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The Team considered a set of options relating to more rigorous verification of academic documents submitted as part of an application for admission. The paper (appended) had been prepared by Tawfiq Wolff and Wendy Ferguson. The review on which the options were based had been prompted by two recent cases of proven fraudulent documentation (with a third case under investigation) involving taught postgraduate applicants from overseas. One of the cases had led to disciplinary proceedings and the University’s Student Disciplinary Committee had expressed its support for tighter checks. It was noted that the need for improved processes applied principally to postgraduate applicants.  Undergraduate applications were subject to scrutiny by the UCAS Verification Unit.

While recognising that creditable efforts were already being made to identify fraudulent documents, the Team was persuaded that a more systematic and well publicised policy was needed. It acknowledged that the policy would be applicable to UK/EU and international applicants. 

The four options put forward were as follows:

(i) direct verification of all applicants’ qualifications

(ii) use of agents as the verifiers

(iii) verification of all new students’ qualifications at the point of registration

(iv) random verification of applicants’ qualifications

In assessing the four options the Team took account of the advantages and disadvantages presented for each option and applied the following tests:

· effectiveness and likely success rate

· proportionality

· volume of additional work

· cost

· negative impact on speed of decision making (applicants) and registration (new students)

· threat to recruitment outcomes

The Team resolved to recommend the adoption of the fourth option, namely a random verification process. It was felt that this would offer flexibility, create a manageable level of additional work and, critically, act as a powerful deterrent if well publicised. 

The role of the UCAS Verification Unit was described. Attention was drawn to its success rate but also to the limited scope of its current software. It was agreed, therefore, that enhancements to the undergraduate admissions office’s current procedures were desirable. Approval was given to all the recommendations put forward in the paper, namely:

1) For all pre-qualified applicants being made unconditional offers, official copies of exam results should be requested from the applicant before an offer is made. 

2) In cases where the applicant has also provided the reference him/herself, very careful attention should be made to all aspects of the application, if necessary contacting the referee direct to seek verification of the reference.

3) All English language qualifications provided by international applicants should be verified on-line with either IELTS or TOEFL , or if neither of these, should be provided by the applicant on headed paper from the Awarding Body.

4) International qualifications submitted direct by the applicant should be scrutinised with extreme care, and if there is any element of doubt, the referee should be contacted direct to verify them.

5) Results submitted direct by an applicant by letter, email, fax, web download  or telephone conversation should never be relied upon.  In all cases, confirmation of the result from the Awarding Body or UCAS should be obtained before a final decision is made.

The Team thanked the authors of the paper for their work.
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Options for  Policy  and Procedures for the 
Verification of  Entry Qualifications for
Undergraduate and Postgraduate Study (Taught and Research)

Background

There have recently been three cases in which registered Loughborough University students have been identified as using fraudulent qualifications to meet the entry requirements and gain a place at the University on a taught postgraduate programme.  Two of these cases are linked to students presenting fraudulent qualifications from UK Higher Education Intuitions (HEIs) while the other arose from a student submitting fraudulent  qualifications from a University in China.  Although checks are carried out by central admissions, these cases show that there is now a need to consider the introduction of more systematic and rigorous policies and procedures aimed at verifying the authenticity of qualifications used to support applications for entry to the university.  

The need to introduce such procedures is also reinforced by the new Points Based Visa system (PBS)  where, although not explicitly stated, UK HEIs now have more responsibility to ensure that the students they admit are genuine students who have the appropriate academic qualifications to study in the UK.  Having policies and procedures in place to identify applicants using fraudulent qualifications would minimise the risk of the University being seen to be admitting non genuine students. It would also demonstrate that the University is providing a thorough admissions process and that it takes its responsibilities seriously.

Central admissions currently carry out online verification checks of all IELTS and TOEFL English language qualification.. These checks have led to a number of applications being cancelled  (two PGT applicants so far in the 2009 cycle) 

The options ser out below having been drawn up with prospective postgraduate student in mind principally. A separate section which describes current verification processes for undergraduate applicants appears at the end of the paper. It will be apparent, however, that some of the options could also apply to undergraduates. 

Options

The following options are put forward for consideration: 

1) Direct Verification of all Applicants’ Qualifications 

· This would entail the relevant admissions office verifying applicants qualifications with the student’s previous education institution and would work as follows:

· On submission of a final degree certificate and/or final transcript and before an applicant is made UF a verification enquiry will be sent to the appropriate contact within the awarding institution   

· The enquiry will provide the following information (where available) 

· Applicants Full Name

· Applicants DOB

· Student ID Number 

· Dates of Study

· Subject of Study

· Qualification obtained

· Classification 

· The enquiry will ask the institution to verify in writing that the above details are correct 

· A Data Protection opt out clause permitting the University to confirm the applicant’s qualifications with their previous HEI(s) will be added to both the online and paper application forms.  

