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DETECTING FRAUDULENT CREDENTIALS / INTERNATIONAL 

Part I:  Checklist for detecting fraudulent documents 

A.  Type and print elements 
1.  Are type or print elements uniform in size, shape, darkness? 

2.  Does name or other information slant in a different direction from other writing on the 
document? 

3.  Are the identifying entries, such as name, date of birth, place of birth, enrollment 
number, and national identification number(s), aligned with other writing on the document? 

4.   Are the academic entries, such as subjects, grades, dates of study, dates of exams,   
and hours per week, aligned with other writing on document? 

B.  Document status 
1.  When the original document is held up to the light, do you see alterations or erasures? 

2.  Has correction fluid/tape been used on the document? 

3.  Are there hand-written additions? 

4.  If unattested photocopies were submitted along with the original, do the copies match 
the original? 

5.  If the document was copied and then attested by the institution, does the attestation 
look authentic? 
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6.  If a notarized photocopy is submitted, does the notary state that he examined the 
photocopy and compared it to the original, or does he merely state that the student came 
before the notary and swore that the photocopy was a true copy of a document? 

7.  Whether original, unattested photocopy, or attested photocopy, are there smudges / 
stains / burn marks / tears which prevent the reading of the name or other identifying 
information? 

C.  Photograph, names and dates 
1.  If a photograph is attached, is sealed by the institution and appropriate age / gender / 
race / for the applicant? 

2.  Is the name visible? 

3.  Are name changes, such as maiden to married name, documented? 

4.  Are the date and place of birth the same as those written on the institutional 
application?  On other documentation? If not, is there an official correction? 

5.  Is the date of birth reasonable for the number of years of study? 

6.  Does the date of issue predate the information on the documents(s)? 

7.  Are dates in the standard international style of day + month + year? 

8.  Does the documentation indicate sufficient time to cover the prevailing degree plan?  If 
not, is there proof of transfer from a prior institution? 

D.  Official paper 
1.  Is the document on official paper, such as sealed paper, or letterhead rather than on 
plain paper or computer paper? 

2.  Can you discern if a color printer was used?  When you run your fingers across 
signatures and seals, is the paper raised or flat? 
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3.  Are the logo, emblem, and letterhead consistent with those usually seen from the 
source institution? 

4.  Do the fiscal stamps on the document look authentic or like postage stamps? 

5.  Are the proper signatures, ink stamp seals, and dry seals affixed to the document? 

6.  Does the document look computer-generated?  

E.  Document handling 
1.  Was the document received by mail or was it hand-delivered? 

2.  Was the envelope handled by a third party such as a friend, a third country, an 
express-mail service, a courier or a delivery service?   If the document was received by 
the latter, can the service confirm the actual pick-up location as opposed to the location 
entered on the shipping label? 

3.  Does the envelope bear an institutional logo and/or imprinted return address rather 
than a typed or hand-written return address? 

4.  Does the envelope bear metered postage rather than a postage stamp? 

5.  Do the postage and return address coincide with country of document origin? 

6.  If there is an annotation indicating that the document is confidential and should not be 
released to the student, was the document mailed directly to you by the institution? 

F.  Institution status 
1.  Can you locate the institution in standard reference resources on accredited     
international institutions (see list of suggested resources)? 

2.  Can you locate the institution in lists of degree mills and unrecognized international 
institutions or lists of unrecognized accreditors (see list of suggested resources)? 
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G.  Document contents 
1.  Are the contents, such as subject codes, course names, grade scale, and course 
loads, consistent with what is usually seen from the source institution? 

2.  Is the academic calendar consistent with what is usually seen from the source 
institution? 

3.  Do institutional resources confirm that the institution offered the degree in question at 
the time under consideration? 

4.  Does the documentation place the student in two locations at the same time? 

H.  External evaluation 
1.  If you use a credentials evaluation service, does the evaluation conform to the 
service's usual format or wording?   

2.  Do the documents submitted by the student match those listed in or attached to the 
credentials evaluation? 

3.  Did you receive the original evaluation directly from the service?   

I.  Student interview 
1.  Does the student speak for himself or does he let someone else talk for him? Does the 
student seem unsure of his information? 

2.  Does an interview indicate that the student has the depth of knowledge or mastery of 
coursework, including English, indicated on his documents? 

3.  Does the student or his representative try to rush you into making an admissions 
decision? 

4.  Does the student or his representative try to tell you that his institution is no longer 
operational?  That the institution won't answer your inquiries? 
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Part II:  Suggested Resources 

A.  Bear guides 
1.  Bear's Guide to Earning Degrees by Distance Learning (and similar titles), John Bear and 
Mariah Bear, Ten Speed Press, Berkeley (published periodically; information on diploma mills). 
2.  Bear's Guide to Non-Traditional College Degrees (and similar titles), John Bear, C&B 
Publishing, Benicia, California (published periodically; information on diploma mills). 
3.  College Degrees by Mail (and similar titles), John Bear and Mariah Bear, Ten Speed Press, 
Berkeley (published periodically; information on diploma mills). 

B.  Directories of recognized international institutions 
1.  Commonwealth Universities Yearbook, Association of Commonwealth Universities (published 
periodically). 
2.  International Handbook of Universities, International Association of Universities (published 
periodically). 
3. The World of Learning, Europa Publications Limited, London (published periodically). 
4.  World Higher Education Database, International Association of Universities (available 
periodically; requires purchase). 

C.  Published guides on degree / diploma mills and unrecognized accreditors 
1.  Accreditation Mills, Allen Ezell, AACRAO, 2007. 
2.  Degree Mills: The Billion-Dollar Industry That Has Sold Over a Million Fake Diplomas, Allen 
Ezell and John Bear, 2005. 
3.  Dilemma of Forgery: Altered Documents in an International Context, ECE Insights, 2005. 
4.  Diploma Mills: Degrees of Fraud, David W. Stewart and Henry A. Spille, American Council on 
Education,  ORYX PRESS, Phoenix, 1988. 
5.  External Degrees in the Information Age:  Legitimate Choices, Henry A. Spille, David W. 
Stewart, and Eugene Sullivan, American Council on Education, ORYX PRESS, Phoenix, 1997. 
6.  Guide to Bogus Institutions and Documents, AACRAO, 2005. 
7.  Misrepresentation in the Marketplace and Beyond:  Ethics under Siege, Peggy Corley Askins, 
ed., AACRAO, 1996. 

D.  Websites of various government and non-government agencies, such as 
1.  http://www.osac.state.or.us/oda/unaccredited.aspx (Oregon) 
2.  http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/AAR/PrivateInstitutions/ (Texas) 
3.  http://www.michigan.gov/documents/non-accreditedSchools_78090_7.pdf (Michigan) 
4.  http://www.maine.gov/education/highered/Non-Accredited/non-accredited.htm (Maine) 
5.  http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/recognisedukdegrees/ (United Kingdom) 
6.  http://www.cpec.ca.gov/links/LinksSubPage.ASP?LinkType=34  (California) 
7.  http://www.chea.org/degreemills/default.htm (CHEA) 
8.  http://www.degree.net/guides/non-gaap_listings.html 
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