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For-Profit Higher Education: the Good, the Bad and the Ugly?

There are no ivy covered walls, no residence halls, no quadrangles full of activity, no athletic teams, or extracurricular activities (Renner, 2003; Stosnider, 1997).  The thousands of for-profit, or proprietary, institutions across the country can be found in such environments as business complexes and shopping centers.  Their role in higher education is to provide job-specific, vocational training and education for many students in areas such as cosmetology, business administration, communications, and IT management (Morey, 2001).  
For the purposes of this paper I will focus on the proprietary degree-granting colleges and universities. Since the late ‘70s and ‘80s when proprietary schools became eligible to receive student financial aid from federal and state governments, the growth of these institutions can only be described as explosive (Morey, 2001). There are over 600 for-profit, or proprietary, degree-granting institutions in the United States promising immediate results on a student’s career.  These colleges and universities provide an education that leads to certification and, growing at a fast pace, associate and bachelors degrees (Renner, 2003).  But there is a lot of controversy surrounding these for-profit institutions.  The purpose of this paper is to explore the good, the bad, and the ugly dimensions of for-profit, degree-granting colleges and universities in light of the on-going debates about the legitimacy of these institutions.  
Proponents of for-profit colleges and universities highlight the role these institutions have in the free-market by encouraging competitors to improve education and reduce costs.  On the other hand, traditional academics argue that these institutions are short-changing students by not providing the basic liberal education that is the basis of a “democratic society by providing education for citizenship and access to opportunity” as traditional 4-year institutions claim to (Morey, 2001, p. 1). But the emerging leaders in proprietary, degree-granting institutions, like the University of Phoenix, DeVry, and ITT Technical Institutes, say that they are challenging traditional views of course credit based on seat time, opening up access to groups like adults and minorities that have long been disenfranchised by public institutions, and provide students with the skills and education that meet the demands of employers (Morey, 2001).  So what are the benefits and highlights of these institutions? 
The Good

Appeal to students. Students attend proprietary institutions because they promise a quicker payoff.  It takes less time to complete a degree and students supposedly are assured jobs upon graduation with practical skills that employers want (Renner, 2003). Proprietary colleges and universities are very focused on the populations that they serve.  Adult students are the largest population served by the for-profit colleges and universities.  Adults are looking for programs that meet the needs of their schedules: convenient locations, evening and weekend programs, short lines, and paying for only those services that they use (Morey, 2001). The adult student is looking for “convenience, quality, service, and cost,” features that are greatly promoted by for-profit institutions (Morey, 2001, p. 302).  

The University of Phoenix specifically markets itself to adult learners over the age of 23 (Morey, 2001). Students are brought in as a cohort and work on classes one at a time in short concentrated periods – four hours once a week for five or six weeks (Leatherman, 1998).  DeVry’s reputation as a business and technical college appeals to recent high school graduates who are bypassing traditional college for the job market and need skills that will make them attractive to employers (Strosnider, 1998).  

The curriculum. The curriculum in for-profit institutions is focused on the application of practical knowledge, which flies in the face of the traditional university (Renner, 2003).  Methods of learning also seem to appeal to students, because the material is presented in a concrete method that is preferred by adults (Morey, 2001). The University of Phoenix feels that their curriculum and methods of instruction are working and point to the number of students, which is higher than the national average, who receive state licensure and pass national exams  in critical thinking and other subject areas (Leatherman, 1998). 

