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Introduction, consultations and initial conclusions 

This report, commissioned by the PMI Student Experience and Employment group, looks at the case for establishing a set of quality standards, possibly supported by a 'kite mark', for international student services in the UK, in both the public and private sectors.  

The aims would be to:
 

· Protect the interests of international students 

· Recognise, encourage and enhance professional standards

· Enable the UK to advertise an assured 'baseline' level of provision for all and

· Help more institutions develop and offer an 'enhanced' (or world class) level of service - and, by doing so

· Increase the UK’s competitive advantage

3 possible approaches are put forward in the report - status quo, government regulation or a third which would be voluntary, sector led and developed over time.

The report and its recommendations were considered initially by the PMI Student Experience and Employment advisory group in early February 2008.  Their conclusions were that, on balance, they would not wish to support any proposals that involved an unwelcome and possibly unnecessary additional layer of scrutiny and bureaucracy.  It was, they felt, for the institutions themselves to decide what services, at what levels, and with what resources, were most appropriate.  

They noted that, for a number of reasons, standards in further education colleges might be more variable but believed that in higher education, appropriate standards and systems were already in place and that any form of national scheme might unnecessarily limit autonomy and flexibility.

The report was then also considered by UKCISA’s own Board.  There was again some support for some sort of badge of quality but also similar concerns.  

It would appear, therefore, from these soundings, that little support currently exists for any centrally organised, national scheme – or at least one along the lines envisaged in this report. 

Members noted however that the report touched on a range of important issues - indeed, ones which were central not only to the success of the PMI but to sector strategy more widely.  It was possible therefore that other agencies or sector sub-groups or individual institutions (or groups of institutions) might like to consider the findings and whether there were any aspects which might contribute to their strategies and which might be developed in some way.

The report and these comments and recommendations are therefore being copied to, amongst others, DIUS, the PMI Project Board, Universities UK, Quality Assurance Agency, Association of Colleges, British Accreditation Council, British Council and Education UK Partnership who may wish to give further consideration to the issues raised.

Dominic Scott

Chief Executive

UK Council for International Student Affairs

March 2008
Towards a new quality standard for international student services

This report is a summary of a more extensive analysis and review of national regulatory and/or quality systems for those providing international student specific services -and, in particular, in competitor countries overseas.  It was commissioned by UKCISA as one of the projects agreed by the PMI Student Experience and Employment group as part of a package of measures designed to enhance the international student experience in the UK and the UK’s reputation for world class standards. It considers recent changes in the competitive environment, looks at a range of models and options and recommends that the UK develops a set of nationally agreed standards for international student services which would have the following potential benefits:

· responding to the ever more discerning and sophisticated approach taken by students and sponsors to the selection of their country of study

· reassurance as to value for money in the UK system for students, parents and sponsors

· an acknowledgement of the importance to the reputation of “UK plc” of the standards maintained by the individual institutions

· enhanced ability to retain and grow our market share in the face of proactive global competition

· a recognition of the professionalism of the community engaged in international student services and the commitment of the institutions to resource those services appropriately

· a mechanism for continuous quality enhancement

This report addresses the topic of support services for international students because whereas the academic experience is already well monitored, evaluated and ranked, the support services which are necessary to allow students to benefit fully from their studies, and to have a positive experience overall, are not systematically or consistently addressed by other quality assurance mechanisms.  We are considering here those services where international students may require distinct or tailored provision including:

· Pre-arrival information

· Orientation

· Housing

· Cultural transition

· Advice and information on medical, financial, cultural and legal matters (including immigration)

· Student support/welfare

· Employment and careers advice

· Access to social and leisure activities

· Student feedback and provision for redress of complaints

There is a wealth of detail beyond this minimum list and in particular references to ensuring student understanding of their rights and the provision made for them, and student knowledge of the manner in which complaints and grievances can be handled.  It should also be stated that education in a country outside one’s own, particularly at higher levels, for those leaving dependants and, perhaps especially, for women, cannot be guaranteed to offer an entirely “happy” student experience.  Any system can only seek to make it positive, developmental and supported.

The current UK position

International students are vital to the continued academic achievement, diplomatic activity, economic growth and financial success of the individual institutions, the region and the UK.  

The UK system has historically held a strong reputation for the quality of its education, and its international student support. In the face of strengthening global competition, that may no longer prove sufficient to attract the increasing numbers of appropriately qualified international students we require.  International students, their families and sponsors are increasingly sophisticated in their choice of country and institution and more demanding in assessing the value for money on offer.  This value for money requirement includes not only the academic excellence on offer, but also the wider experience including support services.  The UK needs to feel sufficiently confident to address the international market with an assurance that all our institutions provide acceptable minimum standards of support.  Many will surpass that minimum and set world leading standards – and we should ensure we promote those examples of excellence.  

To date good practice in providing these services has been developed by professionals within the sector, culminating in several voluntary codes of practice, and in recent years further reflection has been introduced by more extensive use of student experience surveys, benchmarking exercises and self-assessment tools.  However, there is no common set of agreed minimum standards, or mechanisms for external monitoring and verification of the standards in place.

International competitors

Despite the excellence of much UK provision, we cannot be complacent, and must consider the position of our competitors both amongst the other Major English Speaking Destination countries (MESDC) - Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the USA – and in other established host countries  - France and Germany have also been included here. 

1.  The regulatory approach - Australia offers consumer protection legislation to international students in the form of the Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) Act, which requires institutions accepting international students to comply with a legally enforceable national code of practice.  New Zealand also has a mandatory Code of Practice operated by the Ministry of Education, with which providers must comply in order to accept international students.  In the USA legislation to enforce monitoring of visa students through the Student Exchange and Visitor Information System (SEVIS) also includes a requirement that providers must be “international student friendly” to register, with a statement of what that requires, although compliance with immigration rules is the primary driving force of this legislation.

