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Abstract
In the globalization era, higher education has become a cross-border arena for universities to compete and also to collaborate. This paper investigates transnational joint-programs as a phenomenon of university collaboration in this global setting, with a focus on the case of a developing country like Vietnam. The paper first reviews globalization and transnational higher education as one of its inevitable trends reflected in international agendas and guidelines. It also lays out good practices from Australia and different Asian countries as the framework of case study analysis. Next, from the perspective of both quality assurance manager/policy makers and transnational programs teacher participants, the authors seek to investigate joint-programs in Vietnamese universities as a case study by elucidating its recent developments and critically reflecting upon major quality assurance issues pertaining to decision-making, partner selection and curriculum. Finally, suggestions of solutions to these issues are made based on the aforementioned framework of effective institutional collaboration in transnational tertiary education. This paper would offer both theoretical and practical views of transnational joint-programs to inform university managers and policy makers in the enhancement of international collaboration in Vietnamese higher education. It also hopes to contribute to a more pluralistic perspective of this international practice to the current research field.
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Introduction
Background
Together with the economic spirit of the globalisation era, education has been given a fundamental place in the international trade place. Attributing to this universal phenomenon is not only the traditional role of education as knowledge generator, which is increasingly important in the current knowledge-based economy, but also its role as revenue generator - acknowledged by governments as a significant service sector in the economy Shin & Harman, 2009()
. Regarded as a direct result of globalisation, the latter role of education is well manifested in the education commercialisation trend that now can be observed in the academic mobility taking place in almost every country Gezgin, 2009()
. The increase in volumes of student mobility in education-exporting countries, program mobility in local partner institutions and institution mobility in the form of opening campuses abroad have all been deemed important traits of cross-border higher education, and accordingly, of internationally educational trade. 
Recently, the global flow of academic mobility has been increasingly facilitated at international and national level. According to Altbach and Knight 2007()
, there have been a number of inter-governmental initiatives such as the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) advocated by the World Trade Organization (WTO) to promote international free trade in service sectors, including education. This, in turn, will pave the way for education to be exported to a larger scale and via a greater variety of forms, such as distance education, franchising courses or degrees, off-shore campuses and joint-programs. 
In addition, as the institutional competitive edge is now essentially embodied in internationalisation context, cooperation and collaboration with overseas partners are regarded a priority in institutions’ strategic plans and visions Shin & Harman, 2009()
. As presented in previous research 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Altbach & Knight, 2007; Deem, Mok, & Lucas, 2008; Ziguras, 2003)
, this partnership could be characterized by two main patterns. First, there is a relatively distinct identification of the providers and buyers of trans-national higher education. Service providers are normally from developed countries – especially English-speaking ones, and “buying” countries are developing nations in the Asian and Latin American regions Altbach & Knight, 2007, p. 294()
. However, noticeably, although the providers could be the elite such as top European and American universities, who have sent off-shore campuses to Singapore and Quatar, among them exist many of lower ranked or less reputable institutions. These are interested in the population who are not qualified enough for higher education but want to continue their study at almost any cost, which also makes the biggest share of the market Altbach & Knight, 2007, p. 294()
. In tandem with this increase in both the supply and demand, transnational higher education via joint-programs has mushroomed globally. Several cases in point are the ‘giant leap’ in the number of joint-programs in China, as the ‘buying’ country 
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(Altbach & Knight, 2007; W Fang, 2011; Huang, 2003a; Yang, 2008)
, with English-speaking countries, especially Australia and the US Gezgin, 2009()
, and the global/ regional expansion of such education providers as Australian and Singaporean universities in the Asia-Pacific region, or Laureate (formerly Sylvan Learning Systems) and the Apollo Group (the founder of the University of Phoenix, the largest private university in the US at present) at the global level Altbach & Knight, 2007()
. 
The second remarkable feature of the transnational partnership in education is that it is now mainly profit-driven and blended with privatisation. In fact, via a joint-program with a local institution, an overseas partner can operate as a private revenue-oriented enterprise for its shareholders to earn profits Altbach & Knight, 2007(; Deem, et al., 2008)
. To a certain extreme, as cited in Ziguras 2003, p. 30()
, within the GATS framework, education can be seen
“[…] purely as a commercial, tradable commodity. There is no recognition of its role as a means of nation-building; a local storehouse of knowledge; the vehicle to transmit culture and language; the prerequisite for a vibrant democracy and a contest of ideas; a source of innovation and change; or a desirable activity per se. (Kelsey, 1999)”

It is the commercialization and privatization that put joint-programs at such a controversial status because of the potential problems related to quality of education and social equality in education 
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(Altbach & Knight, 2007; Gezgin, 2009; Pham, 2010; Shin & Harman, 2009; Ziguras, 2003)
. Quality issues, remarkably, are among the concerns related to joint-programs and other types of transnational higher education discussed in the growing body of pertinent literature conducted in ‘buying’ countries Yang, 2008()
. In a specific ‘buying’ country like Vietnam, the elaboration on specific problems and corresponding solutions with a comparative perspective has been quite limited, compared to the unprecedented growth in the number of joint-programs and also the complexity of related issues Pham, 2012()