Because proprietary colleges and universities are market driven, there is great need for continual assessment of student learning, curriculum relevance, instructional quality, the knowledge base of graduates, and the performance of graduates in the field in imperative (Offerman, 2002).  For-profit institutions like Capella University in Wisconsin identify student competencies and learning outcomes and develop the learning experiences that will achieve these results (Offerman, 2002).     
Faculty.   For-profit institutions like the University of Phoenix rely on part-time faculty, many of whom are practitioners from the fields that they are teaching. The University of Phoenix points to a rigorous recruitment process that eliminates more than half of all applicants through extensive assessment.  New instructors are paired with faculty mentor who provides assistance, and received continual in-service training (Leatherman, 1998).
Resource management. Facilities are utilized to maximize their efficiency in proprietary colleges and universities (Renner, 2003).  Classes are offered in the evenings and weekends (Renner, 2003).  Faculty members do not spend time on governance committees, conducting research, or planning their lessons unlike public institutions (Renner, 2003).  The Dean or campus director spends most of his/her time managing organizational tasks and making sure they take less time and resources, instead of focusing their efforts on fundraising (Renner, 2003).  For-profit colleges and universities are also able to devote the resources it takes to serve their adult students – something that many public institutions, focused on undergraduate education and research, are unwilling or unable to do because of the prohibitive cost (Offerman, 2002).  While the features mention above highlight the innovation and cutting edge approach to education that for-profit colleges and universities have brought to higher education, critics of for-profit education have a lot to say.    
The Bad
Appeal to students.  For-profit colleges and universities treat their students as customers. This drive for customer satisfaction leads institutions to being market driven and focus on the bottom-line.  Though institutional leaders talk about quality and student outcomes, opponents to proprietary universities question the balance that an institution can reach between customer service and quality (Renner, 2003).  Public higher education is loath to consider its students as customers.  Critics argue that the principles of customer service conflict with the attitude of the learning process (Offerman, 2002). The tradition of higher education is to provide an education for the citizens and the social responsibility to their communities upon graduation.  That is not the mission of the proprietary colleges and universities.  Their mission is to prepare students for employment (Offerman, 2002).  But there does not seem to be any research that indicates that any of one of these organizations is doing a better job of preparing better citizens than the other.       
Curriculum. National proprietary institutions such as University of Phoenix and DeVry create the curriculum for the faculty.  Lesson plans are very structured and faculty members are not allowed to deviate too greatly from the formula, since the instruction for a particular course is the same at all campuses of these colleges and universities (Renner, 2003).  This structure has lead opponents to nickname for-profits such as the University of Phoenix as “McUniversities” a reference to the standardization of consistency often a feature of fast food.  Some students have even criticized their programs as redundant (Marcus, 2000).  Other critics are concerned that students are not in classes long enough to really “master the course material or have enough time with instructors” (Leatherman, 1998). 
Having had so much success at offering associates and bachelors degrees, for-profits  are now beginning to offer Master’s and Doctoral degrees.  The criticisms about curriculum content are no louder than in the traditional teacher preparation programs at public colleges and universities.  The University of Phoenix has established MEd degrees for teacher certification. Opponents have become very concerned about the structured and streamlined curricula.  The forsaken lesson on theory in lieu of practical application that has characterized for-profit programs continues in the Master’s curriculum (Raphael & Tobias, 1997).  Critics are concerned that states are too eager to partner with the University of Phoenix to meet the critical teaching shortages.  They fear that when these students graduate they will have little or no knowledge of the theoretical constructs that help teachers deal with individual differences and situations in the classroom by exercising their professional judgment.  The curricula at for-profit institutions offering teaching degrees are designed to meet the basic requirements of state mandates and no more  (Morey, 2001). 
Faculty.  The major challenge for most for-profit colleges and universities is attracting qualified faculty members.  Most of the faculty are part-time and are not eligible for retirement or health care benefits (Renner, 2003). Capella University actively recruits faculty from traditional public institutions that are attracted to the innovation, but has had several candidates refuse the job offer because they want the security of what is known to them in the traditional campus (Offerman, 2002).  Critics from public colleges and universities are wary about the number of part-time faculty teaching at the for-profits. They wonder at the automation of teaching canned courses, calling the instruction “mechanical, rote, and lifeless.”  Still others wonder at how these part-time instructors, who are practitioners by day, can stay current with their fields and still have time to prepare for class (Leatherman, 1998).
Resource management.  To maintain low-overhead most for-profit colleges and universities do not have libraries on campus.  If they do have a library, it is mostly journals and magazines – no books (Winston, 1999).  Though students have access to online resources, they often have to utilize public libraries in their communities.  Some public college and university libraries have started asking students from the for-profit schools to step aside so they can serve their school’s students first (Raphael & Tobias, 1997).    The investment environment of the larger for-profits also provides challenges to decision making, because decisions have to be clearly defined and balanced within the political environment of customer service and responsibility to stockholders (Winston, 1999).  
The Ugly

Historically, proprietary institutions have had a bad reputation.  In the late ‘60s and ‘70s lawmakers spent a lot of time investigating charges of fiscal improprieties.  Several schools were found to have inflated their enrollments with fake students, or not reporting students who dropped out or withdrew from classes, in order to take financial aid dollars.  Still other proprietary schools drew students into programs that were later cancelled, or created diploma mills – selling degrees and credentials with very little education to meet competition (Chaloux, 1995; Renner, 2003). 


Regulation and greater vigilance to student satisfaction by federal and state agencies are reducing the number of proprietary institutions that are not giving what they promised.  The U.S. Department of Education is vigilant in overseeing institutions with high student loan default rates and accreditation of the for-profit institutions.  State agencies responsible for consumer protection, as well as the state higher education commissions in many states protect students from more shady practices (Kelly, 2001).   Many of these institutions also take great care to protect their integrity.  At Capella University, a for-profit institution that serves adult student over the web in a variety of programs, regularly engages its faculty and staff in discussion about ethics, integrity, and quality (Offerman, 2002).  
The influence of the dot.com industry shakeouts on proprietary colleges and universities has also generated an atmosphere of greater scrutiny of new for-profit education start-ups. In addition, larger for-profit institutions such as the University of Phoenix and Sylvan Learning Systems buy out weaker proprietary institutions as a way of expanding their programs into more states.  Because brand name recognition is so important to for-profit colleges and universities, they are more vigilant in protecting their standards in order to leave behind the historical reputation of for-profit institutions (Offerman, 2002). 
Conclusion

Critics of higher education point to the institution’s evolution in the United States as being reactive to the needs of the country.  Administrators and faculty members are so steeped in tradition that they are unable to harness the resources necessary to be proactive in meeting the changing needs of today’s current markets.  The aspects that most traditional academics and higher education leaders despise about proprietary colleges and universities is their deviation from traditional methods of instruction, and their ability to respond to the demands of the market and change their curriculum accordingly (Offerman, 2002).  
The ability to respond to market demands is what makes these institutions so attractive to investors.  Critics in traditional public higher education institutions are concerned that quality and standards of the institution, its faculty, and the curriculum are eroded by innovation.  While traditional higher education is in disbelief that an educational institution that earns a profit can be credible.  There has been no evidence that the for-profit structure demeans quality (Offerman, 2002). Many of the larger institutions are seeking, and receiving, accreditation that traditional public colleges and universities have to have as a method of quality insurance (Leatherman, 1998).  
In a time when traditional public institutions face scrutiny from legislatures and the public about quality and accountability, for-profit, degree-granting colleges and universities may be a guide in curriculum, instructional, and resource management innovations.  There is not a body of research that categorically demonstrates that the methods that for-profits employ are ‘bad.’  It seems that critics, who mostly seem to come from the ranks of the public academies, are pointing fingers to deflect the glare of light that has been focused on their own traditional, rigid, and reactive methods.  
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