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On invitation from Department Chair Dr. James (Clay) Moltz and Academic Review Committee Chair Dr. Maria Rasmussen, we (Dr. Phillip Saunders & Dr. Joan Johnson-Freese) visited the Naval Postgraduate School (NPS) on July 18-19, 2019 to review the National Security Affairs (NSA) curriculum and provide a report in conjunction with four specific questions. 

1. Is there any topic or issue in the field of Great Power Competition that faculty and students in NSA missed in their responses to the survey? Any initiative you think the NSA Department should be considering in this area?
2. Looking at the department's faculty expertise, by region and functional area, does the committee suggest any gap in our knowledge or expertise that we should keep in mind when we think about new hires?
3. What, in your view, are those areas in which we could best expand into the distance learning field? Are certain topics or issues we teach in the NSA Department more suitable to DL than others?
4. Should distance learning be a major or minor focus for our department in the future? If you believe DL should be a major focus for us, what resources would you advise we try to tap?

We were also told comments in any other areas we found pertinent would be welcome as well. Dr. Paul Viotti also contributed to the report after review of materials supplied by the NSA Department. Based on faculty and student surveys conducted prior to our arrival, review of the NSA Department’s self-study, and meetings with faculty, students and college leadership during our time at NPS, we provide the following assessment.

Kudos

First and foremost, we found many reasons to offer kudos to the NSA department. NSA has a strong faculty who conduct impressive, high quality research that is then reflected in the curriculum. Their rigorous academic program is appreciated by the students, and evident in the breadth and depth of regional and functional courses offered. As with many PME programs, the faculty observed a lack of writing experience and skills within the student body. To address that problem, a course on writing and research skills taught by professional writing instructors was initiated and is now included as part of the core curriculum.

The regional security studies programs in the curriculum have unique strengths relative to similar civilian programs, including their focus on regional security issues. As part of NPS, students have the ability to look at strategic/operational issues overlooked or not raised within other programs, including at the classified level if necessary. This is especially important as NPG/NSA produces regional experts for U.S. embassies, the Navy, and the CCMDs. Because approximately 1/3 of the NSA students are Foreign Area Officers (FAOs), the program also provides an opportunity for FAO networking that has lasting professional value. 

The functional security studies portion of the curriculum also has value and helps maintain a useful counter-cyclical focus on counterterrorism and counter-insurgency. That is, it is important for DOD to preserve this expertise even as the USG shifts its focus to Great Power Competition (GPC). Further, while the United States has turned its focus to GPC, many functional challenges are highly relevant to most countries in the world where FAOs will be working. This is an important and valuable niche for the NSA department. 

In recognition that the USG has turned its focus to GPC, NSA has been highly responsive in creating two new GPC courses, including a lecture course with high potential for educating a broad audience on GPC challenges. NSA has also made efforts to highlight GPC issues already embedded in the curriculum. 

The reimbursable model used by the NPS to pay its faculty was found to help support faculty research and ensure a good connection between faculty members and the Department of Navy and the Fleet. It also supports the ability of NPS and the NSA department to have a larger faculty with diverse expertise. However, the reimbursable model, where faculty members must raise funds to cover one quarter of their salaries and can use external funding to reduce their teaching load, creates a full and hectic workload for faculty and has some negative spillover in terms of courses offered and faculty availability for students. 

Finally, we were impressed with the collaborative work between NSA faculty and students and the centers.

Suggestions

If cutting time in residence is a requirement, then we suggest that NSA consider offering an alternative Capstone event (group project/simulation) and making the thesis an option, which could also make the faculty and student workload more manageable. This seems to especially make sense given the limited writing experience of many students, the faculty workload requirements of supervising and providing timely and full feedback on multiple theses drafts, and the desire for more student active learning.  

However, given the high quality of the NSA program, we encourage NPS and the Navy to find funding for Navy students to enroll in and complete the NPS/NSA Ph.D. program. As is, it seems an underutilized asset.

While acknowledging the hectic pace of faculty life at NPS, we also encourage institution of a couple of guidelines to promote improved faculty-student interaction. Specifically, the department should set standards for returning papers to students to ensure timely feedback (especially important given the NPS quarter system). The department should also ensure current or most recent syllabi are available to students BEFORE they choose their courses. We also suggest the department review course writing requirements for balance of type and length of assignments, including students writing for potential publication, for the benefit of both the students and the faculty.

