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Abstract
The numbers of higher education institutions abroad and of overseas locations of U.S. institutions are increasing dramatically. The transfer of people and credits across national borders is also increasing as employers internationalize and employees seek work outside their countries. Having the same accreditor evaluate institutions around the world could provide comparability of degrees and institutions by applying the same standards to all institutions. The Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE) has accredited U.S. institutions abroad since 1973, and it initiated a pilot project in 2002 to accredit non-U.S. institutions abroad. The paper analyses MSCHE’s experience and concludes that it is not practical for American regional accreditors to offer unlimited international accreditation. It emphasizes the need for quality assurance agencies around the world to cooperate in the ongoing efforts of several international organizations to create local quality assurance systems that operate within international guidelines and suit the individual needs of each country.

Should U.S. Accreditors Operate Internationally?
The importance and extent of higher education continues to increase in our "knowledge economy." As students and workers seek to transfer jobs and degrees across national borders, the pressure to establish international standards for quality assurance also increases.

One approach to creating similar quality assurance standards is for U.S. accreditors to accredit institutions abroad.  They would then apply the same accreditation standards to all institutions. Some specialized accreditors and "regional" institutional accreditors have done so. 

The Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE) is a regional institutional U.S accreditor. MSCHE has over 30 years’ experience in accrediting institutions abroad with U.S. connections, and it has recently initiated a pilot project to extend accreditation to institutions abroad without such U.S. connections. It also reviews programs abroad offered by institutions in the U.S. that is accredits.

 This paper describes the experience of MSCHE in accrediting institutions and programs abroad, and it addresses the issue of whether such institutional accreditation should be continued and/or expanded. Some other U.S. regional accreditors also accredit institutions located outside the U.S.


This paper argues that the most efficient approach for U.S. regional accreditors is to cooperate with quality assurance agencies in other countries and regions towards mutual recognition of degrees and credits. The alternative approach of extending U.S. institutional accreditation would require massive resources and would encounter problems in applying U.S. accreditation standards in some areas.

Types of MSCHE International Accreditation
The Middle States Commission on Higher Education currently accredits three types of colleges and universities operating internationally:

· Institutions located outside the U.S. and incorporated in the U.S.: Institutions chartered in one of the states in the Middle States region but having their academic operations outside the U. S. These may or may not be "U.S. style" institutions provided that they meet all MSCHE accreditation standards.
· Institutions located outside the U.S. but not incorporated in the U.S.: Institutions abroad that are not chartered in the U.S., including some that were accepted into an experimental "pilot project" described later.

· U.S. domestic institutions with locations outside the U.S.: Institutions chartered in one of the states in the Middle States region, having their principal offices and academic operations within the U. S., and with some branches or additional locations outside the U. S. Such institutions may operate locations abroad themselves or through contractual agreements with other providers, such as universities abroad.

Why U.S. Accreditation?
MSCHE surveyed its international accredited, candidate, and inquiring institutions in April 2007 and found that the top four reasons why international institutions seek U. S. accreditation are to:

· focus on setting institutional goals, assessing the results, and using the results to improve;

· obtain suggestions and recommendations from peer evaluators;

· increase their competitive edge in recruiting faculty; and 
· ensure that their students can transfer credits to
U. S. institutions.
Most institutions reported that they had experienced no major challenges in adapting to the Middle States standards or that they were willing to modify their practices to conform to the requirements. Some were surprised at the length and rigor of the process.  A few had to modify the requirements for general education because these subjects are typically covered at the secondary level.  Local laws and practices in some countries differed from those in the U. S. on issues of finance and governance. In some national contexts, Middle States' standards on academic freedom and intellectual freedom present special challenges to institutions. There are also difficulties in preparing formal translations of some internal materials to support the self-study. Some institutional personnel had difficulty in understanding some of the concepts of accreditation that are not easily translated.

One institution chose to work with Middle States because it already had a working relationship with an accredited institution in the region. It also wanted to extend its interpretation of quality beyond the confines of the regulatory system in its home country and to set itself external benchmarks and standards against which to measure its performance.
There are sometimes opportunities for Middle States to work with officials of education ministries abroad to share policies and practices. 
Other countries have made significant steps in creating their own quality assurance organizations with standards and practices.  Some follow the U. S. model. In spite of these differences, there continues to be a strong interest in obtaining accredited status from a U.S. regional accreditor. 

