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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF THE FPCU STUDENT EXPERIENCE AND
OUTCOMES AFTER GRADUATION WITHIN THE SOUTH FLORIDA REGION
by
Tania Frederic Abouzeide
Florida International University, 2020
Miami, Florida
Professor Benjamin Baez, Major Professor

My study aims to explore why students enroll in for-profit colleges, outline their student
experiences and present their post-graduate outcomes of obtaining a degree (i.e.,
increased salary, career progression, etc.) from an FPCU. With the rise of for-profit
colleges, issues arise such as questionable recruiting practices, dismal graduation rates,
poor job placements and minimal income increase and high student loan default rates
(Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013; Heller, 2011; Macqueen, 2011; Yeoman, 2011). The
discourse surrounding for-profit colleges at times does not consider the FPCU graduate
perspective those affected most by the FPCU notoriety. I interviewed 12 FPCU graduates
from the South Florida area. Four major themes emerged from the qualitative study.
Access and Choice, which relates to students’ decision to pursue a higher education and
the circumstances that influenced their college choice. The findings suggest that the
research participants wanted to progress in their careers and sought employment
opportunities. The second theme, Student Support, pertains to the student FPCU
experience. The research participants reported that professor support was a substantial

component of their student experience. The third theme, Degrees of Impact and
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Satisfaction, refers to post-graduate outcomes and specifically centered on how the
respondents perceived their culminating collegiate experience. The respondents reported
to have had a positive experience and were satisfied with their FPCU student experience
and degree. The fourth theme, Returns on Investment, considers the financial investment
component. The participants indicated the severity of their student loan debt from

graduating from an FPCU.
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

Higher education and the prospect of obtaining a college degree is typically
associated with positive outcomes, including social and economic mobility and personal
success. These aspirations are linked to the achievements of those who earn a
postsecondary credential. However, there is an increase in negative attitudes towards the
costs and returns associated with obtaining a higher education, spurned by controversy
and scandals of some for-profit colleges. Concerns such as soaring tuition expenses, high
student debt, and low wage earnings (post-graduation) foster a climate which questions
the value of a college degree (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013; Heller, 2011; Macqueen,
2011; Yeoman, 2011)

To some, the purpose of obtaining a higher education is to the betterment of
oneself and thus society. Others may consider the college experience (leading to a
degree) to be a rite of passage or they may have an inherent view of obtaining a higher
education, being the result of family expectations/tradition. Many individuals perceive a
college degree to be the gateway to a better quality of life. Today, it seems the purpose of
obtaining a degree is a means to an end, the end being a job or career advancement. As
Grubb and Lazerson (2004) put it “higher education is now the clearest embodiment of
the American dream of getting ahead through one’s own labor” (p. 56).

Nevertheless, the demand for higher education continues to increase in the United
States (Deming et al., 2013). Along with the appeal of obtaining a college degree is the
dilemma of access to higher education in the United States. The for-profit college sector

aims to address the access gap in U.S. higher education. The sector’s objective primarily



serves non-traditional students (i.e., minorities, underserved, and disadvantaged students)
with an opportunity to pursue a college degree (Berg, 2005).

According to Kinser (2006) and other higher education researchers, there are three
sectors of higher education: the public non-profit, the private non-profit, and the private
for-profit sector. The for-profit segment of higher education differs from the traditional
public and private non-profit sectors concerning revenue (profit). The for-profit sector of
higher education includes “privately funded taxpaying institutions that generate profit by
providing post-high school degrees or credentials™ (Iloh, 2016, p. 429). For-profit
colleges and universities (FPCUs), also known as proprietary institutions, have persisted
in U.S. higher education for longer than the general public has acknowledged (Kinser,
2006; Swenson, Warren & Boggs, 2005). These schools contribute to the increasingly
complex industry of higher education.

With the prevalence of for-profit institutions, issues often arise such as
questionable recruiting practices, low-quality programs, dismal graduation rates, poor job
placements, minimal income increase, and high student loan default rates (Deming et al.,
2013; Heller, 2011; Macqueen, 2011; Yeoman, 2011). My study aims to explore not only
why students enroll in FPCUs, but also explores their student experiences and their
outcomes of obtaining a degree (i.e., employment, increased salary, career progression,
etc.) from an FPCU.

Problem Statement

The pursuit of higher education in the United States evolved from an explorative

ideal suitable for the privileged or intellectually curious starting in the 16th century to

whereas now it is the pathway for career progress and the advancement of knowledge



(research). From the onset of education in the United States, the discussion of education
being a public civil right or private good has continued to be debated (Kinser, 2007). The
goal of the for-profit college sector is to afford educational opportunities while making a
profit. The purpose of the traditional higher educational sector is to afford educational
opportunities while promoting societal advancement in the form of research and other
knowledge seeking practices. As American higher education developed, so did its public
purposes such as “benefits to the nation’s economy, the protection of national defense,
the creation of new knowledge, and the promise of equal education opportunities” (Grubb
& Lazerson, 2004, p. 56). However, the primary driving force of higher education is the
private benefit, which includes idiosyncratic access to professional, financial, and
economic advancement (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004).

My study suggests that an inherent relationship across all sectors of higher
education exists, while focusing specifically on the for-profit industry. However, the
dichotomy between the non-profit traditional university and for-profit higher education is
implicit. In fact, the awareness of the for-profit college sector relies heavily on what we
know concerning the non-profit, traditional university ideology.

At the onset of my research of college students, I noticed that students within the
traditional college and university sector are extensively studied. Published research
ranging from student retention, student development theories, minority persistence, and
first-generation students within the traditional university context are commonly
referenced (Kurantowicz & Nizinska, 2013; Johnson, 2017; Murphy & Hicks, 2006).

However, the larger higher education community neglects to include FPCU students and



their experiences and in order to understand the for-profit college industry, one must
understand the students that attend them.

Although for-profit colleges and universities provide opportunities for non-
traditional students to pursue and complete a degree program, there appears to be adverse
effects of attending an FPCU (Cottom, 2017; Mettler, 2014), considering reported
predatory recruiting practices such as high student loan default rates, poor graduation
rates, and questionable employment gains (Kinser, 2006; Deming et al., 2013). It is
critical to determine if these institutions and the credentials they grant are equivalent to
the traditional public and private non-profit universities and colleges.

Unethical and perhaps shady recruiting practices on behalf of for-profit colleges
occasionally make headlines. One does not have to look far to witness the questionable
sales pitch some for-profit colleges use. Take for example the commercials of for-profit
colleges like now defunct Everest University (now operated by Zenith Education Group).
They usually begin with a relatable person speaking directly to the camera with a
directive saying, “Get off that couch and pick up the phone” or “Start your journey to a
better your life.” After the directive, the person tells the audience that financial aid is
available and the school will help you land a job. These commercials follow a very
simple formula to lure in prospective students. However, for-profit colleges and
universities use various sophisticated methods to recruit students, such as
overemphasizing accreditation credentials (Douglass, 2012; Howard-Vital, 2006), job
and salary outlooks (Mettler, 2014), and financial aid impacts.

As discussed in Chapter Two, upon an investigation conducted by the

Government Accountability Office, over 86% of the schools investigated provided



“deceptive information” to prospective students and participated in fraudulent and
misleading practices (Mettler, 2014). For example, one enrollment advisor indicated that
with an associate degree in criminal justice an applicant would qualify for employment as
an agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation (Mettler, 2014). A beauty school
enrollment advisor overstated the earning potential for a barber to earn up to $250,000
annually when the national average is approximately $43,000 annually (Mettler, 2014).
However, the deceptive practices are not limited to recruiting practices.

There are reports of for-profit colleges taking advantage of the federal financial
aid policies (Macqueen, 2012; Mettler, 2014). For example, The Institute for College
Access and Success (2019) reported that FPCU bachelor degree graduates incurred
$39,900 in student loans and post-graduation, private non-profit graduates had $31,450 in
student debt and graduates from public institutions incurred $26,900. Macqueen’s
research indicated almost half of the national student loan default rate is attributed to
FPCU students (Macqueen, 2012). According to Kreighbaum (2019), the for-profit
student loan default rate is 15%. The public and private non-profit default rates are 9.6%
and 6.6% respectively (Kreighbaum, 2019). Further, the low FPCU graduation rate,
which is around 25%, is considerably lower than the traditional six-year graduation rate
at public and non-profit private colleges, 60% and 66% respectively (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2020; Yeoman, 2011). Beyond the ambiguous marketing efforts,
loose federal financial aid policies and poor graduation rates, the FPCU sector continues
to persist in spite of national headlines and consumer class-action lawsuits citing

exploitation and unethical practices.



The discourse surrounding for-profit colleges and universities at times does not
consider the FPCU graduate perspective, those affected most by the FPCU notoriety. My
study aims to enhance the for-profit college conversation by studying the students who
actually attended these institutions. The FPCU graduate perspective is important to
examine because their reasons for attending a non-traditional university or college may
offer insight regarding their student experience pursuing a degree at an FPCU and
essentially the perceived and tangible returns on their investment as a student. Kinser
(2006) reported that over 3,000 for-profit institutions enroll about 800,000 students
nationally. The National Center Education Statistics reported that in 2017 there were over
19 million college students enrolled across public, private and for-profit colleges; with
over 1 million students enrolled in for-profit colleges (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2018, Table 317.40)

The present study explores the following vital concerns: 1) Specifically from a
financial, economic and time preference perspective, are FPCU students considering all
available options of which college to attend? 2) What are the experiences of FPCU
students and do they themselves value the FPCU experience? 3) Are these institutions
providing a quality credential and thus an opportunity for graduates to progress in their
career and achieve economic mobility? My study probes the for-profit graduate
experience. Through qualitative inquiry, the current study discovers the motivations,
underlying reasons and insight into the FPCU industry and the students that graduate

from such institutions.



Purpose of Study

The purpose of my study is to determine not only the viability of pursuing and
obtaining a post-secondary degree from a for-profit college, but also to explore the FPCU
student experiences in a comprehensive manner. Few studies consider the FPCU
student/graduate perspective. As a result, it is unclear what implications may or may not
exist for the FPCU student demographic. Understanding the FPCU sector from a student
perspective will provide additional insight into regarding how to mitigate potential
damages and adverse effects of the for-profit industry. It would be beneficial to uncover
how and why students select for-profit schools over affordable community colleges or
comparably priced private non-profit colleges. Essentially, why would students absorb
and risk high debt to attend a less recognized institution? Traditionally, it is understood
that obtaining a degree from a reputable institution, such as Duke University, will result
in increased earnings and better outlook on employment opportunities.

Conceptual Framework

In considering a suitable theoretical framework to guide my study, I heavily
leaned on Grubb and Lazerson’s (2004) education gospel concept. The education gospel
as developed by Grubb and Lazerson (2004) is the belief system that postulates the
benefits of education as a pathway to success via individual employment gains. The faith
surrounding the education gospel centers on education and the pursuit of more schooling
or credentials to develop and prepare individuals for the workforce. It is “the notion that
the Knowledge Revolution is changing the nature of work, shifting away from
occupations rooted in industrial production to occupations associated with knowledge and

information” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 1-2). Grubb and Lazerson’s Education Gospel



belief system insists that these occupations mandate skills that can only be obtained
beyond what high schools offer and that some college education is required to keep pace
with future professions and occupations (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004). The Education
Gospel touches on “vocationalism” which reinforces the need to develop a workforce
through schooling and curricula, with skills employers demand.

However, the education gospel does not stop at mere more schooling; rather,
individuals who place faith in the education gospel may engage in life-long learning to
stay abreast with rapid occupational changes and technology (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004).
Grubb and Lazerson’s (2004) framework emphasizes the adaptability of higher education
institutions to the labor market demands while balancing the original public and private
missions of the university: advance society through knowledge seeking behaviors
(research) and propel individuals to their desired professional objective. As Grubb and
Lazerson (2004) indicated, that higher education serves as the avenue to achieve the
American dream.

The fallacy with the concept is that it appears that American higher education has
monopolized the pathway of professional success and advancement. Historically, the
model of professional advancement heavily relied on hands-on experience rather than
school-based learning. Now the model has shifted, as Grubb and Lazerson (2004)
indicated:

As formal schooling displaced experience and apprenticeship methods,

higher education standardized the necessary expertise by using easily

recognized criteria to certify professional knowledge — entrance



examinations, formal courses of study, degree requirements, and licensing

examinations.

