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The Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) audit schedule for 2002 included Curtin University of Technology.  Preparation for the quality audit at Curtin provided an opportunity to thoroughly evaluate the University’s existing policies and procedures for managing its international activities.  Curtin’s International Quality Assurance and Review processes are summarised in FIGURE 1.

This paper provides background information on the University’s arrangements for offshore programs and how the review of programs offered through collaborators in 2001 had transforming effects, not only on the policy and procedures, but also on the approach to preparation of documentation for the reviews by Schools.    

Curtin’s Strategic Plan “places particular value on the development of students and staff as citizens of the world, emphasising an international outlook [and] cultural diversity.”  Its Internationalisation Plan, developed after extensive University-wide consultation, identifies priorities required to support that goal.  Schools have been asked to work with Divisions to meet internationalisation targets outlined in the University’s Internationalisation Plan, including an increase in the number of students enrolled in Curtin’s education programs delivered offshore.

Curtin commenced offshore programs in Singapore in the early 1980s. Twinning programs developed in Malaysia, Hong Kong and Singapore during the late 1980s and early 1990s, and have continued to expand. Through these Curtin has endeavoured not only to generate revenue that will strengthen its core activities but also to enhance its reputation overseas.  Offshore programs also contribute substantially to onshore recruitment, as large numbers of students transfer to Curtin after two years’ study with partner institutions.

International students have been part of Curtin since 1986, when government policy first allowed their enrolment on a full fee-paying basis.  They now number around 4,000 EFTSU from 90 countries, and generate around A$50 million a year.  While this makes Curtin the largest provider of international education in WA and third largest in the country, the quality of its programs is more important than the quantity of its students.  The University is committed to the relevant AVCC guidelines, and complies with the Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) Act (2000). Early establishment (1986) of an International Office has contributed to the success of onshore international operations, as evident from feedback in student surveys.  Management of offshore programs is being brought under one controlling office to streamline processes and facilitate their governance. 

In February 1999 Curtin began a new phase of offshore education when it entered a joint venture agreement with a Malaysian-owned company, Curtin (Malaysia) Sdn Bhd, to establish a university campus in Miri, Sarawak.  Curtin Sarawak began operating in first semester 1999 and in March 2002 its higher education operations shifted to a purpose-designed campus.  Student numbers in a range of programs have increased steadily to around 1000 at the commencement of second semester 2002.

In 1988 Curtin developed a policy to regulate establishment of offshore programs.  This was replaced in 1996 by a new policy, revised in 1998 and 2001, to include procedures for annual reviews.  Current revisions of what is now termed the International Education Services Policy require more rigorous financial reporting and include reviews of any international operations whether offshore or onshore through a collaborator (e.g. another Australian university or college) or by distance education or mixed delivery modes.  

The Pro Vice-Chancellor (PVC) International and Enterprise (I&E) coordinates compliance with the International Education Services Policy in conjunction with Executive Deans and relevant Divisional officers.  Country Reference Groups consider all proposed programs.  Courses Committee must approve each course and the PVC (I&E) must endorse completed documentation before a contract is prepared in conjunction with Legal Services.  The Procedures for Assessment of New Programs require completion of templates on quality assurance, risk management, financial and legal considerations before approval.  

All offshore collaborations are supported by legally-binding contracts (Agreements) signed by the Vice-Chancellor and the collaborator.  Schedules detail course specifications, fees, and other conditions.  The Agreements demonstrate Curtin’s commitment to embedding risk management strategies in all operations, and set out the responsibilities of both parties in relation to Academic Advisory Boards, Confidentiality, Termination, Indemnity, and Force Majeur.  

Curtin retains control of its programs provided offshore, including course content, examinations and standard of staff delivering the program.  Equipment and other physical assets are the responsibility of collaborators under the terms of the contracts.  Offshore local staff are employed by collaborators.  
Support staff are employed in most Divisions or Schools offering offshore programs.  This is particularly the case in Curtin Business School and Humanities.  Divisions have dedicated International Programs coordinators.  Most staff undertake induction programs run by their Division or the Learning Support Network to prepare for intercultural communication and offshore conditions which may be different from those onshore.  Handbooks are provided in many instances.  Schools plan their offshore teaching, administrative and annual review visits to fit in with onshore requirements and in line with requirements of individual programs offshore.