Eventually, the specific requirements of some countries may interfere with meeting U.S. standards, especially if they affect the independence of the institution and its operations. 
Experience with Accreditation of Institutions and Programs Outside of the U.S.
"American-Style" Institutions Outside of the U.S.
Since 1973, Middle States has accredited institutions chartered in the U. S. that have their principal operations abroad. They are often referred to as “U.S.-style institutions,” and many have the words “American University of…” in their name. Originally these institutions all had an American-style curriculum and academic calendar, and they served primarily U.S. personnel living overseas.  This is no longer necessarily the case; some attract students both locally and from other countries. In addition, it appears that some institutions incorporate in the U.S. in order to qualify for MSCHE accreditation.

Until 1997, such institutions were required to comply with a policy entitled "Accreditation of U.S. Institutions Outside of the U.S."  This required that the institution be chartered or licensed to award degrees by a state within the Middle States region and that it have a governing board with a majority of U.S. citizens.  A majority of its faculty members had U.S. degrees and/or U.S. experience, and faculty academic qualifications were equivalent to American graduate degrees.  Further, it must offer credit-bearing courses and operate on an American-type academic calendar, use English as the primary language of instruction, and meet the same standards for accreditation as domestic U.S. institutions.
These special provisions were eliminated in 2004, and institutions outside the U.S. are now required only to meet the same accreditation standards as domestic institutions.  Under a new policy, "International Programs Offered by Accredited Institutions," institutions outside the U.S. must  meet all MSCHE accreditation standards, have comparable to offerings in the U.S., and offer student services appropriate to culture and mores of the international setting.  The programs should be compatible with the institution's mission and have clear educational goals.  In addition, the programs must reflect a commitment to general education (appropriately adapted to location), must be included in regular budgeting and auditing, provide accurate financial records to MSCHE, and meet all internal and external approval requirements.
What is an "American" Institution?
A clear definition of self among the academic community, grounded in U.S. ideals and institutions, is essential for understanding why institutions in other countries seek validation from U.S. regional accreditors and from their peers in the American academy. 

From the perspective of U.S. regional accreditors, there is no longer any widely accepted definition of what constitutes “an American institution.”  A 2007 survey of chief executive officers at Middle States member institutions provided the following suggestions for defining “an American institution”:

Curricula

· A core of “liberal arts/general education” courses

· In-depth study of disciplines

· Students able to choose majors, minors, and electives;

· U. S.-style academic calendars

· U. S.-style credit hours and grading system

· Compatibility with U. S.-style secondary and higher education

Faculty

· North American training and/or teaching experience
· Significant numbers of U. S. citizens

· Demonstrated excellence in teaching, scholarship, and service

· An elected faculty senate that participates in the development of policies and procedures

Teaching and Learning

· Instruction in English

· Student-centered approach to learning, in which students participate in their own learning and make decisions about their own education

· A high level of interaction between students and faculty, including small class sizes

· Faculty who encourage students to challenge ideas, to develop critical thinking and analytical skills, and to question assumptions

· Open and vigorous discussion of international and U. S. issues and values

Incorporation in the U.S.

A Commitment to Academic Freedom

· A respect for local sensitivities

· Explicit and detailed protections within the institution and against outside interference

Admissions Policies and Practices that Follow U. S. practices

Diversity

· Explicit attention to student diversity in recruitment and admissions to enhance the learning environment

· Policies that promote tolerance and respect

Co- and Extra-Curricular Activities

· Activities that promote liberal education attributes

· Student-faculty engagement outside the classroom

· Campus employment opportunities

· Promotion of student-elected organizations, sports, student-run newspapers and yearbooks.
· Activities that complement academic development and preparation for the students’ chosen fields

· Residence halls available to students

Student Services

· Counseling and academic advising are offered

· Support is provided for career exploration and development

· Job placement in the U. S. is available

· Financial aid is available

· Resident halls have assistants to support and advise students

· There are structures for hearing student grievances

· Alumni affairs offices provide connections for students after graduation

Governance and Administration

· U. S.-style administrative structure and practices

· A board of trustees that: 