Purpose and scope

This paper seeks to discuss current issues that have developed from the commercialization of transnational higher education (TNHE) in a buying country. Specifically, it aims to provide a descriptive analysis of education commercialization via joint-programs between local and overseas universities in a developing country like Vietnam. It will also investigate in-depth the quality assurance and regulation aspects of joint-programs under the impact of commercialization on overseas providers, the local institutions and the local government to suggest solutions accordingly. The scope of this paper will be narrowed down to institutional and program mobility with an exclusion of franchising, distance learning and online learning as these require further investigation into governing issues.
Vietnam is chosen for this case study since the problems it is now facing regarding the regulation scheme of joint-programs and quality assurance are also common to other developing countries. Moreover, despite quite a lot public concerns over the quality of joint-programs in Vietnam, investigation into the current issues and possible solutions to these problems are still limited. This paper, therefore, could contribute an insight into this under-researched topic and later be used a source of reference for related institutions and authority bodies.
The paper first reviews globalization and TNHE as one of its inevitable trends reflected in international agendas and guidelines. It also lays out good practices from Australia and different Asian countries as the framework of case study analysis. Next, from the perspective of both quality assurance manager/policy makers and transnational programs teacher participants, the authors seek to investigate joint-programs in Vietnamese universities as a case study by elucidating its recent developments and critically reflecting upon major quality assurance issues pertaining to decision-making, partner selection and curriculum. Finally, suggestions of solutions to these issues are made based on the aforementioned framework of effective institutional collaboration in TNHE.
Field of knowledge
An ambivalence of internationalized education concepts
Commonly related terms to the internationalization process in higher education including trans-national, cross-border, offshore and overseas have been assigned different semantic values in various cultural, academic or political context, which can at times be perplexing to users. Field 2009, p. 3()
 claims overseas education to be more limited to Asia since many learners in other land-surrounded regions do not need to cross oceans to receive foreign schooling. He, however, has been inconsistent in seeing across-border and cross-border as more suitable terms, pointing out that they are not confined to “physical movement” thanks to such technological advancements as e-learning. Accordingly, students can still be overseas without actually traversing. Still, the term overseas education is not going to be used in this case study as it may be ambiguous to address the joint-programs delivered in the receiving countries. Similarly, such umbrella terms as collaborative international provision, franchised provision or distance learning used in most UK universities Doorbar & Bateman, 2008, pp. 14-15()
 may not truly cover the commercialization trend which will be discussed in the later part of the paper and which confuse readers with other forms of nationally-restricted distance learning. Offshoring, the process of making education accessible to a foreign partner, meanwhile, is specified as transnational or cross-border in the education sector to refer to an education delivered to students by an institution located in other than their home country McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007, p. 1()
. Either the term transnational or cross-border higher education 
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(Huang, 2003a; Pyvis, 2011; Soontiens & Pedigo, 2013; Varghese, 2009; Yang, 2008; Ziguras, 2003; Ziguras & McBurnie, 2008)
 will be in use in this case study since they both cover a wide range of aspects in the exported education from public to private, profit-based to non-profit-based providers and entail various delivery modes from direct to distance learning.

Joint-programs as a TNHE mode

Four different modes of transnational education trading was issued by WTO in 1995 together with set of rules governing international trade in services, including educational activities Knight, 2006b(; Varghese, 2009)
. The four TNHE modes are summarized as follows:

Table 1. Modes of supply for the delivery of educational services in cross-border trade 

	Supply modes
	Types of arrangement
	Examples
	Market potential

	Mode 1

Cross-border education
	A service crosses the border while the consumers still remain inland.
	distance education, e-learning, virtual universities
	currently small market; seen to have great potential in technological age

	Mode 2

Consumption abroad
	There is physical movement of customers across border.
	students studying a part or whole of their course in a foreign country in a fulltime, exchange or joint degree program
	currently the largest share of global market

	Mode 3

Commercial presence
	There is a commercial presence of the provider in a foreign country to render service.
	local branch, satellite campuses, twinning partnerships, franchising arrangements
	strong potential for future growth



	Mode 4

Presence of natural persons
	People travel to another country on a temporary basis to provide the service.
	professors, teachers, researchers working abroad
	potentially a strong market, emphasizing mobility of professionals


