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INTRODUCTION

St. John International University (hereinafter referred to as “SJIU” or “the University”) has requested that the Higher Education Commission (hereinafter referred to as “HEC” or “the Commission”) consider their request for authority to continue to operate as a New Hampshire institution of higher education and to offer bachelor’s and master’s level degrees in eight areas of study.  SJIU is currently in its fourth year of operation in the municipality of Vinovo (Torino) Italy, after having attained initial recognition and authorization to operate as a New Hampshire institution of higher education in 2008. The University is officially recognized as functioning in accord with Italian law. 

As required by Pos. 1002.01, the University has also prepared Articles of Incorporation in the State of New Hampshire as a for-profit-corporation, with a majority interest of stock held by the founder and chair of the Board, Ms. Lorenzina Zampedri, and minority interests held by several Italian and American shareholders.  The shareholders have provided the funding for the lease of the campus in Vinovo and the operating costs of the University, which has incurred substantial operating deficits in its first four years, when measured against tuition and fees from students.  

Although all the University’s academic operations are in Vinovo and Torino, Italy, it is seeking continued authority to offer degrees from the State of New Hampshire because its mission and its aspirations are to be an American university measured by the standards of Pos. 1004 of the HEC and, as soon as feasible, become accredited by the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC).  It aspires to create in Northern Italy an American University that is international or even global in scope, attracting students from around the world by the excellence of its programs, the attractiveness of its location and the recognition of the institution by American state and regional accrediting agencies.

This report summarizes the Evaluation Committee findings and recommendations resulting from its review of materials and its three days of meetings with the founders, senior administrators and their consultants, and the faculty, staff and students of SJIU during the site visit from December 2-4, 2012.  The team representing the HEC on the site visit was representative of several areas of academic concentration for which continuing authority is being sought, and in addition was representative of several New Hampshire institutions of higher education, HEC leadership and the New Hampshire Senate.

On behalf of the other members of the Evaluation Committee, I wish to thank the University’s Board Chair, Ms. Zampredi, and President Piero Ceria, Ms. Giulia Ceria, their North American advisors, and all those who assisted the team throughout its stay in Italy.  The University’s hospitality was most generous and their openness to dialog and readiness to engage in critical discussion was most admirable.  We repeatedly heard that they were eager to learn from us and to use what they learned to realize their aspirations to become a truly American university.  
Pos. 1004.01 Institutional Purpose and Mission

SJIU was conceived as a new university in 2006/7 and began operations in 2008, after initial approvals were attained in NH.  In May, 2008, the campus was ready for its first class of undergraduate students and local and national approvals in Italy had been met.  From the beginning, its founder, Ms. Lorenzina Zampedri, intended the University to be a model of American higher education with both breadth of study and to focus on sustainability or “green” technology and design, and environmental education.  All of its major areas of study would be chosen for both their intellectual content and their practical importance as foundations for the sustainable development of future economy and global culture.

The University has a series of programs that build upon several core principles articulated by the founder of the University.  Programs in environmental studies, business administration, international business, art history and film studies are designed to position graduates for employment while using area resources in these disciplines for enhancing student learning experiences and internships.  By offering an American higher education experience, with instruction in English and a focus on marketable skills, the University is creating an educational environment distinct from other higher education institutions in Italy.   This array of programs is designed to be attractive to local Italian students, as well as international students and for study abroad opportunities for American students.
Student and program objectives are in evidence and the University has obtained the necessary governmental approvals in Italy and New Hampshire.

As an institution of higher education incorporated in New Hampshire, SJIU has in place the required elements identified under Pos 1002.02 governing institutions operating a main campus outside the USA.  These include, Articles of Agreement, proper legal status, representation by the American Bar Association recognized legal counsel, an annual audit by a recognized accounting firm, a governing board that includes members from New Hampshire and academic offerings somewhat different from those currently offered in NH.

The University is making progress in acquiring leadership with significant experience in American higher education.  The narrative on Organization and Governance will expand upon this matter.

The University must move forward to seriously begin the process of achieving accreditation status by a regional or national agency recognized by the U.S. Department of Education, Council for Higher Education Accreditation, or both,  in order to meet the requirement in Pos 1007.01 (a).

In discussions with founder and board chair, Ms. Lorenzina Zampedri and president Piero Ceria, and other board members by conference call, Dr. Gustafson and Chair Tom Rocco confirmed that SJIU is committed to be an American university in order to meet the best standards for higher education in a rapidly changing world where international and even global perspectives are necessary for a well-educated population.  