· is an independent and self-perpetuating board, providing overall governance

· has significant numbers of U.S. citizens in its membership

· requires members to serve pro bono and without conflicts of interest

· Rules and procedures exist for hiring, employment, and termination to ensure equitable treatment and a workplace that is free of discrimination

· An elected student council is able to voice its concerns and to participate in university decision-making

Finance and Administration

· Careful financial management and accountability

· External auditors selected transparently
· Internal auditors for large institutions

· Qualified comptroller follows U.S. practices for audit reviews

Outcomes Assessment

· Demonstrated benchmarking against “best practices” in U.S. institutions

· Course objectives and learning outcomes clearly specified

· Continuous assessment monitors student learning, leading to improvement

Facilities at American standards or better for:

· Library, sports complex, housing for residential students, and food services

Accreditation or Candidacy with U.S. Regional and/or Programmatic Accreditors

Meeting this list of criteria would be a difficult requirement for institutions in most countries. U.S.-style institutions are having increasing difficulty in maintaining their special identity in the face of market pressure to recruit and retain students from countries other than the U.S.   
Non-U.S. Institutions Abroad

In 2002, the MSCHE instituted a pilot project to accredit a limited number of institutions located outside the U.S. that were not incorporated in the U.S. 
There are nine institutions in this category, including accredited institutions in Canada and England; institutions in candidacy status in England, the United Arab Emirates, and Chile; and applicants for candidacy from Taiwan, British Virgin Islands, Chile, and Greece. 
There are also six non-U.S. institutions, not in the Pilot Project. The accredited institutions are in Italy, Lebanon, Hungary, and the United Arab Emirates; and applicants are in Greece and Italy. Institutions in Ireland and Poland have inquired about participating in the Middle States process.

The purpose of the Pilot Project was to determine if the Middle States standards for accreditation could be applied successfully to non-U. S. institutions, if Middle States could effectively monitor and enforce its standards abroad, and if Middle States had or could develop the operational capacity to engage in international accreditation to any significant extent. 
The goal was to select a range of institutional types from a variety of national contexts in order to understand better the quality of education offered outside the U.S.; to review Middle States standards in light of how they are interpreted, or could be adapted, by non-U.S. institutions; and to accumulate sufficient experience with a small sample of institutions in order for Middle States to become familiar with the unusual aspects associated with institutions in non-U.S. contexts.  This would also help to prepare the Commission to work with U.S. domestic institutions that have, or are planning to expand into, significant overseas operations.
The results of the survey of institutions abroad described above included the institutions in the pilot project. The Commission is in the process of further evaluation as new institutions proceed towards accreditation. Meanwhile, it has imposed a moratorium on accepting further candidates.
Locations Outside of the U.S. Operated by U.S. Institutions (Branch Campuses and Additional Locations)
Traditionally, these locations served primarily U.S. students abroad. However, a recent survey by MSCHE indicates that 81% of branch campuses abroad (serving 27% of all students) and 64% of additional locations abroad (serving 52% of all students) enroll over 50% non-U.S. students.
The rate of expansion of such locations is increasing rapidly. This proliferation has caused the Commission to take a closer look at the scope of these operations, especially in the context of the ability of some institutions to sustain rapid growth and to maintain academic excellence.
As the number of these locations increases, the challenges of monitoring the quality of locations abroad also increase.  
There are 57 domestic institutions that have a total of 274 additional locations abroad where students can complete at least 50% of an educational program.  They serve approximately 19,000 students in such countries as Argentina, Australia, Austria, Bahrain, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Croatia, Czech Republic, Dominican Republic, Egypt, England, France, Germany, Greece, Guam, Hong Kong, Hungary, Iceland, India,  Israel, Italy, Japan, Kuwait, Misc. U.S. Pacific Islands, Morocco, Netherlands, Norway, Panama, Philippines, Portugal, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Korea, Spain, St. Lucia, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, Ukraine, United Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, and Yugoslavia.

Finally, 18 U.S. institutions have 58 other instructional sites abroad at which they offer one or more courses for credit.  These serve over 5,600 students in such countries as Albania, Australia, Bolivia, British Virgin Islands, Bulgaria, Canada, China, Costa Rica, Czech Republic, Dominican Republic, France, Gambia, Germany, Greece, India, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Peru, South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, Taiwan, Tanzania, Thailand, United Kingdom, and Venezuela.

