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Hearing Sees Financial Success and
Education Failures of For-Profit College
By TAMAR LEWIN

For investors, it was an impressive story: Bridgepoint Education used seed money from
Warburg Pincus in 2005 to buy a struggling religious college with 300 students in Clinton,
Iowa, and turned it into an online behemoth with 78,000 students and $216 million in profits
last year.

But the saga of Bridgepoint’s Ashford University, retold at a hearing on Thursday before the
Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee, was instead presented as a case
study in how a for-profit higher education company can put profits ahead of education — and
how poorly the accreditors are keeping up with the rapidly expanding industry.

Using data from federal filings and documents provided by Bridgepoint, Senator Tom Harkin,
the Iowa Democrat who is chairman of the committee, described an institution that gets 86
percent of its revenues directly from the federal government, but sees the vast majority of its
students drop out, burdened with student-loan debt. Of the students who enrolled in 2008-9,
for example, 84 percent in the associate degree programs were gone by September 2010 (63
percent had left the bachelor’s programs).

Bridgepoint employs 1,703 recruiters, the senator said, but only one employee is charged with
job placement.

The amount spent on instruction per student was above $5,000 before Bridgepoint, but has
since dropped to about $700 a student — about a tenth as much as at Iowa State. According to
Mr. Harkin, for each Bridgepoint student, $2,700 went to recruiting and $1,500 to profits. Its
chief executive, Andrew Clark, earned $20.5 million in 2009.

“From a strictly money-making perspective, this is a highly successful model,” Mr. Harkin
said. “But from an educational perspective, from the perspective of public money and an
ethical perspective, I think it’s a highly disturbing model.”

Mr. Clark declined Mr. Harkin’s invitation to appear at the committee hearing, and Marianne
Perez, a spokeswoman for Bridgepoint, declined to comment. But on Thursday, the company



posted a Web site presenting its views on the issues raised at the hearing.

Regarding the ratio of recruiters to career services staff, for example, the Web site said,
“Because 74 percent of Ashford University students and graduates are already employed,
traditional placement services are not necessary.” And as to the high dropout rates, the Web
site explains that they include students who may have attended only the first night or week of
class.

The site also makes the point that for-profit colleges are actually cheaper for taxpayers than
public colleges, because they receive no tax support.

Many of the points on the Bridgepoint Web site have been made by the career-college groups
fighting the Department of Education’s efforts to regulate the for-profit sector.

For example, the Web site emphasizes that for-profit schools are essential to meeting
President Obama’s goals for a better-educated work force.

Senator Michael B. Enzi of Wyoming, the ranking Republican on the committee, repeated his
criticisms that career colleges were being singled out for scrutiny, even though, he said, the
same issues exist across higher education.

“Unfortunately, by only focusing these hearings on individual examples of a problem in one
sector of higher education, we have no understanding of the true extent of the problem, nor
have we heard any constructive solutions for solving that problem,” Mr. Enzi said.

Mr. Harkin introduced into evidence hundreds of complaints from Bridgepoint students, many
saying they were deceived by the company’s recruiters, or found out after leaving that they
owed the college more money.

The Higher Learning Commission, the private nonprofit body that accredits Ashford
University, also came under fire.

Mr. Harkin was critical of the commission for its finding that everything was “basically fine” at
Ashford even though 84 percent of the students were dropping out. He raised questions about
the commission’s review team of one representative from a nonprofit college and two from
for-profit colleges.

“Was that good peer review?” the senator asked Sylvia Manning, president of the commission.

“No,” she said.

Dr. Manning acknowledged that her agency had gotten “a bit behind the curve” because of the



rapid growth of online distance education and groups like Warburg Pincus investing in for-
profit higher education.

“Because it was a new phenomenon on the face of the earth, we didn’t have the policies and
procedures to deal with it,” she said.

The commission has since made major policy changes and tightened its oversight of distance
learning, she said.

Mr. Harkin voiced skepticism that the current accreditation system was up to the challenge of
overseeing multistate, billion-dollar education businesses. The for-profit higher education
industry is like the subprime housing industry, he said, but worse.

“The difference between the subprime and this is at least in the subprime, you could walk away
from your home,” Mr. Harkin said. “These students with these debts can’t walk away from
them.”


