
   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Halualani Report 1 

External Review of the Department of Communication, University of Hawai’i Hilo 

Conducted by Dr. Rona T. Halualani, Full Professor, 
Department of Communication Studies 

San Jose State University 

January 2013 

A. Executive Summary 

This report highlights key findings, observations, & recommendations for the 
future as my external review of the Department of Communication at The University of 
Hawai’i at Hilo. This report draws from information provided by the Department of 
Communication, program plan documents and evidence, and data (observational, 
informal group interviews) gathered during my three-day visit to the Department of in 
September 2012. 

B. Background and History 

1. How effectively does the program state its purpose for being and institutional 
history? 

The department articulates its background and history in their program plan 
document and documents the ongoing changes and improvements since the last 
program review.  Since the last review, there has been continued growth and diversity 
in student majors and FTES in this department as well as the number of course 
offerings (16 courses since 2003) especially in the area of communication and culture 
(12 courses).  It is very clear that the department is in a robust state of educating 
students at the University of Hawai’i Hilo and committed to assessing ways to improve 
and be current for students. 

C. The Academic Department 

1. How does the department compare with others of similar institutions, including 
those selected as aspirational targets by the department? 

Given other comparable Communication departments in the country (for e.g., 
California State University San Marcos, Central Washington University, and Cal Poly 
Pomona) as indicated on National Communication Association’s “General Data on 
Communication Programs Report” in terms of relative size and highest degree offered 
(B.A.), the Department of Communication at UH Hilo rates highly.  The quality and 
range of course offerings is more impressive than those of these peer departments.  
However, Central Washington University and Cal Poly Pomona emphasize professional 
pathways for their students via the curricula more so than the Department of 
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Communication at UH Hilo. One key difference amongst these departments is that on 
average, these departments house twice as many tenure-track faculty for the same 
range of student majors. 

California State University San Marcos, Department of Communication: 
http://www.csusm.edu/communication/comm/index.html 

Central Washington University – Communication Department 
http://www.cwu.edu/communication/ 

Cal Poly Pomona – Communication Department 
http://www.class.csupomona.edu/com/ 

2. Does the department have appropriate goals, aspirations, mission statements, 
and self-descriptions? Do they align with the University’s mission, core values, 
student learning priorities and the most recent strategic plan? 

The larger description of the Department of Communication, while concise, does 
not fully capture the strengths, innovations, and engagement activities of this unique 
department. More specifically, highlighting the department in terms of dialogue, small 
group communication, intercultural communication and diversity and online learning 
environments, will strengthen the opening to the department. More focus on the skills 
and perspectives gained is also needed. 

The mission statement highlights the roles of culture, dialogue, relationships, 
and communication (perspectives, skills, competencies) as opposed to specific 
contexts, problematics, and social issues. The statement reads more like one seen in 
Communication departments in the 1980s and 1990s. While I appreciate the focus on 
core competencies and skills, I invite the faculty to review if this approach is what they 
desire for the future. Today’s generation of students are drawn to context-specific 
communication along with core competencies and the more explicit placement of 
communication within social issues/problematics/or specific communication initiatives 
of contemporary society. It might also be useful to frame their mission statement in 
terms of professional pathways for students (as student majors commenting needing 
guidance in this area). I have included a listing of some items at other Communication 
departments across the country that feature their program within communication 
contexts and initiatives: 

For example: 

Arizona State University: 
• Health Communication and Quality of Life 
• Conflict Transformation 
• Wellness and Work-Life 
• Strategic Communication 
• Innovative Inquiry. 

http://www.class.csupomona.edu/com
http://www.cwu.edu/communication
http://www.csusm.edu/communication/comm/index.html
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California State University, Northridge:  The Undergraduate Major in 
Communication Studies provides: 
• Inquiry into the complexity and diversity of communication contexts, 

processes, issues and effects in today’s global world. 
• Humanistic, aesthetic and social scientific investigation of the problems 

people face when they use language and other symbolic systems to work 
with and influence others. 

• Instruction in the communication skills and knowledge people need to 
function effectively in a variety of professional and social contexts at both the 
domestic and international levels. 

There is no specific articulation of the department’s vision for the future which 
may help plot the aspirational goals the department has for their students and 
community. I have included the following as an example of a vision statement for the 
future from a Department of Communication. 

Vision 
“The Department of Communication will be a site of instruction and research, and 
a place of creation. It will be the nexus of bridges among communication scholars 
and practitioners from the United States, Mexico, and communities who serve as 
borders for their nations. It will be a place of continuing education for Hispanic 
journalists and other communication practitioners, as well as the source of 
educational opportunity for Latinos/as and any student interested in attending a 
university in a bilingual, bicultural setting. It will be the place to enhance the 
educational aspirations of all students interested in bicultural/intercultural 
communication in mediated, societal, organizational, and interpersonal contexts.” 

Equally impressive is the department’s link to the cultural/multicultural 
imperative of the larger university’s strategic plan.  The Department of Communication 
fully represents the university’s strategic plan focus on multiculturalism, diversity, 
inclusion, and high quality academic experiences for students (in and out of the 
classroom). 