Middle States standards require that all facilities and programs abroad, operated by accredited institutions, meet standards "comparable to those of other institutional offerings" (Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education, 2006, Standard 13, "Related Educational Activities” [1]). 
A Statement of Accreditation Status for every Middle States accredited institution, available on the Middle States website, includes information on the number and location of branch campuses and additional locations abroad that each institution is approved to operate.  

There are several methods of reviewing the quality of locations abroad.
When an accredited institution opens a new location, either domestically or internationally, it must notify MSCHE and apply for a "Substantive Change."
When opening "branches" at home or abroad, the institution must submit a business plan for the branch campus that describes the educational program to be offered; the projected revenues, expenditures, and cash flow at the branch; and the operation, management, and physical resources at the branch. (See the policy statement, “Substantive Change" [2].)

For "additional locations," the substantive change policy explains that Middle States must determine if the institution has the fiscal and administrative capacity to operate the additional location. Middle States will require a visit within six months if the institution has three or fewer additional locations; has not demonstrated that it has a proven record of educational oversight of additional locations; has been placed on warning, probation, or show cause; or is opening the first additional location abroad, regardless of the number of domestic locations.

"Other instructional sites" do not require Middle States approval, unless the site changes over time and meets the definition of an "additional location" or a "branch campus."
Locations abroad operated by U.S. institutions are also reviewed as part of the decennial self-study and team visit. 
Facilities and programs abroad operated by U. S. institutions are reviewed as part of the decennial self-study and team visit, because an institution is “responsible for all activities conducted in its name or under its sponsorship” (Self-Study: Creating a Useful Process and Report, 2006, p. 20 [3]). The evaluators on a decennial visit also will visit “each branch campus, one-third of the institution’s additional locations, and at least one study abroad site if the institution’s study abroad programs collectively enroll more than 200 students annually” (Team Visits: Conducting and Hosting an Evaluation Visit, 2006, p. 13 [4]).

In addition to the self-study, institutions report changes during the interim Periodic Review Report in the fifth year after each decennial evaluation. This review is based on written materials that the institution submits.

Finally, each institution is required to submit an annual report in the "Institutional Profile," in which it identifies any branches, additional locations, or other instructional sites, including those abroad. Certain facilities at which institutions conduct study abroad programs also must be reported in the Institutional Profile, in conjunction with the institution’s decennial review.


Cooperative Ventures with U.S. Colleges and Universities
A U.S. accredited institution often operates abroad through a partnership with a foreign university or other provider. Students at these facilities are entitled to receive credit and degrees from the U.S. institution. The Middle States policy, “Contracts by Accredited and Candidate Institutions for Education-Related Services"[5], requires an institution to seek approval for contracts with other institutions or organizations to provide certain components of the educational experience.
Among the requirements in the policy, any contractually-provided course or program “must be consistent with the member institution’s educational purpose and objectives”; courses to be offered and the value and level of their credit must be determined by the member institution in accordance with established institutional procedures and under the usual mechanisms of review; the accredited institution is responsible for informing the non-accredited organization that the contract does not imply or extend any accredited status to that entity; the member institution is responsible for the accuracy of all advertising and promotional materials; and faculty at the member institution retain overall responsibility for curriculum planning and have oversight over the overall program design and curriculum intent of the contracting organization. Middle States, therefore, is concerned about whether, and to what extent, the U.S. institution actually is providing the appropriate supervision.
Requirements to Obtain and Maintain Accreditation 

International institutions are subject to the same peer review protocols as domestic U.S. institutions, and Middle States standards apply to all institutions, although not necessarily in the same proportion. These reviews include a decennial comprehensive review, an interim Periodic Review Report in the fifth year between decennial reviews, and ad hoc reviews that may be occasioned by substantive changes at the institution or by specific requests from the Commission itself. Although institutional mission continues to be the overarching criterion in focusing an evaluation, it may be necessary to make adjustments for certain national conditions and practices abroad.

The Comprehensive Review

The accreditation process begins when the institution selects a steering committee and develops a design for self-study.  The Commission staff member assigned as liaison to the institution must approve the design. The staff liaison then visits the institution to explain the process and to answer any questions that arise from the institution’s unique circumstances. This liaison meets with the institution’s chief executive officer, other staff officers, trustees, the self-study steering committee, those who are specifically responsible for assessment activities, a representative group of faculty, and student representatives.

