculty evaluation system that rewards good teaching
is also of importance.



Existing university evaluation and accreditation systems in Japan may not always be
compatible with the way in which AIU operates, and therefore successfully address the uniqueness
of its operation. As a higher education institution in Japan and supported by Akita Prefecture AIU
must abide by domestic regulations, conscious efforts to prove its excellence in the global
community for example through peer review by global partners such as William and Mary,
Dickinson and Georgetown, will support the identity of AIU and its constituencies. The provision
by colleges and programs of English Medium Instruction, including various types of “international
liberal arts” programs has increased drastically around the country, Asia, and the world in the last
20 years. AIU has now a lot of peers to compete with, and also collaborate nationally and
internationally, both in person and through virtual exchange. The committee hopes that AIU’s
effort to continue to take a distinctive and leading role will lead to another contribution by AIU to
enhancing the global relevance of the Japanese Higher Education quality assurance system.
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