3. What do you see as the department’s significant accomplishments, and areas 
of challenge? 

The Department of Communication has created a stellar, high-quality program 
for the University of Hawai’i at Hilo and its students across disciplines and majors.  
Since the last review, the department has undergone impressive curricular 
development and maintained a robust set of course offerings (that serve majors, 
General Education, and other programs). They have also made a few tenure track hires 
and these faculty members have earned tenure.  Currently, the department houses a 
stable, tenured, and highly qualified faculty. The Communication professors are well 
regarded in the discipline and active despite limited to no research or professional 
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development resources. Their accomplishments lie in maintaining the excellence of 
this department despite limited staffing and resources. As I reiterate throughout this 
report, I am simply stunned at how this department sustains the growth and demand 
for Communication courses with half the faculty equivalent departments in the 
discipline have. 

Area of Challenge #1: Need for Strategic Faculty Hires To Serve Students 
A total of 11-12 faculty [8 core communication faculty (including Dean Hirokawa) 

(5 Ph.D level faculty; 6 Associate level faculty, 1 Full Professor), 1 full-time instructor, 
and 3 Lecturers] currently serve the growing number of students in Communication 
courses in the department. Given the steady and increasing student demand, the 
department needs a staffing solution.  Specifically, the Dean should consider ways to 
create 1-2 tenure-track lines that best suit student demand (Social/New Media, Applied 
Communication Research, Pacific Islander Communication).  Though all universities 
are fiscally compromised, the department needs to consider impending retirements 
and new growth and how tenure track lines may speak to serving students, maintaining 
excellent retention and graduation records, and helping students attain a degree for 
professional and economic advancement (especially in the region). A solution needs to 
be devised given the enrollment demand. At the very least, a succession plan for 
staffing the department faculty needs to be created and implemented. One tenure-
track line within the next 2 years needs to happen (this line could be a generalist area 
that includes Social Media and other needed areas of Communication). Generalist 
faculty members with several areas of specialization will be smart hires for this 
department; given the amount of students that need attention, new hires should be 
prepared to teach many kinds of courses. (I am also aware that retirements do not 
necessarily transfer back to the impacted department; it is more common for 
universities to have retired lines placed back into a general pool of hires across the 
university. If this is the case for UH Hilo, then the department needs some assurance 
that their staffing needs will be met.) 

The other solution that could occur simultaneously with creating more tenure-
track lines, is allowing for more lecturer positions.  Lecturers could help take up the 
load of lower-division courses in the department and free up the tenure-track faculty to 
engage students in the upper-division offerings.  I was very impressed with Professor 
Rayna Morel’s COMM 100W class that I observed. She was engaging, interactive, and 
created a stimulating environment for first-year students.  If more lecturers can be hired 
to do this high-quality engagement, it is worth the investment.  (I also boldly 
recommend that the department encourage Professor Morel to attain her Ph.D so that 
she may be a viable tenure-track candidate for hire.  Not sure if the UH system has an 
incentive/loan forgiveness program for Ph.D students from underrepresented 
backgrounds who come back and teach for the UH system.  Professor Morel is 
excellent and she represents exactly the kind of faculty that our students want and 
need.) 

Area of Challenge #2:  Creating Research and Professional Development Support 
for Faculty 
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As I discuss later in this report, the Department of Communication’s faculty 
members represent a major strength and “resource” for the university. As such, it is 
critical to invest in the departmental talent by providing support for research and 
professional development.  Such support could be in the form of stipends or 
purchases of research tools (research software, books, materials), needed technology 
as well as provisions for webinars or conference travel. There are many web-based 
trainings and certification programs for faculty (even at advanced levels) to gain more 
skill sets in pedagogical techniques, dialogue training, online learning approaches, and 
concept mapping. I specify more details about this area of challenge later in this 
report. Investing in faculty in this way (even in smaller amounts) will go along way to 
communicate to them that they are valued, needed, and essential to the “life-blood” of 
the department. I cannot emphasize enough how much this type of support positively 
impacts faculty retention and success which leads to student success. 

Area of Challenge #3: Strengthening the Departmental Assessment System 
The Department of Communication has already firmly launched an assessment 

system and has been proactive in this area. Such work should be applauded.  Thus, 
my comments here represent suggestions to keep the assessment momentum going in 
the department. I make more detailed comments about improvements in assessment 
later on this report. The department needs to incorporate more direct measures of 
assessment such as the evaluation of actual student work/performance. As it stands 
now, much of the assessment data detailed in the assessment narrative and 
documents are self-report and indirect measures.  While self-report surveys are 
important, as students are active participants in their own learning, educators need to 
be attuned to the kind of learning levels created and achieved as evident in their 
student work. Direct measures of student learning outcomes should be collected as 
samples and coded by multiple groups for high interrater reliability as well as rigorous 
assessment evaluation. The integration of indirect and direct measures of student 
learning will help document the impact the department is truly making on students and 
in ways that perhaps are not fully charted out.  I have made suggestions for such an 
assessment protocol and the need for curriculum mapping. 