· Applicants who opt out will be sent the enquiry verification form and asked to pass this on to their previous HEI for completion and return 

· For Applicants who do not opt out the verification enquiry will state that the applicants has permitted the University to request confirmation of their qualifications from their previous HEI(s).  This will then be sent to the HEI

· The applicant’s admission will not be confirmed until these details are verified

· If verification is received the applications database will be updated to reflect this and written verification will be placed in the applicant’s file

· If the awarding institution is unable to verify the details, the applicant will be informed and the offer withdrawn

· A “fraudulent application” record will be created and placed on the Academic Registry shared drive

· This policy will be followed for all full-time and part-time international and UK/EU  PGT applicants 

· This verification will be carried out by staff in the relevant admissions office 

This procedure would apply only to applicants submitting qualifications from a UK education institution.  The clear and efficient communication channels necessary to make it operate effectively could not be assumed to be available internationally.

Prior to the adoption of this option a number of concerns would need to be addressed:

· Staff resources required to carry out the verification process

· Confirmation of admission would be dependent upon the speed of response of the applicants previous education institution which, due to this usually taking place in the summer, may be subject to delays

· Admissions process would be lengthened and there may be delays to the applicant being issued with their visa letter

· The procedure could have a negative impact on the service offered to applicants and therefore reduce our conversion rates 

· It is thought that no other University is currently following such a procedure 

2) Verification of International Applicants’ Qualifications by Agents

· Agents will be responsible for verifying that applicants qualifications, from education institutions outside the UK, are genuine.  

· Applicants will not be made UF until the agent has confirmed  that an applicants qualifications are genuine

· The verification procedure used by the agent would be subject to University approval but would be undertaken entirely by the agent

· The verification service would be added to the agents contracts 

This process would be less resource intensive for the relevant admissions office and would move responsibility for verification from the university to the agent.  This verification service is already being carried out by BCIE agency for all applicants residing in Nigeria and Ghana.  Although there are some issues, in the main the BCIE verification service, where all applicants are required to submit, in person, their original qualification certificates and transcripts,  is working satisfactorily.  Due to this the University can be confident that all applicants residing in Nigeria and Ghana, who have been issued with an offer, have submitted genuine qualifications. 

There are a number of concerns which need to be considered:

· Most agents would charge the university for a verification service – based on research the cost would be approximately £10 per applicant who is verified

      (This cost could be reduced, however, by only verifying UF applicants)

· to operate a thorough verification service in countries served by agents,  non agent applicants would also need to be made the subject of this process. If it were possible to extend an agent based verification scheme to cover all  UF international applicants, the cost would be approximately  £8,000 

· If an agent were required to check non agent  applicants they will be provided with their contact details and there is the concern that the agent may persuade the applicant to use their services.  This has the potential of  costing the University 10%  fee commission or even of the agent persuading the  them to transfer to another university. 

· This procedure would be heavily dependent upon the level of trust in the agent

· There may be some resource implications for International Office staff when liaising with agents about the verification service as well as problem applications 

· It is known that other HEIs are using this procedure to verify some of their international applicants

3) Verification of All New Students Qualifications at the Point of Registration 

· At the point of registration (i.e. when a new student collects their ID card) they will be required to present their original certificate and/or final transcript

· These documents will be checked by staff from the relevant admissions office and only those whose documents are judged to be genuine will be permitted to collect their registration card and register with the University 

· As the checks are being carried out at the point of registration there will be no impact on the admissions process itself and therefore no risk of reducing conversion rates

· The verification process can be widely publicised and may therefore act as a deterrent to applicants considering using fraudulent documents when applying 

There are a number of concerns which need to be considered:

· Admissions staff, who will be carrying out the checks, may not have the necessary knowledge and skills initially, to identify and detect fraudulent qualifications

· If the qualifications  of all new students qualifications are to be thoroughly checked the registration process would be significantly slower.  The Student Records and Exams Office predict that this may mean having to extend registration from one to two days

· There would also be resource implications in regards to staff, equipment and the venue in which the registration is held

· There is potential for there to be a negative impact on the service provided to new students during their registration period 

· If it is suspected that an applicant has presented questionable qualifications further checks and research will need to be carried out.  This may delay the registration of a new student 

· A policy regarding the UKBA and the students visa will need to be put in place in circumstances where an applicant is identified as presenting fraudulent qualifications and not permitted to register with the University

· Could the fact that the University has sponsored a visa for a student who enters the UK, and is then subsequently identified (by the University) as having used fraudulent qualifications, be damaging for the University’s image?