2.  Monitored performance - France has established a charter, which applies only to international students supported by French government scholarships or bursaries without a clear requirement for compliance.  However, performance indicators are set and responsibilities allocated for monitoring these.

3.  The unregulated approach – Canada and Germany have neither Codes nor Guidelines on this topic in the public domain, probably at least in part because of their federal, de-centralised structures.

In short, our major competitors are making equal or superior marketing efforts to the UK to secure able students and many already have in place much more developed regulatory systems covering international student support.  Even those such as France which are seen as less direct competitors are recognising the value of publicly committing to standards, at least where valued groups such as scholarship holders are concerned.  

Recommendations

The UK has now, based on the evidence of its own and other national systems, a number of options open to it for the quality assurance and enhancement of international student services.  It may decide;

1. To continue with the existing arrangement whereby each institution sets its own standards for student support provision, perhaps informed by feedback from national and international satisfaction surveys; engages in benchmarking through practitioners, but  without any requirement for explicit Chief Executive ownership.  (At the fringes, some legislative requirements are starting to impose requirements on institutions e.g. compliance with the Immigration Service Commissioner’s requirements for immigration advice, and requirements under the new Points Based System for inclusion on the Register.)

2. To embrace a government-led approach to international student services which clearly links specific provision offered by the institutions to their recognition under legislation – and in particular immigration legislation.  The system would of necessity be regulated by government or a quango.

3. To move towards a system of identifying minimum standards of compliance – largely as a means of assurance to the immigration system – then raising the bar to a set of quality standards designed for and by the education sector leading to the ability to promote a guaranteed level of provision as a key factor in marketing the UK system.

The disadvantage with the status quo is that normally to do nothing is to fall behind. It exhibits a fragmented and less robust face to the market.  It fails to capitalise on the numerous examples of excellence in this area, which the UK can claim, and on the importance given nationally to student satisfaction.

To move suddenly and completely to the style of the Australian, the New Zealand and the US Codes may be seen as a failure to recognise the autonomy and the individuality valued by the UK institutions.  These countries do not have agendas for internationalisation which completely accord with our own.

If neither complacency nor total compliance through legislation is the answer for the UK, we can explore moving forward from the current position which is to state and monitor provision e.g. by student surveys, benchmarking exercises and self-assessment to a set of nationally agreed standards to which institutions can demonstrably adhere.  This adherence should enhance what is possible, encourage compliance and publicly promote the strengths of the system.  In such a process, there is much to be learned from the recent discussions on the Scottish ‘Good Practice Guidelines and Commitment to Quality for International Students’.

Moving Forward

In designing a new framework, we should consider, with advice and contribution from all the relevant parties, the suitability for the UK systems, traditions and values of any or all of the following, possibly decided sector by sector:

· The system already accepts the need to comply with the requirements of the Borders and Immigration Authority Register.  We can gain value from this compliance by understanding that this is not a quality assurance mechanism for international student services – and should not be seen to be so - but is important in our marketing.  Our competitors capitalise on public statements relating to their institutions’ compliance with their immigration requirements and we should do the same by using agreed wording relating to the Register and individual institutions’ inclusion of it in all their publications, which gives a consistent and clear message about what inclusion on the Register does, and does not, mean.

· Initially, a set of standards should be developed covering the key features of the international student services and perhaps covering issues of the quality, availability and accessibility of the provision.  The standards should be developed and monitored by an advisory group with authority, experience and expertise in the sectors – possibly with modifications on a sector by sector basis, but ideally with a common core.  The advisory group could devise, with the benefit of debate within the sector, a method of evaluation and feedback.  This would be the same type of peer review which is frequently used in the tertiary education sector.  Once procedures for monitoring and verification of compliance were developed, it would be possible to move forward to having publicly available confirmation of standards, perhaps through some form of kitemark.  This would not be seen as part of any ranking or competitive exercise between UK institutions, but would be a marketing tool in international competition.  This arrangement should to be effective carry ownership and commitment by the Chief Executive of each institution.  
· If it were decided, on a nationally agreed basis, that a visible badge of quality or a kitemark was beneficial for institutions adhering to the agreed set of standards, the options would be either to attach the standards to an existing marque such as the Education UK brand or those of accrediting bodies (where applicable).  For example, conforming with the Standards for International Student Services would become an additional requirement for those wishing to be licensed to use the Education UK Brand, or would be integrated with the requirements of accrediting bodies.  

· Failure to maintain the standards could be handled by the advisory group. Appropriate levels of sanctions would be needed, ultimately resulting in withdrawal of the kitemark.  Advice on the handling of reported breaches of the standards might be taken from comparable sector bodies such as the Office of the Independent Adjudicator.  Conversely, examples of good practice and innovation would be showcased and shared with other institutions.  The strength and knowledge of the kitemarking group and the respect in which it is held, together with the transparency of decisions made would be critical to the successful working of this scheme.

Finally, such a system, if implemented, should not be seen as an indication of inadequacy or student dissatisfaction.  This is a pilot move, in response to international market research, to celebrate how the UK supports its international students and helps them to achieve success.  It is an example of the national response, of institutions working with the Government, to make the provision clear, consistent, comprehensive and attractive and thus to enhance the marketing of UK plc.  It is an opportunity to share experience, skills, professionalism and innovation between the institutions, and to help the less well resourced to develop.  It is an opportunity too to convince international students, their families and their sponsors of the continuing and increasing commitment of the UK education sector to true internationalisation.

Dr Christine Humfrey

January 2008
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