As an educator and higher education professional, I knowingly subscribe and
believe in the education gospel. Through my personal experiences, the Education Gospel
has become innate and a guiding principle in my professional and personal aspirations.
As I write my dissertation for my own career advancement, I consider how my personal
academic credentials have played a role in my journey of self-discovery and professional
success. For many of the participants in the current study, they also subscribe to the belief
system whether knowingly or not. Therefore, I use the education gospel as the foundation
and backdrop for my study. From the pre-enrollment phase throughout the academic
journey to graduation, the education gospel serves as a solid framework to apply to the
present study because in this context, it describes how individuals perceive their pursuit
of a college degree, including outcomes related to economic mobility.

Positionality Statement

The present study aims to explore the decision-making process, the experience,
and outcomes of students who graduated from a for-profit college or university in the
South Florida region. As a former college advisor, current university administrator and
instructor, I am passionate about imparting knowledge to students and believe in
education as a pathway to success. As a trained counselor, I understand the importance of
decision-making and having as many tools and information to make an informed
decision. Therefore, I am interested in uncovering what factors participants considered
and factors that led them to their decisions. Seeing that the study also focuses on

participants’ experiences at a for-profit institution (rather than at a traditional college),



my primary objective is to explore the effects of the for-profit education market,
especially if the participant(s) experienced positive outcomes, professional growth, and
financial progress.

As a higher education professional, I have personally witnessed the adverse
effects of students attempting to transfer from a for-profit institution to a traditional
public university. As a former college advisor, I have had to communicate and explain
the differences between accreditation bodies and transferability rules, the results of which
were not in students’ and some graduates’ favor. Therefore, my experiences have shaped
my purview of the for-profit market as I have had to work directly with this student
population and have established a personal connection with this student demographic and
identify with a similar experience to selected participants. Ultimately, the purpose of this
study is to contribute to the discussion of for-profit institutions and their students. A
component of the present research includes the debt and financial investment students
make. In addition to understanding their experience, I intend to examine the outcomes of
each participant. Some considerations include if graduates have an improved financial
situation or if they are riddled with debt, perhaps more debt than they would have
incurred at a public institution. I aim to obtain information pertaining to their career goals
and if they achieved professional growth as a result of their degree. Finally, I am
interested in acquiring a comprehensive narrative of their FPCU experience, how the
participants viewed their student experience, and their overall satisfaction of their

experience.
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Research Questions

The current study aims to shed light from the FPCU graduate perspective
concerning their career prospects, financial and economic standing, and other
achievements, specifically within a saturated for-profit market in South Florida.
Additionally, the study aims to contribute to the discourse on for-profit college recruiting
practices, transferability prospects, potential career advancement or entry, and economic
standing upon graduating from a for-profit college. Therefore, the study aims to answer
the following research questions:

1. Why did FPCU graduates choose to attend a for-profit college?

2. What were the experiences of FPCU graduates in college?

3. What were the FPCU graduates’ experiences upon completing their degrees?

I will seek to understand the perceptions and experiences of graduates of for-profit
colleges. In particular, I will examine how students made their decisions and what factors
they considered as they made their decision. It is also critical to understand their
perceived experience as an FPCU student within their courses, programs, and exposure to
administrative procedures (i.e., admissions, registration, financial aid, student affairs,
etc.). Further, I intend to evaluate and explore outcomes after graduation. Specifically,
did the graduate secure employment, a promotion, or other career progression?

Assumptions and Delimitations of the Study
The current study aims to explore the experiences of FPCU students from their
interpretative perspective. The study is limited in that it focuses on student experiences,

which rely on perceived memory and are subjective. One may assume that the results of

11



the study will not be generalizable because of the small sample size and the sample was
restricted to the South Florida region.

A major assumption of the current study is that attending college is good,
positive, and enhances the economy and individual. The purpose of pursuing and
completing a degree regardless of where, when, and by whom, can be interpreted as
progress for the individual and society. The assumption rests on the notion of the
education gospel, which was discussed earlier in this chapter.

Definition of Key Terms

The following key terms will be used in this study: /HE (institutions of higher
education, FPCU (for-profit college and university), traditional universities, financial
aid, and qualitative research. The following presents the definitions of these terms found
throughout research study.

Institutions of higher education or IHE refers to the collective body of colleges
and universities that grant post-secondary (after high school) education. Institutions of
higher education relates to all degree granting institutions, regardless of accreditation.
There are three sectors within the higher education industry, private non-profit, public
non-profit, and private for-profit (i.e., Harvard University, University of California, Los
Angeles and University of Phoenix, respectively) (Kinser, 2006).

For-profit colleges and universities or FPCUs, refers to all post-secondary
institutions that generate revenue in the form of profits. They are also known as
proprietary schools or career colleges. For-profit colleges and universities is used to

describe the for-profit education industry within a higher education context.
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The term traditional university refers to the private or public non-profit college or
university, the most well-known traditional university being Harvard University.
Traditional university typically implies that a college or university is traditional and that
most students complete their degree in four years. These schools offer bachelor’s,
master’s and PhD degrees and are governed by a board and regional accreditation body.
Any revenue generated must be applied back to the college or university.

Within the current study, the term financial aid pertains to monies and funds in
the form of loans, grants and scholarships for the use of tuition related expenses. Federal
financial aid policy in the US is a complex set of guidelines in which students must apply
and meet eligibility requirements to receive funds for the purpose of obtaining a post-
secondary credential.

The present study uses the term qualitative research to specify the research
method/approach. Qualitative research or methodology refers to the ideology that
“meaning is socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their world” (Merriam,
2002). My approach is primarily exploratory and is used across many disciplines,
including to uncover perceived interpretations, attitudes, and incentives within a certain
context.

Significance

The significance of my study will add to the body of research surrounding the
FPCU industry. However, rather than focusing on macro-level concerns such as
educational policy, my study will address the student perspective and experience. The
FPCU student voice is deserving to be heard and requires attention. The FPCU student

demographic is likely an adult minority (specifically black or Hispanic) female within the
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lower socioeconomic stratum (Cottom, 2017; Mettler, 2014). Therefore, the current study
implies a level of academic exploitation and educational inequality on behalf of the
FPCU industry. The student demographic, along with the above-mentioned infamy of the
FPCU industry, appears to be intentional, at first glance. However, a qualitative study
within a culturally rich region, such as South Florida, will provide insight into how FPCU
graduates perceive their experiences and interpret their outcomes. The results of my
study contribute to the overall discussion surrounding the for-profit student experience,
higher education worth, value, and return on investment.
Summary

The FPCU industry requires an understanding of the development of the U.S.
higher education system and the intended mission of higher education. An FPCU sector is
a complex set of institutions that differ from the traditional non-profit colleges and
universities in a manner that focuses on revenue generation while decreasing costs. While
traditional colleges and universities also generate revenue, they are required to apply any
profit generated back to the institution, whether to update facilities or use funds to
provide scholarships. For-profit colleges, like traditional colleges and universities, also
grant degree credentials in many disciplines, yet the cost of attendance is typically higher
at a for-profit institution, which denotes the question of degree worth. Public policy also
heavily shapes the higher education landscape. Although each sector of higher education
is unique, the for-profit industry is particularly notorious for high tuition rates, poor
graduation rates, and is often the subject of several lawsuits. My study aims to explore

why students attend them, how they made their decision, what their experiences were
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like, and what were the outcomes of obtaining a FPCU credential within the South
Florida region.

The ensuing literature review explores the increasing interest of for-profit
institutions within the higher education market in the United States. Access and choice
are significant components of higher education. Therefore, using access and choice
theories of higher education frameworks, researchers examine for-profit student choice
and the factors associated with the decision to enroll at a for-profit college. Financial aid
and economic resources also serve as a critical element in exploring FPCU student
choice. I will present and discuss significant studies addressing the aspect of financial
assistance of the for-profit market. Lastly, research studies regarding the outcomes of for-
profit students and graduates are included to discuss what the potential returns and
benefits are after enrolling in a for-profit college. The implications of these studies refer
back to the questionable recruiting practices and marketing claims of the for-profit
industry. Further, I address the FPCU student perspective and counter arguments

supporting the for-profit sector.
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CHAPTER 11
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

According to Deming, Yuchtman, Abulafi, Goldin and Katz (2016), FPCUs
“account for 42% of postsecondary enrollment growth from 2002 - 2012” and in 2012
more than 1.1 million students were enrolled at the 23 largest for-profit institutions (p.
779). The overall narrative of the for-profit industry is mostly negative, yet as
demonstrated by enrollment numbers, the for-profit industry is secure and here to stay.
Research on the for-profit sector of higher education encompasses either student choice
factors, including a large body of work on financial aid implications and the returns of the
for-profit market. Quantitative studies examining the economic costs and benefits of the
FPCU credential is reported and valued. Qualitative studies investigating student choice
provide a solid foundation for understanding under what circumstances students enroll
into a for-profit college. But often the FPCU alumni viewpoint is neglected. Few
qualitative studies consider the FPCU student experience and outcomes after graduation,
including their economic status and professional growth (i.e., career advancement or
promotion). Therefore, the current study aims to shed insight from the FPCU graduate
perspective regarding their experiences beginning from the student college choice process
through FPCU matriculation and outcomes after graduation.

Historical Overview of the For-Profit Institution Sector

To understand the current role of for-profit institutions of higher education, one
must consider the historical origins of for-profit institutions. Dr. Kevin Kinser’s research
on the for-profit institution has established him as an expert in the field. He has

contributed to the current literature on alternative and non-traditional higher education,
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including for-profit institutions. Kinser’s (2006) study focused on the history of the for-
profit sector as well as a general sector profile (Kinser, 2006, 2007; Floyd, 2007;
Schilling, 2013). For a historical overview on for-profit institutions, Kinser’s work is
primarily referenced. In addition, the work of Jo Anna Schilling (2013) is included in the
historical perspective of for-profit institutions.

The origins of proprietary institutions date back to as early as the 16" century
(Douglass, 2012; Kinser 2006; Schilling 2013; Urman, 2007). For example, many
schools in Western Europe specialized in handwriting, bookkeeping, and business. Dutch
night schools in Colonial America provided practical skills required for jobs (Urman,
2007). According to Kinser (2006, 2007), not only have for-profit institutions existed
since the 18" century in the United States, along with traditional public and private
institutions, but they have also played a vital role in the U.S. educational system.

Kinser (2006) indicated that the current model of for-profit institutions arose from
the private business colleges of the 19th century. As a consequence of the increasing
sizes of businesses, the apprenticeship system was no longer effective (Kinser, 2006). As
a result, training of new employees was required in a more systematic method, thus the
creation of business colleges by entrepreneurs (Kinser, 2006). While the for-profit sector
continued to expand with business colleges, universities began to offer the same
vocational programs, which undermined the for-profit business college (Kinser, 2006).
Although the for-profit sector remained firmly intact with servicing new incoming
students in the early 1900s, the sector was altered with the passing of the Smith-Hughes
Act of 1917. The Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 required vocational education to be

encompassed in public schools (Kinser, 2006; Schilling, 2013). In addition, a second
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blow was dealt to the proprietary sector with the GI Bill post World War II (Kinser,
2006; Schilling, 2013). As a result, the for-profit sector witnessed significant enrollment
declines caused by the initial exclusion of for-profit institutions, under the GI Bill
guidelines (Kinser, 2006; Schilling, 2013). However, with the influx of returning soldiers
seeking enrollment and congressional consideration, for-profit institutions became
eligible for federal funding in the late 1940°s (Kinser, 2006; Schilling, 2013).

Upon the inclusion of proprietary institutions under the GI Bill, institutional
accreditation concerns arose, resulting in the National Defense Education Act of 1958
(Kinser, 2006). The National Defense Education Act of 1958 served as the foundation of
the Higher Education Act of 1972, which expanded additional federal financial aid (i.e.,
student loans) to students in vocational and for-profit institutions (Kinser, 2006;
Schilling, 2013). The implementation of the Higher Education Act of 1972 resulted in
regional accreditations granted to for-profit IHE’s (Kinser, 2006).

