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Designing sound rules for documenting foreign study

arge and diverse as it is, the.

U.S. educational system

employs fairly standard
practices in compiling and main-
taining student records.

Those responsible for academ-
ic transcripts at high schools and
universities usually keep detailed
records for decades, and students
can request that official transcripts
be issued to third parties with lit-
tle difficulty.

Since 1974 when Congress en-
acted the Family Educational
Rights and Privacy Act, students
have a legal right of access to their
records while academic institu-
tions are restricted from disclos-
ing most student information
without written consent.

Thanks to the system’s unifor-
mity, admission officers expect ap-
plicants to submit official
transcripts from their high schools
and previous colleges as a matter
of routine.

They prefer the same kind of
documentation from applicants ed-
ucated outside the United States.
But in many countries, student
records are subject to different
practices and laws.

In the interest of fairness to all
applicants in a given admission
cycle, colleges seeking proper doc-
umentation should take into ac-
count what foreign applicants (and

their schools) can reasonably be
expected to provide within set
deadlines.

Among the more important con-
siderations that should inform
application policies for foreign-ed-
ucated students are the following:

B Deadlines: Unlike their U.S.-
educated counterparts who can get
transcripts virtually on demand,
applicants who must obtain tran-
scripts or other documents from
abroad often face delays lasting
from several weeks to several
months or more.

Once an admission office re-
ceives documents, there may be a
need for additional materials or
verification from the foreign insti-
tution, entailing further delays.

By setting earlier application
deadlines for international stu-
dents, colleges can be in better
position to have complete applica-
tion packages assembled by the
time decisions are made.

B Official sources/external
validation: Owing in part to long
traditions of local control over ed-
ucation, teaching institutions in the
United States are usually the offi-
cial source of all student records.

In other countries, however, of-
ficial records for such things as
nationally administered secondary
school examinations and degree
program exams are kept not by
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A “Statement of Marks” from Gujarat University in India detailing the
year-end results for the second year of a Bachelor of Science degree
program. The statement is an official document issued by the univer-
sity registry, and it contains the registrar’s signature stamp.

schools and teaching colleges, but
by larger, centralized administra-
tive bodies (e.g., national or re-
gional examination boards,
university registrars).

To avoid receiving the wrong
documents and the attendant fol-
low-up requests for additional ma-
terial, admission officers should
acquaint themselves with the ba-
sic sources of official documenta-
tion at both the secondary and
post-secondary levels and direct
students to the proper authorities.

B Terminology: When request-
ing documents from foreign appli-
cants, it’s helpful to be as specific
as possible.

In many cases, the applicant
will simply forward the request to
his or her teaching institution. Your
use of home-country conventions
can help avoid unnecessary delays
and work against the possibility of
receiving the wrong papers.

For example, a post-secondary
transcript is called a “transcript”
in many countries, but in others,
the relevant document is: a univer-
sity-issued “mark-sheet” (Bang-
ladesh, India, Pakistan); an
“indeks” (Poland); a prilozhenie k
dyplomu [addendum to the diplo-
ma] (Russia and other former So-
viet Republics); a “releve de notes”
(France); or a “Statement of Aca-
demic Record” (United Kingdom
and other Commonwealth coun-
tries).

M Translations: In several Eu-
ropean and Asian countries, col-
leges and universities can often
provide official transcripts in En-
glish when students inform the reg-
istrar that the documents are
intended for U.S. admission offic-
ers.

In other cases, foreign language
departments will (for a fee) pre-
pare a translation to accompany of-
ficial transcripts being sent to the
United States.

When such “official” transla-
tions cannot be provided, howev-
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er, admission officers must decide how to deal with
the foreign-language documents they do receive.

Most often it is advisable to obtain translations
“in-house” or to use local translation agencies while
seeking to preserve the confidential nature of the orig-
inal documents.

Sometimes applicants will submit third-party trans-
lations in lieu of foreign-language transcripts.

It should be understood, however, that such docu-
ments are no substitute for official academic records.

B Provisional documents: Admission decisions
are often made before applicants have graduated from
secondary school or degree programs.

Even when a student has completed a program or
passed a final exam, however, there can be a long
lapse before official certificates are issued by the rel-
evant awarding authorities.

In countries where the delay is several months or
more, teaching institutions can issue provisional doc-
uments certifying graduation or success in final ex-
aminations.

Such documents are accepted in the home coun-
tries for limited purposes, and U.S. admission offic-
ers can also use them to make provisional admission
decisions.

Continued registration in the United States can then
be made conditional on a student submitting the fi-
nal official document within a reasonable period of
time.

B Verification: Most U.S. academic institutions
define official transcripts as documents sent directly
from one institution to another, without passing
through the hands of students or other third parties.

Often, however, there are good reasons why stu-
dents may be in possession of certain important doc-
uments including graduation or examination
certificates and other records.

In some cases, documents are issued to students
only once, and they are advised by their home insti-
tutions to obtain copies notarized by state officials
for use by other parties.

In other instances, a U.S. institution may release a
foreign transcript in its files to a student seeking ad-
mission elsewhere because of time considerations.
The transcript in question may have taken several
months to arrive in the United States after the initial
request.

If, however, the document’s authenticity is ques-
tionable, then written verification should be sought
from the issuing institution. Except in cases where
document-tampering is obvious, the decision to seek
verification should follow a detailed review of the
transcript, including fact-checking against reference
sources (e.g., published directories, your own col-
lection of authentic sample documents) and consul-
tation with experienced colleagues.
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This is an official “Statement of Results” for a Higher
School Certificate examination taken in 1970. The
original certificate may have been lost or destroyed,
but the University of Cambridge Local Examinations
Syndicate in the United Kingdom keeps examina-
tion results on record and can issue them to colleg-
es and universities.

It’s helpful to keep track of the average correspon-
dence turnaround time for different countries, so you
can give applicants reasonable estimates of when the
verification process will be completed

Thanks to recent improvements in communication
technology, verification is less time-consuming than
ever. Policies designed in light of the above consid-
erations will help you serve the majority of your for-
eign-educated applicants while providing a context
in which you can gain useful experience and become
more knowledgeable about the documentation prac-
tices of different educational systems. The best-in-
formed policies will take account of cultural and
administrative variations between systems.

— Richard Kearney




