
Report to the Faculty, Administration, Trustees, Students
of

AMERICAN UNIVERSITY
by

An Evaluation Team Representing the
Middle States Commission on Higher Education

Prepared after study of the institution's self-study report and a visit to the campus on
February 8 -11, 2004

A team representing the Middle States Commission on Higher Education visited
the campus of American University on February 8-11, 2004. In preparation for the visit,
team members reviewed the self-study prepared by the institution along with supporting
materials that included official University publications.

While on campus, the team reviewed additional documents and met with
members of the University community, including the President, steering committee for
the self-study, the Provost and vice presidents, deans, faculty senate, and selected
members of the Board of Trustees, alumni, student body, and administrative support staff.
In addition, the evaluation team hosted an open luncheon meeting for all interested
members of the campus community to share their views.

The team concludes, on the basis of its review, that the institution meets all of the
accreditation standards set forth in Characteristics of Excellence.

What follows is a summary of evidence and findings, including significant
accomplishments, along with suggestions for improvement and recommendations
intended to assist the institution in maintaining compliance with the standards. To further
assist the institution, the report follows the structure of the self-study document.

Chapter 2: Mission, Goals, and Objectives

Evidence and Findings: The Statement of Common Purpose, drafted in 1994, serves as
the mission statement of American University. The Statement, drafted by President
Ladner shortly after his arrival, evolved from a participatory process involving all
members of the University community. While this statement sets forth a new vision for
the institution, it clearly remains grounded in the University's location in Washington,
D.C., its commitment to academic excellence, and its roots in service and engagement. In
1997 and again in 2000-01, the institution engaged in an institutional planning process.
The 2000-01 process was, like that which preceded it, broad-based and highly
consultative and resulted in President Ladner's "Ideas into Action, Action into Service:
Fulfilling the American University Paradigm," which set forth the 15-point plan that
constitutes the goals and objectives of the institution. In the years that have followed, the
plan has become woven into the fabric of institutional culture and implementation is

proceeding apace.



The self-study recommended, and the team endorses, establishment ofa "more
robust and formal institution-wide evaluation process" to track achievement of the goals
and objectives as well as a more formal and regular process to communicate the status of
the plan.

Suggestion: As the University advances its mission to promote global and cross cultural
understanding, issues of diversity be considered in making appointments throughout the
institution at all levels.

2



Chapter 3: Institutional Resources

Evidence and Findings: The financial health of the institution has significantly
improved over the past several years. Since FY 1995, unrestricted fund balances have
almost doubled, to $72 M, the result of stable enrollments and solid operating
performance enhanced by conservative budgetary strategies and prudent fiscal
stewardship. In addition, the endowment grew from under $40M to more than $160M,
due largely to effective investment management, appropriate asset allocation strategies
and conservative spending policies.

In evaluating the institution's financial position for a proposed bond offering,
Moody' Investors Service upgraded the University's rating to A2, noting its prudent
financial management and leadership and planning process, among other things. This
external credit rating is just one of many assessment measures that demonstrate that the
institution's resources are managed effectively and efficiently. This disciplined fiscal
management will serve the institution well as it attempts to achieve its ambitious and

challenging IS-point plan.

Prudent financial management strategies infuse a budget and resource allocation
process that is linked directly to the University's strategic plan and supportive of its
mission and goals. These include the following:

.....

Annual and multiyear funding strategies that support the strategic plan,
including an innovative two-year operating budget that facilitates the

development of multiyear strategic plans;
1.5% enrollment contingency reserve to safeguard against enrollment

shortfalls;
2% operating budget transfer to quasi-endowment to grow the

endowment;
Pre- funding of faculty and staff salary increases;
Conservative endowment spending policy based on the lower of 5% of the
average fair market value of the past two years or the actual income yield
of the endowment pool of the fiscal year which the distribution is being

made.

With these fiscally conservative strategies in place, the institution is well
positioned to manage its institutional resources in pursuit of its strategic plans.