Working groups at the institution form the heart of the self-study by examining the institution’s programs and services in light of the Middle States standards for accreditation. They also rely on the institution’s existing or new data and evaluative reports as evidence supporting their conclusions.  This evidence eventually is incorporated into the self-study report. The steering committee develops a draft report from the reports by the working groups, oversees an institution-wide discussion involving various constituencies, and prepares and disseminates the final self-study report. This process typically requires from 18 to 24 months.

The Commission selects a team of volunteer peer reviewers from institutions that are comparable to the one being visited. The composition of the team depends on the nature and size of the institution, as well as the areas covered by the self-study that may require special expertise. These reviewers evaluate the institution in the context of its self-study and the standards for accreditation. They prepare drafts of their findings based on their areas of expertise and assignments, and the Chair of the team uses these drafts to prepare the team’s final report.

The institution has an opportunity to respond to the team report with any factual clarifications. The Commission then considers the self-study report, the institution’s response, and any staff comments for clarification before deciding whether the institution should be accredited, with or without conditions.

The Commission’s decision may involve any number of actions outlined in the policy statement, “Range of Commission Actions on Accreditation.” The entire process is outlined in two handbooks: Self-Study: Creating a Useful Process and Report and Team Visits: Conducting and Hosting an Evaluation Visit. All of these documents are available as publications on the Commission’s website, www.msche.org.

The Interim Review

In the fifth year after a decennial evaluation, the institution is expected to complete a Periodic Review Report (PRR).

The PRR is a retrospective, current, and prospective analysis in which the institution analyzes its responses to all recommendations contained in the self-study report and in the evaluation team report from the previous decennial evaluation, unless they have been addressed in the interim as required follow-up reports. The institution also assesses the impact of major developments since the last evaluation, offers enrollment and financial projections, examines the status of its assessment activities, and assures that planning is linked to budgeting.

The Commission appoints several reviewers, including a financial analyst, to examine the institution’s PRR and to provide their recommendations. The Commission reviews the PRR and considers the recommendations of the reviewers before deciding whether the institution should be accredited, with or without conditions.  The PRR process is explained more fully in the Handbook for Periodic Review Reports [6].
Follow-up Reporting
The Commission frequently directs that an institution engage in “follow-up” activities if concerns are raised as part of the decennial review, PRR review, or substantive change request. Follow-up may consist of a progress letter, a monitoring report, or a supplemental information report.

A visit in addition to a report may be required in certain circumstances to verify the adequacy of the institution’s compliance. The Commission then considers the report of the visiting team and the institution’s response to that report before deciding whether the institution’s accreditation should continue, with or without further conditions.

The policy and procedures governing follow-up are detailed in the policy statement, “Follow-up Reports and Visits”[7].
Ad Hoc Reviews
The Commission may conduct as many as three broad types of ad hoc reviews: those initiated by the institutions themselves in requests for approvals of impending substantive changes; by the Commission itself when it identifies from external sources areas of concern about the institution and its operations; or by the Commission when it is not satisfied with the institution’s decennial evaluation, PRR, or other reports that raise concerns about the institution’s compliance with the Middle States standards.

Institutions are continually subject to change. If impending changes are likely to have an effect on the institution’s quality, integrity, or effectiveness, the institution must seek prior approval of these changes. Substantive changes are not automatically covered by the institution’s accreditation or by its candidate status, and these changes may precipitate a review of the institution.

Substantive change requests may involve changes in mission, goals, or objectives; distance learning; new courses or programs, or changes in content or method of delivery; offering degrees or credentials at a higher level than currently approved; contractual agreements; non-credit offerings that affect the institution’s mission; opening or closing branches or additional locations, and other instructional sites that are effectively becoming additional locations; rapid growth; mergers and other changes in the legal status, form of control, or ownership of the institution; closing of the institution as a whole; or changes in clock or credit hours required for the successful completion of a program.

The Commission may direct a site visit or require other action of an institution planning or undergoing change. It will also consider such factors as the possible impact that other programs may have on the proposed change, adverse actions by other quality assurance agencies, investigations by regulatory agencies, or legal issues that could affect the operations of the institution.

