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Welcome to the Postsecondary Reciprocal Distance Education Coordinating Council (Council) 
annual report. The Council administers Florida’s participation in State Authorization Reciprocity 
Agreements (FL-SARA). Here you will find information related to the operations during the 
2022-2023 fiscal year as well as descriptions of planned operations for the upcoming fiscal year 
and beyond. We hope your review of these pages illustrates the tremendous impact the FL-
SARA program is making in Florida. 

MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR 

FL-SARA has been a unique part of Florida’s educational landscape, facilitating reciprocal 
operations with 49 states, two territories and the District of Columbia through the national 
reciprocity agreement. The FL-SARA program allows the state of Florida to share our high 
educational standards with students across the country. In 2023, FL-SARA institutions enrolled 
nearly 60,000 students. While the national reciprocity agreement provides the infrastructure, we, 
the staff at FL-SARA, help to ensure that the state’s high-ranking postsecondary education is a 
beacon for the rest of the nation. The following report contains data on FL-SARA participation 
broken down by institution sector, staff efforts and duties over the past year, a fiscal analysis, 
and finally, an institutional data report. 

Sincerely,  

Brady Lyon 

Brady D. Lyon 
Director 
Postsecondary Reciprocal Distance Education Coordinating Council 
(FL-SARA) 

OVERVIEW 

A.  Distance Education Generally 

Postsecondary distance education (which is now almost exclusively online) is largely ubiquitous 
today. However, its rise and increasing availability does not undermine its importance, which 
has been widely recognized and discussed in numerous academic and research papers and the 
popular press. The availability of postsecondary distance education is important for several 
reasons: 

• Accessibility: Online education can provide access to higher education for 
individuals who would otherwise be unable to attend traditional on-campus 
programs, such as those living in remote areas, working full-time or facing mobility 
or transportation challenges. 

• Affordability: Online education can often be more affordable than traditional on-
campus programs, as it eliminates the need for students to incur costs such as 
housing, transportation and child care. 

• Flexibility: Online education allows students to study at their own pace and on their 
own schedule, making it possible to balance their education with work and other 
personal commitments. 

• Career advancement: Online education can allow individuals to upskill or reskill to 
advance their careers or transition into new fields. 
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• Wider educational options: Online education expands the range of educational 
opportunities available to students, enabling them to choose from a wider variety of 
programs and courses that might not be available in their local area. 
 

Overall, the availability of postsecondary online education is crucial in helping individuals to 
access quality education, advance their careers and improve their standard of living. Multiple 
factors are driving rapid and innovative change in this sector, including: 

• Increase in popularity: Postsecondary distance education has seen a steady 
increase in enrollment in recent years, driven by convenience, flexible scheduling 
and lower costs. 

• Student demographics: Distance education appeals to a wide range of students, 
including traditional students, working professionals, military personnel and 
individuals in rural areas. 

• Technological advancements: Advances in technology have greatly improved the 
quality and accessibility of distance education programs, with virtual classrooms 
and online course materials becoming more common. 

• Growth in online degrees: The number of online degree programs offered by 
postsecondary institutions has grown significantly, allowing students to earn 
degrees in fields such as business, healthcare and technology. 
 

The State Authorization Reciprocity Agreements, and the state of Florida’s participation in those 
agreements, recognize and enable postsecondary institutions to more nimbly provide online 
education while maintaining high educational-quality standards for all students served by Florida 
institutions. 

B.  State Authorization Reciprocity Agreements 

In 2013, recognizing the growing demand for distance education opportunities, higher education 
stakeholders joined together to establish the State Authorization Reciprocity Agreements 
(SARA), which streamline regulations around distance education programs. (https://www.nc-
sara.org/mission-history) These reciprocity agreements provide multiple benefits to states, 
participating institutions and students, including: 

• Streamline distance education regulations; 

• Improve coordination between states and higher education institutions; 

• Ensure member states and participating institutions adhere to a set of basic 
consumer protections for students; 

• Broaden offerings at lower costs for students; 

• Save institutions from seeking approvals on a case-by-case basis to offer distance 
education in other states; and 

• Allow states to focus oversight on institutions physically located in that state. 
 

