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The United States Study Abroad Sector in Ireland 
 
Over 273,000 American students studied abroad for academic credit in the 2010/11 academic 
year, including 7,007 who studied in Ireland1. Ireland is the 9th most popular destination for 
US study abroad students. Some US students come to Ireland for short summer courses, while 
others stay for one or more semesters. It is estimated that international higher education 
students in Ireland generate revenues of approximately €700 million2 in tuition income, 
student spending, and additional overseas visitors to students. US students appear to generate 
about 15% of this tuition income2, and likely a large proportion of the other in-country 
spending. These figures do not include the significant spending by students or employment 
created on programmes not associated with Irish universities, or short-term faculty-led 
programmes operated by US universities. 
 
Most study abroad providers follow Codes or Standards of Good Practice that would be 
rigorous, detailed, and formulated in the interest of health, safety, and financial protection for 
students. The Standards of Good Practice from the Forum on Education Abroad is an example 
of a code followed by many providers3. 
 
 
Programme Models 
 
There are several different models for study abroad operating in Ireland as noted below. Note 
that these are general groupings, and some providers may operate across these categories. 
There are perhaps 20-30 study abroad providers working in Ireland (a complete count does 
not yet exist), most of whom would be Third Party Providers, but some of whom are fully 
accredited US universities. Many of the providers operate in dozens of countries around the 
world. 
 
Within any one of the below models, students may be placed in an unpaid 
internship/experiential learning environment undertaken for academic credit. Small stipends 
for bus fare or lunch are sometimes given to the students by the internship host. 
 

1. Stand Alone Programmes (also called Island Programmes)– these Programmes offer 
a US-accredited academic experience to visiting students for generally one semester 
(4 months). The students are not attending Irish universities, pay tuition to a US based 
university or study abroad provider, and receive immigration letters from the stand 
alone program itself. These programmes are completely responsible for pastoral care, 
housing, and the academic and cultural experience. These programmes would 
generally have a physical base in the country and in-country staff and locally-hired 
faculty. The programmes are accredited by the home US university, or in cases where 
the programme is not operated by a university, accreditation is through a US-based 
university of record2. 

 
                                                        
1 Institute for International Education, Open Doors Report 2012 http://www.iie.org/Research-
and-Publications/Open-Doors 
2 International Students in Irish Higher Education, 2011-2012, Education in Ireland 
http://www.educationinireland.com/en/publications/international-students-in-higher-
education-in-ireland-2011-to-2012.pdf 
3 Standards of Good Practice, Forum on Education Abroad 
http://www.forumea.org/standards-index.cfm 
4 A university of record is one who provides academic accreditation for courses offered by 
non-degree granting institutions, such as third party providers. 
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2. Hybrid Programmes – these study abroad programmes would have a link to one or 
more Irish universities where students take courses and are part of the international 
student intake for that host university. Hybrid programmes also teach one or more of 
their own courses to complement the Irish university academic experience. These 
programmes often have a physical base in Ireland and local staff and faculty. Tuition 
payment is made by the student in the USA, and the programme passes tuition to the 
Irish provider. These programmes typically offer pastoral care over and above that 
provided by the host Irish institution, and often provide housing. The programmes are 
accredited by the home US university, or in cases where the programme is not 
operated by a university, accreditation is through a US based university of record3. 

 
3. Third-Party Providers – these organizations recruit students in the USA for 

placement at Irish universities, taking into account the Irish university’s requirements 
and standards. The Irish university provides the complete academic experience, and 
often the housing and a significant amount of pastoral care. Tuition payment is made 
to the third party provider in the USA who pass the funds on to the Irish university. 
Third party providers often have a staff member in country to organize additional 
activities and provide some emergency response and pastoral care. Many Irish 
universities rely on these Third Party Providers for recruiting US students. 

 
4. Faculty-Led Programmes – these academic programmes are often developed and 

led by a member of faculty from an American university, and involves travel to 
Ireland for a period of time (usually several weeks). Logistics are either done by the 
faculty member or are contracted out to Ireland or US based organizations. These 
programmes do not assume any physical base or staff in Ireland. Academic credit is 
granted by an American institution. 