Of the four forms of TNHE, joint programs are dominant in TNHE and are also receiving greater interest for future growth Doorbar & Bateman, 2008()
. The term ‘joint programs’ used to be confined to an educational cooperation between two departments in the same institution or two universities in one country. In the globalized context, the term has been extended to collaborative programs with partially or fully off-shored curriculum, teachers and administrative staff between one local and another foreign institution Huang, 2009()
 both awarding credits. Joint programs will be the main point of discuss in the next part since they are also the primary cross-border educational activities in the country taken into account in the case study. 
Trends in TNHE
Cross-border flows in higher education have evolved in different forms in line with today’s globalization era. According to McBurnie and Ziguras 2007()
, TNHE develops through four stages. 
Initially, rapidly increasing demands for educational services exceed domestic institutions’ capacity, leading to an increasing number of students choosing to study abroad. Singapore and Hong Kong in the 1980s and Vietnam and China in the early 2000s are among typical examples. In the next stage, domestic providers initiate in partnership with reputed foreign institutions to offer affordable educational options and accordingly limit the outward orientation of student mobility. Malaysian private institutions providing Australian academic programs are identifiable of this trend. The third stage witnesses a maturity in local market with more focus on local providers’ quality and capacity development alongside other foreign-produced course availability. In the final stage, institutions in developing countries boost their export capacity by attracting students from neighbouring regions. Many Australian university campuses in Malaysia have been established for this purpose. 
Presently, offshoring in higher education is becoming increasingly popular, reflecting the current images and trends of higher education growth. Around the globe, changes in student mobility are already underway with a growing number of institutions in higher education sector building partnerships with foreign universities, offering education online, and establishing branch campuses abroad, all of which is changing the structure and relationships that conventionally existed in higher education where students migrate overseas to study Kritz, 2006()
. Data from international education conferences Daniel, Kanwar, & Uvalié-Trumbié, 2009


(see  ADDIN EN.CITE ; Garret & Verbik, 2003; IDP Eudcation Australia, 2000)
 have provided an overview of the growing size and proportion of cross-border program enrolments. International students enrolled in nearly 1,000 Australian offshore programs, for example, were reported to account for 34% of the year 2004’s total intake into Australian institutions Daniel, et al., 2009()
. According to Garret and Verbik 2003()
, approximately one-fourth of Hong Kong students and a third of Singaporean students at tertiary levels are enrolled in foreign institutions’ campuses within Hong Kong’s and Singapore’s borders. Similar growth of TNHE has been observed in China 
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(Wenhong Fang, 2012; Huang, 2003b; Yang, 2008)
 and Vietnam Dang, 2011(; Pham, 2012)
.
Drivers and commercialization in TNHE
Transnational education in tertiary sector has increasingly been driven as a commodity in the global market with different benefits to involved stakeholders. According to Soontiens and Pedigo 2013()
, this industry where universities function as producers and students as consumers is indicative through a tough competition of ‘pricing and brand exposure’ p. 42()
. 
On the side of producers, providing offshore programs is originally motivated by revenues, especially when there are ongoing funding reductions from the government and when there is more chance for expansion overseas. The establishment of Monash University Campus in South Africa or RMIT campus in Vietnam is claimed to be ‘selling’ in this nature Soontiens & Pedigo, 2013, p. 42()
. The global market for educational exporting activities has been reported to exceed $27 billion a year and specifically exporting activities to Asia (excluding China) are expected to affect around half a million students Nix, 2009()
. Presently, besides income generation purposes, there is an aim for a ‘world-class’ profile and ‘brand-building’ among exporters engaged in offshoring their educational services, which will, in turn, bring them more knowledge allocation, financial benefits, faculty autonomy and student development Field, 2009()
. 
On the side of students in receiving countries, technological advancements have allowed students to get international qualifications without actually travelling Knight, 2006a(; McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007)
 and, in the meantime, ease their tuition fees and overseas expenditure. Developing countries, which are in most cases the importing bodies, can take the internalization in higher education as a means to improve their educational capacity via keeping in touch with the most advanced education systems worldwide and therefore, boosting their process of human resources building and economic development McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007()
. To achieve greater advantages from cross-border programs, several countries have been seeking to remove types of barriers applied to education sector Knight, 2006b()
. In some illustrated examples by McBurnie and Ziguras 2007()
, China aims at removing nationality conditions for foreigner directors and executives; Egypt, India and Thailand at removing ownership limits on joint ventures; Turkey at crossing off conditions that foreign teachers can only be in charge of non-national students; and Greece wants to remove limitations on degree granting. At the same time, developed nations recognising a promising source of qualified staff from overseas students, have made major changes to visa requirements in order to attract or keep graduates with international qualifications Varghese, 2009()
, facilitating greater interest in a global education involvement.
What can be of concerns is that commercialization, as a drive of TNHE practices, has entailed the ‘commodification of knowledge and commercialization of learning’ Zeleza, 2012, p. 2()
 in certain negative manner. According Hallak and Poisson 2005 as cited in Zeleza, 2012, p. 2()
, internationalization, especially the Internet, has increased the instances of academic fraud while organizations in authority struggle to regulate TNHE services which are not subject to existing quality-assurance frameworks. Yang 2008()
 also argues that the increasing volume of revenue-generating services can accompany ‘soft marking’ or ‘grade inflation’ p. 281()
 so that institutions and academics can attract more customers. In addition to this, international and commercialized accreditation agencies that mushroom in response to the need for certification and accreditation of mass-producers have posed new threats and risks to the TNHE market Zeleza, 2012()
. Certainly, this decline in academic quality and the shift away from the ‘traditional’ norms of measuring institutional excellence need to be redressed to ensure the rights of related parties involved.
Guidelines for TNHE good practices