4) Random Verification of All New Students Qualifications 
· Qualifications used in applications will be verified on a random basis 

· The verification process for applicants presenting qualifications from UK institutions will be similar to that proposed in option 1

· For applicants presenting international qualifications where possible the institution would be contacted directly. Where that is not possible agents will be used (as in option 3) to verify the qualifications

· The random verification of qualifications will be prominently publicised on the paper/on line application form as well as on relevant pages on the web and should therefore act as a deterrent to applicants considering using fraudulent qualifications

· As this will be done on a random basis (e.g. one in every 100 applications) the resource implications will be limited

· However, as the verification is carried out on a random basis it will be possible that applicants submitting fraudulent documents are not identified and permitted to register with the University 

Undergraduate Admissions
All Undergraduate applications are routed through UCAS (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service), which gives the University a higher level of assurance than for Postgraduate applications.

UCAS Verification Unit
The UCAS Verification Unit carry out work investigating qualifications provided by applicants, and where evidence is uncovered that one or more qualifications are fraudulent, the application is cancelled.  UCAS rely on staff highly experienced in identifying fraudulent qualifications, and by referrals from HEIs who identify applicants presenting fraudulent qualifications.  To date for the 2009 entry cycle, UCAS have cancelled 10 applications to Loughborough University from international applicants, with a further two under investigation.  Loughborough itself has cancelled one international application for presenting a fraudulent qualification.

The vast majority of undergraduate applications are from applicants who are yet to sit their qualifying exams.  Applicants are made conditional offers, and the exam results submitted to the University in one of several ways:

1. Direct to the University from UCAS under the ABL (Awarding Body Linkage) arrangement.  To date this covers:

· GCE A and AS levels

· SQA Advanced Highers and Highers

· BTEC National qualifications

· International Baccalaureate (can also be verified on-line with the IBO (International Baccalaureate Organisation))

· Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification

2. Sent direct to the University from the school or college.  Includes:

· Access to HE Diplomas

· European Baccalaureate

· Other non-standard UK qualifications

· International Foundation Course results from UK colleges

3. Copy of official result sent direct to the University by the applicant.  Includes:

· Other European qualifications (France, Germany, Spain, Italy, Sweden, Denmark, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Romania)

· Other non-standard UK qualifications

· Other international qualifications

In 1. and 2. above, the authenticity of the qualifications can be assured.  In 3. there can be some element of doubt, but as results submitted are on official awarding body or school/college headed paper, the risk is relatively low.  The main risk is with international qualifications submitted direct from the applicant where fraudulent qualifications are often hard to identify. 

In all cases applications are backed up by an academic reference in which the referee signs to confirm that they have verified the previous qualifications, and gives some indication of the applicant’s likely achievement in post-16 qualifications.

In a minority of cases applicants apply on the basis of qualifications already obtained, ie, are pre-qualified.  These separate into two categories:

1. Applicants who are applying through a recognised UCAS centre, and where the academic reference is supplied direct by the referee, who signs to verify the qualifications presented.

2. Applicants applying independently via UCAS on-line, and who provide a copied and pasted academic reference into the application.

In 1. above the risk of fraudulent qualifications is relatively low, as the referee confirms that the applicant has achieved the results listed on the application.  In 2. above the risk of fraudulent qualifications is relatively high, as the referee has no control over the content of the reference once it leaves his/her hands, and does not sign to say that the qualifications have been verified.

Recommendations
The following recommendations are made to reduce the risk of undergraduate applicants presenting fraudulent qualifications:

1.
For all pre-qualified applicants being made unconditional offers, official copies of exam results should be requested from the applicant before an offer is made. 

2.
In cases where the applicant has also provided the reference him/herself, very careful attention should be made to all aspects of the application, if necessary contacting the referee direct to seek verification of the reference.

3.
All English language qualifications provided by international applicants should be verified on-line with either IELTS or TOEFL , or if neither of these, should be provided by the applicant on headed paper from the Awarding Body.

4.
International qualifications submitted direct by the applicant should be scrutinised with extreme care, and if there is any element of doubt, the referee should be contacted direct to verify them.

5.
Results submitted direct by an applicant by letter, email, fax, web download  or telephone conversation should never be relied upon.  In all cases, confirmation of the result from the Awarding Body or UCAS should be obtained before a final decision is made.
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