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Rifts Show at Hearing on For-Profit
Colleges
By TAMAR LEWIN

Senator John McCain did not spend long on Thursday at a committee hearing in Washington

about for-profit colleges.

Mr. McCain, Republican of Arizona, read briefly from a lobbyist’s opinion piece supporting the

colleges, then accused the committee chairman, Tom Harkin, Democrat of Iowa, of going on “ad

nauseam” about the abuses at for-profits. He added that he hoped the committee would have a

different agenda come January — and then walked out.

It was the latest sign that for-profit colleges have become a polarizing force in Washington. On

Wednesday, hundreds of students from for-profit colleges rallied at the Capitol, many wearing

T-shirts proclaiming, “My education. My job. My choice.”

And the industry has taken out advertisements in many publications, and produced a stream of

reports and op-ed articles extolling the colleges’ benefits.

But Senator Harkin’s panel, the Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions, is

doggedly amassing a small mountain of data to support its case that the colleges are helping

themselves, at the students’ expense. At the hearing, he released a report, based on his

committee’s document request to 30 for-profit colleges, showing that many students leave with

large debts, and no diplomas.

About 95 percent of students take out loans to enroll at for-profit colleges, the report said,

compared with only 16 percent at community colleges. And more than half the students who

started at the for-profit schools in the 2008-2009 year had withdrawn by this August.

In a conference call Thursday, Harris Miller, the president of the Association of Private Sector

Colleges and Universities, took issue with those findings, saying that they do not agree with

other data on for-profit colleges’ outcomes.

Mr. Miller said for-profit colleges do better than other institutions in helping nontraditional
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students, and that taxpayers spend far less on students at for-profit colleges than on those at

public colleges that get large government subsidies.

The for-profit colleges produce large profits, Senator Harkin’s study found — with 16 of the

schools making $2.7 billion last year. One school had a 37 percent profit margin, and another

had a 33 percent margin.

With for-profit colleges getting 85 percent of their revenues from federal student aid, and

taxpayers providing the schools $24 billion a year through grants and loans to students, those

profits come from taxpayers.

“The system has a problem,” Mr. Harkin said. “The system invites abuse.”

Mr. Harkin said he would hold another hearing in December, then introduce legislation.

The current battleground for the for-profit colleges is the Education Department’s proposed

“gainful employment” rule, which would cut off federal student aid to programs whose

graduates have high debt loads, and are failing to get jobs that will allow them to repay those

debts.

The department received more than 90,000 comments on the proposed rule, the most ever on

an education issue. On Sept. 24 the federal education secretary, Arne Duncan, said he would

delay issuing the final version of the rule to study the comments.

For-profit colleges argue that the rule would harm the most vulnerable students by cutting

their education choices. But consumer and education groups counter that the rule would help

weed out programs that prey on students for their financial aid.

Students at for-profit colleges, about 10 percent of the nation’s college students, account for

about 43 percent of those who defaulted this year on loans they began paying off in 2008.

Mr. Harkin argued against for-profits — citing high tuition and student debt, and deceptive

recruiting — in an op-ed article last month in The Washington Post, which owns Kaplan, one of

the largest for-profit colleges.

Then Margaret Spellings, George W. Bush’s education secretary from 2005 to 2009, wrote an

op-ed article in The Post, arguing that, particularly in tough economic times, the administration

should not do anything limiting access to educational options.

Lanny Davis, a Clinton administration special counsel who is now an adviser to a group of

privately owned for-profit colleges, wrote on The Huffington Post that the government

crackdown on for-profit colleges had an elitist, racist feel and seemed to reflect a distaste for
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profits.

Mr. McCain read briefly from Mr. Davis’ posting at the hearing Thursday before walking out.

Also at the hearing, a career adviser at Education Management Corporation, a large for-profit

company, testified that she had been shown by a colleague how to manufacture fake e-mails

from graduates and to falsify earnings data.

The adviser, Kathleen Bittel, said she reported those practices to her supervisor, but instead of

disciplinary action, the colleague won the company’s “North Star” award. She also testified that

part of her job was persuading graduates that their jobs used their training. That meant

persuading a graduate who took on $100,000 in student debt for a bachelor’s degree in game

art and design, that he had a job in his field, when he was earning $8.90 an hour in the video

game department at Toys “R” Us.

The company said it had investigated her claims and seen no evidence of any manipulation.
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