Since demands for cross-border education continue to rise while many importing countries still lack an efficient operation and management mechanism, there comes an urging need for shared reference frameworks or guidelines. UNESCO and OECD produce ‘Guidelines on Quality Provision in Cross-Border Education’, ‘Toolkit on Regulating Quality Assurance in Cross-Border Education’ and ‘Guidelines for Transnational Tertiary Education Providers’. Noticeably, these guidelines focus on the responsibilities of entities involved in TNHE activities Ziguras, 2007()
 to ensure a comparable quality norm between providers and partners, regular assessments by an efficient evaluation system, and proper and accurate guidance to partners in accordance with governmental accreditation requirements UNESCO/OECD, 2005()
. 
Still, as education is functioning as a tradable commodity in a merchandised market, the most frequently referred-to guideline is the GATS. This was issued by WTO in 1995 as a set of rules governing international trade in services, including educational activities, and specifies non-discriminated trading partnership in four different modes of supply Knight, 2006b(; Varghese, 2009)
. Of the four, modes 2 and 3 are the most popular, considered to be easy to start, operate and encourage greater institutional mobility Varghese, 2009()
.
As a major supplier of TNHE, Australia has generated a model of efficient practices in cross-border educational activities drawn upon the achievements of many Australian institutions, including Monash, Queensland, La Trobe, Curtin and RMIT, who have claimed to achieve certain successes with more international reputation, larger number of enrolled offshore students, and higher quality provision of programs Hacket & Nowak, 1999(; IDP Eudcation Australia, 2000)
. These following aspects are summarized based on the good TNHE practices modelled by these universities and the models from IDP Education Australia:
Table 2. Good practices of TNHE modelled in Australia
	Practices
	Requirements
	Actions to be taken

	Decision-making practice
	availability of resources; inter-department collaboration in international affairs
	· grouping departments into multi-course schools

· proposals for offshored programs strictly following guidelines in the university’s development framework and considering the university’s whole interests and images

· setting up a central council to decide detailed business plan, academic priority strategies, government priorities, requirements from the host country

· submitting courses for approval through an Offshore Quality Assurance Committee

	Quality assurance 
	quality delivered offshore equal to that in the home branch and satisfying the whole program’s aims
	· demonstrating entry requirements to be equivalent, students’ language levels to be satisfied, course contents approved by the provider’s committee

· having a quality assurance scheme to regularly assess and evaluate outcomes

	Partner selection
	choosing and maintaining a good partnership
	· setting up the university’s own reputation through a detailed list of partner selection principles (i.e. a partner should promote the university’s image, bring the best financial benefits, maintain feasibility and financial stability, match the university’s overall plan)

· all of the partner’s details, collaborative schedule, academic quality assurance and business plan to be assessed before settling on the final agreement

	Learning and teaching strategies
	shifting from local views of campuses and courses to an international approach of a “borderless” university model
	· being strategic in curriculum adaptation with key principles while still maintaining the already approved content, materials and structures

· strictly ensure offshore graduates to meet agreed-upon criteria regardless of means/locations of course delivery


This framework of TNHE good practices taps upon specifically key issues related to the quality of TNHE activities, including joint-programs, that have been pointed out in the ‘buying’ countries of TNHE H. Pham, 2012(; Yang, 2008)
. In addition, Vietnam’s experience of TNHE has been influenced significantly by Australia as the largest foreign higher education providers to Vietnam by far Dang, 2011()
, the upcoming discussion of the issues and solutions pertinent to joint-programs in Vietnam will adopt this framework. It should be noted that good practices recommended by Australia are among various models available, which could not be covered within the limited scope of the current paper. However, some successful examples from other developing countries will be later employed to provide a more thorough analysis. 