 
Who Needs the IEM? 
 
The members of the US study abroad community in Ireland support the recognition of quality 
provision of programmes to international students and adherence to recognized Codes of 
Practice to protect students.  
 
Most members of the US study abroad community in Ireland are bound to similar Codes of 
Practice through organizations such as the Forum on Education Abroad3, the UK Quality 
Assurance Agency for Higher Education4, and accrediting bodies within United States5, 
among other quality assurance bodies either in the United States or in other countries in which 
the provider may operate. 
 
The US study abroad community in Ireland has a long-standing commitment to quality and 
dedication to our students, as well as international learners from other countries. In symbolic 
as well as practical terms, it is students who need and most benefit from quality assurance. In 
practical terms, according to the Green Paper – Section 4.4., they will need it – via the 

                                                        
3The Forum on Education Abroad is a 501(c)(3) non-profit association recognized by the US 
Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission as the Standards Development 
Organization (SDO) for the field of education abroad. 
4 http://www.qaa.ac.uk/InstitutionReports/types-of-review/tier-4/Pages/default.aspx 
5 E.g. Middle State Association of Colleges and Schools; New England Association of Schools 
and Colleges; North Central Association of Colleges and Schools; Northwest Association of 
Schools and Colleges; Southern Association of Colleges and Schools; Western Association of 
Schools and Colleges. 
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institution or provider with which they study – in order to gain a visa or leave to remain for 
more than 90 days. 
 
The IEM, in itself, is understood to be a mark of quality and compliance with the Code of 
Practice for the provision of programmes of education and training to international learners. 
Within these terms, seeking access to the IEM is voluntary for providers.  
 
According to the Green Paper – Section 4.4.7.1  

 
The national strategy states that the statutory Code of Practice and the IEM will not 
be mandatory for education and training providers, however:  “Visas will not be 
issued for study in institutions that do not have the IEM, nor will students attending 
such institutions from non-visa required countries outside the EEA be allowed 
permission to remain to study for courses of longer than three months’ duration.” 

 
Thus while seeking the IEM is voluntary for the provider, attendance at institutions/ 
programmes with the IEM will be a prerequisite for students seeking visas or leave to 
remain for longer than 90 days. If study abroad providers need students in order to be 
viable, seeking access to the IEM is not, in practical terms, truly voluntary.  
 
 
How Far Does the Umbrella of the IEM Extend? 
 
1. Providers Working with Institutions Expected to Achieve the IEM 
 
Many study abroad providers work in close partnership with Irish institutions whose quality 
monitoring and practices will certainly give them access to the IEM.  
 
A typical model would see Irish universities working in partnership with linked study abroad 
providers. Students typically are undergraduate, degree-seeking students at a US university 
who must obtain official, written permission from their degree university in order to attend 
the programme at an Irish university. The permission includes an agreement to accept 
successful coursework toward the degree programme in the US. US students typically study 
abroad after successfully completing two years of university coursework in the US. They 
come from the top-ranked universities in the United States. The US based provider provides 
students with application support to the Irish university, predeparture information and 
orientation, housing, pastoral care, and social and cultural activities.  
 
Students pay tuition and accommodation and other fees in US dollars directly to the study 
abroad provider. The study abroad provider is billed by the Irish university for tuition and if 
they provide accommodation, for that as well. The study abroad provider pays those bills on 
behalf of students. The provider assumes all financial responsibility and risk of non-payment 
by individual students. There is no risk to the university and no burden of pursuing 
nonpayment of fees. The provider often assumes the responsibility of guaranteeing and 
paying for housing regardless of whether the university offers accommodation or not.  
 
In some cases, the Third-Party/Hybrid provider would also deliver some additional academic 
content to complement the course of study in the Irish institution – this may be in addition to 
a full time course of study at the institution or it may replace a small proportion of academic 
participation in the Irish institution.  
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In such cases, the IEM of the institution providing a significant proportion of the 
instruction or training should cover the Third-Party provider and Hybrid provider 
where the bulk of instruction is provided by the institution with the IEM. A Hybrid 
provider would not need to have the IEM to ensure access to visas or leave to remain for 
their students if those students are receiving a significant amount of instruction from an 
institution that has the IEM. The institution with the IEM would be responsible for 
ensuring that any providers with which it works adhere to quality assurance standards. 
 