Pos. 1004.02 Organization and Governance

The University has a fully developed organizational chart identifying the structure of the organization and the titles for the positions identified.  A companion document provides the name of the individuals occupying the positions and responsibilities for each.   Discussions were held with a number of individuals in the organization concerning operations, current conditions and plans for the future.  As is often the case in smaller organizations, it is not unusual for an individual to have more than one administrative assignment or a combination of administrative and teaching assignments.
The University has experienced substantial senior staff turnover during the past several years, all of which was acknowledged by the current interim president, the chairman of the Board and members of the Board.    Several former staff members have unresolved compensation claims which continue to be adjudicated.  The public nature of several of these claims has brought unwelcome attention to the University and the evaluation team urges the University to resolve these matters expeditiously.  The lack of continuity of leadership and the outstanding personnel claims weigh heavily on the institution’s ability to achieve academic credibility and improve enrollments of study abroad students, especially students from New Hampshire.
One of the defining characteristics of American higher education is that of shared responsibility and shared governance.  This requires a high level of transparency, a willingness to debate openly without fear of recrimination and moral and ethical behavior throughout the organization.  Only through such actions can trust within the academic community be sustained.

 A conference call was held with the Board of Directors, with six of the seven Board members participating.  The Board of SJIU is constituted largely of prominent New Hampshire residents, several of whom have extensive experience and expertise in higher education; its Chair is the founder of the University, Ms. Zampedri . The Board meets several times a year with the annual meeting scheduled each December.  Some Board meetings are held by conference call because of cost and distance.  Several Board members still have not been on site at the Torino campus. Board minutes and related documents are comprehensive and were made available to the evaluation team.  Members of the Board expressed a commitment to the purpose and mission of the University, its position in the marketplace and support for the Chairman, the administration and the faculty.  There was a general consensus by the Board that the high turnover of senior staff since 2008, enrollment stability/growth and financial fragility were matters of concern.  They were confident that, while significant, these were short term issues that were being addressed. There are plans to expand the Board somewhat and to form committees within the Board.  At the annual shareholders meeting on December 12, 2012, two new board members were appointed.
The evaluation team notes that two significant hires have been made recently.  A chief financial officer has been retained as well as a director of marketing.  The director of marketing will also serve as the director of the University’s office in Concord, NH, giving an improved presence to the University in New Hampshire. 

The University has retained a qualified individual to coordinate the overall marketing efforts of the University.  At present, the individual is part-time (60%) and will be based out of the Concord, NH office.  The individual is experienced in international marketing and in American higher education.  An operational marketing plan includes approaches to several audiences, enhancing existing publications and graphics and outreach to certain professional associations.  Specific recruitment activities have been identified for audiences in the United States and Europe and a monthly reporting system is also being put into place.  There is a staff member at SJIU in Torino who has recruitment and admission responsibilities for the Italian and broader European market. Specific enrollment goals for the fall of 2013 are being finalized.

The director of marketing will also have responsibility for managing the Concord, NH office.  The plan is to hire one or more part-time employees in the spring of 2013 so the office can be staffed on a regular schedule and support, such as market research and correspondence, can be available for the director of marketing.

It will take several months to begin to assess the effectiveness of the marketing plan and its implementation on the recruitment and enrollment numbers.

However, two key positions, provost and president, remain to be filled on a permanent basis.  

This lack of administrative continuity has hampered the University’s development.  The appointment of a president and a provost with significant American higher education experience remain the highest priority. 
 The quest for an experienced American educator to serve as provost and to guide the academic development and the regional accreditation by the NEASC continues as an imperative for the immediate future. There is an academic dean, Mr. Carlo Colomba, five department chairs, and other essential positions that are occupied by well qualified professionals.
While Piero Ceria is serving as Interim President & CEO of the University, the Board of Directors has begun the search for a new president.  However, given recent history, the Board is proceeding deliberately and cautiously. The Board realizes the importance of stability and continuity, in both perception and reality, for the University’s immediate and longer term success and is committed to finding the right individual for this position. It is their intention to fill this position in 2013.

Pos. 1004.03 Educational Program

 As detailed in the petition of the University to the HEC, the University has authorization to offer eight degree programs; five undergraduate and three graduate.  In addition, the University offers a number of certificate programs in the same, or closed related academic areas for non-degree seeking students.  Our two faculty experts, Drs. Mark Mitch and Piero Garofalo, were joined in some of their activities by our “official observer”, Senate Chair Nancy Stiles who has expertise in nutrition and student services.
Senator Stiles reported that she attended three classes and that English was the language of instruction in all three and that the “subject matter was excellently presented in a very interactive way in all three classes.”  It should also be noted that there are very few students in these classes, and the total enrollment is quite small: a total of 85 students in all programs.

Dr. Mitch and Dr. Garofalo focused their attention on the general education requirements and the programs in Environmental Studies and Architecture.  
The general education components of all undergraduate degree programs appear to be sound in conception, taught by competent faculty and well-received by students.  Each course has a published syllabus, with topics to be covered, course objectives and achievement standards for determining evaluation outcomes.