In the 1980s, there were upwards of 4,000 for-profit schools with almost two
million students enrolled nationally (Schilling, 2013). The 1990’s signified the modern
upsurge of the for-profit sector. The corporate-owned institution further solidified the
Wall Street era with the initial public offering (IPO) of the Apollo Group in 1994 (Kinser,
2006; Schilling, 2013). Leading into the 21% century, the for-profit sector has maintained
its position within the higher education arena. Nationally, out of 3,500 for-profit
institutions, 800 are degree granting (Kinser, 2006). Total revenue for this sector was
$6.2 billion, with 800,000 enrolled students (Kinser, 2006).

Prior to the aforementioned historical origins of the for-profit sector, one might

assume that for-profit institutions are quite new in the general scope of higher education.
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However, contrary to general perception, Kinser (2006, 2007) and Schilling (2013)
accurately contradict the assumption. Recent class action lawsuits and the abrupt closing
of some institutions has attributed to the negative public perception of the for-profit
institutions, while not realizing that these institutions are not new to the American higher
education landscape. Kinser (2006) addressed and noted several previous works where
the author indicated that there is a significant gap in the literature on the for-profit sector
and the claim of “lack of information” on for-profit IHEs is not factual (p. 3). Both
Kinser (2006) and Schilling (2013) referenced works dating back to the early 19
century. In addition, Kinser (2006) specifically addressed that enrollment records “can be
traced back to the 1870’s” (p. 3). Although there is a plethora of information on the for-
profit sector, the main factor for a lack of understanding is that the for-profit sector is
constantly changing, thus the difficulty of understanding the sector (Kinser, 2006).
However, viewing the historical development of the for-profit institution provides a solid
foundation regarding the sustained growth of a changing higher education market.
Growth and Prevalence of the For-Profit Institutions

Higher education in the United States has witnessed unprecedented growth. The
increasing demand of higher education is one of the causes of students seeking education
at alternative, non-traditional, and mostly for-profit institutions (Macqueen, 2012). As a
result of the general growth of higher education in the United States, the for-profit
institution sector has managed to exhibit the large growth rates. Floyd (2007) cited that
within the for-profit sector, there are two types of for-profit institutions: enterprise
institutions (also known as independent schools) and multi-campus corporations (also

known as corporate-owned institutions). In addition to being significantly smaller than
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their counterpart (in terms of enrollment and campuses), the enterprise or independent
institutions are typically “locally or family-owned, and have a very informal structure and
operating style” (Floyd, 2007, p. 122). The distinction between the two types of for-profit
institutions is apparent. Subsequently, more attention is given to large multi-campus
institutions because of sizeable enrollment, revenue, and degree conferrals (Floyd, 2007;
Kinser, 2007). The majority of the growth within the for-profit sector is driven by
corporate-owned and/or publicly traded for-profit institutions, which enroll about 50% of
all students enrolled at for-profit degree granting institutions (Kinser, 2006). Many of the
corporate-owned institutions are large national chains. Deming et al. (2013) found that
“90 percent of the enrollment increase in the for-profit sector stemmed from these large
national chains” (p. 138). Oseguera and Malagon (2010) also reported that for-profit
colleges and universities (FPCUs) experienced tremendous growth. The researchers cited
enrollment increased 91% in degree-granting institutions, from 1998 to 2003 (Oseguera
& Malagon, 2010). Deming et al. (2013) also noted that enrollment in the for-profit
sector has tripled since 2000. The Apollo Group, which is the parent company of the
University of Phoenix, “enrolled 18 percent of all students in the for-profit sector and 26
percent of all degree-seeking students” in 2002 (Kinser, 2006, p. 23).

Although the for-profit sector has experienced tremendous growth, corporate-
owned institutions only accounted for 2.5% of all students enrolled in higher education in
the United States (Berg, 2005). Douglass (2012) indicated that for-profit IHEs included
about “2,900 institutions and affiliated campuses, representing more than 40% of all the
accredited colleges and universities in the U.S. Yet their total enrollment is just less than

10% of all enrolments in the 50 states” (p. 247). It is clear that some for-profits are quite
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large and enroll high numbers of students (i.e. University of Phoenix). Considering the
for-profit sector dominance, it is important to discuss the role corporate owned for-profit
IHEs play.

In Kinser’s 2007 study, Dimensions of Corporate Ownership in For-Profit Higher
Education, the focus on corporate owned educational providers in higher education with
respect to the changing dynamics of U.S. higher education was explored. In addition,
Kinser (2007) surveyed both the smaller independent for-profit division and the Wall
Street owned (large multi-campus corporations) sector. Curricular aspects of the efficient
for-profit model, along with the myriad of unethical practices of for-profit institutions,
were also examined. Kinser (2007) reported, “Wall Street owners are now the primary
producers of for-profit degrees in the United States” (p. 227). The major players in the
for-profit sect are: ITT, DeVry, Apollo, Laureate, Strayer, and EVCI. They primarily
grant degrees, according to Kinser (2007). Concorde, Corinthian, Lincoln, and UTI
mainly award non-degree certificates (Kinser, 2007).

Douglass (2012) attributed the rise of the for-profit sector to three factors: 1)
increase in demand of higher education driven by population growth; 2) technological
progress (i.e., the internet and online course offerings); 3) loosened federal regulation
during the Bush administration. In addition, the growth of the for-profit institution sector
is attributed to the dominance of Wall Street-owned institutions or the large multi-campus
corporation (Floyd, 2007; Kinser, 2007).

The Role of the For-Profit Institution
Although sometimes marred by controversy and notoriety, the for-profit sector

within higher education continues to service students and attempts to address the access
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gap in the United States. These institutions may be owned by individual proprietors,
others by shareholders of multibillion dollar corporations, but all reject the claim that
private gain trumps the broader service to students and society they provide (Kinser,
2006, p. 2). Berg (2005) argued that the “for-profit solution to the access problem is
accomplished through an organizational model that concentrates on meeting the needs of
ethnic minorities, adult, and first-generation college students” (p. 30). The following
section briefly explores the current role of for-profit institutions and what they have to
offer.
Curriculum

Deming et al. (2013) mentioned that for-profit institutions or proprietary
institutions offer a large range of programs, from non-degree certificates to doctoral
degrees, with various accelerated timeframes of completions. “They provide identical
curriculum and teaching practices at multiple locations and at convenient times, and they
offer highly structured programs that make timely completion feasible” (p. 139).
Oseguera and Malagon (2010) supported the notion that for-profit institutions tend to
offer accelerated programs with “hands on training” (p. 67). The majority of corporate
owned institutions offer programs in business, computer science, and health care, with
more than the majority of Wall Street owned schools offering at least one of the above-
mentioned programs (Kinser, 2007). Floyd (2007) stated “many for-profit colleges have
entered the high-growth health sciences because of considerable employer demand and
student interest” (p. 123). Cellini (2010) noted that many programs offered at the for-
profit IHE are also offered at community colleges. However, the overcrowding of

community colleges with an added decrease in state support contribute to why students
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choose the for-profit over the less expensive community college (Cellini, 2010).
Nevertheless, additional student choice factors is covered in this chapter. In addition,
Swenson et al. (2005) mentioned that the development of professional schools within
traditional universities and colleges compete with the for-profit institution sector in terms
of students and revenue, as the professional schools also generate revenue for the
traditional university.

Technology

Technology and the advancement of online and distance learning capabilities has
played a major role with respect to the growth of the proprietary institution sector.
Technological progress with respect to the development of the internet and the World
Wide Web has enriched the learning the process, especially from an institutional
perspective. Flexibility, accessibility, and adaptability have become synonymous with
online learning. In regards to the for-profit versus non-profit institutions, many for-profit
institutions offer distance learning courses and online course components. However, per
Deming et al., (2013), FPCUs are not more likely to offer technology assisted courses
than community colleges.

For-profit institutions, particularly large national chains, offer specific programs
in popular fields such as business and health care. Subsequently, the for-profit college
and university agenda differs from that of the traditional university ideal (Berg, 2005).
Berg (2005) stated that the primary charge of for-profit institutions is to educate working
and/or professional adult students using a faculty practitioner model that is valued in
place of the traditional faculty/scholar model. In addition, Berg (2005) noted that for-

profit institutions face many challenges with increased scrutiny; however, those within
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the for-profit sector maintain a commitment to a larger social agenda, rather than just
generating profits. In contrast, Deming, et al. (2013) argued that although for-profit
institutions, specifically large national chains, provide educational opportunities to those
underrepresented in the traditional higher education segment (minorities and
disadvantaged students), low graduation rates should support the necessity for additional
regulation.
Graduation Rates

Yeoman (2011) indicated the six-year graduation rate of 25% of for-profit
institutions (35% lower than that of private non-profit and almost 40% lower than public
institutions), according to a 2010 U.S. Department of Education report. Blumenstyk
(2012) offered insight into the critical graduation rate of for-profit institutions. She stated
that each college company may use varying criteria to compute the essential graduation
rate (Blumenstyk, 2012), as the graduation rate is a mandatory requirement for all U.S.
institutions (public non-profit, private non-profit, and private for profit) to report for
federal funding. Therefore, the 25% graduation rate of for-profit institutions may not be
representative of the actual number of students graduating from for-profit institutions.
Deming et al. (2013) reported slightly lower estimates of for-profit graduates, at 23%.
Although economic impacts will be explored later, it is important to note that
approximately 23% of students who either graduated (after six years) or left the for-profit
institution were unemployed (Deming et al., 2013). Deming et al. (2013) also concluded
one major theme from their study on the educational opportunities of underprivileged
students afforded by for-profit institutions: that the outcome of those who attend a

proprietary institution will frequently result in no degree at all.
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The referenced literature highlighted low graduation rates of the for-profit
institution sector, as rates are considerably poor in comparison to the non-profit sector.
Graduation rates for associate degrees and higher, within the for-profit sector, are
unfavorable (Deming et al., 2013; Yeoman, 2011). For-profit colleges tend to use “less
stringent” admissions standards typically do not require standardized test scores such as
the SAT (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010, p.31). Despite poor graduation rates, the
for-profit sector continues to thrive and excel in areas seemingly lacking in the traditional
sector. As a result, for-profit institutions remain attractive to the students who enroll in
them. An organizational approach provides insight into business principles applied to the
for-profit sector. Much of the literature on the for-profit sector highlights the efficient
and managerial processes within the for-profit sector, as many of these institutions’
parent companies belong to the corporate industry and adhere to business practices.
Customer Service and Management

Tierney (2011) claimed that “for-profit institutions represent a business model
that fundamentally differentiates them from traditional colleges and universities” (p. 28).
Deming et al. (2013) proposed that for-profit institutions “provide a more structured,
supervised approach” (p. 146). Schilling (2013) also found customer service models and
business practices within higher education. Berg (2005) supported the notion of business
practices within the for-profit sector. He noted that while proprietary institutions provide
service to minorities, they do not encompass specific ethnic academic or ethnic student-
based services (Berg, 2005). Rather, for-profit institutions employ a general student
services or student-centered model of service, which heavily relies on business-based

customer service principles (Berg, 2005). It is evident that the for-profit industry
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capitalizes on efficiency to generate revenue while providing educational opportunities to
students while traditional institutions are notorious for hierarchical and bureaucratic
nuances.

Research on For-Profit Higher Education

When studying the for-profit sector of higher education, researchers tend to focus
on the expansion of the FPCU market from a comprehensive perspective. Beginning
with the historical development of for-profit schools, through federal policies resulting in
an expansion, researchers use student choice theories and examine enrollment numbers
from government databases, to question why and how the FPCU market continues to
thrive. Researchers study the "who" as in the student demographics, since they want to
know which students are enrolling in FPCUs.

