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By Janet Hulstrand

EducatioN Abroad
Expanding horizons:  

opportunities and Challenges of Consortia

FFering a Wide arraY of education abroad opportunities can sometimes be a tall order 
for small higher education institutions or those with budget contraints—but it doesn’t have 
to be. Education abroad consortia fill the need of institutions who want to offer the most 
options for their students to study abroad but can’t do it solo.

Consortia offer institutions the opportunity to 
present both faculty and students with a rich and ro-
bust array of opportunities for international study and 
teaching in a time of shrinking budgets. They come 
in all shapes and sizes and are created for a variety 
of reasons and meet a variety of institutional needs. 
Some are large international organizations that of-
fer education abroad opportunities in particular 

disciplines—for example the Global Engineering Ed-
ucation Exchange (Global E3) and the TransAtlantic 
Science Student Exchange Program (TASSEP). Oth-
ers serve similar institutions (community colleges, 
small private liberal arts colleges, etc.), or are nation-
ally or regionally based. And some are put together to 
develop very specific “custom” programs in collabora-
tion with a few other schools.
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What they all have in common is strength 
in numbers. Consortia make it easier for 
institutions to provide their students and 
faculty with a wider variety of choice in study 
abroad programs, and a better chance at suc-
cess in developing and sustaining programs 
that might be difficult to maintain on their 
own. And they can offer particular advantag-
es for schools that face exceptional challenges 
due to limited resources.

That said, entering into a consortium 
agreement is not something to be done 
casually. Finding the right consortium, the 
one that will best meet your institutional 
needs, requires forethought and research. 
According to Daniela Ascarelli, assistant 
vice provost for international programs and 
director of study abroad at Drexel Univer-
sity, finding the right “fit” in a consortium 
is just as important as finding the right fit 
with bilateral agreement partners. “Some 
consortia have a membership fee, others 

don’t. Some have yearly conferences, oth-
ers don’t. Some have dedicated listservs and 
means for members to communicate with 
each other, others don’t. In each case, nei-
ther option is necessarily better: just be sure 
that you understand the needs of your office 
and what services the consortium provides 
before joining.”

“Membership in consortia has allowed us 
to increase our portfolio of offerings to our 
students and then, if interest warrants it, to 
pursue a bilateral agreement with specific 
institutions,” Ascarelli says. “Our first con-
sortium was with the Global Engineering 
Education Exchange (GE3), which opened the 
doors of some of the top global engineering 
and technical universities to our students; this 
allows us to have a solid network of like-mind-
ed engineering schools, both domestically and 
internationally, that we can collaborate with.” 
Drexel now also participates in the UAS7 con-
sortium, which has allowed them to explore 

study and co-op options for their students at 
seven schools of applied science in Germany.

Catherine Spaeth is director of the Office 
of Global Studies at St. Catherine University 
in St. Paul, and current board vice president 
of the Upper Midwest Association for Inter-
cultural Education (UMAIE), a consortium 
of private liberal arts colleges in the Upper 
Midwest that was created in 1964 and has 
operated continuously and successfully since 
then. St. Catherine joined the consortium in 
1969, and has been a member ever since. “St. 
Kate’s is a medium-sized institution with a 
small undergraduate population,” Spaeth says. 
“Membership in UMAIE allows our faculty 
to teach abroad in greater numbers than if we 
offered only our own courses to our own stu-
dents. They can teach a course in their field and 
be confident—as long as the topic appeals to 
all institutions in the consortium—that it will 
enroll students. Many faculty have also told me 
they enjoy teaching other types of students and 
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 www.usc.edu/langacad

•	 21	hours	of	instruction	per	week
•	 Small,	interactive	classes	taught on campus by highly          

qualified faculty members (Average class size: 14)
•	 14-week	fall & spring semesters;	6-week	summer sessions
•	 Seven	levels	of	instruction from beginning to advanced
•	 TOEFL	&	Business	English	tracks
•	 Full	access	to	USC	campus	facilities: libraries, computer 

labs, restaurants & cafés, gym, swimming pool, health centers
•	 Safe,	secure	campus	housing available year-round

The USC Language Academy is the Intensive English 
Program at the University of Southern California. 