2. Providers Who Will De Facto Need the IEM for Students to Be Granted Leave to 
Remain 
 
For those Stand Alone and Hybrid providers who are not covered under the umbrella of 
another institution’s IEM, it is the position of the US study abroad community that there 
should be multiple versions of the IEM and/or the IEM should be based on high level 
principles in order to ensure access to the IEM to the broad and diverse range of study abroad 
models, many of which have been delivering quality educational provision to students for 
decades. 
 
The Green Paper section 4.4.9. acknowledges that current legal interpretation does not 
adequately cover the scope of already extant quality provision in the sector. Once the Code of 
Practice is available, it is likely - due to the diversity of study abroad programme models and 
the sheer size of the sector in Ireland - that some programmes and providers will fall into a 
“grey area” (e.g. providers and universities based in the US or another country but who 
employ staff and run programmes in Ireland). QQI should have the discretion to determine 
if these providers can seek access to the IEM. Six months at a minimum (running 
concurrently with the six month advising/training period as indicated in our timeline) should 
be allowed for this process ahead of application/self-certification deadlines.  

QQI Codes of Practice 
 
Establishing the QQI Codes of Practice for study abroad providers, programmes, and 
institutions in Ireland.  
 

What is “...the balance of responsibility between QQI and the providers 
responsible for establishing, re-establishing and continuously improving their 
own QA and the teaching and learning environment.”?  

QQI Green Paper 4.10.1 Introduction 
 
Option 1 – QQI Green Paper 4.8.5 
“Using key indicators and metrics to underpin monitoring and dialogue activities. This would 
entail benchmarking of providers using high-level indicators and metrics agreed with the 
provider, based on QQI’s Quality Assurance Guidelines (see Green paper 4.10). The 
provider would periodically report to QQI against these indicators and metrics. Quality 
indicators could be based upon the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the 
European Higher Education Area (ESG) and the European Quality Assurance Framework for 
Vocational Education and Training Quality (EQAVET)” 
 
Code of Practice standards will be met by utilising quality indicators used by ESG, EQAVET 
and - most importantly - the overseas qualifications made in the context of the study abroad 
providers/institutions own native education systems.6 
                                                        
6 For comparable Codes of pratice evaluation bodies see 
USA www.ed.gov, http://www.forumea.org/ 
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Understanding that the various programmes and institutions functioning in Ireland (as 
outlined in the overview) historically and in practice meet and surpass their native Codes of 
Practice will streamline and support the QQI Code of Practice evaluation.  
 
The Codes of pratice these differing national/EU-wide bodies evaluate  
-‐ an examination of the status of the awarding institution, i.e. whether it is 

accredited/recognised in the country of origin 
-‐ an examination of the standing of the qualification within the country's education 

system, i.e. whether it constitutes a national standard and/or forms part of the national 
qualifications framework / national education system 

-‐ an evaluation of the level to which the qualification has been benchmarked in the 
country of origin 

-‐ an evaluation of entrance requirements in the country of origin and in the “host” country 
-‐ an examination of the duration of a course of study 
-‐ a review of the course structure 
-‐ an analysis of course content 
-‐ an analysis of method of study 
-‐ an analysis of the method of examination. 

 
N.B. this list is not exhaustive, but consists of commonly shared points of review among 
international bodies. 

 
Additionally, when a study abroad provider (known also by QQI as a foreign/international 
awarding body) proves it meets the native and EU benchmarks of high-level indicators and 
metrics accepted by QQI, it demonstrates also it that meets Irish equivalents within the 
National Framework of Qualifications in its individual accreditation in the US. 
 
 
Requirements in Relation to the Tax Compliance of a Provider. 
 
The provider should be in a position to demonstrate that it is appropriately registered with the 
Irish Revenue and has obtained the relevant Tax Identification Reference number. It should 
also be able to self certify that it is up to date with all tax filings and payments. 
 
