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RESPONSIBILITIES OF A UNIVERSITY OF RECORD

IN U.S. EDUCATION ABROAD

Transfer Credit Issues
There is a wide range of mechanisms for students to transfer credit from a study abroad opportunity to their degree program.  In the simplest case where the student’s home institution owns the program, no transfer credit is required.  When, however, a student chooses to go on another school’s program, or through a specialized non-accredited “provider” organization, credit transfer is more complicated.

In cases where the student is studying at an accredited foreign university, the decision to transfer the credit is made by the student’s home institution.  When, however, the student chooses to register with a program not owned by an accredited institution, program providers usually solve the credit transfer problem for the student by either:

· Helping the student make the case for credit transfer to their home institution, or  

· Working with a U.S. accredited University of Record that certifies the quality of the program and issues a transcript.

Credit Transfer and University Accreditation 

There are issues for universities whose administrative personnel adopt the first approach without consulting with the appropriate governance bodies within the university or college.  These issues typically concern the critical requirements in both regional and specialized accreditation that faculty be meaningfully engaged in the approval of standards for faculty appointment, curriculum design and delivery and in matters of academic support facilities necessary for program quality assurance.  Institutional administrators need to be especially vigilant about the relationship between acceptance of credit directly from a non-accredited provider and the needs of institutional accreditation.  Faculty participation is not simply a “good idea” in these circumstances.  It is a necessity that cannot be by-passed by reliance upon registrars, study abroad coordinators or “consortium” agreements that are not subject to systematic faculty review.   Institutions that use a properly constituted faculty body for such reviews by means of a study abroad committee, or similarly authorized and constituted faculty body, follow appropriate good practice in the field.

When an institution agrees to act as the University of Record for a non-accredited provider of programs, or even for a foreign institution whose accreditation may not match the relevant U.S. accrediting body criteria, considerable institutional care should be taken in the definition of agreements.

In the case of contractual relationships, which have the advantage of forcing specificity, openness and accountability on the partnership agreement, first reference should be made to accreditor statements about such contracts.  There is considerable unanimity among regional accreditors, although little can be found in text about the specific needs of many specialized accreditors.  This simply forces more reliance upon the public positions of the regional accreditors.

Academic Administration

From an education abroad perspective, where the field is striving for academic credibility in a time of critical student and national need and interest, it is especially important that universities that agree to serve as a ”University of Record” understand their public accountability, accreditation, academic control and reputational stake in accepting this special and extremely useful role for students and programs.

It is also clear that, to meet national needs and university aspirations for student learning, education abroad systems need flexible and, in many cases, relatively entrepreneurial processes and structures.  It is even additionally clear that academic priorities and values must control this process.

A first test for a college or university rests within institutional accreditation requirements that any relationship connected to “outsourcing” the delivery of educational “content” be carefully reviewed.  This does not appear to have been the norm in universities engaging in study abroad partnerships with non-accredited partners.   A recommended rule-of-thumb should be that:

“Education abroad today is simply too important to institutional mission to be left to study abroad coordinators acting alone, or solely with their own staff.”

Senior academic administrators, and not just deans of international programs, need to be involved with all situations in which institutional credit is made available to non-accredited institutions.  It requires an institution-wide academic commitment.

The Role of the University of Record

The responsibilities of a University of Record are not necessarily to review every decision before its results become embedded at a lower level.  For example, decisions about lecturers appropriate for and qualified to teach a particular course may best be made at the on-site level and, in point of fact, usually are.  There is a trade-off between the use of prior-approval mechanisms and post-decision assessment processes. 

 In general, a good rule is to allow specific decisions on day-to-day matters to be made in the field, according to pre-established criteria for minimal standards set by the University of Record.  The decisions made according to these standards should then be subject to timely assessment by the university, based upon accepted reporting criteria between the university and the provider.

On the other hand, a University of Record should insist upon and require that internal academic controls within the provider be administered by academics whose qualifications approximate those of comparable academic administrators on the home campus and  are consistent with requirements of any overseas partner universities.

Development Over Time

There are also practical realities that suggest that experience counts.  Early in the relationship between a University of Record and a young provider, the university    should insist on a higher level of prior approval as a control mechanism.  Later in the relationship, based on successful progress, the University of Record should rely more upon accepted methods of program assessment, effectiveness and measures of student learning.   

The same rules and processes that can be expected to apply for long-standing consortial systems of academic control such as those used by old-established organizations should not be used in less developed circumstances.  On the other hand, this experience does not exempt established relationships from direct faculty oversight.  Even in the longest-standing relationships, the direct and continued involvement of faculty is not an option for academic control – it is a necessary pat of academic control and quality improvement.

Risk Assessment and Quality Monitoring

Academic institutions are becoming ever more accustomed to the need for risk assessment in the area of student affairs, but academic quality management is going to become an increasingly important issue as enrollments in education abroad increase and cross-border education competition increases.  Greater attention by senior academic administrators will be required to ensue compliance with the legitimate demands of both institutional and specialized accreditors and the public at large.