Located in the heart of Los Angeles, the USC Language 
Academy offers high-quality, year-round English 

as a Second Language (ESL) instruction for 
academic, professional, and everyday use.

USCLanguage
Academy



having our own students mix with students 
from other institutions. It’s energizing.” She 
adds, “Belonging to UMAIE has been a great 
way to internationalize our faculty.” 

Challenges of Consortia
While the benefits for participating insti-
tutions can be enormous, William Swart, 
chair of the sociology department at Au-
gustana College in Sioux Falls, and current 
board president of UMAIE, is frank about the 
challenges inherent in belonging to a consor-
tium. “I often echo the statement made by 
one of our former college presidents, who 
said, ‘Collaboration between institutions of 
higher education is an unnatural act,’” he says, 
adding, “Seriously, there have been a number 
of challenges we’ve encountered, from differ-
ences in course proposal expectations and 
evaluation, to meeting the different needs of 
students on different campuses, to cross-in-
stitutional insurance and liability questions…
the list goes on and on. But,” he adds, “UMA-
IE is a self-governing consortium that relies 
on a collaborative board of directors to deal 
with these challenges, and in my experi-
ence, this board has maintained an ongoing 
commitment to offering the best short-term 
study abroad programs out there, and has 
handled these challenges from a perspective 
of shared commitment…It’s been a pleasure, 
not a nightmare, to work with them.” 

Starting with an initial 20 members, 
UMAIE currently has only seven, and would 
welcome new partners. What would constitute 
a good match? “This type of model absolutely 
requires flexibility, creative problem solving, 
and an intentional interest in participation,” 
Swart says. “Schools that are half-hearted 
about sharing control, authority, or admin-
istration of their study abroad courses have 
dropped out of our consortium over time…If 
you can’t or don’t want to ‘play well with others,’ 
this type of thing isn’t going to work for you.” 

Community Perks
In addition to greater opportunities for 
faculty and students, consortia can of-
fer benefits to the community at large. 
The Southwest Virginia Higher Education 

Center (SVHEC) is a state agency of the 
Commonwealth of Virginia located in the 
southwest corner of the state, in Appalachia. 
It was created by executive director Rachel 
Fowlkes and director of international pro-
grams George Hiller in 2003. “This area 
has low numbers of college graduates and 
an economy that has historically under-
performed the rest of Virginia,” Hiller says. 
“Initially, the focus of our program was to 
assist small businesses with export promo-
tion, and I still do some of that,” Hiller says. 
“However, it quickly became evident that 
there was a major need among the small 
two and four-year colleges in our region to 
expand international education programs.” 

Fowlkes and Hiller led the effort to 
develop a consortium of interested area 
community and liberal arts colleges, rang-
ing in size from 600 to about 3,000 students. 
In 2004 they applied for a U.S. Department 
of Education Business and International 
Education (BIE) grant under the Title VI 
program. “The thrust of our application was 
that individually, these small colleges did not 
have either the expertise or the critical mass 
to develop and manage an international 
education grant program. However, collec-
tively we could do this under the leadership 
of SVHEC,” Hiller explains.

SVHEC’s application for a BIE grant was 
approved, “and we became the first consor-
tium grantee in the history of the program.” 
They are now working on their third multi-
year BIE grant, which has been a great success. 
“Through the BIE grants, SVHEC was able to 
launch a series of short-term study abroad 
programs for students and faculty in far south-
west Virginia,” Hiller says. “Our first series of 
trips was to Mexico, the second to China, 
and the latest are to Germany. One of the key 
goals of these trips is to stress the importance 
of international trade to our economy in far 
southwest Virginia, and to highlight for the 
students the number of firms in our area who 
are seeking globally savvy employees.” 

Because the BIE program places an 
emphasis on capacity building at grantee in-
stitutions, all of the trips organized by SVHEC 
have included a mix of faculty and students 

Nuts aNd Bolts: 
How does It Work?

There is no “one-size-
fits-all” set of rules for 
operating consortia.  
Here are a few answers 
to the question, “Is there 
a required Memorandum 
of Understanding 
(MOU) in connection 
with your consortium 
arrangements?”