Staff are informed of overseas health and safety regulations and advice.  The Policy on Offshore Operations (Human Resource Management) ensures equitable treatment of staff working offshore, maximises the efficiency and effectiveness of their activities, and complies with current legislative and government requirements.  It covers immigration and health; training and orientation; grievances and disciplinary action; travel, accommodation and expenditure; insurance; superannuation and taxation entitlements.  In addition, staff have access to the Insurance website, available via the Office of the University Secretary, which provides information on vaccinations available through Health Services, and notification of current hazardous zones of the world which should not be visited [there is a connection to the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) website for daily information].  Curtin-employed staff have insurance cover for materials taken with them on offshore visits.  The University has insurance to cover transport of examination materials and other hard copies of advertising material.

Support for students offshore is through program managers in each School, International Coordinators in the Divisions and offshore collaborators.  Expectations of support for students are specified in each Offshore Program Agreement and reinforced through liaison with local staff.  

All offshore programs and collaborators are reviewed annually.  As indicated, until 2002, other forms of delivery to international students such as distance education with no collaborator offshore, or onshore through another provider (e.g. Northern Territory University, Australian Institute for University Studies and Curtin International College) have not been reviewed under the current policy.  All courses delivered in Curtin’s name through collaborators offshore require equivalent entry standards for students, equivalent course content and material, moderated assessments, and quality control for examination procedures.  Most examination papers are marked by the same staff onshore and offshore.  In the main, student achievement is comparable to that of students onshore (sometimes better).  Local offshore staff  are approved by Curtin and, in most programs, the same staff who teach onshore make visits to work with local staff and teach in block mode offshore. 

The Procedures for Annual Review of Offshore Programs require Schools and relevant Divisional officers to complete similar templates.  A site audit may be undertaken if required (e.g. where regular visits are not made).  Matters on which Schools report include:

· equivalence of entry levels;

· enrolment procedures;
· course content and material;
· classrooms;

· computer and library resources;

· services (e.g. bookshop and food outlets);

· other facilities;

· examination procedures;

· student results; and

· timeliness of feedback and results.

Each of these should match the expectations for students taking similar courses onshore.  

Administrative procedures, staff qualifications, student satisfaction, the current market and the collaborator (regarding conflicts of interest, contractual obligations, quality management system) are also scrutinised.  The review documentation and supporting evidence (e.g. copies of government approvals, professional accreditation reports, moderation reports, student surveys, comparative data on offshore and onshore student performance levels) are examined and further evidence or information may be sought.  After examination and evaluation of the evidence and information provided, a final report is provided to the Head of School and relevant Executive Dean for action on recommendations to improve the quality of the collaboration for the mutual benefit of all stakeholders, especially students.

All Schools with offshore programs offered with collaborators reported on their 2001 operations using the Procedures for Annual Review of Offshore Programs reporting template.  These were signed off by the Head of School, relevant Executive Dean and the reviews were examined by the Director, International Quality and Enterprise.   Reports and letters were prepared for sign off by the PVC (I&E).  

One of the major outcomes of evaluation of review documentation was related to contracts.  The contracts (Agreements) that are in place for current offshore programs are usually continuous.   Most programs were found to have a current contract signed by both parties.  Where this was found not to be the case an indication was given in the report for that program with directions for the action required.  Sign off by the PVC (I&E) on the annual review was conditional in these instances.  

Through their annual review documentation for offshore programs, information on any strategic concerns the School may have had, with respect to their collaborations, which had emerged in the preceding twelve months was provided.  In addition, any conflicts of interest; legal and financial considerations which may impact on the collaboration; and whether the contract (Agreement) accurately reflects the working relationship between Curtin and the collaborator were addressed.  As well, Schools were asked to comment on their awareness of changing market trends and the extent and nature of Curtin’s competitive advantage gained through working in the particular region and through the collaborator, and on the timeliness of transfer of funds from the collaborator.   One of the check list items asks Schools to report on the “appropriateness of the reputation of the Collaborator with respect to Curtin’s vision, mission, values and goals”.  

