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Editorial

A

t some point during my formative
years, I somewhere came across
the notion (roughly paraphrased
here) that ‘manners are the behaviours
we put on display when in the company
of others; ethics provide the framework
to guide our actions when no one is looking’. This subtle yet important distinction
has stayed with me over time, particularly
as my professional roles and responsibilities have become more complex and
multifaceted.
Exploring the development of a purposeful sense of who I am, what I stand
for, and how I can best manage to move
through the world in ways that are fair
and beneficial to myself and others, has
provided me with an ongoing opportunity to attempt to square the work that
I do with the person I am. And, despite
its inevitable limitations and blind spots,
my own ethical framework provides me
with a meaningful foundation for making
decisions and, if necessary, grounds for
defending these actions as being ‘right’
for me.
These matters can be complicated
enough for individuals to navigate. But
how do such questions of ‘right and
wrong’, along with the myriad shades
of grey in-between, play out beyond the
level of individuals? What do notions of
‘ethics’ mean for institutions? In what
ways and to what extent do values shape
the internationalisation landscape – and

to what extent should they? And – in the
field of international education, which
brings together stakeholders from many
different cultural contexts – how, in
both theoretical and practical terms, do
commitments to particular principles
translate across cultures?
This issue of Forum is dedicated largely to an examination of these important
considerations, from a variety of perspectives. For example, given that student
mobility remains a bedrock activity in
the field, it is crucial to continue casting a
critical eye on the ways that work in this
area unfolds, and what ‘ethics’ means in
the context of mobility. To this end, several of our contributions in this issue urge
us to think more deeply about the student
recruitment process as well the academic
and personal experiences of internationally mobile students. We are encouraged
to consider, clearly and honestly, the ways
in which notions of fraud, plagiarism,
commercialisation (via the use of agents),
and even neo-racism may play out in the
mobility cycle, with profound implications for all involved.
Mobility is clearly not the only axis
on which ethical considerations turn.
The wider constellation of relationships
and activities in which higher education
institutions may engage internationally
also presents important opportunities
to examine the ways, and the extent to
which, values guide actions. At stake here

are such ‘bigger picture’ questions as how
we may understand a shared commitment
to academic freedom, what constitutes
ethical partnerships, and how we may
support and participate in the elaboration of broader conceptions of ethics in
internationalisation – regionally, globally, and across many different types of
institutions.
As always, of course, questions of
reaching out to others in a meaningful
way seem to hinge on a crucial first step
of authentic commitment to addressing
our own challenges and shortcomings
(ethical or otherwise). For institutions,
this means casting a critical eye internally – for example, in terms of how
we educate our students around ‘ethical
reasoning’ and the extent to which our
own institutional governance is effective,
transparent, and corruption-free. Several
of our authors provide insight in these
vital areas, as well.
Along with our report from the 2014
Annual Conference in Prague, we hope
this issue of Forum will provide rich food
for thought about some of the many and
complex aspects of ‘ethics’ in international
higher education – a topic of concern to
us all.
—Laura Rumbley, Editor
publications@eaie.org

forum
winter 2014

05

Contributors

Jude Carroll

Jude Carroll holds a UK Higher
Education Fellowship for her
work in deterring plagiarism and
promoting effective teaching
practices for culturally and linguistically diverse students. She
is the author of Tools for Teaching in an Educationally Mobile
World (Routledge 2015).

Patti McGill Peterson

Patti McGill Peterson leads
global initiatives at the American
Council on Education and has
extensive experience in higher
education. She has served as
a university president and as
Head of the Council for International Exchange of Scholars,
which administers the Senior
Fulbright Scholar Program.

Lori K. Pyle

Lori Pyle serves as Associate Chair of a campus-wide
initiative at James Madison
University in the USA that
teaches ethical reasoning skills
to administrators, faculty, staff,
and students. She received her
doctorate in leadership studies
with a concentration in postsecondary education.

Sinead O’Gorman

Sinead O’Gorman is European
Director at Scholars at Risk, an
international network of over
350 higher education institutions in 36 countries dedicated
to protecting threatened scholars, preventing attacks on
higher education and promoting academic freedom.

Daniel Guhr and
Nelson Furtado have researched and
reported on fraudulent behaviour in international education on behalf
of governments, associations, and educational institutions. Their
focus is placed on developing analytical models aimed at detecting
fraud, as well as designing process improvements and proactive policies to combat fraud.

Saulius Marcinkonis has nearly 20 years of agro-environmental research experience and is recognised as an expert for the
assessment and evaluation of scientific projects for EU FP7 & Horizon
2020, EU COST and Eureka Programmes. Since 2012 he has worked
as Development Strategist at Vilniaus kolegija University of Applied
Sciences.

