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Bottom Line
Following the money in higher education.

For-Profit Colleges’ Winter Meeting Focuses on
Employment

In the winter months of years past, the Association of Private Sector Colleges and Universities has

held swanky meetings at resort destinations like Lake Tahoe or Beaver Creek, Colo., and its annual

symposium in Washington was more inwardly focused. As policy makers and the public began

to scrutinize the debt, default rates, and poor employment prospects of students coming out of

some prominent colleges in the for-profit sector, however, the setting and the tone of the

meetings didn’t play well in some news (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/02/17/for-profit-

college-chiefs-lake-tahoe_n_1283331.html) outlets.

(http://www.republicreport.org/2012/cocktails-for-profit-tahoe/)

The meetings have been “sort of half investor conference and half cheerleading,” with the cheers

led by politicians aligned with the for-profit education industry, said Trace A. Urdan, a managing

director at Wells Fargo Securities who follows the education sector. This year, he added, “it

sounds like maybe they wanted to get into a little more substance.”

For this winter’s symposium, starting on Monday in Washington, the association holds its

inaugural “State of the Workforce Symposium,” (http://www.career.org/events/apscu-

events/workforce2013.cfm) focused on employment trends, the “skills gap,” and how colleges

(and not just for-profit ones) can prepare the work force. Speakers include economists from

George Washington University and the RAND Corporation, a former president of the Service
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Employees International Union, advocates for veterans, chief executive officers from employers

like Siemens, and representatives of nonprofit education associations. The theme is likely to

return for years to come.

“This is really the next chapter in the evolution in what APSCU should be doing as a voice and

vision for the sector that we serve and represent,” said Steve Gunderson, a former Republican

congressman who became the association’s president and chief executive

(http://chronicle.com/article/For-Profit-Groups-New-Leader/131024/) last year.

(http://chronicle.com/article/For-Profit-College-Association/130427/) “The absolute message is

that postsecondary education should lead to employment in [students'] field of study, with a skill

that is productive for both the employee and the employer. What all of us in higher education

need to do is see us as part of the employment chain.”

Observers say it is a sensible shift in focus, and savvy on a number of levels. Stock prices among

the big-name colleges have flagged in recent years, and the sector appears to be facing renewed

pressure with revisions to the Education Department’s “gainful employment” rule, which may be

imposed (http://chronicle.com/article/Latest-Gainful-Employment/143167/) in more stringent

(http://chronicle.com/article/Gainful-Employment/143197/) form. (The concluding session at

the symposium will be a briefing about the rule, closed to outsiders, Tuesday afternoon.)

Vocational training is one area where the public looks at for-profit colleges more favorably, and

it’s a business that nonprofits want to horn in on. (http://chronicle.com/article/For-Profit-

Colleges-Consider/139851/)

So if the industry is going to address concerns publicly, those observers say, a good place to do it

is in Washington—with an audience. The symposium features a special three-for-one

registration deal, but the association tells registrants that, “instead of members from your

organization, we ask you to bring employer partners, work-force professionals in your industry,

state or local policy makers.”

Mr. Gunderson said the association had never tried that tactic before. Partnerships with industry

—tailoring programs to specific needs outlined by employers—needs to be the trend for the

future. “We cannot and should not just say, ‘OK, you pursue whatever kind of course you want,

and good luck in the job world,’” he said. “That day is sort of gone for everyone in higher ed.”

But in Washington, said Mr. Urdan, the symposium may also be a way to “collect stories and

fans” that speak to the industry’s ability to train a certain segment of the work force in selected

skills. To have local employers and local officials standing with the for-profit colleges just blocks
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from the U.S. Capitol—that could send a message to Washington policy makers. “Politics is all

about the anecdote,” he said. Among politicians who are sympathetic with for-profit colleges,

“what the politicians always complain about is that they are not sufficiently armed by the

industry with positive examples.”

The industry is trying to tie itself to vocation, rather than compare itself to traditional institutions.

“They are not trying to hide under Harvard’s skirts anymore,” Mr. Urdan said. “They are saying

that we are all about employment, and we do a good job of it, and we are investing resources in

doing a better job of it.”

Kevin Kinser, (http://www.albany.edu/news/experts/8265.php) an associate professor of

education at the State University of New York at Albany who studies the for-profit industry and

blogs regularly for The Chronicle, (http://chronicle.com/blogs/worldwise/author/jlane) said the

focus on work-force education may be a way of “localizing” the debate about graduation rates

and value of the industry.

“What has happened to the for-profits is that the question of value has been nationalized, so

people look at these large data sets and see how poorly the for-profits in the aggregate, across

states, are performing,” he said. But at the local level, there are a number of institutions that do a

good job—”and in fact are almost models of success and access for low-income populations,” he

said.

The symposium’s emphasis on ties between employer and college “might be a way to recapture

that local connection that many for-profits had in the past, trying to re-establish the local benefits

to the local economy that for-profits can provide,” he said.

Jobs, in fact, are intimately tied to the fate of the for-profit sector. Mr. Urdan pointed out that last

week’s unemployment report, (http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/DC-Decoder/Decoder-

Wire/2013/1206/Unemployment-rate-drops-how-to-read-Friday-s-jobs-report) which showed

the unemployment rate dropping to a five-year low, echoed a more positive message he has

heard from for-profit colleges. While enrollment at some online colleges, like the University of

Phoenix, is “still in freefall,” among more vocationally oriented colleges “the declines have leveled

off.”