Area of Challenge #4: Strategizing New Course Models for the Fiscal Challenges 
in Higher Education 

Given what I see as the fiscally challenged reality that public higher education 
has been in for the last decade and will continue to do so for the next twenty years (in 
terms of decreased state subsidization, declining enrollments due to student fee 
increases, decrease in governmental and public confidence in the power of a college 
degree, lack of any impactful national leadership in higher education innovation and 
excellence), every department is best advised to devise a responsive coping strategy. 
Because administrators are pressured to increase the number of “persons” in “seats” 
so as to incur larger state and university fiscal support for course offerings and paying 
faculty to teach these courses, Communication departments around the country are 
having to justify our small-sized sections.  Because our discipline uniquely features 
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instruction on communication performance, encounters, and relationships which is 
ideal in smaller class settings, we have had to tow that quality line for a long while.  
However, the tide of “expensive” course offerings and resource depletions means that 
Communication departments need to be adaptable. I encourage the department to 
strategize new course model formats for their offerings. Meaning, more online and or 
large lecture sections are often explored by departments in order to preserve the small-
sized class seminars at the upper division level. Thus, one does not need to replace 
the other; small size seminars must exist but they must do so in combination with 
larger student offerings (online course sections and large lecture sections).  For 
example, many departments are now offering 1 large lecture section of an introductory 
or lower-level Communication Theory or Survey of Human Communication Contexts 
(often counted as General Education) to introduce non-majors or beginning majors to 
the world of Communication Studies. These sections are often 100-500-student 
strong. This allows department to generate enough FTES to run small-sized seminars 
at the upper division level and to preserve the kind of quality learning environment that 
is not negotiable in other areas. 

I recommend that the department have this kind of strategic conversation about 
what is important to them and how to preserve this based on some combination or 
integration of large-lecture offerings and or online course offerings.  The departmental 
conversation should sediment the departmental philosophy of what is important and 
what is the vision for the future in terms of excellence across all levels (pedagogical, 
student learning, faculty reward).  (My own department has had this larger conversation 
and adopted such an approach; we have small sized Performance Studies courses 
that we do not want more than 15 students in at a time. Thus, we created more online 
course offerings across all course titles and are developing a 200-student large lecture 
offering on “Introduction to Human Communication” which features a survey of all 
communication topics. We identified which of us faculty love to lecture and put such a 
course together and we will also employ student and graduate assistants to help us in 
coordinating this large lecture section. Arizona State University has a terrific model to 
review; we also have a curricular template should the department want to examine this 
as an example).  I provide more details for this recommendation later in this report. 

4. What are some key areas of innovation and initiatives begun by the 
department? 

I appreciate the department’s preservation of smaller class sizes in the 
appropriate courses of dialogic communication and interpersonal communication.  This 
intimate learning environment is what our communication professors and scholars do 
best in terms of engaging our students. While that may not be deemed “innovative” 
and actually quite traditional, I applaud the department’s efforts at maintaining quality 
and the commitment to meaningful, relational, and transformative communication. 

The online component to the curricula is timely and in line with the new 
mediated learning environment on the national scene.  This helps students in remote 
areas as well as train students on online technologies. I especially appreciate the use 
of online learning environments for the topical areas of interpersonal Communication; 
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Health, Culture, and Diversity; Theories of Human Communication; and Intercultural 
Communication. 

The real innovation is still untapped; that is, the strategic integration of small-
sized seminars that are conducive to teaching/modeling relational communication with 
the use of large lecture and online learning courses for mass-interest, critical analysis 
topics on mediated scale. I recommend that the department explore their philosophy 
and approach to providing their students with the best program to examine and 
explore the world of communication studies.  Is it important for all students to have 
multiple small-sized seminars in addition to a few online courses?  Or is the type of 
instruction scaffolded depending on the type of course? Should most of the core 
courses be in on-ground offerings, with electives in multiple modalities?  What is the 
department’s take on the scenario that students are mostly taking online courses and 
or if faculty are mostly teaching online courses? As a scholar who invokes a “let a 
thousand flowers bloom” attitude, it is imperative that the department have faculty 
discussions around the kind of program they want with the type of instruction or 
learning modalities represented. 

5. Does the department/program have a culture supporting collegiality, quality, 
and innovation? 

The department represented a collegial, caring, and supportive community.  
However, the faculty appears to be extremely stressed; stressed in keeping up 
capacity with the student demand, stressed in feeling supported in their research and 
professional development, and stressed in not feeling supported by office staff.  More 
specifically, in terms of the latter, I encountered the perception that office staff 
members were not as responsive or supportive in faculty members’ needs to attain 
travel reimbursements (and timely ones if granted these), and necessary supplies.  
There did not seem to be a spirit of collegiality in the office between staff members and 
faculty. While this may be a “perception,” in our world of Communication, perceptions 
guide behavior and these perceptions should be carefully followed up by 
administrators. 