Jacqueline Kassteen is the Director of ICEF Monitor, an
online resource offering news, market intelligence, research, best
practice tips, and trends, all with a firm focus on international student
recruitment. She has lived in eight countries and has over 15 years
of marketing experience in the international education and student
travel industries, as well as in publishing, lead generation, retail, and
financial services.

Eva Egron-Polak has, in the past few years, coordinated an
international reflection on ethics in higher education and on the need
to refocus on values in internationalisation of higher education at the
International Association of Universities (IAU). These exercises have
increased Eva’s expertise by sharing viewpoints with like-minded colleagues from around the world.

Jenny J. Lee works at the Center for the Study of Higher Edu-

cation at the University of Arizona, USA, and is a Fulbright Scholar to
South Africa (2013–2015). Her research areas include organisational
cultures, academic and administrative labour, and international student mobility.

Marcus Tannenberg, Bo Rothstein and Lennart Levi
Marcus Tannenberg is working on implementing the Poznan Declaration in cooperation with the two other authors: corruption expert,
Professor in Political Science and Head of the Quality of Government
Institute, Bo Rothstein, and health policy expert and Emeritus Professor of Psychosocial Medicine, Lennart Levi.

Introducing the

EAIE Barometer
The first study to map the internationalisation
of higher education in Europe!
Stay tuned for the full report out in 2015
Check out a sneak preview of the results:
www.eaie.org/blog/barometer-inital-findings

18

forum
winter 2014

The
ethical
agent

Photo: gresei (shutterstock)

forum
winter 2014

As more and more countries race to develop their
knowledge economies,
internationalise their
education sectors, and
encourage their young
citizens to study abroad,
the role of international
education agents in recruiting has never been
more important… or
scrutinised.
Jacqueline Kassteen
ICEF Monitor

C

entral to the issue of how to work
with international agents – or
any partners, for that matter –
are issues of ethics and professionalism.
Those concerned with the sustainable
and responsible growth of international
education within a country need to ensure
two things: firstly, that foreign students
entering their country are coming as genuine students and are adequately qualified
for the courses or programmes they enrol
in, and secondly, all parties – institutions
and agents alike – put students’ needs
first and foremost.

Global use of agents

The reality is that agents have a legitimate
role to play in international recruitment:
the best of them offer real value to students
and institutions alike. Growing numbers of
international students everywhere are relying on agents to help them with their study
abroad ambitions.
For students and their parents, agents
are important local advisers who provide
support for the complex decisions and
processes associated with study abroad
in their native language. For institutions,
agents represent a cost-effective way to
recruit internationally and to establish a

For students and their parents, agents
are important local advisers

local presence in markets abroad. In many
cases, they are also an important extension of institutional support services for
prospective and incoming students.
A new study from the Observatory on
Borderless Higher Education (OBHE),
‘The agent question: insights from students, universities and agents’1 found that
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the percentage of students recruited via
agents varied greatly by destination markets, for example: Malaysia (56%), Australia (53%), New Zealand (47%), Canada
(41%), the UK (38%), the Netherlands
(20%), the US (11%). (See further findings
from the report on pages 22-23.)
Another study ‘The Role of Education
Agents in Canada’s Education Systems’2
from the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, reported that 78% of institutions use agents. A full 90% reported
that they are confident that agents provide
accurate information to students, and 85%
said they are confident that agents adhere
to laws and policies.
agents have a legitimate
role to play in international
recruitment
Governments beefing up
regulations

Given the growing usage of agents in
international education, national governments and institutions are beginning to
respond by putting related policies and
quality controls in place, but government and university policies with respect
to agents are variable from country to
country.
Australia has embraced working with
student recruitment agencies for many
years, and has well established training and
guidelines for agent behaviour. However,
its government, and that of the UK, is
also putting more pressure on institutions
when it comes to visa and immigration
issues. The former assigning ‘risk ratings’3
to universities based on visa denials or
incidences of fraud, and the latter lowering
the threshold of visa refusals from 20% to
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10%4 for ‘highly trusted sponsor’ institutions eligible to host foreign students
applying for student visas.
Thus, professionalism, trust, open and
honest relationships between agents and
institutional partners are becoming more
critical – universities are more reliant
than ever on their agent partners to help
judge the suitability and bona fides of
prospective students.
Agents in Canada and the USA

Meanwhile in Canada, the government
introduced changes in August of 2012 to
its Bill C-35 legislation5 on educational
agents in order to reduce fraud. It is now
illegal for anyone other than an accredited
immigration representative to provide advice or otherwise represent a client during
an application or proceeding with Citizenship and Immigration Canada. This now
applies to both agents operating in Canada
and those based outside the country.