“ Yes, we have an MOU for both 
of our consortia. The MOU 
outlines the responsibilities of 
each institution and the student 
exchange balance that  
needs to be maintained.” 

— Daniela Ascarelli,  
Drexel University 
(Consortia: GE3 and UAS7)

“ All member schools pay a 
modest membership fee, agree 
to provide two members to the 
UMAIE Board of Directors (which 
meets twice a year), agree 
to allow and encourage their 
faculty to offer courses through 
the consortium, and have a 
registration process in place that 
allows their students to enroll 
in UMAIE programs…There are 
also membership guidelines, 
and policies that have been 
developed over the years as to 
how the consortium and the 
courses function.” 

— William Swart (Augustana 
College) and Catherine Spaeth 
(St. Catherine University) 
(Consortium: UMAIE)

“ We do not have an MOU in 
place with the schools in our 
consortium. There has really 
been no need for that kind 
of formal agreement in our 
particular program.” 

— George Hiller, director of 
international and internship 
programs, Southwest Virginia  
Higher Education Center
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from the region. They have also used fund-
ing for faculty development to explore the 
linkages between southwest Virginia and the 
global economy. In their current grant from 
the U.S. Department of Education, for ex-
ample, they have focused on the intersection 
of STEM and international business in their 
area. “Going forward, most STEM jobs in the 
U.S. will be internationally linked: joint ven-
tures, subsidiaries, licensees, etc.,” Hiller says. 
“So we think it’s very important that these 
different academic disciplines focus on com-
mon approaches to prepare their students to 
compete in a global economy.”

The international program at SVHEC has 
also helped promote the establishment of 
education abroad programs at the individual 
schools. “When we started the consortium 
there were no established programs in place,” 
Fowlkes says. Now two of the four schools 
have a dedicated education abroad program 
and director. “These developments may well 
have occurred on their own at some point,” 
she allows. “That said, I think our interna-
tional program has been a very important 

catalyst in the process. We have also aggres-
sively encouraged the administration at our 
partner schools to develop expanded inter-
national education goals.”

There many benefits to participation 
in a consortium, some less obvious than 
others. According to Spaeth, one of these 
is “the opportunity to put into practice 
on the academic and administrative levels 
what we preach to our students who are 
planning to study abroad: flexibility is nec-
essary; ambivalence will be around every 
corner; you must be prepared to interact 
with others whose values and priorities are 
different from yours. Our willingness to 
travel outside of our institutional comfort 
zones makes for a richer and more diverse 
experience for all of us,” she says. 

Of course, she adds, the most obvious of 
the benefits are also the most important ones: 
“increased study abroad opportunities—for 
our students and for our faculty.”   IE

JanEt Hulstrand is a writer, editor, 
and teacher based in Silver Spring, 
Maryland. She has created and taught 
literature courses for Queens College, 
CUNY in Paris, Florence, Hawaii, and 
Cuba, and has created and taught faculty 
and staff development workshops 
for education abroad programs at 
CUNY. Her most recent article for IE 
was “Developing Education Abroad at 
Community Colleges” in the September/
October 2011 issue. 

What should you look for in a consortium  
run by a third-party provider?

■■  Member schools with similar or compatible academic standards 

■■  Access to financial aid for your students

■■  A rigorous health and safety protocol

■■  Programs and course syllabi vetted by faculty 

■■  Providers with experience working around the world and access to programs 
around the world

■■  Dedicated student services personnel at all study abroad locations

■■  Extensive opportunity for students to immerse themselves in the culture of 
their host country so they don’t stay stuck in an “American bubble”

■■  Consistent review and analysis of performance each term and in each location

■■  What conditions ensure a harmonious and productive experience in a 
consortium?

■■  Your campus places a high priority on study abroad

■■  Your faculty support and are involved in study abroad

■■  Your campus accepts foreign university and third-party provider credit 

■■  Your financial aid travels with your students

■■  You have studied and vetted multiple study abroad programs and have issued 
a list of approved programs 

— Carol Jambor-Smith, associate vice president of institutional relations at IES Abroad
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reach students
from Bangladesh
with

www.TPNL.org
facebook.com/TPNL.bangladesh

all dreams are worth fulfilling

TPNL