This department is all about quality in what they do and offer as well as their 
research. However, the focus on innovation is stifled by the feeling of limited resources 
in research and professional development support.  Support for conference travel or at 
least webinars and professional development tools [online technology training, 
research software, and technology (computers, iPads, other items)] can change the 
course of this need. 

D. Students 

1. Comment on the diversity of students (by gender and race/ethnicity). 

The ethnic and racial diversity of the student majors is impressive. For example, 
as of 2010, communication majors were classified as: 29.93% Asian, 28.85% Pacific 
Islander, 24.49% Caucasian/White, then mixed “Other,” Hispanic, and African 
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American. These demographics are amazing given the larger U.S. demographic 
context; to have that high of a number of Asian and Pacific Islander students 
(especially the latter) is rare.  The Department of Communication houses an extremely 
diverse student body across at least 4 major racial and ethnic groups and it appears on 
the university’s Institutional Research Office website, the numbers are continuing to 
grow.  Unlike other Communication departments in the discipline (which is still largely 
White in student majors according to the National Communication Association’s 2012 
demographics of Communication majors), this department features a strongly 
diversified community of students. 

Given this student body diversity, there is great potential for the department to 
pursue large-scale national grants on student success and graduation and retention 
initiatives for Asian American and Pacific Islander students (for e.g., U.S. Department of 
Education’s AANAPISI grant competition, Native Hawaiian Education grant 
competition). 

2. What is your opinion of the department's plan to change or maintain the quality 
and number of majors (if appropriate)? 

The department is absolutely grounded and realistic in their goal to maintain the 
quality and number of majors. In their program plan document, the department clearly 
summarizes their history of tremendous growth and FTE course enrollment (and 
producing 1/3 of the SSH generated by other programs in the Humanities Division at 
that!).  I am simply amazed that this department is able to do so much with so little 
tenure-track faculty in proportion to the number of FTES and SSH.  To say that this 
department has managed their load for the college and university is an 
understatement! I am very impressed with the “heavy lifting” of the department in the 
college given the General Education requirements, cross-listed courses, and other 
collaborative arrangements. There is no question that the department has fulfilled its 
collegial duties in serving the university and has made wise and entrepreneurial 
arrangements with other programs to keep a robust and viable student base. The goal 
now should be more on increasing capacity (faculty lines, lecturer lines and 
opportunities) to meet current demand and growth for continued stability. The growth 
goal has been achieved to a large degree since the last external review. 

3. Does the department have a realistic vision of what needs to be done to recruit 
and retain the best students? 

The department has realistically charted out and attained their recruitment and 
retention goals for their students. Increases in recruitment and retention are not major 
issues for this department (as they are for most Communication departments across 
the country). They highlighted their need to increase resources to serve their majors 
and upper division students. Again, the department’s clear understanding that they 
need to locate ways to increase faculty/ “people power” and capacity to meet their 
current enrollment and student needs, is right on target. I agree wholeheartedly with 
their focus and conclusions in this area. 
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In terms of persistence and graduation rates, the department indeed has 
achieved one of the highest persistence rates in the Division and College.  In reviewing 
the persistence rates of departments across the university, I was impressed at the 
consistent range of 60-80% persistence for students in Communication.  

While the enrollment is stable (and ever growing) and the quality of academic 
attainment is high, the key challenge for this department is how to manage the “tide of 
growth” so as to not disrupt the momentum but to not overwhelm their departmental 
resources (faculty, offerings, quality of faculty-student interaction, quality of academic 
experience for students). 

E. Faculty 

1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current faculty members in 
terms of teaching as well as research, scholarship and creative activity? 

I am impressed by the teaching and research range of the current faculty 
members. The tenure-track faculty members possess superior research expertise and 
training and have produced excellent contributions to communication research in 
terms of refereed journal articles (53), multiple textbooks, books, and scholarly 
monographs. I appreciated the research conducted and published by Dr. Ronald 
Gordon, Dr. Steven Miura, and Dean Randy Hirokawa; these are research 
powerhouses and I enjoyed reading all of the works of the Communication faculty. 

More specifically, as an intercultural communication researcher and the current 
editor of NCA’s Journal of International and Intercultural Communication, I found the 
scholarship of intercultural communication faculty – Dr. Yoshitaka Miike, Dr. Jing Yin, 
and Dr. Catherine Becker – to be of the highest quality and on the forefront of 
innovation. I see their work and research as not just representing some of the best 
intercultural communication research but also to be of “pioneering” quality, that is, to 
transform the field and discipline. 

The faculty also represents the department by serving in leadership roles on 
campus (for e.g., Dr. Becker chairs the University of Hawai’i Diversity Committee). They 
also serve the local community in a variety of associations and organizations. 

