
Ten days ago, the Strategic Planning Steering 
Committee sent our entire community a 
progress report. An environmental analysis 

was shared in draft form, which resulted in brisk 
and high-quality feedback via email and the 
committee’s blog. Similar engagement and input 
will be crucial as we share the next elements of 
the plan: guiding principles, organizing themes 
for goals, and possible strategies that will be 
refined in the draft plan. 
 
We’ll need to reach consensus on these high-
level ideas before moving to the next step. 
I encourage everyone to read this document 
carefully and provide your thoughts. I hope it 
generates extensive and specific responses about 
priorities, and that you will not hesitate to share 
thoughts about how bold these ideas should be. 
The committee will use this feedback to finalize 
an overarching vision, target high priorities and 
propose measurable and ambitious goals that will 
require us to stretch to meet them. 
 
Note that the examples of goals and strategies 
are meant only to illustrate the themes at this 
point. They do not reflect the comprehensive set 
of emerging ideas for specific and quantifiable 
goals and strategies that will be developed and 
shared next, once the committee has received 
your views on fundamental principles and 
themes. I hope you will honor the committee’s 
hard work to date with your serious consideration 
and feedback through email, their blog, or at the 
Town Meeting on July 28. Identify what’s missing 
and share what is vital to you. We’re setting a 
course for our University’s future.

July 25, 2008
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AmericAn University strAtegic PlAn

DrAFt themes AnD strAtegies

PreAmble

American University’s new strategic plan will 
establish the path to achievement as a model for 
American higher education in the global twenty-
first century. Reflecting on our past and seizing key 
opportunities, we embark upon an ambitious course, 
confident that our vision is the result of wide con-
sultation and passionate participation of the entire 
university community. The voice of American  
University is reflected in this draft document. 

The AU community has identified seven values or 
principles that so broadly span strategies and are  
so deeply woven into the fabric of the university 
that they must be considered enabling principles  
for the entire plan.  

For purposes of illustration only, possible action steps and  
community suggestions have been included as examples of  
select principles, and later, of select strategies. These examples  
do not represent the comprehensive set of action ideas and  
tactics that have been discussed to date. The full set of action 
items will be reviewed and considered once the high-level  
strategies have been vetted and approved. 
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enAbling PrinciPles

Focus on Core Academic Mission. •	 The creation of knowledge and the 
advancement of learning form the core of the university’s mission. All we do as 
an institution must contribute positively to this fundamental purpose.
Sustainability. •	 The long-term health and viability of the university depends 
upon key principles of sustainability as part of our operations as well as our 
inquiry and learning. The implications are matters of economics, intellect, and 
responsibility. For example, the president’s climate commitment affects all parts 
of the institution.
Diversity. •	 The rich interactions of diverse individuals enhance all aspects of 
university life from the quality of inquiry and discovery of knowledge to the 
breadth and vibrancy of community to engagement with the diverse world 
around us. 
Financial integrity.•	  Without ongoing attention to institutional resources, tuition 
dependency, and endowment growth, no elements of the plan can be easily and 
fully realized. For example, balanced budgets, a $1 billion endowment, a strong 
external financial rating, and Sarbanes-Oxley compliance all would strengthen 
the institution.
Information technology.•	  Information technology is a vital enabler to the 
creation and dissemination of knowledge, thereby advancing AU’s institutional 
mission and goals. 
Enhanced pride and recognition.•	  The university cannot succeed in reaching 
many of its goals without a dramatic increase in demonstrated pride and 
recognition for current achievements and momentum. Strategies and goals 
should increase internal confidence and pride, cultivate the desire to be more 
closely affiliated with the university, and develop greater awareness and 
recognition of quality. 
Innovation.•	  Without the ability to innovate, no strategic plan can succeed. 
Creativity and imagination must be elements in achieving the goals outlined  
in the plan. We must give attention to the means of inspiring the community  
to innovate.

themes For strAtegic goAls 

From this planning process, six categories or themes emerged from the list of 
suggested strategies. While each theme suggests a focus for the university, they 
are interdependent; the success of each is influenced by the pursuit of others. The 
overarching themes that represent major groupings of our strategic goals are:

widespread academic excellence•	
student centeredness•	
thriving campus community and life-long engagement•	
social responsibility•	
global, national, and local leadership•	
high-performing organization•	
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Widespread Academic Excellence I. 