To maintain and improve Curtin’s reputation, ensure student satisfaction and enhance the flow-on effect of increased enrolments, it is important to foster good relationships with collaborators.   Responsiveness to adverse findings on matters critical to student satisfaction and the University’s reputation is paramount.  The promptness of any response (such as terminating a contract and/or closing a program) is dependent on circumstances.  For example, programs have been closed down in Art and Biomedical Sciences because of lack of viability or unreasonable demands of a collaborator which would put the University’s reputation at risk.  In these cases Schools have had to give the required notification under the Agreement and ensure that enrolled students have been able to complete the program without penalty or inconvenience, even if this has meant having to delay their wish to respond immediately to an unsatisfactory situation in relation to the collaborator.

In evaluating the Annual Review documentation for 2001, it was evident that programs are offered through collaborators as effectively as they can be given the availability of premises, library and computer resources, and contact with Curtin staff.  Collaborators are required under their contracts to provide a certain number and standard of classrooms and other facilities and resources, including computers and library holdings (or alternate library contacts where they are available – e.g. at a nearby university).  The review reports indicated where elements of the program were considered less than appropriate, with comments on corrective actions.  

Annual Review Procedures require Schools to report on the Quality Management System their collaborators use.  Not all collaborators have their own system.  A standard equivalent to Curtin’s is expected under the Policy.  Many courses are subject to professional accreditation reviews, every three to five years.  Offshore programs (e.g. Architecture, Construction and Planning) are accredited by the relevant professional body for delivery in each location.  Curtin has obtained ISO 9001:2000 certification for most international activities.  LAN, the Malaysian accrediting authority,  accredits the Sarawak operation.  IEAust accreditation of Engineering courses offered in Sarawak is scheduled for 2003.

The template completed as part of the Annual Review Procedure includes a requirement for reporting on feedback from students and staff and how it is used.  For most programs the difficulty in using feedback from students to evaluate the benefit of teaching, learning and support services is limited to its availability from collaborators.  In order to ensure students are given an opportunity to provide feedback, but are not expected to fill out more than one form, Curtin has sought cooperation in many instances.   A comprehensive instrument seeks feedback which can be used by both parties to monitor student satisfaction with education and administrative services and infrastructure.  There is limited evidence of feedback being obtained from staff.  The Annual Review template has been revised to ensure summaries of feedback are provided and outcomes reported on annually.

Schools maintain separate cost centres for offshore operations and these, along with actual enrolled student numbers (including forward predictions) and actual income by semester, are reported on in the Annual Review template.  Staff are paid per diem rates to go offshore to teach or undertake administrative tasks.  The income from offshore courses is used to buy in staff to cover onshore teaching as required.  Until 2001, when they were sought independently of the Annual Review Procedure, annual profit and loss statements had not been provided to Financial Services by those managing offshore programs.  

In summary, reviews under the Procedures for Annual Review of Offshore Programs of the 58 offshore programs offered through collaborators in 2001 revealed that:

· All offshore programs have been approved after completion of documentation required in line with the Procedures for Assessment of New Programs of the Offshore Education Services Policy.  Only those offshore programs which are offered through a collaborator are subject to the Policy and Procedures.  Any programs offered offshore by Distance Education using a local tutor or through other modes were not subject to regulation under the policy and procedures.  A revision of the Policy and Procedures was recommended to include all modes of delivery to international students not taking programs face-to-face on one of Curtin’s Australian campuses. 
· Most programs have a current contract which is signed by both parties.  Where this is not the case an indication is given in the report for that program with directions for the action required.  Sign off by the PVC (I&E) on the annual review is conditional in these instances.  Recommendations on changes to the construction of contracts, including the need for annual review of compliance with the terms and obligations by Curtin and the collaborator, are being dealt with by the University Secretary.

· The template which is completed according to the Procedures for Annual Review of Offshore Programs includes a requirement for reporting on feedback from students and staff and how it is used.  For many programs the difficulty in using feedback from students to evaluate the quality of teaching, learning and support services is limited to its availability from collaborators.  There is limited evidence of feedback being obtained from staff.  The template is being revised to ensure summaries of feedback are provided and outcomes reported on annually.
· Annual Profit and Loss statements and other financial information are included as requirements to be provided under the revised Annual Review Procedures.