In terms of teaching, I also am impressed with the online curricular materials 
created by Dr. Catherine Becker and Dr. Steven Miura. In reviewing all of these 
curricular materials as well as being allowed to “virtually visit” Dr. Becker’s online 
courses, I found the online learning design and quality to be detailed, meticulous, 
rigorous, and engaging. As an instructor of online intercultural courses via Canvas and 
Desire2Learn, I am familiar with the demands and workload of online offerings.  These 
professors – Dr. Becker and Dr. Miura – have committed themselves to creating 
captivating and rigorous online courses for their students and the department. 

2. How well are the department and its college supporting faculty members? If 
more support is needed, what suggestions would you make? 

While the faculty are mostly teaching courses in their research area and in line 
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with their preferences, the college and division should provide more resources to the 
faculty and department for research and travel as well as professional development 
opportunities for pedagogy and instruction (especially those that instructional methods 
deemed effective for historically underrepresented students such as Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders).  Online course development (as hybrid and pure online forms) 
should be incentivized for these faculty as well. 

In interviewing the departmental faculty, several commented that they do not 
receive support for their research or conference travel to academic conferences.  It is 
crucial for these faculty to attain more resources for their research (for e.g., research 
software, books, materials, research assistant monies) in order to stay current and 
innovative in their research areas. However, research is never fully separate from 
teaching; by keeping current in our research areas, we faculty members take that 
information to our students and stay current with material that will prepare them for 
their personal and professional journeys. Keep in mind that as a humanistic and social 
scientific discipline, Communication researchers do not require massive research 
support like scholars in STEM disciplines. Instead, faculty in our discipline can gain 
optimal advantage through research support of at least several hundred dollars. 
Likewise, to participate in academic conferences and have the opportunity to be 
exposed to other cutting edge scholarship and teaching examples in our discipline and 
related fields strengthens the role of faculty for their students (in the classroom), for 
their department and surrounding communities (in their research), and for the university 
as a whole (in their academic community). As a faculty member and former 
department chair and administrator (Chief Diversity Officer in the Office of the 
President, the strength of a university is based on the strength and empowerment of its 
faculty. I understand the fiscal challenges that exist at the university (and every public 
institution of higher education) but I recommend the Dean to devise a staggered, 
incremental strategy of support for the next several years (for e.g., 1 key form of 
research support, at least 1 webinar for faculty, 1 travel conference for key contributors 
with expedient reimbursement).  Also, one key faculty member could be sent to a 
training or funded to participate in a webinar and then, that faculty member could train 
other faculty in the department via a faculty meeting or in-service (my department 
currently does this and it has optimized our limited fiscal resources).  It is also 
important to note that while all the tenure-track faculty are tenured at this time, three of 
the faculty are not yet Full Professors and thus, may require more research and travel 
support to help them advance in their careers. This advancement benefits the 
department and students as a whole. 

I recommend that the college, division, and university purchase/provide the 
following support tools/forms for the Communication faculty: 

Research-Related Support Items 
• Needed books, databases, journals, scholarly works (to be 

worked out through the library) 
• Updated technology every 2 years (computers, laptops, iPads) 
• Web-based research software applications especially for 

qualitative data (NVIVO, QDAMiner, DeDoose, Mindjet for 
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brainstorming/concept map software) 
• Curricular modules and simulation packages (especially for 

intercultural communication faculty) 
• Fees for web-based trainings in pedagogical/instructional 

techniques and or research method/analysis (for e.g. Cultural 
Detective Certification for intercultural scholars; Courageous 
Conversation training for interpersonal scholars) 

Travel Support Items 
• Webinars on research topics (saves on island to mainland travel 

costs) 
• Travel to at least one major conference every 2 years, especially if 

the faculty possess leadership positions in the discipline (division 
officers, association leadership, journal editors); such travel 
support needs to ensure expedient reimbursement 

3. How well are the department and College supporting its adjunct or affiliate 
faculty members? If more support is needed, what suggestions would you make? 

Similar to case of the tenure-track faculty, research, instructional, and travel 
support for adjunct faculty members is limited and to even larger degree.  If these 
faculty are taking up many of the core and lower division courses, it will be necessary 
to provide online or regional (island-based) training for effective and engaging 
instruction and online course development and learning for them. This would be an 
excellent investment into such faculty.  It could also be more cost-efficient to fund 1 
key adjunct and tenure-track faculty member to take such training (online or regional) 
and then have them train the rest of the department (train the trainer model). 

4. How effective is the department’s scheduling process for teaching faculty? 

Faculty members did not express major concern about the scheduling process 
for their courses. However, one issue that was raised was the adequacy of the 
classroom in terms of proffering the most ideal learning environment.  The classrooms 
that are scheduled are often dirty, disheveled, and or do not accommodate more 
engaging “learning circles” or open format learning models (e.g., simulations, 
movement and embodiment of concepts).  This issue can be frustrating and 
demoralizing for teaching faculty. As such, the department chair and or assigned 
departmental faculty should document cleaning and structural issues in the classrooms 
that are most frequently scheduled to the department. I recommend meeting with 
someone or having an administrator (your Dean or the equivalent) arrange a meeting 
with a key administrator in your facilities division at the university (even the higher Vice 
President in this area). Because the notion of “communication” is about high quality, 
open, intensive, and engaging interaction, our learning spaces are key to framing what 
we teach and model for our students. No instructor in today’s university environment 
should ever have to “deal” with insufficient, shoddy, and dilapidated classrooms.  