The University's revenue budget is heavily dependent on student charges and
enrollments, generating about 94% of its revenues from tuition and fees, room and board
charges, and income from auxiliary services. The University is trying to diversify its
revenue sources. The institution is in the early "public" stage of a $200M capital
campaign, the largest in its history. While there is no well-established tradition or history
of fund-raising at the University, there is now an experienced professional institutional
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advancement team ready to make an important contribution to the diversification of the
University's revenues.

The team concurs with the self-study's findings and recommendations regarding
the need to lessen its dependence on tuition and generate news sources of revenue. To
achieve its plans and become a stronger institution, the institution needs to diversify its
sources of revenues, particularly those unrelated to student charges. The institution
manages what resources it has prudently and effectively, but it will need substantial
additional non-tuition revenues to achieve its IS-point plan.

Chapter 4: Leadership, Governance, and Administration

Evidence and Findings: Governance at American University is open and collegial, with
appropriate written policies to outline responsibilities, broad participation on all levels,
and a high level of trust. The administration provides strong leadership.

Prior to the arrival of President Ladner, American University had endured a
period of administrative turmoil, with five presidents in four years. President Ladner
brought stability to the administration and is credited with creating the environment of
collegiality and cooperation that now pervades the institution. This environment is
attributable in large measure to his strategy of involving the entire University community
in a transparent, collegial process that has culminated in the IS-point plan. The points
have been imbedded in the American University vocabulary and culture, and
implementation is proceeding.

Faculty perceive creation of a new faculty governance body (point 13) as critical
to the implementation of the remainder of the 15 points. That was achieved with the
establishment of the current Faculty Senate, which was overwhelmingly approved by the
full faculty in April 2002. The members of the Senate see the new body as more
collaborative, efficient, and participatory than the previous body. They see greater
involvement by the Provost as the key component to the elimination of the
contentiousness that dominated the prior Senate. They maintain that the Senate has
narrowed its focus to exclusively academic issues because faculty are satisfied overall

with the operations of the institution.

Policies and procedures of the Board of Trustees are articulated in the University
By-Laws and Act of Incorporation. The Board has oversight and policy responsibilities
appropriate to institutions of higher education. Board members are knowledgeable about

the institution and committed to its strategic plan.

Students participate in governance as observers at open sessions of the Board of
Trustees, as members of the committees of the Senate, and as members of search
committees for faculty and administrators. Students articulated a need for greater input
into the decision making process and for greater access to senior administrators.
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Chapter 4 of the self-study contains two recommendations; the team concurs with
one of these and would suggest modification of the other.

.

The team concurs with the recommendation that plans and processes for
communication of progress on the I5-point plan be enhanced.
Because Board members perceive that their current assessment procedures are
adequate, it would be desirable to utilize the AGB process, which focuses on the
self-assessment that the Board itself prefers, and is consistent with the
recommendation of an independent organization with special expertise in

trusteeship.

Suggestions:

.

That strategies be developed for greater student input into the decision-making

process.
That the matter of term limits for members of the Board of Trustees be clarified.
There was discussion of this issue in meetings with the President, the Secretary,
and the Board but no consensus as to whether such limits in fact exist. The By-
Laws of the University do not mention term limits.

.

Chapter 5: Faculty

Evidence and findings: The evaluation team affirms that the American University
faculty is qualified by their education and training to conduct the central part of the
University's activity that is their responsibility. Handbooks for both full-time and part-
time faculty are available and contain comprehensive information on many aspects of the
university-faculty relationship, from recruitment and hiring through annual and more
specialized tenure and promotion reviews. Students complete instructor/course
evaluations for each class in which they are enrolled, and the results are compiled each
semester and used as an element in faculty evaluation. The University also provides
programs and resources to support faculty development in new and emerging pedagogies
and curricula.

Benefiting from this support, American University faculty members are
committed instructors both in and out of the classroom while they pursue impressive
research and service agendas. Examples abound of faculty members who are exploring,
with the support and encouragement of the University, the interconnections between
teaching, research, and service/engagement. Students, on both the undergraduate and
graduate levels, report high levels of satisfaction with the quality of their interactions
with faculty in class and in other venues. Furthermore, faculty members appear to be
engaged, as is the rest of the American University community, in the ongoing process on
working toward the fulfillment of the institution's I5-point plan.