For example, Universal Technical Institute, (http://www.uti.edu/) a for-profit institution

specializing in automotive and mechanic training, reported that its graduates were having more

success in the job market. “They are seeing all the manufacturers that were running away from

them during the recessions coming back,” Mr. Urdan said.
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Return to Top 

The problem is that this hasn’t quite shown up in enrollments yet, he said. The “show rate” is

down—students are signing up but bailing out before classes start.

“They get cold feet around the money,” Mr. Urdan said. “Students remain apprehensive about

whether going to school is a good investment and whether there is going to be a job at the other

end of the program.” As an investment, he said, the for-profit industry won’t turn around until

that trend turns.
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Great Post !

  

annon1234 •  7 hours ago

ROFLMAO abut the comment of the hiding under the skirts of Harvard and now going vocational…

The U of Phoenix, Strayer, Walden, Capella's, etc. of the world don't have vocational training unless

you count accounting. Not sure they are going to get into, say, welding.

If you want a good laugh (which is also a sad commentary on the priorities of some of these

schools and how they treat their employees), go read Glassdoor reviews about working at some of

these places. If you know anything about good management it should be obvious what is (partly)

wrong with some of these institutions in that sector. The comments at some of these schools,

repeated over and over, indicate serious top management problems that would appear to include

incompetence as managers, a callous disregard for anyone other than themselves and greed. I'd

hazard a guess that those problems play a huge role in the downward slide of those particular

institutions, never mind the industry wide problems.

Another thing many of these schools forget is that your people are your program, only in the name

of profit they tend to forget that and use a fast food approach. When staff are viewed as expendable

and pay is scraping the bottom oft he barrel there are going to be other issues. It sounds like some

of these folks need to read some management textbooks and consider that their very own schools

are teaching things they don't practice.
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Then of course we have the problem, in the name of hanging on to customers, of admitting

students who aren't college material (and having inadequate remedial help/courses for them if they

insist on admitting them anyway), pressures to pass almost everyone… It doesn't matter if you are

in the for-profit or non-profit sector - the end result of that kind of behavior is going to be graduating

students who are not prepared to function at the same level as the "usual" college graduate. That

then starts a downward spiral of lowered reputation, reluctance of employers to hire the graduates,

unemployed graduates, rising student loan defaults… The for profit sector tends to be over the top

with this since many of them have an if you are breathing and can get federal funds to go to school

we will admit you.

Adding to the problem of admitting students who need far more remedial help than the school offers

is that the typical budget breakdown for these kinds of schools is 1/3 marketing, 1/3 to investors

(e.g. profits returned) and 1/3 for everything else including educating students. That is not the usual

budget mix in the state or non-profit sector where a much higher percentage of the budget (division

1 athletics not withstanding LOL) is focused on the alleged mission of the institution (e.g.

education). There are plenty of examples of what happens when go over the top with insisting

employees do more with less across many industries. It isn't pretty.

Of course there are some institutions who are managing to avoid some/most of these traps, but

there are a huge number that are not. Offering welding at a school that also offers MBA's or PhD's

probably isn't the solution. The underlying problems need addressed and it sounds like, based on

this article, that isn't especially on the agenda.
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l izz iec   •  7 hours ago annon1234

The problem in this sector - and it's not relegated solely to schools - is the belief that there

is a ton of money to be made in education. This belief then brings in all sorts of characters

with money who then bring in all their friends to run, manage and plan for things in education

but good luck finding any true academics or experienced educators in these organizations.
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adjunct ivit is   •  5 hours ago lizziec

I know! The real money is made in athletic programs, sweetheart construction

contracts to university board members, and golden parachutes for ineffective

leaders.
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Unemployed_Northeastern  •  6 hours ago annon1234

"It doesn't matter if you are in the for-profit or non-profit sector - the end result of that kind of

behavior is going to be graduating students who are not prepared to function at the same
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behavior is going to be graduating students who are not prepared to function at the same

level as the "usual" college graduate. That then starts a downward spiral of lowered

reputation, reluctance of employers to hire the graduates, unemployed graduates, rising

student loan defaults… "

Yeah, but the Department of Education and the Lumina Foundation* have determined that

the country has a dire college graduate shortage!!!!, even though only about half the nation's

college graduates have been finding college-level work since Bush 43's first term, and for

declining wages at that. No, we have too few college grads by half, so we need to boost

college completion to 60% of the adult population by 2025. Can't hit those kinds of numbers

without handing college degrees to at least 10% of the nation's below-average high school

students. So expect the trends of lowered reputation, unemployed graduates, and credential

inflation to continue. Our policy masters have deemed it so.

*Cofounded and fully funded by Sallie Mae, natch.
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APSCU has a hard job to do. it is unfortunate that many for-profit schools have changed from their

original purpose of being "trade" schools. many of them want to become like universities and they

grow so fast that they lose control of the operation and lose site of what the mission really is. they

bring in MBA's and execs from other industries that, regardless of previous successes are in over

their heads when it comes to higher education. I hope that the base motivation is not greed but

know that in some cases it is. more likely it is a combination of ignorance and arrogance. that's

probably worse. 

it is all about training, graduating and finding employment for competent "whatevers" in their chosen

vocational field. if you do that, are resourceful, aren't greedy and keep your arms around the

process then profitably normally follows. it need not be a zero sum game.
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