   

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
  
  
  
  
  

 

 
 

 
 

Halualani Report 12 

Students associate such situations as the “devaluation” of their priority at the 
university. 

F. Program Quality 

1. Is the number of majors/programs offered reasonable for the size of the 
department and of the University of Hawai’i at Hilo? 

The number of majors/programs is absolutely reasonable for the size of the 
department and the number of faculty at the University of Hawai’i at Hilo. As 
emphasized throughout this report, it is stunning that the department can maintain its 
growth and serve their students and the rest of the university to such a degree with its 
capacity and staffing issues. 

2. Is the department's curriculum rigorous and up to date? 

My conclusions about the department’s curriculum is as follows: 
• The core curriculum is solid and based on the key course tenets of the 

discipline: Public Speaking, Interpersonal Communication, and Communication 
Theory. 

• The curriculum is appropriately organized into three areas that I classify as 
program learning outcomes: Knowledge, Performance Skills, and Capstone 
Paper or Project. The department would be well advised to make these 
program learning outcomes more concretized beyond broad domains and more 
contemporary given the pedagogical and professional needs of our society. For 
example, perhaps, the following additional outcomes can be explored as making 
the curricula more resonating to students and the level of connection they make 
to their academic experiences and professional pathways: 

o Engagement 
o Application/Practice 
o Dialogue 
o Effective Communication 
o Leadership 
o Research Analytics 

Many of these outcomes can be bundled into “Global Skill Sets” or “Diversity 
as Strategic Advantage and Leadership” as thematic foci. Certificate 
programs, minor programs, or online programs can be developed and 
bundled around the above. The department already has ample course 
offerings to fit the above outcome areas. The Media Writing and Studies 
track also strongly prepares students for a professional pathway. 

• The focus on Culture or Diversity is especially strong given the surrounding 
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multicultural climate of UH Hilo and Hawai’i. As an intercultural communication 
professor, I appreciate the required course in Culture or Diversity. I also see 
strong evidence (via the program plan, website, and my classroom observations) 
that the focus on culture and diversity is threaded across all courses in the 
department (which should be documented and assessed more systematically – 
see my comments on assessment). 

• The Capstone course options seem to be ambivalently varied – what does it 
mean for Communication students to be in a capstone course? The options 
cover a vast array of topics and at different foci levels (some on methods, others 
on context or special topic). I pose the following question to the department:  Is 
there a set curricula or rubric used across all of these options? 

• In looking at the curricula for the majors and minors, several key communication 
areas seem to be missing: Corporate Communication; Research Methods in 
Communication; Gender Communication, Communication Technology and 
Social Media, Instructional Communication, and Pacific Islander 
Communication.  These are areas that would help build competencies in student 
majors for many public service and private industry professions as well as local 
needs.  

• There exists a wonderful opportunity for the department to create a Pacific 
Islander Communication course that can stand out as a key offering for the 
university and the region. Such a course could provide students with a survey 
of Pacific Islander perspectives, demographics, histories, and contemporary 
experiences. Local Pacific Islander leaders could guest-speak and highlight 
what it means to be Pacific Islander in today’s world. There are only 2 such 
courses that exist in the country like this (one at the City College of San 
Francisco and one that I am currently developing for the California State 
University system). Your department could attain recognition, visibility, local 
interest, and resources through such a curricular offering. Again, the U.S. 
Department of Education proffers a “Native Hawaiian Education” grant (due 
every April) that your institution and department could apply for in creating such 
a course and or a specific one for Native Hawaiians – last year’s budget pool 
was for up to 15 million dollars. (Contact me if interested. I have been a 
reviewer of this grant competition for the last five years.) 

• The “bookends” of the department are COM 200 and COM 4XX capstone. It is 
not clear that these courses provide a solid foundation and or reflection point 
through which to anchor the subsequent communication knowledge and 
engagement threaded through the other courses. 

• The curricular design and course sequence seem to be very flexible and 
adaptive for students in that they won’t produce enrollment obstacles for 
students to progress through to degree completion. This is clearly an 



   

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Halualani Report 14 

advantage to this design. However, I also see an opportunity here for the faculty 
to review the kind of communication education they want their students to gain 
and the range of personal and professional trajectories that would best fit such 
an education. 

• There was a stable development (and even growth) in departmental majors from 
Fall 2005 through Fall 2009 with a dip in the last two years (Fall 2010 – Fall 
2011), which might be explained by larger economic circumstances. Again, the 
growth has maintained (albeit a small dip) and thus, the staffing issue needs to 
be addressed. 

• The Department of Communication should be proud of its many (7) service 
course offerings and cross-listed courses with other departments.  