While all of the elements of the plan are important to the future of the university,
several are of crucial importance to the faculty. The fairly recent revision of the faculty
governance structure creates an increased opportunity for faculty to engage effectively
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and efficiently with other campus constituencies (administration and students) in the
important work of shared governance and institutional advancement. Only recently
organized, the reconstituted Faculty Senate reports a greater sense of positive engagement
with the administration on a range of issues. Its members indicate a growing sense of
confidence in the administration's commitment to the needs of the faculty and the
academic program. This confidence is a source of high faculty morale, but it is also fairly
new and, therefore, somewhat fragile. The sustainability of this confidence will depend,
in large measure, on what emerges from continuing work on the IS-point plan.

Points 2, 3, 4, 7, 8 and 9 all have direct consequences for the ways that the faculty
will relate to American University and its students in the future. While the promise of a
"smaller" institution marked by greater quality is attractive to many members of the
faculty, some also report concern about the ability to accomplish what is, by any
standard, a very ambitious agenda. Faculty understand and appreciate the need for the
University to develop additional and diverse revenue sources in support of institutional
change called for in the I5-point plan.

Of equal, if not in some ways, greater importance are the issues of teaching load
and research and service expectations, areas where there appears to be less shared
understanding. There will need to be much more focused conversation about such
matters as differential teaching loads, the use of adjuncts, and the nature of faculty
"service" and engagement.

Suggestion: The team encourages the university to move toward those discussions as
soon as is feasible so that faculty excitement and energy are not diminished by an
undefined period of speculation and uncertainty about the ultimate outcome.

Chapter 6: Learning Resources and Campus Life

Evidence and Findings: American University provides an extensive array of academic
support services and student life programs and services. Overall, the staff and faculty
involved in Learning Resources and Campus Life are dedicated, innovative and well

qualified.

The American University Library has developed a number of initiatives to
enhance service to the University community and to be consistent with the IS-point plan
and the Middle States criteria for Information Literacy and Assessment:

.

Participated in two iterations of the LibQUAL+ service to assess user satisfaction
levels.
Developed Literacy Information experiences and outcomes objectives to be used
in courses and is piloting a web-based tutorial for use by all first year students.
Participated in an institutional reorganization to form a team approach to service
provision and library operations to reduce hierarchical management structure and

to enhance productivity.

..
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In conversations with students, it was learned that students are aware of and are
highly appreciative of the competence and sense of service of the library staff and of the
library's array of electronic services.

Point 12 of the IS-point plan created the Office of Campus Life to enhance
service delivery and lead to greater efficiency; successful examples of this are the
merging of Housing and Dining Services and the Parents Program migrating to the Office
of the Dean of Students. This new division title has also resulted in improved
coordination and collaboration across divisions with a focus on improving students'
learning and experiences. The "Qualities of a Student-Centered Environment" that the
Office of Campus Life developed provides a sound foundation to create a student
development focus in co-curricular and extra-curricular programs and services.

The Registrar regularly reminds the campus about FERP A guidelines and has
created a website about these guidelines for employees and for parents. Alumni and
alumnae participation rates are improving, especially with recent graduates; however,
they would like Alumni Services to do more to involve alumni and alumnae who stay in
the Washington DC area.

An integrated planning, budgeting and assessment process does occur in the
Learning Resources and Campus Life areas; departments' and divisions' annual reports,
Campus Climate Survey, and point of service surveys are used to make decisions
regarding resource allocation and creatingidroppingireconfiguring programs and services.
Learning Resources and Campus Life staff and faculty reported that there is an
atmosphere of inclusion for diverse groups and the University is working to improve the
diversity of students, faculty and staff.

One item from the Campus Climate Survey that received lower ratings was "sense
of community on this campus." In discussions with students it became apparent that
American University's sense of community is created differently than most universities' -

through community service/engagement involvement, and the interdisciplinary nature of
their academic programs. Students expressed concerns about the bureaucracy of the
Financial Aid and Student Accounts offices, the campus rule that only new non-
American University-degreed graduate students are eligible for scholarship/fellowship
funding, and the need to distinguish between undergraduates and graduates in the
computer printing allocation.