of agents, and where using agents in
international recruitment has been less
widespread than in other markets, opinion
is more divided. This past decade has
seen an expansion of active international
recruitment efforts on the part of a wider
field of US institutions, and a corresponding increase in the use of education agents
by some universities and colleges. This
triggered a growing debate within the National Association for College Admissions
Counselling (NACAC) about a standing
prohibition in the ‘Statement of Principles
of Good Practice’ (SPGP), a document
that effectively codifies the ethics and
standards of conduct for the association.
In September 2014, NACAC modified the SPGP6 to specify that “members
will not employ agents who are compensated on a per capita basis when recruiting students outside the United States,
unless they ensure they and their agents
conduct themselves with accountability,

universities are more reliant than ever on their
agent partners to help judge the suitability and
bona fides of prospective students

In Canada, there is no regulatory framework regarding the use of agents and
neither the federal nor provincial/territorial governments accredit agents. The
exception is the Province of Manitoba,
whose stance on education agents is much
closer to Australia’s, where the ‘Education Services for Overseas Students Act’
and complementary agent training and
registration systems combine for one of
the world’s most comprehensive regulatory
frameworks.
In the USA, where there is no strong
regulatory framework regarding the use

transparency and integrity.” They have
also recently released a new resource entitled ‘International Student Recruitment
Agencies: A Guide for Schools, Colleges
and Universities’ to help US universities engage effectively and ethically with
international agents.
As these examples illustrate, governments, institutions, and industry
associations all have a role to play in
establishing and advancing best practices.
All stakeholders have a natural interest
in constructive, collaborative approaches
to engaging with quality agents that

strengthen both the recruitment capacity
of institutions as well as the quality of
service for students.
Agent recognition and accreditation

Just as the expansion of the international
education marketplace has encouraged
growth in the numbers of education
agents operating today, it has also necessitated mechanisms for assessing and
encouraging the ethics and performance
of those agents.
As always happens in any booming
economic sector, the burgeoning international education sector has attracted
poor as well as outstanding agencies –
and, like all bad news stories, any cases
of questionable conduct on the part of
agents tends to capture a lot of attention.
Here are some of the unsavoury agent
practices that have been reported:
• Not disclosing that they’re working on
commission
• Steering students to institutions that
pay the most commission
• Misrepresenting an institution’s
programmes of study, the credential
conferred, and the portability of the
credential
• Colluding with students in misusing
the visa process
All of these practices are of course
egregious, but they are also rare and
increasingly avoidable thanks to the quality assurance mechanisms now available
to institutions in leading study abroad
markets around the world.
Moreover, in many countries, agencies
have taken the step of self-regulation by
forming national as well as regional agent
associations adhering to ethical codes of
business conduct and standards.
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Finally, there are ways in which the
marketplace naturally encourages good
practices among international education
agents. Unethical agents not only face
stricter consequences in many countries
for poor service or for breaching codes of
professional conduct, they operate in an

Increasingly, professional development
and/or certification courses also play an
important part in reinforcing or establishing an agency’s credibility in the marketplace, and illustrate the growing field of
professional development options available to international education agents.

in many countries, agencies have taken the step of
self-regulation by forming national as well as
regional agent associations

environment in which word-of-mouth
about sub-par agencies travels extremely
fast, both among institutions and students.
Finding quality agents

The most serious and successful international agents working today are well
aware of the need to distinguish themselves as reliable, effective, and studentfocused professionals in their sector, and
there is now an increasing range of ways
through which agents demonstrate their
credentials and professionalism.
At one end of the scale are codes of
conduct or standards of practice established by industry associations such as the
Federation of Education and Language
Consultant Associations (FELCA), or
even governments as in the case of the
London Statement,7 created by officials
from the UK, Ireland, Australia, and
New Zealand. This joint statement of
principles for ethical international student recruitment stresses professionalism
and responsible business ethics.
At the other end of the continuum
are robust accreditation or certification
schemes, such as the process established
by the American International Recruitment Council (AIRC).

Some of the more established or successful
training courses include: the ICEF Agent
Training Course (IATC), the Australian Education Agent Training Course
(EATC), the Canada Course for Education Agents (CCEA), the New Zealand
Specialist Agent Accreditation (NZSA),
and the British Council’s Foundation and
Advanced Certifications for Agents.
Best practices will reign

ICEF Monitor has published extensively
on the topic of best practices for schools
as well as agents in international student
recruitment, such as carefully screening prospective agents prior to signing
contracts, sharing marketing and recruitment plans, defining roles and responsibilities of each party upfront, setting key
performance indicators, creating training
materials and agent manuals, providing
marketing assistance, and opening up
paths of frequent communication.
As the global recruitment industry
becomes increasingly competitive, agents
will continue to play an integral role in
any international strategy. The real opportunity here is to find more constructive,
collaborative approaches to engaging with
quality agents and partners and, in so