Dr. Mitch reports the “keystone” environmental studies program is “comparable to similar programs in the United States” and “the curriculum meets the standard for providing a course sequence that leads to attaining competence in the respective field of a student.”  The redesigned BS in Environmental Studies will begin to be offered this term and “it will be important to ensure that courses will be offered frequently enough for students to complete their degree in a reasonable period of time.”

There are two other important issues that Prof. Mitch details: The lack of a laboratory-based chemistry course, which at a minimum should be a broad based Introduction to Chemistry and the need to offer a course in Geographic Information Systems (GIS), commonly required for Environmental Studies in the USA. 
 The second issue is the lack of laboratory experiences across the curriculum, for which the University would need assured access to appropriate labs.  Currently, there is limited access to the labs in the renewable energy “Environmental Park” nearby.  Without these hands-on science courses, there is concern about the transferability of course credits to US colleges and universities.  A less critical issue is the organization and sequencing of the mathematics and physics courses, which are needed to assure that “the Environmental Studies degree can be completed in the conventional 4 year (8 semester) program, including the need to offer prerequisite courses in pre-calculus, calculus, physics and ecology.  
Course Catalog - The content and presentation of course descriptions are appropriate, although there are many more courses listed than the University can reasonably be expected to offer in the near future. It will be necessary to drop those courses that have never been offered.  
There are indications of a “Sports and Health Sciences” program and at least one faculty member with expertise in this area, but it is not one of the degree programs of the University. The courses listed are, nevertheless, suitable for non-degree seeking students. 

Pos. 1004.04 Graduation Requirements

This standard has been satisfied based on the published curriculum and discussions with faculty and staff.  With the exceptions noted above, the SJIU curricula are consistent with what would be found in similar programs in the United States.

Pos. 1004.05  Faculty

“The SJIU catalog identifies all administrators, staff and faculty who have teaching responsibility under the same rubric, which makes the identification of full-time faculty difficult.  The catalog should clarify these distinctions. The team determined that SJIU has four full-time faculty members as well as several full-time administrators whose responsibilities include teaching. 

The majority of faculty members are part-time, and this proportion along with the student-teacher ratio (which is very low) is effective and consistent with SJIU’s purpose to provide effective instruction and guidance in each course.  The faculty possesses appropriate academic degrees from accredited institutions and those interviewed were clearly passionate in their commitment to the students and to their field of study. Faculty receive contracts in which the terms of employment conform to the Italian national contract for private institutions.  The overall satisfaction level of faculty appeared to be quite positive.  It must be noted, however, that the team was made aware of several past faculty members who had grievances against the university, at least one of which was still in litigation in Italian court.

The teaching load (4 courses per semester) is consistent with that of a teaching college where there is no expectation of research and publishing.  The SJIU Faculty Handbook, which is comprehensive and delineates faculty’s professional and institutional responsibilities, however, does indicate that research and scholarship are necessary criteria for promotion.  Faculty members do engage in research and some hold external grants, however, there appears to be no internal funding in place for faculty research and development.
Pos. 1004.06 Student Body

In regard to admissions criteria and advisement for students actually admitted, SJIU meets the HEC standards.  Students do not reside on campus, but at a residency about 10 minutes away by car or bus, which is more than adequate for all enrolled students who need housing.  Management of this facility appears to be very good and student health and safety are taken into account, with all necessary amenities on-site or nearby, including access to medical and dental services. Each student is given a cell phone for emergency contact purposes and for tracking of the student in case of an unusual absence.

A student government has already been formed and they are drafting a Constitution and a Bill of Rights to present to the University.  

Pos. 1004.07 Student Records

The University collects and maintains all necessary and appropriate information about students and holds them in a secure, virtual location.

Pos. 1004.08 Library

Our faculty team reports that “For a small institution the library makes a noble effort at providing students access to scholarly material.  The existing facility provides a quiet space to read and work but is limited.  At present, the only computer workstation in the library is at the librarian’s desk. The SJIU library appears to be able to provide the necessary access to published materials through interlibrary loans and connections with the larger national university libraries.”  As team chair, I also spent considerable time examining formal agreements with regional and national libraries and with the librarian and I am convinced that students and faculty are well served by the current arrangements.  A larger student body would of course put new and additional pressures on the library.  A perhaps underutilized resource is the Vinovo public library, which is in the same physical location as the university, with direct access for students and staff, who are welcome to use it.  While not all the librarians are fluent in English, some are and the University librarian is able to assist any student who uses the municipal library.

Pos. 1004.09 Facilities and Technologies

The castle in Vinovo is adequate to all of the University’s current needs.  This facility is leased from a corporation in which the chair of the University board is also a principal investor.  This arrangement appears to be secure.  As the student body grows and the number of courses increases, it will be necessary to add classrooms and laboratories or to lease additional space nearby.  As already noted, laboratory access is now limited and is available by an agreement with a nearby facility, Environment Park.  There is one computer lab, where students have access to some sophisticated software, including computer assisted design for those in Environmental Architecture.