Academic excellence is the preeminent goal for the next 10 years. We judge ourselves 
and are judged by others on the quality of our faculty, students, staff, and programs.  
At American University, we measure excellence using varied matrices, but at the heart 
of our institution will be a faculty of influential scholars, professionals, and artists. 

Our baseline for academic excellence is that faculty will be known and noted for 
their achievements in discovery, research, scholarship, and creative contributions to 
their respective fields and professions. Research accomplishments will be allied with 
a commitment to excellence in teaching as well as service to the institution, their 
professions, and our local and global communities. Our award-winning faculty is also 
recognized as ground-breaking teacher-scholars who provide breadth and flexibility in 
academic programming. Where feasible, our faculty will seek to connect their research 
to real-world applications inclusive of student involvement. Faculty will inspire 
our students with deep interest in their studies, along with a broad foundation and 
awareness of the multiple areas where their knowledge can lead in addressing  
real-world challenges. 

Possible Strategies:
We will recruit the very best faculty. Each scholar-teacher will be responsible for 1. 
helping American University to be widely known for diverse and highly influential 
scholarship, professional contributions, and arts as well as for being one of the most 
effective teaching and research institutions in the United States.
AU will provide resources, facilities, and flexibility allowing a balance and 2. 
integration among research, teaching, and service. We will mentor new faculty 
and model our scholar-teacher standards of excellence, which will be defined 
and measured. For example, AAUP level 1 salaries and variable teaching loads 
including four-course loads for productive scholars would be strategies to 
encourage balance and integration.
AU will draw upon the preeminent national cultural, political, and intellectual 3. 
institutions in the nation’s capital and form strategic partnerships which will 
advance educational and scholarly opportunities for all.
We will strengthen the university’s infrastructure to better support and assist 4. 
in efforts to secure and maintain external resources to support research and 
scholarship. For example, AU could strive to become a top 200 research institution 
by 2108.
AU will actively promote and reward interdisciplinary work for faculty and 5. 
students. For example, work on sustainability would be an incentive for such 
collaboration.
We will commit ourselves to creating an environment of intellectual diversity in 6. 
the classroom. We know that cross-cultural competency enhances the experience of 
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continued from page 3

students, staff, and faculty and creates citizens who are confident in every locale, 
regardless of socioeconomic environs and cultural uncertainties. 
For undergraduates, AU will be the institution that best combines the pedagogy, 7. 
support, and environment of the finest liberal arts colleges with the professional 
opportunities and research resources of a major national university located in one  
of the world’s most important cities.
We will educate graduate students in programs considered among the best in their 8. 
fields and produce graduates who are sought after by employers and who build 
careers characterized by personal success and professional leadership.
We will be recognized for our distinction in selected areas of academic excellence 9. 
and these areas will be targeted for strategic investments.
AU will expand its lecture and visiting professor series to encourage exposure to 10. 
academic breadth.
We will provide for universal participation in first-year academic and living-11. 
learning service experiences.
We will benchmark our performance to peer universities and those we aspire to 12. 
emulate with the goal of achieving or surpassing these metrics, raising the stature 
and presence of AU among other excellent teaching-centered national research 
universities.

Conclusion:
American University will recruit, retain, and support the very best faculty. We commit 
ourselves to student and faculty success in the most rigorous and prestigious national 
and international competitions for scholarships, fellowships, and external support. 
And we are committed collectively to moving AU to the next level in overall academic 
distinction among our competitive peer institutions.

Student Centeredness, Student Experience, Student OutcomesII. 