Regarding expansion of the FPCU sector, researchers provide the historical
overview of FPCUs within their studies. The historical analysis is critical to
understanding the current prevalence of today's for-profit market within higher education,
because it encompassed how proprietary schools emerged in the 18" century and
experienced rapid growth with the passage of the GI Bill following World War I1
(Bennett et al., 2010; Chung, 2012; Kinser, 2006). Through the GI Bill, veterans could
pursue a degree at traditional non-profit institutions and for-profit institutions using
benefits. The Higher Education Act in 1972 established FPCUs as federal financial aid
eligible, further solidifying the for-profit market (Bennett et al., 2010; Chung, 2012;
Kinser, 2006). As a result, the for-profit market would expand and broaden degree
programs offered and move away from "mom and pop" operations and transition into

large national chains, operated by publicly traded companies (Kinser, 2006). Scholars
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consistently endorse that for-profit higher education could not thrive today without the
two events above. The effects of the GI Bill and the Higher Education Act of 1972 paved
the way for the for-profit market to provide educational opportunities to non-traditional
students, thus adding to the discussion of access and choice in for-profit higher education.

The research on the for-profit sector contends that federal policies, mainly related
to financial aid, resulted in greater access for students. However, to have a complete
view, the student perspective (choice) must not be neglected. There is increased attention
centered on examining student choice and what factors led to the decision to attend an
FPCU. Perna (2006) discussed two major theoretical frameworks for college access and
choice: the human capital investment model, which is from an economic perspective, and
a sociological model of status attainment (Perna, 2006). For-profit education researchers
commonly use the human capital investment model to explore student choice, although
this theoretical concept initially applied to non-profit college choice theories (Oseguera &
Malagon, 2011; Rodriguez, 2014). The human capital investment theory considers
economic factors against non-economic factors (i.e., money and time). Rodriguez (2014)
stated that the model "refers to the balancing of costs, (i.e., financial costs, time) against
the potential benefits to maximize personal advantage based on decisions made during
the college selection process” (p. 149).

Other economic and sociological frameworks including rational choice are
applied to studies exploring for-profit college choice, especially when comparing
between community colleges and for-profit schools since they target the similar student
populations and offer comparable programs (Cellini, 2010; Iloh & Tierney, 2014). In the

rational choice model, motivation is driven by the goals that are best aligned with
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individual preference (Iloh & Tierney, 2014). In the case of for-profit college choice, an
individual may select an FPCU over a community college since FPCU courses are shorter
than the traditional 16 week semester and offered on a fixed and convenient schedule.

Researchers also use individual factors, rather than using a conceptual theory to
examine for-profit college choice, such as race and ethnic background, economic status,
community college access, and potential returns (Boykin, 2017; Oreopoulos &
Petronijevic, 2013). These studies are centered on a specific demographic either, Black or
Latino students, or return factors (i.e., earnings and wages). However, a cost-benefit
analysis is prevalent and is applied to FPCU choice studies.

Recruiting methods of FPCUs have garnered much negative attention in the
public media, but less so within academia. The for-profit industry targets specific
students, as demonstrated in the literature. Denice (2015) noted that the for-profit student
is more likely to be Black and Hispanic, with lower high school achievement and stems
from lower socioeconomic status families (Denice, 2015). Although the literature on
FPCUs addresses questionable and potential fraudulent recruiting practices, researchers
gloss over this recurring theme and provide detailed quantitative studies related to the
growth the FPCU sector has achieved. Few studies examine the recruiting methods of
the for-profit industry.

According to Tierney (2011), traditional colleges and universities have not
marketed to “first-generation, low-income working adults” and admission departments of
public institutions have “engaged in minimal marketing” because their “natural clientele
and did not care about attracting the one the for-profit institutions were going after" (p.

28). However, recruiting practices within the for-profit institution sector are not without

28



blemish. Douglass (2012) described it as "predatory recruiting practices" (p.252). For-
profit schools use accreditation status as part of their recruitment strategies. Howard-Vital
(2006) discussed recurrent themes during her tenure in the University of North Carolina
university system, in which she performed evaluations on the licensure process of
institutions within the state of North Carolina. One major theme noted is that students
could not differentiate between regional and national accreditation.

The research on for-profit education is increasing. However, because there is
limited available data of the for-profit sector, researchers must refer to datasets to
determine the general effects of the for-profit industry, from a quantitative approach.
Researchers use government data obtained from the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES). The literature referenced for the present paper contains studies using
data sets from longitudinal studies from 1988 through the early 2000s. Given that to
determine benefits of either industry, quantitative comparative studies consequently result
in a comprehensive understanding of for-profit higher education, this data include
relevant information about emerging patterns from students who attended and earned
credentials across the three sectors of higher education and data from high school
graduates. Researchers engage in regression analysis, cost-benefit analysis, and use the
Mincer model to assess the effects of training on earnings.

From the qualitative lens, researchers create their sample by recruiting
participants from all sectors of higher education. Ethnographic methods, including case
studies, interviews, and focus groups are commonly employed in these research studies.
The results from these studies provide anecdotal evidence that supports the significant

themes of for-profit research. Although research on the for-profit sector is increasing, the
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challenge lies with the shifting perspective of the FPCU industry. For example, public
policy and regulation of the FPCU sector are directly affected by policies established by
the Department of Education.

Current Climate of Higher Education Landscape & the FPCU Sector

The current climate of the FPCU sector and higher education as a whole can be
explored through the lens of public policy. Historically, federal policy on higher
education shapes how students, parents, and academe behave; this remains true in today’s
climate. The U.S. government has a relationship with higher education by the very
policies that are implemented. In her book Degrees of Inequality Suzanne Mettler (2014)
addressed the U.S. higher education system and concluded that the failure of federal
public policy upkeep is a considerable element of the current higher education landscape.
In particular, Mettler (2014) pointed to the U.S. government’s role in questionable higher
education funding policies and lack of “policy maintenance” (p.160) which directly
resulted in the growth of the for-profit industry. Between 1980 and 2011, the cost to
attend a public four-year university has increased 244%, thus putting the burden of cost
on families and students.

Metter (2014) attributed three points centered on higher education funding that
can explain how policy influences the higher education outlook. First Mettler (2014)
stressed how the Pell Grant, which is aimed to assist poor students, has not kept pace with
the value of increasing tuition rates. As a result, students must borrow more funds to pay
for their education (Mettler, 2014). Also, with the consistent pattern of decreased state
funding for higher education, families must also borrow more or use alternative methods

to help subsidize the cost of attendance (cashing out of 401k, second mortgage, etc.),
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which parents did not have to do previously because college was affordable. The third
and most important point is how lenient policies such as the 90/10 rule has allowed for-
profit schools to “capture large portions of federal aid” (Mettler, 2014, p. 10-11). T will
discuss the 90/10 rule in this chapter.

Similar to Mettler’s work, Tressie McMillan Cottom’s book Lower Ed (2017)
examined how the for-profit college sector takes advantage of generous policies to
flourish at the expense of the federal government, taxpayers, and the very students they
serve. The pursuit of a college degree is traditionally viewed as a social good. Because of
the perceived positive societal contribution, the development of higher education (land
grant universities) in the United States was further helped by policies to promote the
accessibility of going to college. Obtaining a college degree is for the advancement of the
society (including the economy) as a whole and to help those traditionally disadvantaged
gain equal footing for advancement and progress (individually and collectively). The
notion of equality or inequality within an education context is critical to the current
climate of higher education.

Both Mettler’s and Cottom’s works addressed inequality and how higher
education policy exacerbates and promotes inequality. The idea of inequality is a basis
for understanding the current climate of higher education, the for-profit industry, and the
present study. When the above mentioned authors discussed inequality, they meant in
varying contexts, one being the college degree itself and what type (tier) of school the
degree was obtained from (i.e., Ivy league) and inequality also in terms of the social
economic status of the degree holder (i.e., middle class). In short, both authors asserted

that the higher education industry itself promotes varying degrees in terms of prestige and
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perceived quality. Yet, the for-profit industry goes one-step further in granting credentials
at a more significant expense to those who need it the most.
Despite the concept of inequality and degree value, public policy continues to be the
central component of the higher education industry, including the for-profit sector.

Prior to the Trump administration and the appointment of Betsy DeVos as the
U.S. secretary of education, regulation and scrutiny of the for-profit college and
university industry enacted by the previous Obama administration was celebrated among
higher education stakeholders. Consequently, major for-profit players, including ITT
Technical Institute, Brown Mackie College, and Corinthian Colleges ceased operations
and/or closed down as a result of the loss of federal financial aid benefits for students.
Poor gainful employment metrics, which specify if graduates are able to secure jobs and
student loan repayment rates, determined if schools were flagged for not meeting the
specified requirements. However, the Trump administration and the department of
education under Betsy DeVos perceives the for-profit industry quite differently and views
the FPCU sector as a viable option for non-traditional students. As a result, regulations
that would have eradicated federal funding at poor performing schools and consumer (or
student) protections that were put in place to forgive student loans on behalf of defrauded
students were either eliminated or delayed (Stratford, 2017). It remains to be seen what
effects will emerge with the laxness of federal regulation of the FPCU sector.
Student Choice of For-Profit College

It is evident that the for-profit market aims to reduce the access gap and offer
vocational programs for job-specific occupations. Community colleges have open

admission criteria, which also address the access gap within higher education in the

32



United States. Baum, Kurose, and McPherson (2013) indicated that community colleges
also provide vocational and job training programs; yet for-profit institutions come with an
expensive price tag. To answer why students may select an expensive for-profit college
rather than an affordable community college, one must consider the concept of student
choice. Below, I discuss two studies centered on for-profit college choice factors. Iloh
and Tierney (2014) explored the student perspective on choice, through a qualitative lens.
Chung's (2012) research, quantitatively examines factors students consider to attend an
FPCU. Both studies effectively contribute to for-profit higher education research
specifically concerning for-profit student choice.

Iloh and Tierney (2014) conducted a case study to address the factors students
consider when making the decision and discuss how rational choice and college choice
theories are relevant to the decision-making process. The study, conducted in California,
sampled 75 for-profit students and 62 community college students enrolled in a
vocational health sciences related associate's degree program. The researchers performed
interviews, surveys, and focus groups with the sampled population. Iloh and Tierney
(2014) found that students have different perspectives of costs and benefits associated
with college selection. For-profit students often stated that responsiveness from the for-
profit school was faster and their program length was shorter as compared to a
community college (Iloh & Tierney, 2014).

For-profit students also deemed community college admissions a barrier, as
opposed to the for-profit school. These restrictions include believed to be ambiguous
admission guidelines, program waitlists, and course space constraints. Community

college students indicated the same admission barriers but were willing to persist despite
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the obstacles. For-profit students perceived the high price of their institution worth it
because of hands-on training, convenient course scheduling, and accelerated course
format (program duration), whereas community college students boasted about the cost
being cheaper than for-profit colleges. As a result, community college students found the
price to attend for-profit schools too risky.

Iloh and Tierney (2014) provided sound and relevant reasoning for using rational
choice and college choice theory to examine why students decide to attend an FPCU.
They explain that rational choice theory assumes that a student will base a decision on the
information they collect. The approach follows three assumptions: through rational
calculations, humans decide their behavior, humans use their current life factors when
making decisions, and decisions are aimed at maximizing pleasure or gain (Iloh &
Tierney, 2014). The researchers also discuss how college choice theory, as defined by
Hossler and Gallagher (1987, as cited by Iloh & Tierney, 2014), includes three phases:
predisposition, search, and choice. In conjunction with these two theories, Iloh and
Tierney (2014) conducted a qualitative study encapsulating the student perspective,
which provides a solid foundation to understanding why and how students decide to
attend an FPCU as compared to community college students. They found that there is no
clear-cut answer. Students conduct their own cost and benefit analysis on which to base
their decisions, including time constraints and other expenses. However, it is important to
note that the accelerated program feature was a recurring theme when deciding to enroll
at a for-profit college. Other factors including school proximity, perceived institutional

quality, expected salary, and job outcomes were also noted in the study.
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Regarding outcomes, it would be insightful to conduct a follow-up study with the
for-profit study participants to gain additional insight on the returns of their degree.
However, separate studies examining the returns of for-profit attendance are discussed
later. The authors of the study also contend that a longitudinal study exploring the same
sample participants after graduation would be beneficial (Iloh & Tierney, 2014).
Although rational choice is a sound framework for understanding for-profit college
attendance, I agree with the researchers that it is perhaps too restricted to individual
preferences. Other institutional factors, such as accreditation, could play a role in student
choice. Iloh and Tierney’s (2014) study provided a snapshot of why FPCU students chose
for-profit schools over community colleges.