In December of 2013, the National Council for State Authorization Reciprocity Agreements 
(NC-SARA) was established to help support the national implementation of the reciprocity 
agreements in partnership with four regional compacts. States began joining NC-SARA in 2014. 
NC-SARA helps states, institutions, policymakers and students understand the purpose and 
benefits of participating in SARA. Today, more than 2,350 institutions in 49 member states, the 
District of Columbia, Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands all voluntarily participate in SARA. 
(https://www.nc-sara.org/about-nc-sara) 

https://www.nc-sara.org/mission-history
https://www.nc-sara.org/mission-history
https://www.nc-sara.org/about-nc-sara
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“SARA provides a uniform standard for regulating institutions offering distance learning to 
out-of-state students.” (Onwuameze, N. (2017). State authorization reciprocity agreement: 
participation and access to higher education. Open Learning: The Journal of Open, Distance 
and e-Learning, 32(2), 137-146. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02680513.2017.1311782.) Under SARA, each 
member state or institution participating in a reciprocity agreement must accept each other’s 
authorization of accredited institutions to operate in their state to offer distance education 
beyond state boundaries. SARA is “intended to rationalize and make more efficient individual 
state processes for authorizing colleges and universities, improve the capacity of each state's 
regulators to manage a demanding workload, save the institutions significant costs, and 
encourage expanded opportunities for students in all participating states to take online courses 
offered by postsecondary institutions based in another state.” (Shiffman, P.H., & Hall, J.W. 
(2017). Shepherding change: creating the state authorization reciprocity agreement (SARA). In 
J. Ebersole & W. Patrick (Eds.), Learning at the Speed of Light (pp. 369-397). Hudson 
Whitman/Excelsior College Press.) 

C.  Florida Postsecondary Reciprocal Distance Education Coordinating Council 

In 2017, the Florida legislature enacted section 1000.35, Florida Statutes (F.S.), authorizing 
Florida to participate in the State Authorization Reciprocity Agreement and creating the 
Postsecondary Reciprocal Distance Education Coordinating Council (Council) within the Florida 
Department of Education. The Florida Commission for Independent Education houses and 
provides administrative support for the Postsecondary Reciprocal Distance Education 
Coordinating Council. The Council administers the reciprocity agreement and serves as the 
point of contact for questions, complaints and other matters related to the reciprocity agreement. 

Florida, through the Council, participates in the reciprocity agreement through the Southern 
Regional Education Board (SREB), one of four (4) regional compacts that administer SARA. In 
collaboration with SREB, NC-SARA and other higher education stakeholders, the Council helps 
ensure institutional alignment on core elements and requirements of SARA, supports quality 
assurance and consumer protections for students and increases the value of credits earned 
through distance education programs. 

As the designated entity to administer SARA for Florida, the Council:  

• Receives and evaluates applications from institutions located in Florida that want to 
participate in SARA; approves the participation of institutions that meet SARA 
requirements and denies participation of institutions that do not; 

• Annually approves or denies continued participation of institutions previously 
approved, based on their status in regard to SARA requirements; 

• Ultimately resolves complaints about Florida SARA institutions prompted by an 
institution’s SARA-related activities in any SARA member state and reports (by 
institution name) the number and resolution of such complaints to NC-SARA for 
publication on its website; and 

• Works cooperatively with other SARA states, regional compacts and NC-SARA to 
enable the success of the SARA initiative. 
 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02680513.2017.1311782
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To participate in SARA, postsecondary institutions located in Florida must apply to the Council. 
Institutions must be degree-granting, awarding associate degrees or higher; hold proper 
authorization to award degrees; hold accreditation from an accreditor whose scope of 
recognition includes distance education, as recognized by the U.S. Department of Education; 
and agree to certain consumer protection measures required by SARA. Non-public institutions 
must also meet institutional financial responsibility requirements; currently, an institutional 
Federal Financial Responsibility composite score of 1.5 sufficiently indicates minimum financial 
stability, though other financial information may be considered. 

State and institutional participation in SARA indicates a tremendously increasing appeal of 
distance education.  

Pursuant to section 1000.35(5), F.S., the Council presents its 2022-2023 Annual Report. 