 
Timeline of Implementation 
 
If, as anticipated, the IEM will be a de facto requirement for US study abroad programmes 
should they want their students to be granted leave to remain, it is essential that the 
implementation of the IEM be gradual and carefully planned.  
 
The financial cost of the IEM will also have a major impact on all providers in the US study 
abroad community: many, if not most, providers are not-for-profit, and need time to 
adequately prepare for the financial and labour costs of obtaining the IEM. 
 

                                                                                                                                                               
Canada http://www.cicic.ca/ 
UK http://ecctis.co.uk/naric/default.asp 
EU http://www.enqa.eu/ 
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Students and Universities Need Time to Plan and Prepare, Too 
 
As with virtually any quality educational provision, the planning and delivery cycle of study 
abroad programmes is long-term process. A minimum cycle of 12 months is typical for 
academic planning; student advising, application, and selection; provision of housing; 
ensuring adequate staff resources in Ireland; predeparture advising; and collection of relevant 
fees and deposits.  
 
US students are accustomed to a “high touch” and highly planned educational experience. 
The study abroad experience is most often (though not always) incorporated into the degree 
they ultimately receive from their college or university in the United States. This requires 
collaborative planning with and approval of their academic advisors, and can require 
institutional approval by their university of particular study abroad providers.  
 
Due to the different levels of government support for third level education in the US (which is 
often administered via individual grants and loans rather than at institutional level), students 
also require significant lead-time to apply for relevant federal grants and loans. 
 
As we write this submission in September 2013, students and universities in the US are 
beginning the advising process for Summer 2014 programmes. Members of our community 
are gravely concerned for the viability of these programmes. There is uncertainty surrounding 
the need for the IEM, who will have access to the IEM, on what basis the IEM will be 
awarded, and how long the application and review process will take.  
 
If the US study abroad community does not have sufficient time to ensure compliance with 
the standards/Code of Practice of the IEM (which are as yet not published), it will not only 
affect our intake of students, but the uncertainty of programme viability will result in 
providers withdrawing from Ireland, or even going out of business before doing something as 
unethical as encouraging students to apply for and plan their education around programmes 
that are not viable.  
 
Over 7,000 US students already come to Ireland through the US study abroad community. 
Even short term suspension, cancellation, or closure of programmes and providers 
would have a significant and long lasting negative impact on third level institutions, jobs 
in the study abroad sector, government targets for international students, the economy 
in general, and Ireland’s reputation as a welcoming and trustworthy destination for US 
students.  
 
In seeking to assure and encourage more international students to study in Ireland, the IEM 
must be very careful to build on, not jeopardize, Ireland’s success and reputation as a study 
abroad destination. 
 
Suggested Timeline 
 
The IEM must be introduced alongside clear guidance on what providers must demonstrate in 
order to comply with the Code of Practice.  
 
The US study abroad community in Ireland is confident that it can meet any of the required 
quality standards of the IEM. The vast majority of our community already abide by quality 
and standards programmes which exceed most European requirements, but we still must 
know what the criteria for the IEM will be as well as the cost, particularly as most members 
of this community are not-for-profit. 
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Once the Code of Practice is public, QQI should allow at least six months to advise and 
train affected providers and institutions before providers complete an institutional review 
process and self-certify their compliance with the Code of Practice.  
 
If no further external review is required, then providers should have access to the IEM as soon 
as they have self-certified their compliance.  
 
If further review beyond self-certification is required, QQI should create and allow 
access to a provisional category for providers in the review/application process (or 
reapplication process if the provider does not obtain the IEM after the first review) for 
not less than 12 months.  
 
Without such a category, no ethical provider will allow students to apply for a programme 
that is not virtually guaranteed to meet the requirements for students being granted leave to 
remain in Ireland – this could mean suspending programmes and possibly shutting down 
organizations which have providing quality educational programmes in Ireland for, in some 
cases, decades. 
 
QQI should establish clear timelines for their own reviews, decisions, and communication 
with providers in the process of seeking the IEM. Where there is any delay in review or 
decision as a result of QQI, providers should be given an extension to access to the 
provisional category for an equivalent amount of time. 
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