Chung's (2012) study also explored the reasoning behind for-profit college
choice; she investigated whether students self-selected into FPCUs or if external factors
such as tuition pricing or accidental circumstances were relevant factors. Chung (2012)
also employed college choice theory as the framework for the study but applied it as a
quantitative model, random utility model, in which students would “maximize their
utility” (p. 1087). The model included four alternatives sample participants could choose
from: no college, an FPCU, a two-year college, or a four-year college. Rather than
sample currently enrolled students, like in the Iloh and Tierney (2014) study, Chung
(2012) used for-profit student datasets from the National Education Longitudinal Study
of 1988 and the 2000 Postsecondary Education Transcript Study. This data was made
available through the National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of
Education. The sampled population were eighth-grade students in 1988 with follow-up

surveys conducted in 1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000. In addition to surveys, students were
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interviewed along with their parents, teachers, and school administrators (Chung, 2012).
Below I address college choice factors from Chung's (2012) study including gender, race,
age, costs and financial aid implications of for-profit college selection and compares the
findings to other empirical studies.
Gender

Chung (2012) found gender to be a significant component of for-profit choice;
over 60% of for-profit students were women, which is consistent with the current
research on FPCU student demographics. Deming et al. (2013) reported that 65% of
FPCU students are women. Arbeit and Horn (2017) found that 60-76% of enrolled
undergraduate students are women compared to 54-57% at public non-profit colleges.
Interestingly, Chung (2012) mentioned that the “majority of for-profit female students
concentrate in low-paying vocations, such as health professions, personal and culinary
services and business support,” (p. 1092) in which are industries FPCUs often specialize.
Similarly, the Iloh and Tierney (2014) study focused on students within the health field,
and women represented over 50% of the for-profit student sample, which is a distinct and
consistent trend within the FPCU student demographic.
Race

Surprisingly, race was not a significant component regarding for-profit choice,
according to Chung (2012). The study found that minority students (in the sample) were
five percent more likely to attend four-year non-profit institutions, which differs from the
literature. Deming et al. (2013) reported that 22% of FPCU students are African-
American, while Arbeit and Horn (2017) found 22-27 % of FPCU students are Black

compared to 13-16% at non-profit schools. Within the Iloh and Tierney (2014) study, the
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majority of the FPCU sample were Latino and Black. With the high majority of
proprietary institutions enrolling minority students, Oseguera and Malagon (2010)
studied the college choices of Latina/o students. Oseguera and Malagon (2010) used data
from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) in conjunction with Perna's
college choice model to uncover factors for Latina/o students electing for-profit
institutions. Using empirical methods, Oseguera and Malagon (2010) concluded student
interaction with high-school counselors could be used as a predictor to determine student
choice in higher education. Consequently, Oseguera and Malagon (2010), concluded that
counselors tend to steer Latina/o students “towards for-profit colleges” (p. 84).

Garrity, Garrison, and Fiedler (2010) noted that for-profit enrollment of Black,
non-Hispanic students increased significantly (19% in 2004) considerably higher than in
non-profit institutions. Hispanic student enrollment also increased in the for-profit sector
(up 19% in 2000), but unlike with Black students, there was a 17% decrease by 2004.
The decrease in Hispanic enrollment at for-profit colleges was caused by increases of
Hispanic students at non-profit institutions (nine percent increase in the private non-profit
sector and 11% increase by public non-profit IHEs). Sheldon (2009) conducted a study
using logistic regression to determine the predictors of why students transfer to for-profit
institutions in California. Sheldon (2009) concluded that African-American students were
likely to transfer to for-profit institutions even though they qualified for admission at
selective colleges. However, because of limitations in the study, the researcher was
unable to find a correlation with federal financial aid as a factor to transfer to a

proprietary institution (Sheldon, 2009). Boykin (2017) affirmed that FPCUs have the
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largest share of minority students except in those colleges classified as minority-serving
institutions, including historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUSs).
Age

Chung’s (2012) research found that students who enroll in FPCUs do so right
after completing high school, which is not in congruence with the current literature.
Boykin (2017) described the FPCU student profile as age 27, female and ethnic minority,
married with children, under full-time or part-time employment while enrolled. Deming
et al. (2013) stated that FPCU students are "disproportionately older," of which 65% are
age 25 or older (p. 139). Arbeit and Horn (2017) contended that military students are a
significant portion of the four-year for-profit market. However, Chung (2012) indicated
that of those students who matriculated into an FPCU, they did so right after high school.
Chung (2012) explained that they self-selected into an FPCU, indicating that for-profit
enrollment was not accidental. These students were found to have low non-cognitive
skills, low parental involvement regarding their academics, and fewer family resources
than students in traditional non-profit colleges (Chung, 2012). Although the findings are
not representative of what the literature contends, they are significant to the discussion. It
is understandable that younger students with less parental guidance may select an FPCU,
as opposed to a community college.
Costs

Chung (2012) mentioned that the sample participants considered cost as a factor
but not to the extent of the sample participants from the Iloh and Tierney (2014) study.
For example, Chung (2012) found that an increase in community college tuition increases

the probability of students selecting a for-profit institution by one percent. At first glance,
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this may not seem like a significant effect. However, Chung (2012) explained that the
perception of for-profit colleges and community colleges are not interchangeable among
sample participants. Therefore, the increase in tuition at the community college was not
deemed worth it to sample participants from the Chung (2012) study. The participant
perspective in Chung’s study is aligned with some of the sample participants from the
Iloh and Tierney (2014) research, in that the FPCU students perceived greater
institutional quality at the for-profit college than at the community college.

A notable limitation of the Chung (2012) study was that financial aid resources,
academic majors, and institutional characteristics were not considered in the choice
model. Therefore, the results do not contain a substantive rationale that can be applied to
multiple student demographics. Some of Chung’s (2012) findings such as gender, race,
and age, were not represented in the current literature. However, the results do add to the
discussion for students matriculating into FPCUSs right after high school.

Although the Iloh and Tierney (2014) study differed from Chung’s (2012)
research in methods (qualitative versus quantitative), both works used college choice
theory to frame their approach. Each study scrutinized varying factors affecting student
decisions. In addition, both studies considered the community college alternative as a
substantial component in their analysis. The findings of each study contributed to
understanding why students choose to attend an FPCU and what variables they consider
when doing so. Another primary element within the FPCU discussion centers on the
financial aspect, which requires further analysis. Below, I present research studies that

address components of financial assistance of the for-profit sector.
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Financial Aid

Concerning student choice and cost, tuition prices and financial aid resources are
a significant factor in determining FPCU student choice. With available financial
resources (grants and loans), students would be able to pursue higher education, thus
increasing access to higher education opportunities. However, rising tuition costs within
the traditional non-profit higher education market have steadily grown faster than the rate
of inflation (Ma, Baum, Pender, & Welch, 2016). The trend in tuition pricing led to
policy aimed at addressing tuition prices. In 2008, the Higher Education Opportunity Act
was passed to keep college affordable by examining why and what is causing tuition
costs to increase.

Nevertheless, with decreasing state appropriations, public and private non-profit
colleges experience annual tuition hikes and students are mainly priced out of educational
opportunities, especially the academically disadvantaged student (Lynch, Engle & Cruz,
2011). However, decreased state funding and the rising tuition costs, may have a direct
effect on the for-profit industry, which offers programs almost five times higher than the
tuition rate at public non-profit institutions (Darolia, Koedel, Martorell, Wilson & Perez-
Arce, 2015). Cellini and Chaudhary (2014) reported about 90% of FPCU students assume
loans to pay for their education and these loans average $7300 per year, which is the
highest among the three sectors of higher education. Considering the persistence of the
for-profit market, the following studies explore how federal financial aid influences
FPCU student choice.

Stephanie Riegg Cellini’s (2010) work on federal financial aid and the for-profit

education sector provides a significant view on how aid influences for-profit student
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enrollment. Cellini (2010) obtained data from a myriad of sources including: the
California Bureau of Private Postsecondary and Vocational Education, California
Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, U.S. Department of Education’s Office of
Postsecondary Education, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, California Postsecondary
Education Commission, Rand Corporation California, California Department of
Finance’s Statistical Abstract, and the U.S. Census Bureau Small Area Estimates. Using
data from these agencies mentioned above, Cellini (2010) considered public
appropriations for sub-baccalaureate education, for-profit college data in California,
community college enrollments, Pell Grant and GI Bill statistics, Cal Grant data, and
population and poverty data to evaluate how financial aid programs affect the two-year
college education market. An economics framework of college supply and demand was
applied to the study. Cellini's (2010) study concluded that except for the GI Bill, grant aid
programs do encourage entry into for-profit colleges and universities.

Cellini’s (2010) research served as a solid foundation to consider and expand the
research to the four-year higher education market. It is understandable to explore the
effects within the two-year education market because both the for-profit and community
college sectors provide similar academic programs. It would be interesting to gain insight
regarding the four-year college sector. Applying economic concepts, like a supply and
demand framework, helps the reader understand that the market for for-profit education
has maintained because of the demand. Students choose FPCUs because there is aid
available to them. For students wanting to pursue a program in an emerging field such as

information technology, for-profit institutions seem to provide what the community
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college does not offer, as the for-profit sector can quickly adapt to labor market demands
(Cellini, 2010; Gilpin, Saunders & Stoddard, 2015).

The results of Cellini's (2010) study, although not applicable on a national
perspective, is relevant to regional areas with a strong FPCU market. States offer varying
grant aid packages and prioritize higher education funding differently. While some states
provide generous grants, other states may not prioritize the community college in the
same manner, as does California. However, the findings are significant, as they answer
the question whether aid encourages enrollment. Nonetheless, the study neglects the
student loan and debt factor, which would address how FPCU choice is affected by
tuition price and loan debt. Further, Cellini’s (2010) study notes that rising tuition costs
and financial aid packages influence FPCU student choice.

Garrity et al. (2010) examined how Pell Grants influenced the expansion of the
FPCU market. Pell Grants or, need-based grants, provide additional information required
to achieve a holistic view of students who enroll at for-profit institutions. Considering
the for-profit student profile, Macqueen (2012) claimed that FPCUs attribute high student
default rates to the demographic they serve, citing that the “disadvantaged student” is
overrepresented in the high student loan default rates (Heller, 2011; Macqueen, 2012).
Garrity et al. (2010) considered both the two-year and four-year higher education market
within the FPCU and traditional non-profit sectors and found that FPCUs receive a more
substantial portion of Pell Grants as compared to conventional non-profit institutions,
while also spending fewer resources on instruction. With FPCUs obtaining a larger

portion of Pell Grants significant may shed light into how for-profit schools can provide
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academic resources at a cheaper cost than traditional institutions (this increases scrutiny,
questioning instructional quality within the FPCU sector).

Belfield (2013) used data and reports from the U.S. Department of Education, on
institutional loans, repayments, and defaults, while considering student characteristics.
Belfield (2013) found that repayment rates and graduation rates are low for those
institutions with a high number of minorities. Belfield (2013) concluded no racial
correlations to loan repayments could be found in his study, but that high loan balances
existed for students from the two-year and four-year for-profit institution. For the public
non-profit institution sector, Belfield (2013) confirmed, "students in the public system
borrow the least and students in the for-profit system borrow the most" (p. 15). Although
Belfield's (2013) research does not explicitly focus on FPCU student choice, the results
provide insight of the student loan and debt variable. Therefore, an important question to
ask would be whether or not FPCU students are aware of the increased debt they may
incur.