• Though 2 of the course offerings in the department are General Education 
courses, there exists more potential for other GE course offerings in the 
department. However, there is not enough instructional faculty or capacity to 
sustain this. Many communication departments in the country have adopted a 
model of larger GE communication courses to attract students, increase the 
FTES, and recruit for Communication majors and minors. This model enables a 
department to maintain and preserve small classroom sizes and seminar 
formats at the upper division level. It is surprising that the department has not 
explored this approach especially when it comes to COM 251 and COM 359 – 
two Communication course staples in GE curricula around the country.  I 
elaborate on this recommendation in the following pages. 

3. Does the department have an adequate system to assess its own programs? 
How well is it using multiple means of assessment to improve its core, major, and 
graduate programs? 

The department has launched an assessment system since its last program 
review. The assessment mechanisms are largely self-report surveys filled out by 
students themselves in terms of their perceived competencies and emphasis areas. 
While I applaud the use of student feedback regarding their own learning process, 
gained skills, and identified concepts of focus, I recommend that the department 
include more direct measures of assessment into their program. By direct measures, I 
refer to actual demonstrated performance outcomes by students. Higher education 
research has indicated that while students possess insights about their own learning 
experiences, many of these students overestimate their abilities and competencies. In 
addition, many of the self-report surveys may lean towards a social desirability or 
social approvability effect in that student respondents want to provide answers that 
portray them in the most positive light (and in line with socially acceptable outcomes – 
diversity, team work, empathy, group learning). 

I recommend the following sequence to inform the department’s current 
assessment system: 
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1) Engage in a department-wide curriculum mapping process, or an exercise 
in which all faculty work on delineating the intended student learning outcomes 
by course (every course, on-ground and online) and identify key assignments 
and rubrics to measure such outcomes. These mappings also help to indicate 
the different stages of learning (beginner, advanced, mastery levels). 

Please refer to the following websites (National Institute for Learning Outcomes 
Assessment, Southern Connecticut State University) for guidance on this 
process and examples: 

http://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/Mapping.htm#Description 

http://www.southernct.edu/faculty_development/curriculummapping/ 

2) Once the department-wide curriculum mapping is complete, the department 
should design an outcome sampling protocol. This refers to collecting actual 
student work/performances for specific learning outcomes according to a timed 
schedule (2-6 learning outcomes a year; pre and post measures would be 
excellent here). Instructors can work together to pool a sample of such student 
work and can code the student work from their own classrooms according to an 
agreed upon learning rubric. Then, a curriculum/assessment committee in the 
department should independently code the student work according to the rubric 
as well. The codings should be compared and recorded as assessment 
findings. 

3) Combine the indirect (attitude/perception surveys) and direct (actual student 
work; demonstrated competencies) measures and write up an annual 
assessment profile for the department. Let me reiterate that the department 
does not need to collect data or direct measures on all learning outcomes every 
year. Instead, faculty could identify a few learning outcomes per year and 
create a more realistic and less arduous assessment protocol (given time 
demands and already heavy faculty workloads). 

The recommendations for assessment improvement can greatly benefit the 
department for the next program review and for the continued emphasis on 
student assessment in higher education. 

4. How effectively is the department evaluating its instructional delivery and 
integration with technology? 

According to the Course Evaluation Response Mean Comparison of 
Departmental Courses Offered in Multiple Modalities, 

http://www.southernct.edu/faculty_development/curriculummapping
http://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/Mapping.htm#Description


   

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

Halualani Report 16 

• On-ground courses tend to be more positively evaluated than online courses 
(COM 200, 09/10; COM 270, 09/10, 10/11; COM 370, 08/09); COM 441, 10/11; 
COM 460, 08/09) 

• Online courses have a much lower response rate of course evaluations than on-
ground courses (19% response rate). 

• Although the following online courses are evaluated higher by students than 
their on-ground counterparts:  COM 241, 09/10; COM 359, 08/09; COM 375, 
08/09; COM 461, 09/10; 494, 08/09) 

The department and online course faculty have evaluated and audited their online 
courses but there needs to be more evaluation of course quality, student learning 
outcomes, and competencies. There are many excellent online course assessment 
tools, rubrics, and mechanisms that could benefit the department in their online course 
evolution. Michigan State University (link down below) has a wonderful collection of 
online course assessment resources that will push the departmental assessment 
beyond just online course evaluations and audits: 

http://fod.msu.edu/oir/evaluating-online-courses 

6. How well is the department doing in the areas of faculty-student interaction 
and advising? 

According to the program review report submitted by the department, the NSSE 
(National Survey of Student Engagement scores of UH Hilo COMM Majors Benchmark 
Means from 2007, 2009, and 2011 on 10 of the 15 mean score areas were higher than 
he UH Hilo larger Campus Benchmark Means. In addition to this impressive indication, 
in the next section, I feature some qualitative findings regarding student feedback 
about the areas of faculty-student interaction and advising. 