The self-study recommended and the team concurs with the recommendation that
space and facilities conducive to community building be addressed.

Significant Accomplishments:

..

The Library activity in fund-raising is notable.
The newly enhanced program of providing adaptive technology by having a
specialist who assists users with hardware, software and information use.
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Suggestions:

...

The Library and the University explore options to increase library space to
support collections and such infoffilation services as they expand and develop in
the future.
Refocus the assessment plans in the Learning Resources and Campus Life
programmatic departments on student learning instead of just satisfaction surveys.
Require departments that have not done so to develop assessment plans.
Consider designating an ombudsperson to coordinate and monitor student
grievances and/or complaints as student do not know where to go for issues and
concerns.
Schedule of athletics, speakers, and other perfoffilances be sent to alumni to
infoffil and invite them to events.

Chapter 7: Undergraduate Curriculum

Evidence and Findings: The undergraduate curriculum at American University has been
designed to reflect its unique goal to foster a distinctive, global university based on
academic excellence and creativity. Implemented by administrators, faculty and staff
who are committed to turn "ideas into action and action into service," it stresses academic
integrity as the core of its values-oriented ethos; offers relevant, challenging and coherent
coursework in keeping with the mission of the University, and provides a variety of
learning experiences for students in and out of the classroom.

One of the strengths of the undergraduate curriculum is its concern for ethics.
Based on an Academic Integrity Code, standards have been developed, implemented, and
disseminated to all students on their arrival at the University. A required element of
General Education syllabi, the Code demands the highest levels of honesty from students
and faculty alike, and pervades the curriculum. Courses with ethical components are
coupled with programs such as the Peace and Conflict Resolution Semester and the
Washington Semester in Transforming Communities. They help to raise ethics from the
level of obligation to the personal pursuit of superior values.

Another strength of the undergraduate curriculum lies in the fact that it has been
evaluated internally for overall effectiveness in achieving the University's mission and
15-point plan. Project Teams have terminated six programs, established eight new
independent programs along with developing a new joint program in the College of Arts
and Sciences and the School of Communication.

The undergraduate curriculum is also relevant and serves the mission and goals of
the University, particularly from the perspective of excellence, global focus, and a
commitment to service. The Honors Program enables the University to compete for
academically superior undergraduates and its flexibility allows students to pursue a
variety of areas of study beyond the traditional courses.
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The General Education program supports the context, competency and goals of
the university by assuring the appropriate clustering and linkage between the courses
established by the entire academic community. Of significant note is the mechanism by
which the General Education Program is able to provide class assistants and stipends for
curricular innovation, and the Center for Teaching Excellence is able to assist faculty to
develop teaching skills and information technology for the classroom.

The undergraduate curriculum is strengthened by the experiential learning
component of the University. Approximately 70% of students participate in learning
outside the classroom in voluntary internships that are paid and unpaid; guided by
professors, and content rich. Opportunities to study abroad further enhance the education
of American University students and complete the commendable undergraduate
curriculum at the institution.

The undergraduate curriculum is in the process of being assessed by a variety of
measures. Departments are beginning to prepare mission statements, learning objectives,
and ways to evaluate their programs. Student evaluations, climate surveys, and graduate
as well as alumni data are being used to assess learning outcomes.

The weaknesses in undergraduate education, are few, but worthy of note. The
admission of undergraduate students results in a 20 % yield. The number of under
represented minorities is at about 18%, but only a miniscule number of students are
successfully being recruited from the District of Columbia. Many programs have changed
radically in the last five years and could benefit from an increase in resources.

The team supports the recommendations of the Steering Committee and affirms
the importance of the General Education Program to the entire undergraduate experience.
It also agrees that careful study be given to plans for future growth of university-wide
undergraduate curriculum requirements.

Suggestions:

..

That the Honors Program needs more full time staff to deal with its increasing
number of students.
That Enrollment Services needs greater resources to personalize and segment its

work.
That additional space and individual offices are critical to the Experiential
Education/Career Center in order to meet privacy requirements for working with

students.