Cellini’s (2010) study focused on the for-profit and community college sector in
California from 1989 to 2003. Cellini’s (2010) research supported the notion that federal
financial aid resources expand access to higher education. Few studies have been
conducted regarding grant aid applied to the for-profit institution sector, as also noted by
Cellini (2010). Belfield’s (2013) study encompassed how loans and repayment rates
affect the FPCU student. These studies address the access and choice perspective of for-
profit education. However, much attention is focused on the overwhelmingly high student
default rates from for-profit institutions. According to Macqueen (2012), of the 11% of

students enrolled at for-profit IHEs, these students also represent 43% of the national
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student default rate. With such high student default rates, increased scrutiny into the for-
profit sector has led to additional regulations on the overall higher education market, such
as the gainful employment rule.
Gainful Employment

In response to high student default rates along with low graduation rates, leaving
for-profit students in poor financial shape of repayment, the U.S. Department of
Education authorized the "gainful employment" rules, in 2014. Gainful employment
regulations are additional requirements applied to all federal aid receiving institutions,
which offer vocational programs intended to lead the student to a specific occupation
(Heller, 2011). The rules are designed to impose restrictions towards the for-profit sector.
The requirements specify that postsecondary degree programs could lose federal financial
aid eligibility if graduates are unable to repay their loans, especially if their loans exceed
12% of their total annual earnings (Darolia et al., 2015). As reported by Kreighbaum
(2017), large for-profit schools, including ITT Technical Institute, Sanford-Brown, and
the Art Institutes were among those who did not meet gainful employment rules and as a
result, financial aid resources were not granted to new students attending these schools
(Kreighbaum, 2017). As a result of not meeting “gainful employment” metrics, ITT
Technical Institute filed for bankruptcy and ceased operations in 2016.

What happened with ITT Tech and other for-profit institutions because of federal
policies intervening is clear evidence that the for-profit industry exploits students who
attend them under the guise of providing educational opportunities. Therefore, for-profit

researchers should consider the policies associated with FPCU regulation in conjunction
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with the outcomes of FPCU graduates. Researchers should also consider strategies
traditional institutions can employ to assist FPCU students.
Outcomes and Returns of FPCU Students

To gain a better understanding of the FPCU sector, it is critical to understand who
attends FPCUs and why, including factors students consider when making that decision.
However, the research cannot and should not end there. It is equally important to address
what happens to these students after they graduate. Were they able to secure employment
or promotion? Did they experience significant wage growth? The research naturally
steers towards worth and value of the for-profit credential. What are the outcomes of the
FPCU degree? Was the degree worth it? There are substantial studies that investigate the
results of FPCU graduates. Below, I discuss the research examining the labor market
returns of for-profit education (mainly wages) and briefly address two engaging studies
that consider the employer perspective on the value of for-profit education.

Cellini and Chaudhary (2014) conducted a quantitative study to determine the
returns of for-profit college enrollment within the associate degree stratum. The author's
purpose of the study was to evaluate for-profit institution quality (value) by measuring
the earnings of associate degree recipients. Cellini and Chaudhary (2014) considered the
associate degree segment of for-profit education. The for-profit sector confers 21% of all
associate degrees across the three higher education sectors (public non-profit, private
non-profit and private for-profit higher education), yet the for-profit industry enrolls "11
percent of all postsecondary students" (Cellini & Chaudhary, 2014, p. 126).

Cellini and Chaudhary (2014) exclusively focused on students who attended

either a two-year or a four-year for-profit institution and compared them to students with
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no postsecondary education. Cellini and Chaudhary’s (2014) method narrows the focus
solely on the returns of the for-profit sector to determine the benefits of attending a for-
profit school. Using a cross-sectional regression model, the Mincer model, Cellini and
Chaudhary (2014) conducted their study using data from the 1997 National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth (NLSY97). The researchers sampled for-profit students from 1997-2010
and found that students who enroll at FPCUs achieve gains of 10 percent more than those
with no postsecondary credentials. The limitations of Cellini and Chaudhary’s (2014)
study focus on the data. The authors noted how young the sample population was, "less
than 1 percent of the sample participants are at least 30 years of age” (Cellini &
Chaudhary, 2014). The age factor in their study, is a significant limitation, considering
that the average age of for-profit students is in their late twenties. Another limitation of
the study was that the study encompassed students who attended rather than graduated
from an FPCU, which further strengthens the notion of the for-profit research neglecting
FPCU graduates. However, the authors note that they emphasized FPCU student
attendees rather than graduates because of their methodological approach and that
accounting for FPCU graduates was an effect of outcome rather than causal (Cellini &
Chaudhary, 2014).

Denice (2015) also investigated for-profit education outcomes using the same data
as Cellini and Chaudhary (2014), the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997.
Rather than adopt the Mincer model, Denice (2015) employed the Ordinary Least
Squares (OLS) model to evaluate the relationship between academic achievement and
income and found that for-profit associate degree graduates earn fewer hourly wages than

associate graduates from public and private non-profit colleges do. There was no
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significant variation between high school graduates and for-profit associate degree
graduates, meaning there were no positive returns for individuals completing (or
attending) an associate level FPCU program compared to individuals who only earned a
high school diploma (Denice, 2015). Denice’s (2015) research assumed stronger
significance than Cellini and Chaudhary’s (2014) work because the study considered
students who completed a postsecondary credential and was not limited to students who
merely attended a postsecondary institution. Denice (2015) also analyzed the returns of
bachelor degree recipients across the three higher education sectors and found that the
for-profit student population benefits and earns positive returns.

Chung’s (2008) study on for-profit college earnings used data from the National
Center for Education Statistics: National Education Longitudinal Study from 1988 - 2000
(NELS: 2000) and the Postsecondary Education Transcript Study (PETS: 2000). Chung
(2008) noted that the data was well suited to determine the outcomes of for-profit
attendance because the information included rich detail pertaining to students’ labor
market experiences in addition to the descriptive material surrounding a students’ family.
Further, the data contained "transcript-reported, rather than self-reported, data on
student's college-going and their postsecondary credentials" (Chung, 2008, p. 1). It is
important to note that Chung (2008) included the word credentials to signify that the
research involved FPCU and non-profit graduates and not just attendees, in contrast to the
Cellini and Chaudhary (2014) study. In fact, the sample participants included in Chung's
(2008) study included students across all three sectors of higher education, similar to the
Denice (2015) study. The Cellini and Chaudhary (2014) study addressed only two-year

associate students.
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Chung (2008) evaluated sample participant income wages and unemployment
rates against the backdrop of no postsecondary credential, non-profit and for-profit
certificates, associate and bachelor’s degrees. Like the Cellini and Chaudhary (2014)
study, Chung (2008) also applied the Mincer model of regression to assess how wages
and earnings are affected by the highest college credential obtained by a sample
participant.

Concerning unemployment, Chung (2008) found that under the for-profit
credentials group, unemployment rates for women were 6.2% higher than men. The
unemployment rate between for-profit and nonprofit male credential holders was
minimal, only a .3% difference (Chung, 2008). Astoundingly, the unemployment rates
between for-profit women graduates and non-profit women graduates were 9.4% against
one percent, respectively. The unemployment rate of women with no postsecondary
credential was 4.7%; which is lower than women who have a for-profit postsecondary
degree. Chung (2008) noted that the t-statistics were not significant among the for-profit
and nonprofit graduates. Nevertheless, the unemployment rates of female FPCU
graduates is worth noting. Interestingly, there is little variance between employment rates
of males (Chung, 2008). Chung (2008) found that wages for FPCU graduates were lower
than non-profit graduates but higher than individuals with no postsecondary training or
credential. Finally, Chung (2008) concluded that the evidence to support FPCU recruiting
and marketing pleas is false regarding job placement and employment.

The studies above addressed the outcomes and returns of attending and graduating
from an FPCU. The research confirms that the returns and consequences of attending or

graduating from an FPCU are poor. Cellini and Chaudhary (2014) provided a significant
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perspective and found that two-year FPCU students achieve 10% more in returns than
individuals with only a high school diploma or equivalent. In contrast, Denice's (2015)
study used the same data set and found that among for-profit associate degree holders
there was no significant difference of returns compared to individuals with only a high
school diploma. Cellini and Chaudhary’s (2014) results promote the value of a for-profit
credential. However, Denice (2015) and Chung’s (2008) study affirm the narrative that
FPCU value is questionable at best.

Within Cellini and Chaudhary’s (2014) work, the results fell short of obtaining a
comprehensive perspective of the actual value of the for-profit college, in that the data
considered attendees rather than graduates. Chung's (2008) and Denice’s (2015) research
contained a better observation of the outcomes of attending and graduating from an
FPCU and compared the findings against individuals with a high school diploma up to
individuals with a four-year bachelor's degree. In short, Chung’s (2008) and Denice’s
(2015) work encapsulated a complete investigation of FPCU value and worth by
measuring the outcomes.

Neither of the studies mentioned earlier on labor market returns of the for-profit
sector included recommendations to remediate the poor outcomes and returns of
attending an FPCU. The purpose of each study was to assess the for-profit market
through the real variables such as wages, earnings, and unemployment. However,
considering that the Chung (2008) and Denice (2015) studies resulted in unfavorable
findings, a recommendation to educate the public or strategies to improve FPCU
recruiting tactics should have been included. Further, a discussion surrounding what

strategies or potential intervention methods can be implemented is appropriate.
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Employer Perspectives of For-Profit Higher Education

Relevant to the discussion of the outcomes of FPCU student credentials and
training, two studies considering the employer perspectives of FPCU credentials are
addressed. Darolia et al. (2015) conducted a field experiment using fictitious resumes to
evaluate employer preferences of job applicants. Excluding nursing, the researchers
submitted resumes to occupations similar to for-profit sub-baccalaureate programs such
as information technology and medical assisting (Darolia et al., 2015). The results
indicated no preference for for-profit applicants, in comparison to non-profit public
applicants and high school graduates. Comparatively, the authors found that employers
preferred community college applicants (Darolia et al., 2015).

Deming et al. (2016) conducted a similar experimental study using fictitious
resumes. The difference here is that Deming et al. (2016) did their study limiting their
occupational categories to business and health fields and expanded the for-profit
credential to include bachelor’s degrees. The results of the Deming et al. (2016) study
found that for-profit business bachelor’s degrees and for-profit health certificates were
less likely to receive employer call-backs and that there is “no evidence to support that
for-profit credentials will improve the job prospects of workers who would otherwise not
attend college at all” (p. 804). Deming et al. (2016) concluded that employers may view
the for-profit credential negatively and that the consequence of FPCU attendance can be
interpreted as disadvantageous. The results from the study do not vary from the Darolia et
al. (2015) findings and further demonstrate that FPCUs may not be worth the price-tag,
considering their target population is disadvantaged students with limited financial

resources.
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FPCU Student Experiences

Iloh (2016) conducted a qualitative study on the experiences of for-profit students
and found that students long for clarity regarding institutional decisions and policies (i.e.,
re-accreditation, scholarships); enjoy class time and make strong connections with their
faculty; encounter multiple perspectives from their course offerings, and experience age-
related maturity concerns in their courses. Iloh (2016) encompassed an ethnographic
approach to collect and observe data from 21 students attending a for-profit college in
California. Iloh’s (2016) study explored institutional culture, student experiences and
implications of attending an FPCU, and serves as a foundation for future research in the
arena of FPCU student experience and perspective (Iloh’s, 2016). One recommendation
worth noting from Iloh’s (2016) study is the perception of business processes and
transparency. For-profit college students appreciate clarity and information regarding
their institution, such as the case regarding re-accreditation. Iloh (2016) indicated that the
failure to communicate the accreditation status of the school was a missed opportunity for
clear communication, according to the students. Students desire transparency, which is a
sentiment that can be expressed throughout all higher education sectors. However, it is
significantly more important for the FPCU, considering the negative clout surrounding
the for-profit industry.

Counter Arguments and Recommendations

Much of the for-profit education literature encompasses the negative implications
of attending a for-profit institution. The current section discusses the literature in support
of for-profit higher education and recommendations to improve the sector. Richard

Hassler (2006) addressed how the for-profit market provides opportunities for students
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seeking an accelerated point of entry for a career. Hassler compared the mission
statements of popular for-profit institutions and compared them to those of some
prestigious universities. The point of the exercise was to demonstrate that the for-profit
mission is career oriented and unlike that of traditional schools where the missions
commonly promote critical thought and inquiry, research and scholarship (Hassler,
2006). Hassler (2006) does not bode this argument well, as he noted that the for-profit
career placement offices present challenges in servicing both the student and employer.
All postsecondary institutions experience this difficulty, as it is not unique to only the
for-profit sector.

