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Outline 

Offshore education has developed into big business for Australian universities. Before 1990 there were very few transnational courses, but the during the 1990s, Australian and British universities expanded their offshore operations dramatically (Bennell and Pearce, 1998, p.10). The number of Australian offshore university programmes increased from 73 in 1992 to 581 in 1999 (AVCC, 1999). The motivation for establishing offshore programmes is primarily commercial. As funding for public universities in the UK and Australia became tighter during the 1990s, many universities sought to increase their intake of foreign students to increase revenues. Universities operating offshore operations seek both to generate additional sources of income from these programmes and to increase the institutions visibility overseas (Davis, Olsen et al., 2000: 25) in order to attract international students to courses in Australia.

Universities that operate in more than one country face the same challenges as any other multinational organisation. They must be responsive to different national regulatory frameworks, local conventions, markets and currencies, while ensuring a consistency in quality, organisation and identity across the breadth of the organisation. Governments are usually only able to regulate a multinational’s operations in their own jurisdiction. That is, they cannot legislate extraterritorially, and legislation usually does not apply to what an institution does in another government’s jurisdiction. The Australian government’s approach to offshore provision by Australian providers has been governed by this principle, and none of the legislation that overseas universities’ operations in Australia applies once those universities leave Australian soil. The Australian Qualifications Framework, the Education Services for Overseas Students Act, the Commonwealth Register of Institutions and Courses for Overseas Students, the Indicative Minimum Course fees for overseas students and the Trade Practices Act 1974 – none of these are applicable offshore. 

Australian universities offshore activities are much less regulated than most of their competitors. The resulting freedom enjoyed by Australian universities has perhaps contributed to their commercial success in the short term. However, this lack of external accountability may lead to a lowering of standards by some offshore providers who are operating in increasingly competitive environments. In the long term, the reputation of Australian higher education may suffer in the region as a result of Australian universities being less well regulated than universities from other countries.

There is currently nothing to stop an Australian university accepting business experience as a substitute for an undergraduate degree when enrolling students into an offshore MBA programme, or awarding a masters degree after nine months of part-time study, or an Australian TAFE or private college offering Bachelors and Masters degrees overseas.

One measure that is in place now is the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee’s (AVCC) Code of Ethical Practice in the Provision of Education to International Students by Australian Universities (AVCC, 1998). All Australian universities have agreed to abide by this code, which sets out very general guidelines that apply both in Australia and overseas. The document is ‘framed as guidelines rather than as a set policy, to allow a measure of flexibility for both institutions and their students to reflect specific circumstances’ (AVCC, 1998: i). The AVCC established an International Standing Committee, which advises the AVCC where cases of questionable ethical practice are brought to its attention. If a university appears to have breached the code, the AVCC may ask the institution to explain, but the AVCC has no real capacity to investigate or rule on such breaches. Even so, some universities have been critical of this limited role. The University of Melbourne objected to the AVCC’s power to censure universities that had been in breach of the code, rejecting the ‘moral or legal authority’ of the AVCC to judge and/or sanction any of the university’s practices. In a similar vein, University of Adelaide Vice-Chancellor told a newspaper, rather circuitously, that ‘Needless bureaucracy is not needed at a time when money is being cut’ (Healy, 1997). 

This article focuses on delivery of courses offshore and does not address the role of overseas recruitment agents or universities other overseas activities such as aid projects, consultancies and research.

In the absence of external accreditation boards and quality assurance agencies, Australian universities offshore activities have been less regulated than most of their competitors. The resulting freedom enjoyed by Australian universities has perhaps contributed to their commercial success in the short term. However, this lack of external accountability may lead to a lowering of standards by some offshore providers who are operating in increasingly competitive environments. In the long term, the reputation of Australian higher education may suffer in the region as a result of Australian universities being less well regulated than universities from other countries. The paper examines existing mechanisms in the Australian system, comparing them to similar measures in other exporting countries. It concludes by discussing the likely role and potential of the Australian Universities Quality Agency.
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