The Commission also may launch a review of an institution if the staff liaison learns from sources other than the institution itself of internal or environmental changes that could have an impact on the quality, integrity, or effectiveness of the institution.

A complete description of the policy and procedures involved may be found in the policy statement, “Substantive Change,” and in several Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) on the Commission’s website. Issues involving contractual relations are specifically addressed in the policy statement, “Contracts by Accredited and Candidate Institutions for Education-Related Services.” 
Relationship of Regional and Specialized Accreditation
Clearly, it is easier for specialized and professional accreditors to define common international learning goals than it is for institutional accreditors that review all areas of the institution.  

However, it is important for specialized accreditors to consider which aspects of institutional accreditation are essential prerequisites for specialized accreditation. What is the effect on a specialized area of instability, poor administration, governance structures that are not independent, or integrity problems at the central or institutional level? What is the effect of a system in which secondary graduates enter university in specialized areas immediately, without being exposed to "general education" at the university level.

             
How can specialized accreditors be assured in these areas if the institution is not accredited by a U.S. accreditor? Will they expand their own review to these areas? Will they rely on local governmental or local peer review?
 
This paper does not presume to answer these questions. However, U.S. regional accreditors are working with quality assurance agencies abroad towards mutual acceptance of common standards for the quality assurance agencies.
International Linkages among Countries and Regions
There are numerous efforts to provide either uniformity or comparability among the various definitions of quality in postsecondary education that exist around the world. For example:

· The European Union has created standards for universities to use internally, for quality assurance agencies to apply within countries, and for the review of quality assurance agencies by external reviewers. In May 2007, the European higher education ministers endorsed a strategy for "The European Higher Education Area in a Global Setting."  The European Union has also offered a template for defining the length of bachelor's, master's, and doctoral degrees.
· The International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE) has published Guidelines of Good Practice for an External Quality Assurance Agency [8] for its 135 quality assurance agencies and 54 affiliated and associate members in 73 countries. These guidelines will help new quality assurance agencies to develop and will help established agencies to offer proof that they meet international standards. The guidelines are available at http://www.inqaahe.org.

· The World Bank has provided grants for the development of quality assurance agencies through INQAAHE and through regional networks.
· UNESCO has issued Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-Border Higher Education [9] and, jointly with the Asia Pacific Quality Network, UNESCO/APQN Toolkit: Regulating the Quality of Cross-Border Education [10], and it sponsors conferences on international quality assurance, accreditation, and the recognition of qualifications in higher education.
· The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has initiated a process to define international student achievement goals.
· Regional groups operate in almost every continent. For example, the Asia-Pacific Quality Network and RIACES (South America) enable information sharing and capacity building.
The ultimate effect of these efforts may well be to ensure that the decisions about quality made by a quality assurance agency in one country can be accepted on some basis of equivalence by a quality assurance agency in another country. Individual institutions will often make the final determination of transfer credit.
Some countries are far more advanced than others in creating local quality assurance (QA) systems, but most countries are trying to provide quality higher education to a greater proportion of their populations and are considering what type of QA system to institute locally or regionally.

Because the U. S. QA system differs from that of other countries, and because the U. S. is not part of a "regional' network, it would be wise for U.S. accreditors to participate in local and international efforts to create local QA systems that can "connect" with U. S. systems. 

Mutual agreements among U.S. and foreign QA agencies would not bind U.S. institutions to accept credits from institutions 
evaluated by QA agencies abroad, but it would provide assurance to U.S .institutions and to U. S. students that the QA system that reviewed the institution abroad was reputable. 

Efforts towards this goal are underway. Middle States has been instrumental in creating and revising the Guidelines for Good Practice created by INQAAHE, and Middle States has reviewed itself against the Guidelines. Middle States and other U.S. regional accreditors are also working with European and Asian associations to join regional QA groups.

Impediments to International Accreditation
Given the particular cohort of institutions abroad that are within or outside the Pilot Project, there have been no major difficulties in communicating because knowledge of English is widespread, at least among institutional officials. Language eventually could present difficulties during team visits and in reviewing internal institutional documents in some countries.
It is clear, however, that the time required for Middle States professional staff to travel to and from the U.S. is extensive. Communicating across time zones can be physically demanding and sometimes inconvenient. Expanding Middle States capacity, such as video conferencing for virtual site visits or for training purposes, becomes an important technology issue in strategic planning. There is also the issue of having sufficient professional staff available to maintain a high level of service to the Commission’s original membership within the U.S.  Moreover, institutions abroad would be expected to cover international travel and operational costs.