Hassler (2006) also confronted accreditation and funding differences between the
for-profit sector and non-profit sectors. Hassler (2006) claimed that to receive federal
funding, institutions must be recognized by accrediting bodies and that for-profit students
must rely on federal aid to subsidize their education more so than students who attend
public universities. The argument here is that for-profit schools generate revenue only
through tuition and fees and they do not receive state appropriations or scholarship or
endowed funds through donors. Therefore, the “burden” is placed on board members and
administrators to both meet accreditation standards and shareholder expectations.

The 90/10 policy states that for-profit institutions are eligible to receive federal
funding (Title IV funds such as the Pell grants) and can collect "no more than 90 percent
of its total revenue" from federal funds. The institution must exhibit that at least 10% of
revenue can be obtained from "sources other than federal student aid funds" (Heller, 2011
p. 60). The 90/10 rule penalizes institutions which exceed the 90% maximum for two

consecutive years. Similar to public institutions, taxpayers support the for-profit sector. A
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key difference is that a publicly traded corporation (i.e., the Apollo Group is the parent
company of the University of Phoenix) often backs an FPCU. Further, the revenue earned
from federal funds can be distributed to investors as dividends. However, the research
points to adverse effects of attending a for-profit institution such as high student loan debt
and low returns. It is understandable to question the value of the for-profit market and
scrutinize why federal funding is available if the returns and impact are so poor.

Within the research of for-profit higher education, the student perspective is
largely ignored. Studies addressing for-profit choice, the financial aid factor, and
outcomes are prevalent. Studies examining the for-profit attendance and student
experience resulting in a for-profit credential are almost non-existent. Iloh's (2016)
ethnographic research on the for-profit student experience is relevant but does not capture
the culminating student experience. The FPCU graduate perspective is valid and requires
attention. The interpretation of their experience at a for-profit college may indicate

overlooked aspects of the for-profit higher education sector.
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CHAPTER III
METHODS

This chapter describes the methodology I used to explore three components of
students who attended or graduated from for-profit institutions: the choice/decision
making process, the student experience, and outcomes upon degree completion from a
for-profit college or university within the South Florida region. My study is guided by the
education gospel framework, which is the belief that education and the pursuit of
educational credentials will result in social and economic mobility (Grubb & Lazerson,
2004). The framework postulates that the pursuit and process of college education
prepares students for the labor market, resulting in employment (Grubb & Lazerson,
2004). Students who attend college do so with the goal of obtaining a degree, which has
proven to provide access to employment, additional credentials, and other socio-
economic opportunities. Historically, higher education in America during the 16™ and
17™ centuries was limited to young white males seeking opportunities for self-exploration
and curiosity. The student demographic then is in stark contrast to the modern-day
college student. However, along with the notion of the American Dream, the education
gospel persists and has been perpetuated throughout the education system in the United
States.

Chapter Three addresses the rationale for a qualitative study. It also includes a
description of the participant selection criteria and the recruitment process. I conclude
with a detailed discussion of the data collection and analysis process, including data

integrity measures and limitations.

54



Rationale for Qualitative Research

I conducted a qualitative study to understand and describe the experiences and
outcomes of students who graduated from for-profit colleges and universities. I wanted to
explore the FPCU student experience directly from the source. My goal was to
understand and report how students came to the decision to obtain a degree and why they
decided to do so. Uncovering their motivations for a college degree seemed to be a
substantial component of their process. I also desired for the participants to describe what
was going on in their lives during their decision-making phase. I specifically wanted the
participants to tell their stories. A qualitative study would result in the participants
describing their journey from the onset of their commitment throughout their entire
academic process, and post degree completion.

Further, the present qualitative study addresses the academic journey of a
neglected population — FPCU graduates. In their own words, the current study stresses
the importance of post-secondary education to adult learners and working individuals
(non-traditional students). I explored the FPCU student experience in chronological order
and found that the respondents were eager to share their stories. Qualitative inquiry
highlights the participant narratives. The in-depth examination results in knowledge
about the motivations, successes and overall culmination of the FPCU graduate
experience.

The purpose of the present study is to explore the perceptions and experiences of
FPCU students. This study is interpretive in nature and I am specifically interested in
understanding the how and why questions related to this student demographic. Utilizing a

constructivist paradigm, I value the experiences of participants and depended on
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“participants’ views of the situation being studied” (Creswell, 2003, p. 8) Further,
applying a constructivist approach, I intended to “generate or inductively develop a
theory or pattern of meanings” throughout the research process (Creswell, 2003, p. 9).
Merriam (2002) summarized significant characteristics of qualitative research.
First, qualitative research aims to “understand the meaning people have constructed about
their world and their experiences” (Merriam, 2002, p. 4-5). Secondly, the researcher
serves as the primary instrument for data collection and analysis and using an inductive
approach the outcome is typically descriptive (Merriam, 2002, p. 5). Therefore, a
qualitative study is applicable under the considerations of the research questions listed
below.
Research Questions
1. Why did students FPCU graduates chose to attend a for-profit college?
2. What were the experiences of FPCU graduates in college?
3. What were the FPCU graduates’ experiences upon completing their degrees?
Role of the Researcher
This study examines the decision-making process, the experience and outcomes
of individuals with an earned academic credential from a for-profit college in the South
Florida region. As a higher education professional, I have worked with individuals who
have attended an FPCU, graduated from an FPCU, and/or been employed at an FPCU.
The perspective from these individuals varies as it pertains to their specific end-goal.
Therefore, it is essential that I understand my role as a researcher.
I first came to learn about for-profit universities during my tenure as an academic

advisor. Unfortunately, during my tenure, I often communicated to prospective and
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transfer students that the institution would not accept earned FPCU credits or validate an
FPCU degree. Most of these prospective students graduated with an associate’s degree
from select local for-profit schools that were not regionally accredited. The students were
eager to continue their education at a state university for a bachelor’s degree. At first, |
had not heard of these for-profit schools, such as College of Business Technology or ATI
Career Center. As I spent more time in this role, I noticed that there were repeated
patterns of about five or six institutions from which prospective students attempted to
transfer their credits. It was during this time when I recognized that certain for-profit
colleges were profiting off students who would not be able to utilize their degree or
transfer credits to an accredited university.

Outright denying admission or admitting FPCU students without accepting
transfer credits seemed harsh to me. However, as I learned more about the for-profit
sector, | realized that some students benefit from their degree and others might struggle
as a result, post-graduation which is similar to the traditional graduate experience.
However, the main difference I noticed was that for-profit students were always very
surprised when informed that their credits were non-transferrable or their degree was
from an unaccredited institution.

These unfortunate observations developed into curiosity that sparked my interest
of the for-profit sector. As I began to learn more about proprietary institutions, I found
myself wanting to understand more about for-profit students and their experiences. I
wanted to understand how they, the students, learned of these schools and what led them
to decide to attend a for-profit school. In addition, I desired to uncover if they themselves

understood and knew the difference between a public or private non-profit institution and
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for-profit colleges. I sought to understand why they did not know that these colleges were
exploiting students.

My experience as an advisor exposed me to a completely new aspect of higher
education. I was ignorant of how prevalent this industry is. More importantly, I
sympathized and empathized with the FPCU graduates and transfer students, who would
essentially have to restart their post-secondary education if they wanted an accredited
credential. It seemed unfair that this could happen and I wanted to understand the
prevalence of the for-profit industry and the students that graduate from for-profit
colleges. As I continued my research on the for-profit industry, what became clear to me
is that there were limited reports of the for-profit student experience and far less of the
completed FPCU graduate experience. Therefore, in consideration of this study, I
developed the following participant selection criteria.

The Participants

I identified and selected 12 participants who met the following criteria.
Individuals who qualified, include students with an earned a post-secondary degree
between the year 2009 through 2019 from a for-profit institution in the South Florida
region. I sought individuals who graduated from the University of Phoenix, DeVry
University, Everglades University, College of Business Technology, Everest College,
Miami Regional University, Florida National University, The Art Institute of Ft.
Lauderdale, The Art Institute of Miami, Florida Career College, Florida Technical
College, Miami International University of Art & Design and South University. Alumni

within this timeframe may have had varied experiences, considering the implemented
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regulation of the for-profit industry by the Obama administration from 2008-2016 in
contrast to the current de-regulation attempts by the Trump administration.

The study selected graduates from the institutions mentioned above in the South
Florida region, because of convenience and due to the plethora of private for-profit
schools in the geographical region. All participants were required to have graduated from
a for-profit college one of the institutions, to ensure that all participants have some
collective shared experience and can describe the decision-making process and
experience as an FPCU student. Graduates or alumni of an FPCU can provide a detailed
comprehensive account of their experience, including the results of obtaining a credential
or degree. I limited the study to the last 10 years for accuracy and memory. Participants
are likely to recall their experiences clearly and accurately if the occurrence can be
captured in recent memory. I noticed that participants who graduated in 2009 struggled to
remember the enrollment process with clear detail.

Participant Recruitment and Access

To conduct the study, I obtained approval from the Florida International
University Institutional Review Board (IRB). I received access and permission from the
research participants through purposeful sampling and snowball sampling. | was able to
recruit participants through the use of social networking platforms such as LinkedIn,
academic and professional referrals, and personal solicitation. I posted an IRB approved
recruiting flyer on social media platforms including Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn.

I was able to secure 26 potential participants in total. Eighteen individuals out of
the 26 were obtained through my higher education professional network; a potential

participant referred the remaining eight individuals. Out of the 26 potential participants,
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15 individuals responded favorably to participate in this study. Of the 15 willing
individuals, 12 were eligible to participate. Two individuals were not eligible; one
potential participant did not yet complete their degree requirements from an FPCU and
the other two potential participants graduated prior to 2009.

I screened each respondent for eligibility criteria, meaning that participants had to
have graduated from an FPCU in the South Florida region or resided in the South Florida
region while they attended an FPCU in-person or online. I conducted the screening
process via in-person meetings, telephone conference, and Skype/video conferencing and
took approximately 5-10 minutes. I enacted the screening process to establish rapport
with each potential participant and to provide informed consent. The purpose was to
provide transparency and to develop a connection with each participant. Please see
Appendix A for more information on the screening questionnaire. During this phase,
respondents were evaluated for participation eligibility and provided the informed
consent form. I scheduled a follow-up interview if participants were eligible.
Participant Profiles

A purposeful sampling method resulted in 12 research participants. The objective
was to obtain a diverse sample, including both male and female respondents. However,
the participant sample included one male and eleven females. The gender disparity
represented in this research study is likely due to the primary method of participant
referrals. However, the research on for-profit colleges and universities indicate that
women represent over 60-65% of enrolled FPCU students (Chung, 2012; Deming et al.,
2013). Participants referred their colleagues and/or friends to participate in this study and

the initial participants are women who essentially referred other women.
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The average age was expected to be approximately 30 years of age since
enrollment data demonstrates FPCU students are typically older than traditional first-time
in college students (Boykin, 2017). The participant average age was 38 at the time of the
study. However, the participant average age while enrolled as a for-profit college student
was 32 years of age. One participant is considerably older than the sample of participants.
The participant’s age skewed the average age higher than expected.

The participant demographics included individuals who identify as Black/African-
American or White-Hispanic. Research on for-profit institutions indicates student
enrollment representation includes first-generation students and minority students who
are traditionally underrepresented in non-profit universities (Boykin, 2017). The
represented sample in this study supports the research, as the study participants identified
as either African-American or Hispanic.

The majority of the research participants maintained full-time employment while
enrolled at the for-profit college. Seven research participants hold careers in the higher
education/college administration industry. Two participants hold positions within the
banking and accounting field. For the remaining three participants, one participant works
within the healthcare management field, one participant is an attorney, and one
participant works for a real-estate investment company.