Case study: Joint-programs in Vietnam
An overview
Since the Doi Moi (Reform) in the mid-1980s, Vietnam’s open-door policy and laisser-faire oriented economy have paved the way for the blossom of internationalization and privatization in higher education sector, especially evidenced in mushrooming joint-programs nationwide. To accommodate growing demands at individual, institutional and national levels, this TNHE practice has become increasingly diverse in forms, providers, disciplines, curriculums or even fee types. Technically, if the Vietnamese equivalent of international joint-programs - ‘chuong trinh dao tao lien ket quoc te’ - is typed in Google, hundreds of searching results, showing how many programs are advertised by Vietnamese institutions and how overhyped they are in press, would sketch out part of the joint-program boom in Vietnam at the moment. According to Altbach and Knight 2007()
, the list of joint-programs binding a Vietnamese university with an overseas partner is no longer confined to just several American or Australian providers. Rather, it has been extended to a number of hundreds and is now expanding to include many neighbouring Asian or European institutions as well. A case in point is a member university of Vietnam National University - Hanoi, which a decade ago did not offer any courses binding with foreign partners, now has opened eight joint-degree programs with eight different foreign universities from the US, France, China and Thailand 
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(University of Languages and International Studies-Vietnam National University Hanoi, 2010)
. Different institutions are also offering different delivery modes; either students studying fulltime in Vietnam or undertaking part of their academic courses overseas to get a joint degree; classes are in charge of totally or partially by foreign instructors or, in several cases, by all Vietnamese teachers; different credit points leading to fee types ranging from 1,000 to 7,000 USD a year Thanh, 2008()
.
Joint-programs in Vietnam are mostly seen to be beneficial to key stakeholders. According to Professor Nguyen Xuan Vang, Director General of Department of Vietnam International Education Development, Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) VOV2, 2011()
, fostering the operation of joint-programs can help prevent brain drain and currency outflow as well as develop a quality human resource for the nation. For institutions, researchers and academics, joint-programs are considered short cuts to international innovations and standards in terms of management, staff, facilities, curriculums and qualifications, as remarked by Professor Vu Minh Giang, Vice Director of Vietnam National University – Hanoi Vietnam National University - Hanoi, 2010()
. This type of partnership with a wide range of affordable and quality options has also enabled many Vietnamese students to benefit from international knowledge and practice VOV2, 2011()
. However, when income generation is among increasingly tempting or even prioritized incentives for the expansion in sizes and numbers of joint-programs, certain quality aspects have been left in questions, raising concerns among related parties.
According to previous comparative education studies, Vietnam’s TNHE in general is characterized with the ‘import-oriented’ approach and ‘incorporated/domestic-oriented’ group of foreign higher education providers Huang, 2009, p. 246()
. By being import-oriented, Huang refers to the dominant tendency to adopt the ‘whole package’ Western programs and standards in countries like Vietnam or Indonesia. Huang also observes that TNHE in Vietnam is regarded as a pivotal contributor to the local socio-economic advancement and an essential and official component of the education system which is closely regulated by Vietnamese legislative authorities Hong, 2010()
. At present, as a WTO and GATS member, Vietnam has allowed all the four GATS international service modes in education and built a basic regulation framework for both non-profit and for-profit education services Pham, 2007()
. Indeed, Vietnam is not as liberalized as the United States, Hong Kong or New Zealand, but compared with Singapore or Malaysia, who have not officially joined GATS, Vietnam has really set a foot in the TNHE free trade arena. However, the next reflection on Vietnam’s TNHE regulation regime of joint-programs based on the UNESCO’s guidelines for transnational tertiary education providers and the model practice from Australia discussed earlier would reveal a number of uncertainties about the effectiveness of Vietnamese regulation system.
Issues in Vietnam’s current regulation of joint-programs 
In accordance to UNESCO’s guidelines for transnational tertiary education providers and Australia’s model framework, Vietnam’s regulation of joint-programs would be analyzed and evaluated based on four criteria: decision making, quality assurance, partner selection, and teaching and learning strategy.
Decision making

There exists a dilemma in the decision-making process in Vietnam’s TNHE practices. On the one hand, because of power centralisation in certain governmental bodies like MOET, the right of making decision belongs to such organisations, not the local institutions. Although in several reform inititatives since 1990s, MOET articulates to give more autonomy to institutions, many activities ranging from development pathways, budgeting, staff recruitment, the opening of courses, curriculums to enrolment quotas are still dependent on MOET’s allocation mechanism. According to Associate Professor Le Quang Minh, Vice President of Vietnam National University – Ho Chi Minh City, the current autonomy in Vietnamese institutions are hierarchically grouped into four levels Le, 2011()
, characterizing a very small number of institutions enjoying high level of decision-making and leaving the rest with multi-layered levels of control.
Table 3. Four levels of autonomy at Vietnamese institutions
	2 national universities
	Prime Minister
	highest