One of the issues that Middle States faced very early in its international activities is the need to restrict travel abroad by Commission staff and volunteers to areas that are subject to political instability.  For example, the Commission’s policy statement on “International Travel by Commission Staff and Volunteers” indicates that if the U.S. State Department posts a Travel Warning for a particular destination or issues a Public Announcement about the destination, staff and volunteers may travel to the site only with the approval of the President and one member of the Executive Committee.  If a Consular Information Sheet contains advice about security risks, the individual traveling should decide whether to proceed. The staff liaison for each institution investigates the status of foreign countries to which travel is proposed and notifies those who are traveling of public announcements or consular information advice.

The process of applying for and achieving accreditation requires extensive time and work by the institution, by Middle States commissioners and staff, and by peer reviewers. The process typically requires at least 10 written reports of varying complexity from the institution, six staff visits, two team visits, two consultant visits, seven reviews by Commissioners, and eight Commission votes.

The application phase may require two years to complete, and the candidacy phase must be completed within five years. Information on this part of the process is available in the publication, Candidacy: Handbook for Applicants and Candidates for Accreditation [11].
Institutions that have not yet been accredited require extensive support and help in both understanding and meeting accreditation requirements. In the case of international institutions, differences in language, cultural, and national practices also must be addressed. Careful initial screening is needed to advise institutions that are not likely to meet the requirements within the required time limit. Frequent interim reviews are intended to ensure that the final team visit will result in a positive recommendation to the Commission that the institution meets high quality standards.

Middle States estimates that it requires 35 days for direct contact by senior professional staff with institutions during the various stages of reviewing a single institution abroad, beginning with the initial review of materials from an applicant, then during candidacy, and through the final visit to an institution engaging in self-study to qualify for accredited status. These direct costs are likely to be over $28,000 over a five-year period. Indirect costs associated with evaluating the institution are not recovered from the institution until it has been granted candidate status and regular dues are assessed.
Finally, Middle States recognizes that it must be sensitive to the notion of “cultural imperialism,” because most of its standards, processes, and values are grounded in the American political and cultural traditions. Institutions abroad can be expected to encounter some resentment from its local constituents, even though the institution voluntarily chooses to adopt or adapt a U.S. model.

Options for Future Action
The increasing number of inquiries from abroad about the possibility of participating in the Middle States accreditation process presents a number of options, each of which has its drawbacks.

1) Expand the professional staff to provide unlimited international accreditation. This option would effectively change the mission of the Commission on Higher Education, which is to serve the Middle States region. It would also necessarily mean an increase in physical plant, infrastructure, management, and support staff. It would require a clear business plan and analysis of financial viability.

2) Create a separate category of institutions, with its own standards and with a type of “certification” that could be earned without the continual monitoring inherent in the present definition of “accreditation.” Middle States previously has considered and rejected this option.

3) Work with other countries and regions to develop or to strengthen their own quality assurance systems. Middle States has done this for many years in a consultative role with either ministries of education or representatives of groups of institutions seeking to adapt the U.S. model to one that is country- and culture-specific for their contexts. However, Middle States does not have sufficient staff to meet all of the requests that it receives.

4) Work with other U.S. organizations that currently address or have an interest in international issues. Middle States has done this whenever possible, especially with national higher education organizations or professional associations in the U.S., but no champion of international standards has emerged so far.
Conclusion
There is no perfect solution to the problem of establishing international standards that address the situations of countries with different educational systems.
It may be useful for U.S. regional accreditors to accredit institutions abroad in some situations.  However, it is not practical, and perhaps not even possible, for American regional accreditors to offer extensive accreditation services to individual institutions around the world. 

If the U.S. national education goals are to facilitate the transfer of students and degrees internationally and to assure the quality of U.S. education abroad, then accreditors and others should invest in the ongoing international efforts by INQAAHE, UNESCO, and others to create local quality assurance systems that suit the needs of each country or region while still operating within flexible international guidelines.

Encouraging local review should produce systems that are accepted locally and that can also offer the quality assurance needed by institutions and students in other countries.
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