Student centeredness is a keystone to the success of American University. Our 
institution builds, engages, and focuses around the success story of our student 
population. 

An AU student-centered environment has at its core the following qualities: it is 
personal; learning focused; value based; collaborative; and quality driven. From 
designing a student-friendly enrollment process to establishing student learning 
environments in and out of the classroom, American University will create, support, 
and consistently maintain a student-centered community. We tell our AU success 
story through attaining excellence for our students, and we commit each faculty and 
staff member to share in the responsibility of providing transformative educational 
experiences for every AU student. 
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Being student centered also carries the responsibility to continually innovate in 
educational programming and delivery of learning experiences. To this end, AU will 
support innovations in learning approaches designed for today’s and tomorrow’s 
students. Whenever possible, we seek to link the historical categories of teaching, 
research, and service into an integrated experience for our students and faculty.

Possible Strategies: 
We will provide professional development programs that will improve student 1. 
learning experience. 
We will establish and communicate clear teaching and learning goals, 2. 
systematically assess the extent to which they are being realized, and use 
information gained for continuous improvement in the quality and satisfaction of 
the student learning-living experience.
AU will work to enhance our students’ customer service experience through  3. 
top-quality, professional interactions with AU departments and offices (Financial 
Aid, Registrar, Housing and Dining, etc). We will create a successful “one-stop” 
approach to problem-solving; faculty and staff will be committed to assisting 
astudents in addressing their concerns.
AU will provide a dedicated study and gathering space for graduate students, 4. 
and we will expand programming venues for student organizations to better 
accommodate the events they plan. 
We will provide for universal participation in first-year living-learning programs 5. 
such as the University College and learning communities. 
AU will anticipate social needs in the design and implementation of academic 6. 
programs to ensure the career and service readiness of our students.
Every first-year student will experience an integrated residential learning program 7. 
that extends learning from the classroom to the residence hall room and then into 
the city. University College will be integrated into the General Education program.
AU will develop strategies and approaches designed to increase first-year student 8. 
retention to the sophomore year to 93 percent and the four-year graduation rate to 
levels comparable to peer institutions. 
AU will eliminate financial need as an obstacle to the recruitment and retention  9. 
of a highly qualified and diverse student body through budgeting and fundraising.
AU will be known for its educational innovations in teaching and learning.10. 

Sample Community Suggestions (Possible Tactics):
AU will create a co-curricular transcript that will document a student’s experiences 1. 
and learning outside of the classroom. In addition, each student will graduate with 
a portfolio that details the progress made through his or her  various activities and 
leadership at AU and in the surrounding community. 
By 2018, each academic program will require of its majors a hands-on scholastic 2. 
interaction with the faculty. This interaction could be in the form of internships, 
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performance, or research. These interactions should provide students with a 
mechanism for applying their learning to real-world issues in their field of interest.
We will enrich the core of our undergraduate experience by expanding living-3. 
learning communities for the first two years and instituting a new interdisciplinary 
core curriculum for our foundational courses which will replace the General 
Education Program. 

Conclusion:
American University embraces student centeredness as the fundamental orientation it 
brings to its work. We focus on student experience and student learning outcomes. Our 
overarching requisite is that every element of AU operations is focused on the quality 
of the student experience. Our institution embarks upon regular reviews of all aspects 
of the university, and we recognize and celebrate that each member of the campus is 
responsible for the achievement and success of our community of AU students. 

Thriving Campus Community and Life-long EngagementIII. 

Our campus community is our intellectual and professional home. We aspire for it to 
be both a reflective and a welcoming and vibrant environment. At American University 
we recognize that campus community is broad in scope and outreach. Composition, 
ambiance, attitude, and values are the community building blocks. 

We are a community that celebrates our first-rate liberal arts and professional schools, 
our diverse community, the interfaith tradition of our Kay Spiritual Life Center, and the 
successes of our scholar-athletics. We recognize there are many challenges in shaping 
an inclusive environment for every member of the AU community, but we aspire to 
be a diverse community that exemplifies the best principles of civility and shared 
governance. Together we aspire to be a community that celebrates both individual and 
collective achievements. 

