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PB County, Treasure Coast students sue, claim MedVance
private college misled them
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When Diana Medina enrolled in the Medical Office Administration night program at MedVance Institute's West
Palm Beach campus last year, she was lured by the promise that she would get a job as a medical office manager
after she graduated.

A year later, she's left with a federal student loan debt of $9,000, credits that won't transfer to most schools and
what she considers a "worthless" education. She is still seeking a job in the medical office administration field.

Now Medina, three other students from Palm Beach County, a student from Martin County and a student from St.
Lucie County are suing the two parent companies of MedVance for breach of contract, fraudulent
misrepresentation, unfair and deceptive trade practices and more. MedVance, whose slogan is "Advance your life
in about a year," offers health care career training programs at 10 campuses throughout the Southeast.

The complaint was filed in Palm Beach County Circuit Court Oct. 15.

Brenda Green, director of MedVance Institute's West Palm Beach campus, said that she had no comment about
the lawsuit.

Lawsuits such as this are becoming more common, as for-profit colleges are being scrutinized at the national level.

The U.S. Department of Education announced new regulations Thursday designed to protect students such as
Medina. The new rules, which go into effect in July, require that schools provide prospective students with
graduation and job placement rates for specific programs and strengthen the Department of Education's authority
to take action against schools engaging in deceptive advertising and sales practices. The rules also crack down on
schools that pay admissions recruiters based on the number of students they enroll.

The Department of Education also is proposing other regulations that would penalize for-profit colleges whose
students graduate with more debt than they can afford, and Congress began a series of hearings this summer on
whether federal aid to for-profit colleges - more than $24 billion in 2008-09 - is being put to good use.

"I think it's a great first start," said Matthew Sarelson, an attorney representing the students in the local MedVance
lawsuit. "But the business model for these schools is fundamentally flawed," he said, referring to the fact that many
recruiters at for-profit schools get paid commission. "You're pretty much talking to a used-car salesman."

Those who support for-profit colleges say that they fill an important niche for older students, many of whom are
switching careers and need flexible class scheduling and who don't want the college frills, such as student clubs
and activities.

The U.S. Government Accountability Office conducted undercover tests from May to July at 15 for-profit colleges
across the country and found that four of those colleges "encouraged fraudulent practices" and all 15 "made
deceptive or otherwise questionable statements," according to the report.
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In Florida, Attorney General Bill McCollum opened a civil investigation last month following allegations of deceptive
practices at eight for-profit higher education companies. The consumer complaints, made against Kaplan Inc., the
University of Phoenix, MedVance Institute, Argosy University, Everest University, Concorde Career Colleges,
Sanford-Brown College and Keiser University include allegations that the schools made "misrepresentations
regarding financial aid" and engaged in "unfair/deceptive practices regarding recruitment, enrollment, placement,
etc.," according to the attorney general's website.

Kelli Lake, spokeswoman for Keiser University, responded to the allegations.

"We find it odd that this complaint would be originated out of Jacksonville at this time as no grievances have been
filed through our internal processes at this campus and we are aware of only one pending complaint from a
Jacksonville student through the Commission on Independent Education's consumer division," Lane said in an
e-mail. "We will, however, cooperate fully with the office of the Florida Attorney General and look forward to a quick
resolution of this matter."

For many students at such for-profit schools, paying back loans is just one of many problems. They also find
trouble transferring credits.

MedVance is accredited by the Accrediting Commission of the Council on Occupational Education, a national
accrediting agency. Many schools only recognize transfer credits from regionally accredited colleges, such as
Florida Atlantic University in Boca Raton and Palm Beach Atlantic University in West Palm Beach.

Lu Hardin, president of Palm Beach Atlantic, which is a private, not-for-profit university, said that while PBA
supports free enterprise and competition, the schools must be "properly accredited by SACS (the Southern
Association of Colleges and Schools), not an obscure national accreditation."

Arthur Keiser, chancellor and CEO of Keiser University, which has about a dozen for-profit campuses throughout
the state, said that he is familiar with the lawsuits and negative reports about for-profit colleges. He said it's not fair
to group together all for-profit schools because of a few bad seeds.

"It taints the whole sector," he said.

Unlike some of the other for-profit schools, Keiser University has regional accreditation from SACS, but Arthur
Keiser said he is against the regulations by the Department of Education because they would limit students'
choices.

"Community colleges are not the right fit for all students," Keiser said. You often can't get the courses you need
because there are too many students."

For Donald Baptiste, his decision to attend Keiser University's West Palm Beach campus was all about fit. The
29-year-old West Palm Beach resident went straight from high school into the Army, and recently decided that he
wanted to go back to school. With a wife and three children to support, he needed a program that would allow him
to continue working full-time.

"Classes are very small and the teachers are very helpful," he said. "They are right there available for you every
day."

He looked at other for-profit schools, such as the University of Phoenix, but wasn't sold. He is working toward
completing his bachelor's degree in business administration management, and he credits Keiser with helping him
get his full-time job at the VA Hospital.

"I had letters of recommendation from teachers here and the student center helped me with my résumé," he said.

Tenet Health Corp., which owns five medical centers with about 5,600 employees in Palm Beach County, said that
when hiring for in-demand jobs such as nursing, it's not about where the degree comes from - as long as the
school is accredited by a legitimate agency - but whether someone can perform the job well, according to Amy
Linsin, chief human resources officer at Good Samaritan Medical Center in West Palm Beach.
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Although it remains to be seen what will happen with all of the lawsuits, investigations and proposed rules, Grace
Truman, spokeswoman for Palm Beach State College, offered some good advice.

"Students need to not accept anything at face value," she said. "They need to do their research because it's their
money and time."
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