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At a Senate Hearing, Tough Questions for a Fast-
Growing For-Profit's Accreditor
By Kelly Field

Washington

Accrediting agencies were back in the Congressional hot seat on
Thursday, seven months after a hearing in which they were accused of

ignoring recruiting abuses at for-profit colleges.

During Thursday's hearing, Senate Democrats grilled the president
of a major regional accreditor about its oversight of distance-
education programs and raised doubts about accreditors' capacity
to evaluate billion-dollar multistate programs.

"I don't think accrediting agencies have the wherewithal to do it,"
said Sen. Tom Harkin, an Iowa Democrat and the chairman of the
Senate education committee. "This is a whole different horse of a
whole different color."

Mr. Harkin repeated his threat to impose federal oversight criteria
on accreditors. "We may need to tell accreditors, 'You need to do
these things,'" he said.

Thursday's hearing had been billed as a "case study" of Ashford
University, a for-profit institution that was created in 2005, when

Bridgepoint Education Inc. purchased Franciscan University of the
Prairies, a struggling religious college in Mr. Harkin's home state,
and obtained its accreditation. The institution has experienced
phenomenal growth since then, with enrollment swelling from 300
students to 78,000, 99 percent of them online.

Mr. Harkin, who is conducting an investigation into the for-profit
sector, has been highly critical of Bridgepoint, accusing the
company of profiting off taxpayer dollars while failing to serve
students. In his opening statement, he hammered the company over its

high dropout rate, low per-student spending, and eye-popping
executive compensation, calling the college a "scam, an absolute
scam."

Republicans, who have accused Mr. Harkin of conducting a witch



hunt against for-profit colleges while overlooking problems in the
nonprofit sector, boycotted the hearing. Only one Republican
senator—Michael B. Enzi of Wyoming—made an appearance, and
he left after making an opening statement. In his remarks, Mr. Enzi
accused Mr. Harkin of conducting the "most biased and poorly
executed hearings in my nearly 15 years in the Senate."

The Limits of Oversight

Thursday's witness list included individuals representing the three
entities charged with overseeing Ashford: the federal government,
the State of Iowa, and the institution's accreditors. Bridgepoint's
chief executive, Andrew S. Clark, who was paid $20.5-million in
2009, declined to attend. In a news release, the company said it
could not speak publicly while the Education Department was
weighing its response to a recent audit of Ashford University. 

 The audit, which was published by the department's inspector
general in January, found that the college failed to return an

estimated $1-million in federal aid awarded to students who later
withdrew, and may have violated a federal ban on incentive
compensation for college recruiters. Kathleen S. Tighe, the
inspector general, summarized those findings at the hearing
Wednesday.

The committee also heard from Arlie Willems, a recently retired
reviewer for the Iowa Department of Education, about the agency's
decision to reject Ashford's bid to offer a master of arts in teaching.
She testified that Ashford got around the rejection by forming a
partnership with an Arizona college that allowed students to obtain
an Arizona teaching license that could then be transported to other
states. 

 Earlier in the hearing, Mr. Harkin had voiced concerns about state
oversight, arguing that "very few states provide serious scrutiny of
for-profit colleges operating within their borders." But he, and the
handful of other Democrats who spoke during the question-and-
answer period, saved most of their fire for Sylvia Manning,
president of the Higher Learning Commission of the North Central
Association of Colleges and Schools, Ashford's accreditor.

Democrats questioned the commission's decision to continue the
accreditation it awarded to Franciscan University of the Prairies
even as the college was transformed into something completely
different from its predecessor. They asked why the college's
enormous growth and high withdrawal rates didn't trigger a
thorough follow-up review.



Ms. Manning readily acknowledged that the commission hadn't
been prepared for Ashford's metamorphosis from a small, religious
college to a for-profit behemoth, saying her agency was "behind the
curve, and had catch-up to do" when it came to distance learning.
But she urged the committee to leave decisions about academic
quality to accreditors, saying her organization has tightened its
standards and taken steps to prevent for-profits from buying
institutions solely for their accreditation.

"What happened in 2005 could not happen today," she insisted,
noting that the commission has since refused to transfer
accreditation to for-profits seeking to buy two other struggling,
small colleges. One of those institutions, Dana College, in
Nebraska, closed as a result.

Visits With a Lobbyist

Accreditors have been under heightened federal scrutiny since
2006, when Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings's
Commission on the Future of Higher Education flirted with the
idea of establishing federal standards for assessing student
learning.