21

doing, to improve both the recruitment capacity of institutions as well as
the quality of service for international
students.
1. See http://monitor.icef.com/2014/09/the-agentquestion-new-data-has-the-answer
2. See http://monitor.icef.com/2014/06/studyprovides-new-insights-on-the-role-of-agents-incanadian-education
3. See http://monitor.icef.com/2012/12/thechanging-face-of-agency-engagement-with-australia
4. See http://monitor.icef.com/2014/08/
uk-introduces-tougher-immigration-rules-foruniversities-and-colleges
5. See http://monitor.icef.com/2012/08/canada-billc-35-update-for-offshore-agents-greater-scrutinyfor-student-visas
6. See http://monitor.icef.com/2014/09/nacacchanges-code-conduct-releases-agent-guide
7. See http://monitor.icef.com/2012/05/
governments-crack-down-on-fraud-industrycontinues-to-strengthen-standards
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Agents uncovered
The latest report from the Observatory on Borderless Higher
Education (OBHE) entitled ‘The agent question: insights from
students, universities and agents’ compiled data from a range
of studies, including the 2013 Agent Barometer (i-graduate and
ICEF), the International Student Barometer (i-graduate) and a
2012 study by the OBHE on institutional use of agents. Here are
a few key findings suggesting an overall positive impression of
agents by their stakeholders.
Photo: Tsyhun (shutterstock)

Agents with primary interest in
higher education (as of Autumn 2013)

Services offered to students by agents: business
model dependent on
institutions, not students

Promotional Materials
Interviews
Education Exhibitions
Program of Study Selection
Local Job Placement

• Most services, where offered,
are more likely to be free than
fee-based for the student.
This suggests that most
agents with a primary interest
in higher education earn the
majority of their income from
institutions, not students.
• A large majority of these
agents offer core institutional
selection and application services free of charge.

Referral to Institutions
Career Counseling
Internet
School Visits
Currency Exchange
Cell phones/cards
Application/Admissions Guidance
Accommodation
Language Training/Testing
Airport Pick-Up
Visa Processing/Immigration Advice

Fee
Free
Don’t offer

Travel Insurance
Health Insurance
0%

50%

47%

20%

40%
30%

10%

21%

18%

80%

100%

• This chart reinforces the idea that
most students are recruited by
rather than hire an agent. Prompting
the student to apply to institution
x is the core agent service (agent
to institution), with other agent
services used by only a minority of
students.
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Agents offer many services;
most students use few of them
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32%

40%

18%
8%

7%

0%
e
n
/
p
eur
ial
es
tio
cy
ol
re
at n
f r ys
a
nt on
p
e r ns
o
p
e
en ers
o
il ca nce Vis nce cho ion
t
n
i
i
e
r
a
d
e
i
t
t
r
o
s
l
s
d
f
t
p
i
e
r
a
S c
ta
ta
ta
qu s
Te
Cu ans
Cr alu
Ai rvat
le
Ap ssis
sis
iti d e Pre rien
tr
se
e
as
a
ev
Cr ire
o
u
q

• It is equally clear that application assistance, visa assistance and school
selection – the three services most
commonly cited by students – point
to areas of complexity where some
students find agent input helpful.
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Mature users of agents
exhibit breadth of market
coverage

60%

40%

• By contrast, countries with
less agent experience or
acceptance – USA and the
Netherlands – exhibit much
reduced coverage.

20%

market coverage (% of 47 markets where
institutions report an agent relationship)

58%
48%

50%

• Countries with the most
agent experience – Australia
and New Zealand – exhibit
the widest array of agent
relationships by geography.
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36%
31%

30%

30%
21%
15%

10%
0%
Australia

New
Zealand

UK

Malaysia

Canada

USA

Netherlands

Amount students pay to agents - ranges in US$
100%
10.3%

10.5%
17.4%

20.3%

16.5%

18%

13.3%

15%

• A large majority of all students who report use of
agents are at least ‘satisfied’,
regardless of fee level.

30.0%
80%

60%
72.4%
80.3%

67.1%
71.7%

71.6%
40%

59.9%

Very satisfied
Satisfied
Dissatisfied
Very dissatisfied

20%
18.7%

0%

Free

15.2%
6.8%

8.5%

Up to
$500

Up to
$1000

Up to
$1500

8.7%

Up to
$2000

• However, low price or zero
cost does not guarantee
satisfaction. About 10% of
students who used an agent
but paid nothing said they
were not satisfied. A free
service may be poor quality
or under-resourced.

65.8%
75.7%

59.1%

6.3%

In general, students are
satisfied with agents,
regardless of price

13.5%

17.1%

Text and data courtesy of the
Observatory on Borderless
Higher Education.

6.8%
Up to
$3000

Up to
$4000

To access the full report,
please visit: www.obhe.
ac.uk/documents/view_
details?id=953.

Up to More than
$5000
$5000
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new contacts.”
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—Alva Bruun,
Finland
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