Historically, we have often operated as if our students were short-term members of our 
university community—joining us for four years while they earn their degrees. With the 
implementation of this plan, we will undertake a cultural change at the university that 
will embrace American University students not simply for four years but for a lifetime. 
Culturally, the staff, administration, and professors will embrace this new “life-long 
engagement” with American University.

While the concept of life-long engagement with American University might at first 
seem to be a matter of alumni support and loyalty to the institution, the deeper reasons 
for enhancing the relationship of AU and its graduates should be the manifestation of 
the ongoing shared values and intellectual life of the institution. Life-long engagement, 
therefore, ought to embody ideas, responsibilities, and relationships to the whole AU 
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community as well as events, social activities, and opportunities to visit campus. 

Possible Strategies:
American University will be a place where students develop as whole people  1. 
and where school spirit is engendered through athletics, recreation, and extensive 
co-curricular activities.
We will exemplify the best principles of civility and shared governance.2. 
AU will foster diversity in all its aspects and will become a national model in 3. 
attracting students, faculty, and staff.
We will create a welcoming, nurturing, and supportive environment that promotes 4. 
success in learning, teaching, research, and careers.
AU will encourage intellectual diversity and plural ideas and viewpoints.5. 
The university will place a heavy emphasis on competitive athletic programs in 6. 
order to create excitement, tradition, and continued pride.
AU will develop cutting-edge alumni programming and services reflecting AU’s 7. 
character and its breadth of ideology and politics. 
Alumni programming and services will be more intellectual and cultural and will 8. 
address life management needs expressed by alumni.
We will increase our alumni giving rate to reflect participation similar to our  9. 
market competitors.

Sample Community Suggestions (Possible Tactics):
American University will convert the “old” SIS building to an “Alumni and 1. 
Admissions Welcome Center” on the quad. This will become the first place 
prospective freshmen visit when they enter our campus and it will become the 
“home” that all alumni will continue to visit throughout their lives. This facility  
will offer limited accommodations as well.
The university will create regular occasions for the AU community to come 2. 
together—for example, AU night at the Nationals, Caps, Wizards, etc.—to help  
with staff morale and bonding.
The university will strive to become one of the best places to work in Washington, 3. 
D.C.
We will place maximum value on creating a true partnership among administration, 4. 
faculty, and staff.

Conclusion:
We want American University to be an institution that builds local, national, and 
global community and invites the expression of diverse ideas. We commit ourselves to 
creating and maintaining a family of faculty, staff, students, and alumni and to inspiring 
pride in our institution and our shared achievements. We accept the challenges of 
reflecting the wishes of so many, but we know that our collective voice and vision will 
be stepping stones as we move together to achieve our goals for the next decade. 
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Social ResponsibilityIV. 
 
AU’s founding principles include commitments to social justice and social 
responsibility. We commit ourselves to becoming an exemplar of social responsibility 
and a civic leader in the District and in the region. 

Possible Strategies:
AU will anticipate social needs in the design and implementation of academic 1. 
programs to ensure the career and service readiness of our students. We will 
make adjustments in our organization which align it to our core values of social 
responsibility and public service.
We will be committed to reducing the environmental impact of the university and 2. 
making sustainability a cornerstone for all university operations. We welcome new 
ideas and initiatives that foster environmental awareness, maximize sustainable 
resources, and contribute to our planet’s health.
AU will be a leader in civic engagement.3. 
We will host events addressing various problems of social justice and social 4. 
responsibility and bring our faculty out to speak to the alumni and recruit alumni 
experts to have events.
We will ask tough questions of ourselves and impose high standards on our actions.5. 

