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There is a certain rhythm in the unfolding of events
that marks each academic year for those of us that work for
ASIANetwork. As is the case for all of us who have ac-
cepted teaching as a vocation and work in academe, at times
the pace is quite frenetic, while at times one is able to pause
a bit to catch one’s breath. The melting of snow along the
Mississippi and the return of eagles, which winter along the
locks and dams in the middle of our country, to the north are
subtle reminders to those of us along the river that the pace
of work at ASIANetwork headquarters is about to pick up.

In the next two months, our lives become focused
on several things: shoring up memberships by making a last
push to remind institutional members to pay their annual
dues, producing the spring issue of The ASIANetwork EX-
CHANGE, coordinating arrangements with program direc-
tors so that foundation-funded summer programs are ready
to implement, planning for the semi-annual board meeting,
and finalizing arrangements for the annual spring confer-
ence. In this report to ASIANetwork members, I wish to
focus on the challenge we face in shoring up institutional
membership.

The news about ASTANetwork membership is
good, very good. If judged by the rapid growth of the con-
sortium and the loyalty of institutional members to
ASTANetwork, the organization that has been created is
clearly meeting a need. Today, while examining an ongoing
list of ASIANetwork member institutions dating back to the
founding of our consortium in 1992, I discovered something
quite remarkable. For the past five years memberships have
hovered between 150-160 institutions. As I traced the com-
mitment of these colleges, universities, and affiliate organi-

zations to ASIANetwork, I discovered that 35 of these insti-
tutions had been ASTANetwork members for 10 or more
years, while 94 of them have been members for 5 or more
years. This is an impressive retention rate for any organiza-
tion to achieve. We have a solid core of committed member
institutions.

As I have considered the reasons for this institu-
tional loyalty to ASIANetwork, I have come to several con-
clusions. First, from its inception, ASTANetwork has sought
to represent the interests of all members and thereby has
avoided becoming identified with any one group of institu-
tions. We have worked hard to insure that members on the
board of directors are drawn from a cross section of our mem-
bership, with some coming from small colleges with nascent
Asian Studies programs and others representing well-estab-
lished programs at prestigious liberal arts institutions. The
more than three dozen individuals who have served three-
year terms on the board have been drawn from over thirty
different colleges. Moreover, the by-laws, in stipulating that
an individual is to serve as Executive Director of the consor-
tium for no more than 6 years, guarantee that ASTANetwork
will remain open to new direction and new ideas.

Second, ASTANetwork has worked hard to promote
conversations and networking among our members, many
of whom are quite isolated as Asian scholars on their small
campuses. The decision to host an annual spring conference,
to produce a newsletter three times annually, to create a
website, to compile a membership directory and post it online
were all conscious responses to our sense of the need to build
bridges linking members and member institutions. Given our
limited resources, we have been incredibly successful at this.



Third, ASIANetwork has been blessed, almost be-
yond measure, by the beneficence of the Freeman Founda-
tion, the Henry Luce Foundation, and the Ford Foundation
who have supported some wonderfully successful faculty,
student, and curricular development programs.

Over Christmas break, ASIANetwork was notified
by Houghton Freeman that he has renewed for a third time a
three-year cycle of support for the Student-Faculty Fellows
program, enabling an additional 180 fellows (60 fellows each
summer during 2005, 2006, and 2007) to travel to Asia to
conduct undergraduate research. With this bequest, the Free-
man Foundation will have committed over $3.3 million dol-
lars to ASTANetwork programs. Since our inception we have
received almost $4.5 million dollars in grant support. What
foundations find exciting about ASIANetwork is the strength
of our numbers and the opportunity this provides them to
positively impact the faculty and students at over 150 mostly
liberal arts colleges.

Fourth, both foundation leaders and, frankly, those
of us who lead ASTANetwork are struck by the almost unbe-
lievable way the consortium makes things happen. Much of
our success is due to the willingness of individual members
to devote time and energy to this endeavor. This spirit of col-
legiality has proven contagious and generated ongoing sup-
port from consortium members.

As you know, we have no fulltime administrators or
staff working for ASIANetwork, and consequently, almost
everything is done by colleagues who simply volunteer to do
things. No one working for ASIANetwork receives an an-
nual stipend in excess of $7,000. Diane Clayton (Hamline
University) and Craig Rice (St. Olaf College) run our website;
Cathy Benton (Lake Forest College) and Marianna McJimsey
(Colorado College) are our development team; Marsha Smith
(Augustana College) edits the newsletter assisted by Nirmala
Salgado (Augustana College) and Anne Prescott (Indiana
University); Ruth Symons manages the home office; and for
nearly five years now, Mary Doonan, the controller of
Augustana College, has managed our finances for us, mostly
pro bono. Board members arduously work for ASTANetwork
without financial compensation.

This means that when we approach foundations to
seek their support, they discover that the entire operation of
the headquarters office (which includes running a website, a
conference, and producing the newsletter three times a year)
costs just over $100,000 a year. Consequently, last year over
90% of our budget went to our constituents for faculty, stu-
dent, and curricular development programs.

While ASIANetwork remains strong and vibrant
thanks to the continued support of its members, institutional
and member support must be sustained if we are to find fac-
ulty and student participants for forthcoming Student-Fac-
ulty Fellows opportunities, and also for what we anticipate
will be a broader array of foundation-funded program oppor-
tunities in the near future. Because we have consciously kept
institutional membership fees low, at only $250 per year for
Full Member Institutions and $150 per year for Associate
Member Institutions, it is also imperative that the number of

institutional members remain stable or even grow. Currently,
only one-third of the financial support for the consortium,
about $35,000, is drawn from membership fees. If our num-
bers grow, our appeal to foundations will be further en-
hanced, and the vitality evident at our annual conferences,
now attended by about 200 persons each year, will also in-
crease.

When ASTANetwork was created twelve years ago,
few imagined that a little over a decade later the consortium
would include over 150 institutional members. It will be
interesting to see where the consortium is ten years from
now. Most of us think that still bigger dreams are possible.

Van Symons

Hard-working ASIANetwork Board Members