G. Student Feedback About The Department 

I was fortunate to have observed (in-person) three different courses in the 
Department (COM 100, COM 200, COM 400) and document the kind of classroom 
environment that ensued. I also was able to conduct a focus group/interview with 
approximately 52 students (non-majors and majors, lower and upper-division standing) 
about their experiences in the department. 

Student responses from these focus group/interviews revolved around the 
following themes (as analyzed via NVIVO, QDAMiner): 

• Concern over the difficulty of getting needed courses in the major (65% 
resonance) 

• Frustration over class availability (especially for courses that satisfy the same 
requirements or areas) (60% resonance) 

• Frustration over course variation (58% resonance) 
• Appreciation of the quality of most communication courses (especially 

intercultural and dialogue courses) (57% resonance) 

http://fod.msu.edu/oir/evaluating-online-courses
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• Disappointment in classroom facilities (52% resonance) 
• Recognition of communication major as helping students gain confidence and 

comfort (51% resonance) 
• Desire to have communication courses speak more to jobs, careers, and 

professions (49% resonance) 
• Appreciation of the major’s “hands on” communication approach – creating 

connections (49% resonance) 
• Growing student interest in social media (42% resonance) 
• Deep appreciation and admiration of faculty (42% resonance) 
• Perceived uneven rigor among professors, in online courses as well (40% 

resonance) 
• Need the department to provide more career guidance (38% resonance) 
• Advising as “broken,” inconsistent; unreliable (35% resonance) 
• Required courses not offered as much (32% resonance) 
• Alternative options/pathways not provided (32% resonance) 
• More courses needed on media technology, public speaking, journalism (30% 

resonance) 
• Required courses offered every other semester (28% resonance) 
• Too many course offerings are offered online (25% resonance) 
• Difficult to get courses transferred from community colleges to the department 

(18% resonance) 

It is clear that Communication majors literally “adore” the department, its faculty, 
and the unique learning experience they get at the university (personal, interactive, and 
engaging). This stands as a wonderful commendation of the Department of 
Communication! 

However, students also highlight the results of the “stress” and “pressure” on the 
department; the difficulty in attaining the classes they need to graduate, the lack of 
variety of course offerings, the inconsistent advising system, and the confusion over 
the placement of on-ground and online course offerings.  Students were specific in 
their comments and my QDA Miner software analysis program identified 75% 
agreement on similar terms (“class variation, class availability, inconsistent advising, 
need to career connection”) across all of my group interviews to describe “what was 
needed” in the department.  The students emphasized the need for the department to 
link the coursework to specific career pathways and offer my guidance in this area 
especially given the region and likelihood that these students will remain in the Islands. 
The recommendations I have made throughout this report speak directly to some of 
these themes expressed by students. There is an advising issue that the department 
needs to tackle; perhaps, several faculty conduct advising or 1-2 do so to maintain 
consistency. Another solution is to have a staff member conduct all of the advising as 
well in terms of a professional advisor role. 

H. Summary, Recommendations, and Conclusion 

This external review report commends UH Hilo’s Department of Communication 
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for the amazing work they have accomplished in every area needed for a successful 
department: curricular development, faculty hires, faculty research and scholarship, 
and instructional design and improvement. 

I have detailed several recommendations in this report. Below is a listing of 
these recommendations: 

• Make strategic faculty hires as a staffing/capacity solution. 
• Provide more research and professional development support for faculty. 
• Improve the departmental assessment system. 
• Strategize new course models and schedules for the fiscal challenges 

facing higher education 
• Conduct departmental conversations about the larger philosophy and 

approach to on-ground and online learning and the standards of 
excellence for designing and implementing each type of modality. 

• Pursue external grants (U.S. Department of Education Native Hawaiian 
Education Grant Competition) to help create Pacific Islander and Native 
Hawaiian Communication courses and or academic offerings to help 
Pacific Islander retention and graduation at the university. 

• Revisit the department’s advising system and devise a new strategy 
(concentrated advising faculty rotations, addition of a professional 
advisor/staff role) 

• Connect course offerings to careers and professional pathways and offer 
more career guidance (in the form of workshops or events or local 
speakers and career fairs, internships) 

• Make the department descriptions more contemporary and relevant to 
today’s student. 

• Improve the departmental website; it is currently one-dimensional.  Need 
more information on faculty research and community work. Incorporate a 
Facebook page, a blog, and Twitter feed 

It has been a pleasure to “witness” the excellence and aspirations of the 
Department of Communication at the University of Hawai’i at Hilo.  I am 
impressed and in awe of how much this department does for the campus and its 
students. I am grateful for the opportunity to be a part of this review and 
revisioning process. The Department of Communication is already achieving 
great strides in excellence and I can only imagine the levels they will surpass in 
the next five years. This department is a “golden gem” with strong mana in 
higher education and the social world. 

Mahalo a nui loa for the opportunity to see such greatness! 

Rona Tamiko Halualani, Ph.D, 
Full Professor, Department of Communication Studies 
San Jose State University 
Editor, National Communication Association’s Journal of International and 
Intercultural Communication 
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