Faced with the latest federal assault, some accreditors are going on
the defensive. Last week, Ms. Manning made the rounds of
Democratic committee offices to explain accreditation to
lawmakers in advance of the hearing, aides and college lobbyists
said. Accompanying her was Tony Podesta, a top Democratic
lobbyist whose firm, the Podesta Group, has represented Warburg
Pincus, an investment group with a 65 percent stake in Bridgepoint
Inc., and lobbies for the Association of Private Sector Colleges and
Universities.

Neither Ms. Manning nor Mr. Podesta responded to e-mails from
The Chronicle that asked if he was representing the Higher
Learning Commission. If he is, it could create "at least the
appearance" of collaboration between an accreditor and a company
that it oversees, said Barmak Nassirian, a lobbyist for the American
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers.

The hearing was Mr. Harkin's fourth on the federal investment in
for-profit colleges, and the senator presented it as an "opportunity
to bring all of these pieces together."

"This will give us a window into the key elements of the for-profit
education business model, and the implications of that model for
students and taxpayers," he said.

But the senator's critics say focusing on Bridgepoint, a mostly



We at Murray's Discount University (formerly Online Academy for the Credit-Challenged) applaud the

Republicans who boycotted the hearings. Frankly, we don't want to know about these things, either.

MDU agrees wholeheartedly agrees with Mr. Pelesh that focusing on Bridgeport distorts the investigation.

To have a complete and thorough investigation, it would have to focus on every one of the multiple

thousands of tremendously varied--auto mechanics to astrophysics to our own doctorate in Educational

Policies Management Leadership Consulting Systems--located in malls, on frontage roads, and televideo

boiler rooms in every part of this great country of our. Since the Senate obviously lacks the capacity to do

this, why not just drop the whole thing, fellas, and leave us be? We're only tryin' to make money, boost the

economy, do our patriotic duty, etc., etc., etc.

And is not obtaining accrediation through the purchase of a non-profit wonderfully indicative of the

American Way? Wasn't this profit-maximizing country built on the maxim of, "If you see a shortcut, go for it!"

14 people liked this. Like  

Yes, this is more evidence that we're deep inside another Robber Baron era. Americans will receive

further dumbed-down degrees, and academics will be further marginalized and jobless.

12 people liked this. Like  

Senator Harkin and his education committee obviously have a hidden agenda to kill off online for profit

colleges and put all of education under "government control". Doesn't everyone see what is going on

online institution that has experienced astronomical growth, may
offer a distorted picture of the for-profit sector. Though Ashford is
hardly the only for-profit institution to obtain accreditation
through the purchase of a nonprofit institution, a majority of
colleges still seek approval the traditional way, through formal
review.

"I would question whether any one company, and particularly
Bridgepoint, is emblematic of the sector," said Mark L. Pelesh, a
lobbyist for Corinthian Colleges.
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here? We are losing freedom of choice at an alarming rate under President Obama rule. This is just one

more nail in the coffin of American's freedom of choice. I am working on my doctorate - online. I recieved

my bachelor degree from a for profit onlnie university and my masters from a state university online. I am

currently enrolled in NCU for my doctorate online. I have worked in education at both a community college

and for a profit online university.Guess which I believe offers the best education and the most flexibility? I

did pay more for my own education by choice. That decision was well worth the price to me. Don't let

Harkin take our choices away from us!

4 people liked this. Like  

I am sorry (really) if I sound harsh, but an online doctorate,especially from a nonprofit, just doesn't

hack it. I work at an AACSB accreditated business school. This is the highest business school

accreditation, but not really that exclusive, as most large state universities across the country are so

accredited. 

Your doctorate is probably not in business, but if it were, to put it bluntly, you wouldn't get hired here.

Not even close. Your resume would be tossed aside without another thought. For profits are by and

large shameless diploma mills. Online for profit programs have two strikes against them, and are

given no credence at all. My strong advice to you is do not show on your vita that your degree was

online. Again, sorry for sounding harsh.

Like  

Instead of getting all worked up about losing choice in college and graduate education, let's take a

more objective look at the situation at Ashford University:

1. a university chief executive who earns $20.5 MILLION per year.

2. egregiously low per-student spending

3. a failure to return $1 MILLION in federal student aid for students who dropped out

4. possibly a violation of a federal ban on incentive compensation for its recruiters

To put it mildly, this doesn't look good for this particular for-profit. And it suggests that even people

like scobb1154 who are strong supporters of for-profits should not support Ashford.