	3 regional and 14 key universities 
	MOET
	high

	More than other 100 universities
	MOET + line ministry
	

	Provincial universities
	MOET + line ministry + provincial authority
	


Referring back to the issue of partnership with foreign providers, not a small number of universities are not yet in a position to decide their own internal issues but place their hope on the state-oriented regime instead. Establishing a joint-program can also be challenging since accreditation issues are involved and governmental approval is required at most stages of implementation Kritz, 2006()
. Valley and Wilkinson 2008()
 also argues that this may not be suitable for parnership with highly decentralized education systems such as the U.S. where individual universities are the primary actors and governmental roles being limited.
The contradiction is, despite claiming high levels of authority, top organizations have not properly assumed certain responsibilities relating to joint-program operation. This is evidenced in a considerable number of joint-programs that are running throughout the country but still unknown to the government. In fact, since becoming a member of WTO, Vietnamese universities have cooperated with overseas institutions to operate over 200 joint programs, but only 15% of which were are under the legal regulations (MOET, 2009). In other words, in practice, it is almost the case that the institutions, or even the foreign providers, decide to open this or that program, not the government. 
Quality assurance
This should be the most problematic issue in the way Vietnam monitors the operation of joint-programs. First, the quality of imported programs has been reported to be lower than the programs themselves in the home branch. A most visible example is that entry requirements are often more lenient compared to the intensity experienced in races into universities overseas. Candidates are reported to only need to achieve a ‘pass mark’ in the high school graduation exam; those who do not meet the language requirement are often admitted first and then allowed for up to a year of language foundation preparation Thanh, 2008()
. All these phenomena are partly due to the providers’ attempt to minimize the costs in teaching staff and facilities, the local universities’ insufficient infrastructure to meet the partners’ requirements or their lenience in demanding their foreign partners to provide the similar standards, and last but not least the insufficient control from the government. 
Next, an official and independent quality assurance framework established by either the government or the universities to provide frequent assessment and evaluation of the running programs or their outcomes is still missing in Vietnam at the moment. This problem, again, is partly attributed to Vietnamese institutions’ lack of autonomy that causes them to be dependent on the upper administrative power and has gradually deprived them of the capacity to self-evaluate or evaluate their partners. In addition, even authority bodies like MOET have not actually run an efficient and thorough monitoring scheme. The absence of internal quality assurance organisations possibly results in a total dependence on external bodies; however, this actually creates a loophole for unqualified providers who bought recognition from ‘accreditation mills’ Altbach & Knight, 2007()
 to leak into Vietnamese higher education market. Indeed, this dilemma in fact has clouded the reality of joint-programs’ quality in Vietnam, yet it is obvious that there is little guarantee that Vietnamese customers can be protected from the low-quality joint programs.
Partner selection
Although Vietnam’s open door policy and GATS membership have made the country an attractive destination for cross-border partnerships, low quality universities are making their way to penetrate into this market or ironically, in most cases, it is up to foreign providers to choose Vietnam as a receiving country. Vietnam National University – Hanoi is among few institutions that claim to have stringent procedures for selecting partners and to aim at reputable providers for all joint-programs which are currently running throughout its member universities Vietnam National University - Hanoi, 2010()
. However, MOET’s inspection of 20 programs among these reveals that noticeably 16 foreign partners do not have a verification of their legal person status The Government Inspectorate of Vietnam, 2013()
. As argued by representatives from Department of Higher Education, MOET, local institutions tend to establish education and training relationship with an accredited provider, yet the term ‘accreditation’ itself should not always be equated with the credibility or reputation of the exporter Thanh, 2008()
. Some foreign partners that Hanoi University of Technology (a member of Vietnam National University – Hanoi) prides itself on mentioning the names of, for example, are remarked by Vietnam Education Foundation specialists as not being well known in the field of their expertise.
Attributing the selection of low quality partners are two major reasons. First, the current regulation system in Vietnam up to now is not really effective in providing specific and transparent guidelines for the local institutions to be based on when choosing partners. In principle, there should be a watchdog agency to ensure that only prestigious providers can provide educational services. Although MOET is working towards establishing this type of agencies plus producing a detailed regulation on partner selection for joint-programs, its effort has been in an untimely manner to catch up with fast changing TNHE practices Thanh, 2008()
. Secondly, due to the high demand for international degrees and the profit-driven motives of a number of domestic universities, unaccredited partners are often the ones to occupy the biggest shares of the market. Partnering with a reputed university entails covering high costs and meeting other strict demands, which is already discouraging to Vietnamese universities. On the side of local buyers, many among these are not even eligible or authorized to run joint-programs but are simply businesses that function in the forms of overseas study consulting companies, language schools or social organizations Thanh, 2008()
. 
Whatever types of partners that local institutions are aiming at, a message to come through is that short-term benefits can sacrifice long-term ones with inevitable consequences that any buyers can envision. There exists a possibility that many curricula may not really be adapted to the social, cultural and economic context in Vietnam for the convenience of the foreign providers and for the benefits of students. In addition to this, Vietnamese institutions may risk losing more valuable partners in the future who often decide to offer courses on the basis of the buyers’ partnership history. From the perspective of a inspectorate of TNHE activities, Ms. Tran Thi Ha from Department of Higher Education, MOET, confirms that reputed institutions may refuse to cooperate with universities that already partnered with unaccredited providers in the past to avoid being considered to be in the same rank Thanh, 2008()
.
Teaching and learning strategies
Arising in line with the expansion of joint-programs around the globe is a rising concern for the appropriateness of exported content and pedagogy in the context of ‘buying’ countries. By principle, joint-programs achieve their ultimate outcomes once materials and learning resources are culturally adapted to suit where courses are delivered. In practice, however, there exists a tendency to support a ‘global template’ without reference to local characters or “local perspective is over-shadowed by the dominant, hegemonic global perspective” Yang, 2008, p. 283()
. According to Ziguras and Fazal 2001()
, students benefit from globalized curriculums as they share similar educational experience with peers worldwide, yet the risk of ‘abstracting’ the curriculums from real-life contexts emerge and threaten to disassociate learners from their cultural origins Ziguras & Fazal, 2001, p. 154()
. When there is a mismatch between the content and pedagogy, and students’ attributes, expectation and demands as in cases reported in China, joint-programs may not fully allow students to identify the real needs of their local societies and setting up suitable agendas targets accordingly Yang, 2008, p. 282()
. More seriously, as agencies selling education try to impose a single standard everywhere, such an approach towards teaching and learning can
“[…] reinforce the perception that real or proper knowledge is only produced by particular countries in a particular way, and warns us that the Western educational system and structures continue to define education for the rest of the world.” Goodman, 1984, as cited in Yang, 2008, p. 284()