D.  Council Structure 

The Council is comprised of the following five council members as authorized by section 
1000.35, F.S.:  

• Commissioner of Education 

• Chancellor of the Florida College System (FCS) 

• Chancellor of the State University System (SUS)  

• Executive Director of the Commission for Independent Education (CIE) 

• President of the Independent Colleges and Universities of Florida (ICUF) 

  

C
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Commissioner 
of Education

• Manny Diaz Jr.

• Kimberly Richey 
(Designee)
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Chancellor of the 
Florida College 
System

• Kathryn Hebda

President of the 
Independent 
Colleges and 
Universities of 
Florida

• Robert J. Boyd, 
Esq.

Chancellor of the 
State University 
System 

• Raymond 
Rodrigues

• Jon Rogers

(Designee)

Executive 
Director of the 
Commission for 
Independent 
Education 

• Tiffany Hurst



 

Florida Postsecondary Reciprocal Distance Education Coordinating Council Annual Report 
Page 5 

E.  Florida Institutional Participation 

During fiscal year 2022-2023, the Council held three meetings on October 27, 2022, February 
22, 2023, and June 27, 2023. Two new institutions were approved during the fiscal year by NC-
SARA and 96 institutions were renewed for SARA participation. 

SECTOR 
FL-SARA Participating 
Institutions                        
2022-2023 

Commission for Independent Education (CIE) 28 

Florida College System 28 

Independent Colleges and Universities (ICUF) 25 

State University System (SUS) 12 

Other Florida Institutions* 5 

Total participating institutions 98 

  
* Includes institutions exempt from governmental oversight pursuant to s. 1005.06, 
F.S. 

 

29%

12%

5%
25%

29%

Institutions Participating in FL-SARA by 
Sector

Florida Colleges

State Universities

Religious Institutions

Private Institutions (ICUF)

Commission for Independent
Education
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F.  FL-SARA Institutions Approved as of January 1, 2024 

CIE Florida College System ICUF State University System 

• Academy for Nursing and Health 
Occupations 

• Ana G. Mendez University 

• Atlantis University 

• The Baptist College of Florida 

• Cambridge College of Healthcare & 
Technology-Altamonte 

• Cambridge College of Healthcare & 
Technology-Delray Beach 

• Chi University 

• City College- Altamonte 

• City College – Hollywood 

• Compu-Med Vocational Careers* 

• Daytona College 

• Doral College 

• Florida National University 

• Full Sail University 

• International College of Health 
Sciences 

• Jose Maria Vargas University 

• MIU City University Miami 

• Miami Media School 

• Miami Regional University 

• Premiere International College 

• Sabal College 

• San Ignacio University 

• Schiller International University 

• Southeastern College 

• South Florida Bible College 

• South Florida College of Nursing* 

• Trinity Baptist College 

• University of Fort Lauderdale 

• URBE University* 

• Westfield Business School 

• Woodmont College 

• Broward College 

• Chipola College 

• College of Central Florida 

• College of the Florida Keys (The) 

• Daytona State College 

• Eastern Florida State College 

• Florida Gateway College 

• Florida Southwestern State College 

• Florida State College at 
Jacksonville 

• Gulf Coast State College 

• Hillsborough Community College 

• Indian River State College 

• Lake-Sumter State College 

• Miami Dade College 

• North Florida College 

• Northwest Florida State College 

• Palm Beach State College 

• Pasco-Hernando State College 

• Pensacola State College 

• Polk State College 

• Santa Fe College 

• Seminole State College of Florida   

• South Florida State College 

• St. Johns River State College 

• St. Petersburg College 

• State College of Florida Manatee-
Sarasota 

• Tallahassee Community College 

• Valencia College 

• AdventHealth University 

• Ave Maria University 

• Barry University 

• Bethune-Cookman University 

• Edward Waters University 

• Embry-Riddle Aeronautical 
University – Daytona Beach 

• Everglades University 

• Flagler College 

• Florida College 

• Florida Institute of Technology 

• Florida Southern College 

• Hodges University 

• Jacksonville University 

• Keiser University 

• Lynn University 

• Nova Southeastern University 

• Palm Beach Atlantic University – 
West Palm Beach 

• Saint Leo University 

• Southeastern University 

• St. Thomas University 

• Stetson University 

• University of Miami 

• The University of Tampa 

• Warner University 

• Webber International University 

• Florida Agricultural and Mechanical 
University 

• Florida Atlantic University 

• Florida Gulf Coast University 

• Florida International University 

• Florida Polytechnic University 

• Florida State University 

• New College of Florida   

• University of Central Florida   

• University of Florida   

• University of North Florida   

• University of South Florida   

• University of West Florida   
 
Exempt Religious Institutions (s. 