Sample Community Suggestions (Possible Tactics):
AU will open its doors to educating more people who are declared refugees.1. 
AU will commit itself to the pursuit of social justice by encouraging staff to take 2. 
on service projects and allowing one day of each month to be devoted to approved 
volunteer projects.
Every year, we will adopt a theme that focuses on a social problem and engages 3. 
us in addressing it as a community—read a book; host seminars; draw on faculty 
experts; host art exhibitions, fine arts performances, and library exhibits; coordinate 
volunteer activities; work with students to create related events and projects.
We will identify three interdisciplinary themes that represent some of society’s most 4. 
significant problems (for example, environmental sustainability, poverty). We will 
become intellectual leaders on these themes, targeting faculty hiring, specifically 
recruiting experts in these areas.

Conclusion:
We at American University recognize that our name alone calls us to do more and 
be more in service of our values. In our policies, curriculum, activities, and invited 
speakers, we seek to solve problems and improve the quality of life in our communities. 
The day-to-day decisions we make and the long-term goals that we set will embody 
our sense of obligation to be socially responsible. We will make choices that reflect our 
commitment to this cause. 
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DRAFT Themes and Strategies   Page 8



Global, National, and Local LeadershipV. 

American University will be recognized as an academic and public service leader on an 
international, national, and local level.

Possible Strategies:
We will be the D.C. leader in service and social responsibility to D.C.1. 
There will be a shared understanding among leadership, faculty, staff, students, and 2. 
stakeholders that organizational design, culture, facilities, and performance should 
support student learning, faculty research, social responsibility, and the use of 
Washington-area resources and international and domestic institutional partnerships.
AU will be a leader in partnerships with the District of Columbia.3. 
Alumni programming and services will be more intellectual and cultural and will 4. 
engage alumni on campus and around the country and world. 
We will create domestic and international AU centers that work to enhance regional 5. 
education, student recruitment, alumni relations, and fundraising.
AU will enhance opportunities for service-learning and engagement of students in 6. 
research. We will expand these opportunities locally, nationally, and internationally.

Community Suggestions (Possible Tactics)
AU will create a new Social Justice Institute that will be a leader in the local, 1. 
national, and international arena.

High-Performing OrganizationVI. 

At American University, we envision a future in which the university will capitalize 
on each person’s talents and skills. Our goal is to have all faculty and staff satisfied in 
their work and rewarded for their efforts. We know that this requires organizational 
transformation to a high-performing learning organization. 

Organizational performance is measured by real output and outcomes relative to 
intended goals and objectives. High performance at AU will mean high levels of 
achievement in all the component parts of its mission, including people, processes, 
services, and resources. 

We will measure our success by assessing key organizational characteristics including:
leadership that focuses on obtaining necessary resources (human, financial, 1. 
time, energy, physical plant, etc.) and integrating their deployment to achieve 
mission and goals
change that is anticipated and integrity that is valued2. 
employees, customers, and stakeholders who understand how their activity 3. 
contributes to organizational success
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Possible Strategies:
AU will attract, develop, and retain a superior and diverse faculty and staff.1. 
We will ensure that organizational integrity is promoted by strict adherence to the 2. 
code of academic integrity and a high level of operational transparency with due 
regard for personal privacy.
All academic and administrative operations will promote the quality of the student 3. 
experience and support faculty in carrying out their multiple responsibilities.
Stakeholder (including alumni) involvement will be a major force in organizational 4. 
decision making.
Sponsored research will be facilitated; barriers and disincentives to sponsored 5. 
research will be eliminated.
AU will maximize its human resources and human capital by promoting inclusion 7. 
of persons from all socioeconomic backgrounds.
A spirit of continuous improvement and assessment according to peer benchmarks 8. 
and best practices will infuse all of our activities.

Conclusion:
Being a high-performing organization requires that we be reflective, directed, and 
open to change. We want to have an institution that reduces red tape and increases 
opportunities for new ideas. American University will continue to set high standards 
for its faculty, staff, and students. We acknowledge that we have room for improving 
processes, and we join together to undertake the important shifts in operations. 
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