In addition to those risks, switching to a new set of teaching and learning strategies in TNHE partnership is often challenging to key stakeholders in Vietnam. Though it is undeniable that many joint-programs provide good practices of teaching and learning for the system in Vietnam to learn from, there are still reports about unsuitable or low-quality courses content and delivery. Especially, the participation of foreign teaching staff sometimes is only for advertisement or low under the expectation of the students who pay for a very high tuition to enjoy an international learning environment and standard. Second, and what seems to be the most worrisome of the raised concerns, is students’ inactiveness during the learning process. The vast majority of Vietnamese students are accustomed to being told what to do by teachers. They expect teachers to explain lessons to them, sometimes reciting parts of the lessons so they can take notes. Because they are so used to passive ways of acquiring knowledge, when students are suddenly given the chance to organise their own learning and to choose their own learning routes, they are at a loss. Third, lecturers may be unwilling to adapt to the credit system and opposed to the idea of being challenged by students in class. It should be noted that as part of the Confucianism influence, teachers in Vietnam, in general, consider it a loss of face if they are cannot provide satisfactory answers to their students’ questions. Finally, there is a serious lack of experienced course advisors who know enough about their own fields as well as others available in their institutions and even in different institutions to guide students’ learning.
Discussion
From the discussion on the four aspects of joint-program operation in Vietnam above, it stands out that compromises in quality are visible and in many cases are the direct result of economically motivated desires and existing legal loopholes. 
Commercialization in TNHE activities

Commercialization has driven TNHE activities to take many representations, among which are disguises for profit-driven purposes. 
First, many entities and foreign providers who are not licenced or authorized to participate in joint-program partnership are still intentionally and illegally calling for academic enrolment. These operate in a way that the Vietnamese side takes care of advertising for enrolment and organizing training activities while the partner exports whole-package curriculums and issues qualifications. What worries regulating bodies is that the domestic entities (in most cases, a study overseas consultant company, a language school or a social organization), which are not under the direct control of MOET and often find ways not to report the programs they are running, are starting to use fake certification (even those bearing MOET’s accreditation) to attract more students. The International Cooperation Center (Vietnam Association for Promoting Education), for instance, has been working jointly with Columbia Southern University to confer degrees to hundreds of students via their joint programs whose legal basis is MOET’s guidelines for TNHE practices that is already dated in 2002 and no longer valid for use Thanh, 2010()
. The consequence is, besides depriving students of time and financial investments in exchange for some qualifications of no recognition, these joint-programs are corrupting the whole country’s pathway towards quality education.
Secondly, for institutions that are already licensed to operate joint-programs, there is a tendency to exceed the number of courses and students that they are allowed for intake. Enrolment quotas are assigned to institutions by MOET based on a calculation of teacher-student ratio and other criteria. In practice, admissions may exceed by a hundred or more students, and in several cases, the number of students enrolled in joint-programs accounts for 20% of the university’s total intake in an academic year Thanh, 2008()
. Some simple calculations that follow can account for Vietnamese institutions’ interest in affiliating with a foreign provider even though this may be beyond their capacity. For a business course that is jointly provided by Help University (Malaysia), International School (Vietnam National University – Hanoi) and Institute of Economics and Finance IEFS (Ho Chi Minh City), each student must cover a tuition fee of 11,000 USD. This amount will be divided among the partners: 46% for Help University, 27% for International School, 3% for Vietnam National University – Hanoi and the remaining 24% for IEFS. Accordingly, for each student, Vietnam National University earns 330 USD; and International School and IEFS make a profit of 50% after staff, translators and facilities costing Thanh, 2010()
. The mass opening of courses in addition to the already approved ones is inevitably exerting greater pressure on academics and facilities, especially when joint-programs require a prioritized allocation of qualified staff and teaching and learning resources.
When institutions are not able to offer quality joint-programs but still wish to benefit from revenue-raising opportunities, joint-degree courses are then conducted in a manner where transparent policies and procedures are missing. There is often a lack of different channels of communication and students are not provided with complete and accurate information to make informed and rational choices. Common promises from providers are that students can get an international qualification with the same standard as in the home branch. Yet, it turns out that the quality of the service students receive does not match what they have been paying high for. Students and families can also easily fall into a trap where neither the Vietnamese side nor its affiliate member is licensed to operate its courses, so they end up with qualifications that are neither valid in Vietnam nor in the partner’s country (not to mention an ‘international’ qualification as promised by institutions). Since 2004, many students have completed a 4-year technology course at Infoworld School in Ho Chi Minh City without knowing that the kind of qualification they are conferred is only a certificate, not a degree Thanh, 2010()
. Similarly, many qualifications awarded to graduates do not specify the form or location of training so that employers cannot verify these types of information. It is now high time low quality providers stopped persuading learners that the more joint-programs an institution is running, the more ‘international’ it is. Instead, there is an urging need for institutions to display fair, public and transparent operations to customers.