1005.06(1)(f), F.S.) 

• Genesis University 

• Knox Theological Seminary 

• The Robert E. Webber Institute of 
Worship Studies 

• St. Vincent De Paul Regional 
Seminary 

 
Exempt Institutions (s. 

1005.06(1)(e), F.S.) 

• Pensacola Christian College 
 

 
*Institution was approved for initial participation during the 2023-2024 fiscal year. 
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G.  Fiscal Analysis 

Florida statutes require the Council to collect an annual fee from each Florida institution 
participating in the reciprocity agreement and establish caps based on an institution’s 
enrollment. Fees collected from SARA participating institutions are, per statutory requirement, 
set at an amount that will generate no more than the total revenue necessary for the Council’s 
operation. Should the revenue collected exceed the cost of operation, the fees shall be lowered. 
(See section 1000.35(5), F.S.) 

In August 2017, the Council voted to set the SARA fees at the following limits established by the 
Legislature: 

• for institutions with fewer than 2,500 total FTE enrollment, $1,500.00; 

• for institutions with at least 2,500 students but not more than 9,999 total FTE 
enrollment, $3,000.00; and 

• for institutions with 10,000 or more total FTE enrollment, $4,500.00. 
 

During fiscal year 2019-2020, a revenue surplus occurred, primarily due to an increase in 
Florida SARA members; as such, the Council reduced fees. The fee change received final 
approval from the State Board of Education on June 10, 2021. (See Rule 6N-1.005, F.A.C.) The 
new fee structure is as follows: 

• for institutions with fewer than 2,500 total FTE enrollment, $1,250.00; 

• for institutions with at least 2,500 students but not more than 9,999 total FTE 
enrollment, $2,750.00; and  

• for institutions with 10,000 or more total FTE enrollment, $4,250.00. 
 

1.  Justification of Staff 

By statute, the annual report is due to the Legislature and the Governor’s Office by February 15 
of each year and must include justification of staff needed for the Council. See section 
1000.35(3), F.S. Primary responsibilities of Council staff are: 

• to support Council members in their statutory mission to operate as the state portal 
entity for the administration of the reciprocity agreement;  

• to review all new and renewal SARA applications, assist institutions with resolving 
deficiencies and prepare staff recommendations for Council consideration;  

• to ensure compliance with the SARA agreement relating to accreditation and 
institutional quality, consumer information and protection, disclosure and reporting 
requirements, complaint mechanisms and financial responsibility; and 

• to recommend rules necessary to administer the agreement and work with legal 
counsel to prepare rules for consideration by the Council members and the State 
Board of Education. 
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During fiscal year 2022-2023, Council staff consisted of the Council Director and one 
administrative assistant.  

Council staff performed the following duties during fiscal year 2022-2023: 

• Prepared agenda materials, including ninety-nine (99) application packets, meeting 
minutes and director’s reports for three meetings; 

• Reviewed three hundred fourteen (314) complaints received in the Commission 
office to determine if they required Council resolution; 

• Served as a liaison to the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB), of which 
Florida is a member, and participated as a voting member on the SREB-SARA 
Regional Steering Committee; 

• Voted on the bi-yearly renewal of state membership applications presented to the 
SREB-SARA Regional Steering Committee for continued state SARA membership; 

• Responded to approximately one hundred eighty-four (184) inquiries relating to 
SARA from students, institutions, state agencies and the general public. All states, 
except for California and a few U.S. territories, have now joined SARA, and the 
number of inquiries requiring response is substantial; and  

• Participated in NC-SARA meetings and webinars about national and state SARA 
issues, most significantly, proposed changes to federal regulations and the NC-
SARA policy manual, provided input on those changes and monitored them to keep 
Council members informed. 
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2.  2022-2023 SARA Appropriations and Expenses 

 

 

3. 2022-2023 SARA Annual Fee Revenue and Expenses 

 

 

 

4. Projected Revenue and Expenses for Fiscal Year 2023-2024 

 

1. Revenue 

Seventy-five Florida institutions initially joined SARA in 2017, the first year of Florida’s 
participation in the national agreements. As of fiscal year, 2021-2022, the number of SARA-
participating institutions increased to 98. As of fiscal year, 2022-2023, the number of SARA-
participating institutions remains at 98.  