Heads of Schools had relied on support staff to provide review documentation in the past, with little attention to the details.  Because a more rigorous evaluation of the reviews was undertaken, and further documentation and other evidence was sought in a number of instances, a transforming influence saw Heads become more actively involved in the way information was provided.  The processes have been streamlined to ensure the preparation of documentation and evidence for the 2002 reviews will be more straightforward.  There was initial resistance to a more rigorous approach to examination of materials provided for the reviews, however all 58 programs achieved unconditional sign off from the PVC (I&E) by September 2002.  

The revised International Education Services Policy and Procedures have been approved by P&MC and will make it easier for the University to assure itself of the quality of all its offerings to international students who are not studying onshore at Curtin.  The importance of ensuring that implementation of policies and procedures is promulgated and monitored has had a transforming effect on Curtin’s offshore international education services.  The University has demonstrated its willingness to take quality assurance and risk management of its international operations offshore seriously by not only having policies and procedures in place and ensuring they are implemented, but also by thoroughly evaluating their efficiency and effectiveness in providing a means to monitor processes and outcomes and make recommendations for improvements.  

The ultimate test of the efficacy of new provisions in the Procedures for Annual Review of Offshore Programs will be a transforming effect on collaborators and Curtin staff who become more aware of factors contributing to the success of the offshore program.  There should be a commensurate transforming effect on the way students see their feedback valued and acted on to improve the quality of education services provided to them.  How this has a transforming effect on them as individuals as they enter or return to the workforce and interact with others would make a fascinating topic for further investigation.   











UNIVERSITY STRATEGIC PLAN


(incorporating strategic positioning priorities)





ANNUAL PLANNING & QUALITY REVIEWS


FOR INTERNATIONAL OPERATIONS





Annual review of International Office & Divisional International Plans, taking account of Internationalisation, minimum standards, quality & performance measures, performance drivers and targets, and resources available for the coming year. Informed by:


Boards of Study 


External & internal market analysis


Offshore Quality Reviews (see below)


International Student Survey (onshore)








ISO 9000 CERTIFICATION OF MANAGEMENT & DESIGN OF


INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMS


(3 year cycle)





Separate ISO certification currently held by:


International Office


CBS International Programs Office


Architecture, Construction & Planning 





PROCEDURES FOR APPROVAL OF NEW OFFSHORE PROGRAMS





Development of a Business Plan


New/Existing Course Approval 


Partner Assessment & Risk Management 


Quality Assurance Checklist


Financial Plan for Offshore Activity





Submitting a Business Plan for Approval


Approval by PVC Int’nl & Enterprise (I&E), Dir Int’nl Quality & Enterprise (IQ&E) and relevant CRG to proceed


IO reviews Business Plan (including Quality Assurance checklist) for approval or otherwise


Proposal reviewed by Financial Services & Library & Information Service


Back to PVC I&E for approval.


Legal Services liaises with HOS to execute contract.











AUQA QUALITY AUDITS


(5 year cycle)





INTERNATIONALISATION WITHIN THE 


STRATEGIC PLANNING FRAMEWORK


(5 year cycle)


University-wide Strategic Objectives include performance indicators & agreed outcome targets for:


Internationalisation of the curriculum & campus culture


International enrolments onshore & offshore


Market and product development strategies


Quality assurance in international programs





























ANNUAL QUALITY REVIEWS OF


OFFSHORE/TWINNING PROGRAMS


Annual review using Offshore Education Services Template completed by Heads of Schools (HoS)/Offshore Program Managers (OPM) in liaison with offshore collaborator by end January (Legal Services consulted as necessary).


Dir IQ&E. liaises with Exec Deans and HoS/OPM regarding adequacy of Review documentation and responses. 


Preparation of gap analysis & suggested action completed by end February.


Follow-up action may include site visit to offshore partners by Division/School staff and PVC I&E or Dir IQ&E. (Feb-April).


Review and discussion of review documents by Executive Dean & PVC I&E/Dir IQ&E, including assessment of future collaboration, completed by end April. 


Completed review Templates signed off by Executive Deans, HoS, offshore partner and PVC I&E and forwarded to University Planning, Financial & Commercial Services and International Office.





UNIVERSITY VISION, MISSION, VALUES & GOALS
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