Recommendations:

That the Learning Outcomes and Assessment Project Team intensify its efforts to
oversee the completion and implementation of the Student Learning Outcomes
Assessment Plan for all undergraduate programs -including General Education as

well as those accredited by external agencies.
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.

That a plan be developed and implemented for the internal and external evaluation
of all undergraduate programs.

Chapter 8: Graduate and Professional Education

Evidence and Findings: American University has enjoyed a long and unique history of
graduate education. The first degrees the university granted in 1916 were graduate
degrees and the institution remained largely a graduate institution for many years
following its founding. Over the years, however, many changes took place in planning
priorities and today graduate and professional education programs are clearly identified
in President Ladner's 15- point plan, and, therefore, in the Middle States self-study

report.

American University's self study makes it clear that "the future of the institution
is bound inextricably with the future of graduate education. It is central to our mission,
our history, our current circumstances, and what we hope to be in the coming years."
(Kerwin, April 2002). To this end, the self study conscientiously identifies areas that
are currently being addressed and those areas that need continued discussion. The latter
include:

..

Ongoing discussion of strategies to improve student quality
Ongoing discussion of educational offerings, with particular attention to quality
and nationally recognized programming
Ongoing development and implementation of a Student Learning Outcomes
Assessment Plan for graduate programs

.

The team supports the University's recommendation that it needs to conduct
serious and open discussion of what it means to be a "truly prestigious national program'
in each doctoral field.

Significant Accomplishments:

.

Most significant at this juncture in the history of graduate education at American
University is ongoing program review, called for by the 15-point plan, point 4:
"There will be significantly fewer masters and doctoral programs, but with much
higher academic quality and support." After lengthy and somewhat painful
deliberation, five doctoral programs and eight master's degrees were eliminated in
2003. Attention will now shift to improving the quality of the remaining graduate
programs with the expectation that each doctoral program become a "truly
prestigious national program within five years."

Graduate and professional programs are now administered in a decentralized
fashion through the six major colleges and schools, as well as individual teaching
units. The general thrust of this change was to give the departmental and school
or college faculty greater autonomy over graduate programs, policies and
procedures. For example, in order to improve student quality, the entire

.
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admissions function was shifted to individual teaching units and the centralized
graduate admissions office was abolished in 2001.

American University has been very successful in securing national recognition for
many of its programs. It is noted that more than 90% of graduate students are
emolled in programs that are accredited by prestigious professional organizations.
Other programs received prestigious rankings from journals and associations.

Recommendations:

.

that the Learning Outcomes and Assessment Project Team intensify its efforts to
oversee the completion and implementation of the Student Learning Outcomes
Assessment Plan for all graduate programs, even those accredited by external

agencIes.
That a plan be developed and implemented for internal and external evaluation of
all graduate programs.

.

Chapter 9: Engagement

Evidence and Findings: American University has defined engagement as the
"systematic encouragement and implementation of active, deep connections between
elements of the student experience that integrate academic programs and campus life and
the larger local, national, and international communities." It is clear that engagement is
key to the University's mission and reputation. Students report that one of their reasons
for coming to the institution is the opportunity afforded for engagement with the
Washington community and the prospect for study abroad. They also report that faculty
are accessible to them outside the classroom, a key component of the engagement that the
institution seeks.

The University's location in Washington, DC offers unique opportunities for
undergraduate and graduate students to understand the world through engagement in and
outside the classroom. The IS-point plan notes the importance of community service,
service learning, and greater understanding of global cultures. Service learning courses
in the curriculum offer students the chance to add greater depth to their coursework.
Programs and organizations promote service while the international agenda of the
university allows students to understand the world community.

The team endorses the self-study recommendations in this area, in particular the
development of a plan for assessing engagement initiatives and related outcomes.

Significant Accomplishments: The University has fostered a campus climate with
students engaged in the important issues of our time. A diverse curriculum, service
learning courses, noteworthy programs allowing for experientialleaming around the
world and the extensive utilization of the vast resources in the nation's capital all
combine to offer students at this University a rare combination for active engagement.
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