While nearly all public state universities and colleges have been approved for participation in 
SARA, approximately 147 CIE-licensed institutions and five ICUF colleges and universities 
appear to be eligible for SARA participation but have not applied to participate. 
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2. Expenses  

Expenses are expected to increase in the next fiscal year. The following additional expenses 
are projected and necessary to support administration and support of the Council:  

• Salary/benefits to fill the part-time administrative assistant staff vacancy. 

• Design and implementation of replacement data and workflow management system 
technology, estimated at approximately $25,000. 

• Ongoing service of the new data and workflow management system estimated at 
approximately $20,000 annually. 

• Annual travel expenses for out-of-state conferences and seminars, estimated at 
approximately $3,000. 
 

 
H.  Institutional Data Reporting 

SARA requires all educational institutions participating in the reciprocity agreement to report 
annually distance education enrollment and out-of-state learning placements. Ninety-seven (97) 
of Ninety-eight (98) FL-SARA institutions participated in data reporting of distance education 
enrollment and out-of-state learning placements during the reporting window. One institution 
closed and did not participate. Data collected reflects fall 2022 distance education enrollment 
and calendar year 2022 out-of-state-learning placements. 
 

1. Distance Education Enrollment 
 
Participating institutions are required to report the number of exclusively distance education 
students enrolled in distance education programs (both SARA and non-SARA states), 
disaggregated by state, territory or district in which the students are located, including the home 
state. 
 

 
*Data above does not include in-state distance education enrollment of in-state students. 
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2. Out-of-State Learning Placements (OOSLP) 

Participating institutions are additionally required to report the number of students engaged in 
certain experiential learning placements (e.g., rotations, internships, student teaching), 
disaggregated by state and two-digit Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) codes as 
assigned by the U.S. Department of Education. Out-of-state learning placements are considered 
distance education for purposes of SARA. Data is collected on a calendar year basis for 
OOSLP. The data below again reflects a marked increase in student training utilizing the in-
person/workforce-related SARA provisions for the 2020, 2021 and 2022 calendar years.  

 

 

 

REGULATORY UPDATES 

The U.S. Department of Education (ED) has initiated rulemaking activities that will likely impact 
the governance of state authorization reciprocity agreements (SARA). Proposed changes, 
currently being considered through the negotiated rulemaking process, include amendments to 
existing regulations that would require the reciprocity agreements to include a process to report 
non-resident student complaints to agencies in the state in which the student resides. Currently, 
SARA policy allows for the investigation of complaints in the state in which the educational 
institution is located. ED is also considering placing limitations on the individuals who can serve 
on the governing board that oversees a state authorization reciprocity agreement. ED is 
considering prohibiting, by federal rule, members of the public, individuals who have expertise in 
higher education and representatives of educational institutions from serving on the SARA 
governing boards. Specifically, ED is considering amending federal regulations to allow only 
individuals who are state employees to serve on state authorization reciprocity governing 
boards, significantly limiting who can serve on a SARA governing body.  The federal rulemaking 
process is ongoing and draft regulations have not yet been finalized. However, several different 
regulatory amendments are being considered and changes will likely impact FL-SARA and all 
states that have state authorization reciprocity agreements. FL-SARA staff are monitoring 
ongoing federal regulatory changes.  

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this annual report of the Postsecondary Reciprocal Distance Education 

Coordinating Council highlights the progress made in facilitating and coordinating distance 
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education opportunities among Florida-participating institutions. The Council's continued efforts, 
in conjunction with regional compacts and NC-SARA, to provide students with access to high-
quality educational opportunities, regardless of their location, have resulted in significant 
benefits for learners, educators and institutions alike. The Council's work fosters collaboration, 
innovation and resource-sharing among member states, and has helped to ensure that 
participating institutions providing distance education meet high standards of quality and rigor. 
Looking ahead, the Council is committed to building on its successes and continuing to advance 
the field of distance education.  
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