Pos. 1004.10 Financial Resources – Current and updated Financial Information to be provided to the Commission by May 1, 2013 per Commission vote on March 14, 2013.
HUMAN RESOURCES

In the past, both the University and the Commission have received a number of complaints and claims from former employees.  According to the Concord, NH based legal firm representing the University, there have been eight claims of which three have been settled.  Others are in various stages of being adjudicated.  
Two claims regarding unpaid past wages are reported to have been settled and settlement agreements and payments have been made.  One claim was brought to the NH DOL, a hearing was held and it was determined that it had no jurisdiction.  Consequently, this claim is not settled and it is up to the individual to determine if it will be further pursued.  A fourth claim is also being is also being brought to NHDoL and is awaiting a hearing, perhaps with the same disposition as the other.  One claim for breach of contract has evidently been settled in Italy, although perhaps not yet paid.  Finally, a sixth claim for back wages is in process in New Hampshire.

Pos. 1004.11 Public Disclosure

The University complies with the requirements of Pos. 1004.11 by publishing useful and detailed Catalogs, Faculty and Student handbooks.
As with most institutions of higher education, the primary avenues for public disclosure are the University catalog and the University web site.  There are also handbooks for faculty and students which provide more detailed information for those who have become directly connected with the University.

Both the web site and the catalog are quite comprehensive and cover the information required in Pos 1004.11.  However, there are refinements and improvements that should be made in the interest of full disclosure.

As a new University, there are understandably many changes taking place.  Care needs to be taken that the common information on the web site and in the printed/electronic catalog is identical.

It should be made prominent and clear that student housing is not adjacent to the Vinovo campus.  Mention is made of the distance between the campus and Torino, but not the mid-distance to student residence facilities.

The listing of faculty and staff must identify those that are full and part-time.  The current listing of faculty would lead one to conclude that the University has 40 full-time faculty, when in fact the number is far fewer.
END NOTE:

Since the evaluation team visit in December, 2012, the University has started to attend to a number matters addressed in the recommendations below.   Changes have been made to the web site to clearly identify full and part-time faculty and clarity has been added regarding the housing arrangements for students.  Recommended changes in the library have been made and some curricular modifications are in process.   The search for a provost remains a challenge, but the University and its advisors are actively pursuing this objective.  Initial contact has been made with NEASC.
RECOMMENDATIONS:

The Commission approve SJIU to continue to offer degrees listed below through June 30, 2013 and to provide the Commission with progress reports on the list of specific recommendations listed below by May 1, 2013 with updated financials, enrollment and other items as listed.

Bachelor of Science in Environmental Architecture


Bachelor of Science in Environmental Studies


Bachelor of Arts in Film Studies


Bachelor of Arts in Art History


Bachelor of Arts in Business Administration


Master of Arts in International Arts Administration


Master of Architecture


Master of Business Administration 
Progress on the following specific recommendations is to be documented in the required periodic reports to the Commission (a report matrix appears as Appendix A):
1. The Board of Trustees should meet at least once at the Campus in Vinovo during this approval period to assure their first-hand familiarity with the University.

2. A provost with American higher education experience should be in place prior to July 1, 2013.
3. A president with significant American higher education experience should be hired when the Board determines it has the right fit for the organization.
4. Initiate and pursue regional accreditation with the NEASC.

5. Improve public disclosure with the identification of full- time and part-time faculty in university publications and clearer information about the type and location of student housing in the catalog and marketing materials.

6. Add courses and provide syllabi in chemistry (with laboratory) and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to the environmental studies curriculum and faculty resumes.
7. Document the progress of culling course offerings to those that are offered on a regular basis and central to each major.
8. Plan for the addition of full-time faculty in degree discipline areas and clarify expectations for faculty research and publication.

9. Faculty with American higher education experience should be engaged either on a full-time or part-time/visiting basis to enhance the American higher educational environment of the University.
10. Enhance space in the University library to make student computer work stations available or secure a new arrangement with the adjacent municipal library to assure easy access for students to all their virtual and material resources.

11. Develop a facilities plan to accompany the increases in student enrollment as projected in the current business plan.  This plan should include provision for classrooms, laboratories, faculty offices, library, and student residences.  
12. As the University continues to attract investors and make stock allocations, prepare a list of current and new investors, new shares of stock held and capital provided to the University.
13.  List of creditors, the amounts owed, and progress being made to eliminate such indebtedness.  
14. List of claims associated with former and current employees and the resolution of these claims shall be included in the periodic reports to the Commission. 

15. Current operating budgets, financial reports, projections for FY 2013 and FY 2014, and current and projected enrollments.
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