Special Commission on Interstate Reciprocity

Hearing September 14, 2016 

Good morning.  I am Patricia Plummer the Massachusetts representative on the New England Regional Steering Committee for State Authorization Reciprocity Agreements (SARA) . * I am a former Chancellor for the Massachusetts Board of Higher Education.  I am familiar with several of the prominent national higher education leaders who saw an urgent need to address issues of distance education offered across state lines and who after much study and consensus building proposed SARA.  Their work in creating SARA is a great service to students and institutions and I strongly urge Massachusetts to join and provide our distance learning students with better access, cost control and consumer protection.

Regarding access: Without reciprocity, Massachusetts’ students can be denied admission to distance learning program offered in other states.  Many of the over 1000 institutions in the 42 SARA states have indicated that they are not willing to work on expensive authorizations with the remaining states that have not joined SARA.  Our students want access to specialized programs not offered in our state.  Also, students enrolled in Massachusetts, who move to another state prior to finishing their program, may not be able to complete their degrees because of lack of state reciprocity. This is an especially serious problem for our students in the military who must frequently move. 

Regarding cost:  Others will be more specific about the current cost to institutions for authorization in all other states but, over several years, accumulating costs will amount to millions that will  be passed onto to students and exacerbate our college cost crisis. 

Regarding consumer protection: Massachusetts distance learning students now have little protection when they enroll in out of state programs    The Department of Higher Education web site tells students who enroll in out of state distance learning programs to be cautious since these programs are not approved by DHE. They are told to check for accreditation status, length of program, complaint process, costs, financial stability and whether the institution adheres to national distance learning quality standards. All of these items and more will be covered by SARA membership and students will not be left to “fend for themselves” as they are now.  I urge you to recommend that Massachusetts join SARA. 
Thank you for your work on this important commission.

*Appointed to a 3 year term by the NEBHE Board.  