Legal loopholes for commercialized practices in TNHE
In the context of globalization and integration when transnational collaboration in education is encouraged, the current management of MOET and top management bodies reveals a number of limitations and creates loopholes for for-profit joint-programs to expand. Admittedly, MOET’s role in approving and accrediting programs and foreign providers helps to ensure quality services for the benefit of consumers, yet such a process is deemed slow and inefficient. This can be witnessed in the long waiting list for joint-programs to be evaluated, approved and accredited, which is discouraging to partners who intend to venture in Vietnam. Although there are legal documents to regulate cooperation in TNHE sector such as Decree No. 73/2012, the lack of detailed guidelines creates a good chance for low quality providers to leak into the market while MOET can only supervise and control the quality of programs that are registered and reported. In fact, the number of over 200 programs that MOET has approved for the recognition of qualifications is just among a sea of other unaccredited programs which again negatively impact key stakeholders. The solution concerning how the role of such authorities should be determined to achieve optimal efficiency, in other words, to assist rather than impede the healthy development of TNHE will be discussed in the following section.
Recommended solutions
Based on the UNESCO’s guidelines for transnational tertiary education providers and the good practice by successful countries like Australia, Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia and Turkey, there are several measures that Vietnam can adapt to improve the effectiveness of its regulation system.

First is to provide specific and transparent guidelines for the selection and registration of joint-program partners. Hong Kong, for instance, though placing transnational higher education almost completely in the invisible hand, still effectively prevents the access of low-quality providers into the market via a strict registration process called the Ordinace McBurnie & Ziguras, 2001()
. The Ordinace’s operation is based on the accreditation of each institution in their home country. In addition, all descriptive information about the providers and their courses is made public and transparent for the customers to make decisions. Another example is Malaysia, who has set a strict regulation process to supervise the curriculum contents, language mode of instruction and cultural appropriateness of the programs before they are actually run in practice McBurnie & Ziguras, 2001()
.

Secondly, an independent quality assurance body at the governmental level needs to be established and the quality assurance capacity in the institutional administrators should be improved. Standardisation of the higher education system is one of the methods that have been widely applied in Europe and the US Shin & Harman, 2009()
. In the United Kingdom, for example, the quality assurance regimes indicate specific benchmarks for the curricula of different disciplines. Even methods of assessment, credit hours, and degree awarding standards can also be standardised Shin & Harman, 2009()
. This systematic, united and transparent monitoring framework can ease the difficulty and confusion in supervising both local and imported higher education programs in Vietnam at present. The standards themselves also limit commercialised institutions’ attempts of ‘soft marking’ and ‘grade inflation’. In fact, a developing country like Turkey has applied international accreditation for benchmarking and acknowledged its effectiveness Pham, 2010()
. In addition, Pham 2010()
 advocates more autonomy for Vietnamese institutions, and higher focus of the MOET on policy planning and enforcing rather than intervening too deeply into the operation of each institution. She also quotes an example of Malaysia whose universities cannot operate independently and effectively under too much governmental interference. 

Last but not least, a stricter and more consistent enforcement of a legal framework defining the extent of violation that leads to dissolution of a joint program is another suggestion to limit the operation of ill-qualified providers. In India, for instance, a large number of low quality institution were closed in 2005 Pham, 2010()
. This legal act obviously needs to go hand in hand with the aforementioned transparent and thorough quality assurance schemes.

Conclusion
Globalisation in education is an inevitable result of the modern society. GATS clearly identifies education as a service to be regulated by trade rules (WTO, 1995). In other words, education services could be traded in the market place where there are providers, brokers and customers. UNESCO and OECD consider the export and import of education as cross-border education and have cooperated to prepare the Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education, published in 2005, in order to “provide an international framework to protect students and other stakeholders from low-quality provision and disreputable provider” UNESCO/OECD, 2005, p. 9()
.

In recent years, there has been a shift of cross-border education activities from developed countries to developing countries, where there is high demand of having higher education, especially overseas university degrees. However, transnational education will be helpful only if it is accessible, affordable, relevant and of acceptable quality Knight, 2006b()
.
While the majority of education exporters have effort to ensure the quality of their cross-border programs, there are some institutions who do not pay much attention to this angle. The high profit from providing joint programs such as financial benefits or reputation drives them to ignore the duty of maintaining their programs in other countries. Vietnam has experienced this matter when some overseas universities sent their low-qualified teaching staff. The shortage of learning materials, cut down on subjects and/or credit points, lowering the entry as well as graduate requirements also have big effect on the quality of these programs.

Finance and reputation purpose is also the main reason for local universities to open joint programs. With the same facility, but the joint programs ask for much higher fee than the local programs. The partners providing transnational education in Vietnam normally are in the middle ranking in their native country. And it is easier for Vietnamese institutions to cooperate. Then, the local universities gain a good reputation as an ‘international university’, a phrase that is in fashion in the field of education in Vietnam.

It can be understood that due to the commercialisation in education, both the overseas and local institutions provide the joint programs for their profit purpose. This creates negative impact on stakeholders, the education system and the society.

It is suggested that the providers should follow the guidelines for cross-borders or transnational education by international organisations such as OECD, UNESCO to ensure the quality of their exporting programs, the local institutions should seek good overseas universities to cooperate, the government should have strict regulations to control the quality of the joint programs, the students and parents should find more information about joint programs before enrolling.

In the case study, the researchers only look at best practices from Australian universities and the commercialisation aspect of joint programs. These can be seen as the limitations of the study. Then, further researches could focus on offshore programs provided by other countries and the change that joint programs create at the local institution or the contribution of joint program for the local education system.
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