Like  

Accreditation bodies have also virtually ignored the implications of the growing army of Part-Time faculty

(often no health coverage, pension, office, or institutional voice) in community colleges.The online scam is

similarly staffed withPT faculty--- people so scared of loosing their job that they pass people through w/o

adequate performance standards. So that million dollar executive salary is achieved only by the economy

of poorly paid, home-piecework paid faculty. Accreditation teams: wake up. 

You are SO behind the curve on academic staffing. Accreditation has been so focused on economic

health of an institution that it has actually CONTRIBUTED to the casualization of academic labor. Balance

sheets look rosily better if you pay half your staff substandard wages.

5 people liked this. Like  

There were a lot of empty seats at yesterday's hearing; too many to just be absent republicans. Tom

Harkin seems a bit biased and this bias hurts his case. I believe the contention all along is the need to

expand this "look" into higher education to ALL of higher education. For example, yesterday, Ashford's

freshman dropout rate was questioned. I believe it was about 60%. That number does seem egregious

until folks take a look at the dropout rates of other universities. I remember my freshman orientation some

30 years ago. We were told to look to our left and then look to our right. We were then told that in four

years those people would not be in school. Well, that's about 66%. I don't know anything about Ashford,

but I do respect regional accreditation as valid. During all of these hearings, I have not heard one act

attributed to for-profits that I have not experienced or heard of happening at traditional universities. I have
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degrees from traditional universities and a for-profit. My experiences were the same at all of these

institutions. Sitting in one of my classes at the for-profit, an observer would not have been able to discern

that he or she was at a for-profit institution. My experiences were positive, my dissertation yielded several

publications and served as the basis for my first book, and my classmates seemed to have few complaints.

No doubt, an education costs too much, but that problem goes way beyond for-profits. I am a high school

principal and most of our students have to take student loans for undergraduate school. Tom Harkin would

be well-advised to take a look at higher education from a broader-based perspective.

Like  

In the late 1800's and early 1900's there was a major problem in American education created by

unscrupulous for profit diploma mills. The academic community responded by introducing the concept of

accreditation as a self-policing process with the idea that legitimate colleges and universities would insure

that high levels of educational standards would be maintained by their members. They were trusted to do

this because they showed that they had a sense of mission and a sense of working for the public good

without any interest in acting as profit making entities. Ever since, the whole system has depended on the

notion that the members of the accrediting community would ascribe to those high standards. In recent

years, the redefinition of higher education as a marketing oriented enterprise has caused the floor to drop

out from under the system. 

The silence of the other members of the Higher Learning Commission is deafening. It contributes to the

process of denigrating, or more properly prostituting, the educational system in a way that seems to be a

total betrayal of the principles of higher education. How is it that the presumably more principled members

members of the Commission stand by and let their names and reputations serve as guarantors of the

reputation of such operations as The Huffington Post has reported?. This report indicates that "Ashford

University" goes far beyond the notion of being an old-fashioned diploma mills into being a financial aid

milking operation without any pretense of providing academic credits or even information delivery. Is that

the company that the great private and state universities in the central states want to keep?

1 person liked this. Like  

OK... I have been thinking about starting a business for years now, but finally the inspiration has stuck...

After watching Murray's Discount University have so much success, I thought I would venture into the

prison business (of course with the help of federal aid). 

This prison would be a For-Profit Ponzi Prison for unreformed Neoliberal Bankers.... We'll call it a public-

private partnership where every criminal has 'skin in the game' . This banker's prison would be located in

the Camden, NJ where I hear the neighborhoods, resources and staffing there is well supported... 

Building prisons in this country (one goes up every week), shouldn't be a problem since we imprison more

people than just about anyone and there is money to be made off of their labor. There is potential for

reality series as we see ole Llyod Blankfein getting man handled in prison by the middle class murdered

who freaked out after his family was foreclosed on.... We see Madoff and Jamie Dimon fighting for turf with

their friends the Aryan Brotherhood and Tim Geithner/Larry Summers shoveling out barely edible food in

the chow line..... 

We'll call this prison "The Wall of Wall Street" ( a second west coast branch is being considered in Walla

Walla Washington)....

Like  

I'll say it AGAIN. The US Dept of Education has the right and the responsibility to protect its resources and

to enforce its rules. If a college has a high default rate, why doesn't the DOE take action itself. Don't blame

an accreditor for the lack of action by the Department. When any business, profit or non-profit, commits

fraud, deception, etc., there are systems under the department of justice and within the states to deal with

this. So do it there. Why does our government (all three branches and many of the states) keep trying to

pass the blame to somewhere else? Senator Harkin, do you recall the saying, "innocent until proven

guilty"? That refers to the courts, not the U.S. Senate.

Like  
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