We also suggest checking to ensure that core courses have sufficient research/methodology content, given that the methods course previously offered is no longer taught. Apparently, a planned review after changing the research/writing course to emphasize writing was not conducted, so this would mean only implementing a review previously planned.

We believe that it is important for all NSA students to have some exposure to new technologies that affect modern warfare, including space and cyberspace, and urge the department to ensure there is adequate coverage of these topics within the core curriculum.

Again, acknowledging a heavy faculty workload, we suggest monitoring the thesis supervision workload for faculty. It appears the workload ranges from fairly reasonable (3-5 per year) to 20 or more– which is not reasonable for faculty with numerous other obligations and student desire for fast and full feedback. 

The NSA department is considering adding an elective course on security assistance; we believe this would be a useful addition to the curriculum that would directly support the FAO students.

Given that student feedback on the American Foreign Policy course—a core requirement for the security studies program—was very positive, we wonder if there be value in exposing more students to this content.

The students would like more diverse teaching methods (active learning). While some of that is already done and recognizing that such activities are inhibited by large class size, faculty workload, and subject matter where lectures are most appropriate, we simply note that where appropriate and practical, faculty might consider integrating more active learning techniques.

Finally, the NPS reimbursable model imposes heavy workload and competing demands on NSA faculty, which sometimes affects faculty availability for students. One way to address this concern would be for the Navy to provide resources for additional faculty positions.

Great Power Competition

The NSA Department has solid faculty expertise requisite to address GPC, including on China (3 good experts); Russia (3 good experts); Iran; and North Korea. This existing expertise enabled rapid response to the directive for more focus on GPC, via the newly developed GPC lecture series. One note is that NSA Russia experts are mostly senior faculty members and will need to be replaced as they retire.

We feel that the GPC lecture series and history course, coupled with coverage of GPC in existing courses, constitutes an effective response to recent DOD and Navy guidance. The GPC lecture course highlights NSA faculty strengths well and could easily be adapted into a DL course to serve a broad DOD audience with filmed lectures available online. 

Treatment of GPC could be extended to critique the concept using lessons from history, including a discussion of questions such as the strategies and means employed, factors that restrained or expanded competition, and the role of alliances and impact of GPC on third countries. The GPC lecture course and the Great Power Conflict history course address some of these issues. 
  
Current DOD understanding of GPC is either negative (not the Middle East or terrorism or the previous administration’s policies) or narrow (competition means a successful use of military-technical competitive strategies such as we employed versus the Soviets in the 1980s.) There is relatively shallow DOD understanding of the political-economic aspect of competition for influence in third countries; this is an area where NSA faculty have good expertise and a lot to offer in terms of research and teaching.

We feel that it is important that NSA students have an understanding of GPC that reflects realist, liberal, and constructivist theoretical perspectives. In the contemporary context, it is also important to understand the role of U.S. allies in Europe and East Asia in GPC, both as independent actors and in providing the political and base access that enables U.S. power projection in those regions. 

One possible extension of GPC efforts could focus on instruments of statecraft, potentially comparing the U.S., Russian, and Chinese ability to employ various economic, diplomatic, military, and informational tools. Finally, we suggest that you consider developing an annotated bibliography of data sources on China and Russia to encourage and support more student research on GPC.
 
Distance Learning

In response to the question of whether distance learning (DL) can be used to cut student time in residence, our answer is “no.” DL would presumably be used to off-load some courses, core or electives, to DL to be completed by students before or after their residency. However, operational demands on students preclude that option, based on student comments and the non-completion rate of student theses after leaving NPS. Pedagogically, core courses are foundational to the program and require giving students feedback to ensure they understand the key concepts, with faculty and students in agreement on this. Effective DL options exist, but they are faculty labor intensive if student discussion and feedback are important. 


Defense Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA) funding and high student throughput requirements (15K-16K DSCA staff members to be certified) are an opportunity to create new DL approaches to satisfy sponsor demand and explore effective DL methodologies.

Conclusion

We found the NSA Department to be providing a rigorous, graduate academic program that serves important constituencies in the Navy and the broader DOD enterprise, including the FAO community. The NSA Department fills a valuable niche in regional security studies and offers some unique strengths that its civilian competitors cannot match. Its faculty members are high quality and committed to training qualified regional specialists and security generalists. They are also making important research contributions to support Navy and DOD requirements, which contributes to their currency and enhances their classroom teaching. We also found the NSA Department to be responsive to Navy and DOD directives regarding GPC and to be actively exploring where DL can extend the reach of the department to better support the Navy. 
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