The research participants earned associate degrees, bachelor’s degrees, and
master’s degrees from various for-profit colleges and universities, including large
national institutions such as the University of Phoenix and DeVry University. The study
respondents graduated from the years 2009 — 2019. I present a summary of the participant

demographic data including the earned FPCU degree information in Table 1.
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Table 1

Participant Summary Table

Participant | Age Gender | Race/Ethnicity | Degree Year | FPCU
Range Level
Kate 35— Female | White/Hispanic | Associate 2009 | Brown Mackie College
40 Bachelors 2014 | Argosy University
Sara 30— Female | White/Hispanic | Bachelors 2014 | DeVry University
35
Tiffany 35— Female | Black/African- | Associate 2017 | University of Phoenix
40 American Bachelors 2018 | University of Phoenix
Linda 40 — Female | Black/African- | Masters 2009 | University of Phoenix
45 American
Nicole 35— Female | White/Hispanic | Bachelors 2014 | University of Phoenix
40
Michael 35— Male Black/African- | Masters 2012 | Strayer University
40 American
Diane 45— Female | Black/African- | Masters 2011 | Strayer University
50 American
Helen 55— Female | White/Hispanic | Bachelors 2016 | The Art Institute of
60 Miami
Amy 40 — Female | Black/African- | Associate 2013 | University of Phoenix
45 American Bachelors 2016 | University of Phoenix
Victoria 40 - Female | Black/Hispanic | Masters 2010 | DeVry University
45
Rachel 35— Female | Black/African- | Associate 2012 | American Intercontinental
40 American University
Bachelors 2012 | American Intercontinental
University
Masters 2017 | Everest University
Kim 30— Female | Black/African- | Associate 2010 | Brown Mackie College
35 American Bachelors 2013 | DeVry University

In total, the study participants earned 23 post-secondary credentials, with 18

degrees being from an FPCU. Out of the 18 earned degrees, 11 are within a business

academic discipline such as accounting, human resources, and business administration. I

present a summary of earned FPCU degrees by majors/academic discipline in Table 2.

Table 2
FPCU Degree Summary
Number of Degrees FPCU Degrees By Major

11

Business or business-related field (accounting, human resources)
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2 Public Administration

2 Health Management

3 Other (Interior Design, Education, Psychology)

Note: There is one degree each for Other (Degrees by Major).

Business degrees represent a majority of the earned FPCU degrees. In addition,
the University of Phoenix and DeVry University account for the two largest represented
for-profit colleges within the current study. Interestingly, both institutions are two of the
largest and well-known for-profit colleges nationally. In addition, business related
degrees are among the most popular degrees awarded from both the University of
Phoenix and DeVry University. However, other academic disciplines such as health
management and public administration are favorable majors among the research
participants.

Data Collection

Data collection refers to how the researcher will obtain and gather data to answer
the research questions posited. Per Merriam (2009), “Qualitative researchers are the
primary instruments for data collection and analysis, interpretations of reality are
accessed directly through observations and interviews” (p. 25). Informed consent was
obtained from each participant. The informed consent is an essential component to the
research process and provided participants with the associated risks and purpose of the
study. The informed consent form also emphasized that participation was voluntary and
that anonymity and confidentiality measures would be set in place. During the data
collection process, I informed the participants that I would not include identifiable

information and would use pseudonyms to protect their identity.
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To foster rich detail and a climate to allow the respondents to fully express their
thoughts within the data collection stage, an interview schedule was used during the in-
depth interview. Per Smith et al. (2009), the purpose of using an interview schedule is to
facilitate the discussion that allows the research questions to be answered as thoroughly
as possible. The vital component of this process is that it is participant-led with some
steering from the researcher. According to Smith et al. (2009), the researcher should
exercise caution and always consider the research questions to determine if a focus group
method is suitable. Therefore, semi-structured interviews are the primary form of this
study’s data collection process.

In developing the questions for the semi-structured interview, I used Iloh and
Tierney's (2014) interview schedule from their qualitative study examining for-profit
choice as a reference point. Please refer to Appendix C for the interview schedule utilized
for this dissertation. The interview questions from Iloh and Tierney’s (2014) study
focused on the motivations of for-profit choice with currently enrolled students.
Therefore, Iloh and Tierney’s (2014) interview questions are relevant to this study’s first
research question: Why did students FPCU graduates choose to attend a for-profit
college? As an example, the researchers asked their study’s participants to indicate
significant factors in choosing to attend a for-profit college (Iloh & Tierney, 2014).

A major difference between this study and Iloh and Tierney’s (2014) is that their
questions were centered on the present mindset of the participant. They asked the
participants how they were planning to pay for their degree and if their current experience
was aligned to their expectations. In contrast, the present study focused on FPCU

graduates who had to recall their prior feelings and perspectives. However, like Iloh and

64



Tierney’s study, I too was interested in exploring the participant’s pre and post-
graduation expectations, as their interview schedule included post-graduation
expectations (Iloh & Tierney, 2014). I found that Iloh and Tierney’s (2014) interview
questions provided a suitable foundation for my study’s interview schedule to help frame
and understand the FPCU graduate experience from pre-enrollment throughout
graduation. Please refer to Appendix B for a copy of Iloh and Tierney’s interview
schedules.

The in-depth semi-structured interviews aimed to capture thoughts and stated
feelings of attending a for-profit college and the results of obtaining a degree. Smith et al.
(2009) contend that the participants should be encouraged to speak freely to fully develop
and express their perspective at length. After participants met the above stated
requirements, an in-depth, semi-structured individual interview was scheduled and
conducted over a five-month period with each participant.

With the research questions in mind, I asked the participants to describe their thought
process at the time they considered to continue their education. The objective of this
question was to have the participants paint a picture, which included their life
circumstances and their motivations. I also asked the participants about their feelings
when they enrolled at an FPCU. The purpose of this question was to extract how they felt
the degree would assist them and help them achieve their goals. The respondents often
described their feelings in terms of what their degree means to them from a personal and
professional standpoint. Further, I asked the participants to describe their student
experience while they were enrolled at an FPCU. I wanted to explore and have the

participants describe what they liked about their institution and what could have been
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better. Having the participants broadly describe their student experience allowed for me
as the researcher to make connections and observe patterns throughout the data collection
and data analysis stages. | found that the participants used similar language and context to
describe their experiences, especially for the participants who attended an FPCU online.
A substantial component of the interview schedule included the career and

employment aspect. I asked participants to describe their employment status prior to
enrolling at an FPCU, while they were enrolled as well as post-graduation. It was clear
that the employment factor was a substantial element of the FPCU student perspective as
most of the participant’s maintained employment but were seeking career progression
objectives at the time of enrollment and post-graduation.
The Interviews

The one-on-one interviews averaged about 45 minutes in length, although they
were originally estimated to be one-hour. I conducted the interviews through the
preferred methods of which the respondent felt more comfortable, either in person,
telephone, or via video conferencing. Prior to the one-on-one interviews, I received the
informed consent forms and conducted the screening questionnaire. The screening
questionnaire consisted of questions to ensure that the participants met the established
criteria for the present study. I proceeded with the interview schedule after participants
demonstrated that they met the research criteria. The stated requirement to participate for
my study included that the respondent graduated from a for-profit college or institution
from 2009 — 2019 and that they resided in South Florida at the time of their study. Upon
completing the interviews, I verified with each participant my interpretation of their

statements and confirmed details, statements and analysis of the interview.
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The interviews with Kate, Sara, Tiffany, Nicole, and Diane were conducted in-
person. The in-person interviews averaged closer to one-hour in-length and I was able to
establish better rapport in the in-person interviews. I noticed that during the in-person
interviews, the participants would provide more substantive information and detail
regarding their experience. I did not have to prompt or ask for further elaboration during
these interviews. I conducted the interviews with Kate, Sara, Tiffany and Diane on a
university campus. These four participants work at the same institution and it was
convenient for them to participant in the interview on-campus.

The first person I interviewed was Kate. She seemed to be shy at the onset of the
interview at first but then became more comfortable as the interview continued. She
spoke quietly and confidently about her experience. Kate maintained a professional and
direct disposition during her interview. I found that she was the only in-person
interviewee that required me to probe and ask for further explanation. Kate spoke about
her experience without intonation, excitement, or displeasure. She provided a substantive
account of her FPCU experience and described her experience in a direct manner.

In stark contrast to Kate, Sara’s interview contained excitement and vast detail
about her FPCU experience. She was the second scheduled interviewee. I conducted
Sara’s interview in her office on-campus. She appeared to be extremely comfortable and
confident during the entire interview. Sara’s eyes would light up when spoke about her
FPCU institution. Sara’s voice also would pitch when she described her feelings about
her FPCU experience. She pointed to her degree often as she described her experience
and maintained that she was proud of her accomplishment. However, when she spoke

about other institutions she attended or had been employed at, her voice would lower and
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her eyes dropped. Sara confirmed her strong and positive feelings associated with her
experience. She stated that she had a positive experience and advocated for her FPCU
despite the industry’s infamy.

Similar to Sara, Tiffany’s interview was comprised of non-verbal communication.
Tiffany was the third participant I interviewed. I interpreted Tiffany’s facial expressions
as grateful. She would often touch her chest and smile when she described her FPCU
experience. Tiffany described her experience in a personal and life-changing manner. She
smiled for the majority of the interview, even when she described her challenges as an
FPCU student. As the interview wrapped up, Tiffany cried “happy tears” as she
expressed her contentment and appreciation for sharing her academic journey.

Nicole was the fifth interviewee and I conducted her interview in her home. Her
disposition during the interview was relaxed and assured. She spoke in detail about her
experience and often deviated into other aspects of her experience. This was a positive
attribute, as she frequently answered questions with little to no prompt from me. After
Nicole would complete her account of a particular aspect she would say, “Did I answer
your question?” Nicole’s FPCU experience contained rich description. Like Sara, she was
cognizant of her personal experience and demonstrated awareness of the common for-
profit college notoriety.

Diane was the seventh participant I interviewed. Her interview was conducted in
her office, on-campus. Her office did not have windows and was barely lit. During her
interview, Diane’s facial expression was difficult to read but not because of the lighting.
However, Diane maintained a professional demeanor and demonstrated interest

throughout the interview. She was adamant when I asked if she would continue her
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education; she replied emphatically that she would not seek another degree. Diane
provided an adequate account of her FPCU experience. I attributed the difficulty in
assessing her non-verbal communication because of her college and professional
experience.

Although not an in-person interview, | utilized a videoconference program to
conduct Helen’s interview. She was the eighth participant I interviewed. During Helen’s
interview, I could view her facial expressions and body language. The video conferencing
option proved to be valuable for Helen’s interview. She has a strong Spanish accent and I
was able to interpret her body language and facial gestures during her interview. Helen
was in her apartment in Panama City at the time of her interview. I could see the view of
the city and beach in the background. During her interview, I could ascertain that Helen
had a relaxed disposition and encapsulated her FPCU experience with sufficient detail.

The in-person interviews provided data other than verbal accounts of the FPCU
student experience. The non-verbal communication, body language and interview setting
are elements I considered during the data analysis phase. The in-person interviews
allowed me to establish confidence and rapport with the participants. As a result, upon
completion of the in-person interviews, I received multiple referrals for potential study
participants.

I conducted telephone interviews with Linda, Michael, Amy, Victoria, Rachel,
and Kim. In contrast to the in-person interviews, the telephone interviews were slightly
shorter in length but it was initially difficult to gauge the interest level of the participants.

However, as the interviews developed, I was able to extract substantive narratives and
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conclude that the participants were genuinely interested in providing an account of their
collegiate experience.

Linda was the fourth participant that I interviewed. A mutual colleague referred
her to participate for the study. There were many challenges with Linda’s interview. We
rescheduled her original interview because she was driving home from work and there
was background noise and signal interference. I heavily relied on the interview schedule
for Linda’s interview. She did not seem to be interested in participating in the research. I
found that I had to probe and ask the same questions in different methods to obtain
substantive information from Linda. Her interview was the shortest interview conducted.
Linda’s account could have provided further insight if it had been conducted in-person.

Diane referred Michael and he was the sixth participant I interviewed. At the
onset of Michael’s interview, he seemed skeptical and critical regarding the purpose of
the current study. Because of his skepticism, I felt the need to reiterate the purpose of the
study and cover the informed consent guidelines. After doing this, Michael’s reluctance
subsided and he reconfirmed his participation for the study. During his interview,
Michael provided a unique account of his FPCU experience and demonstrated interest
throughout the interview. After the interview, Michael and I engaged in a thoughtful
discussion of the for-profit college industry.

A mutual colleague referred Amy to participate for the study. She was the ninth
participant I interviewed for this dissertation. I found that Amy was polite and answered
my questions with well-thought out responses. She demonstrated interest and was

generally pleasant over the phone. She confidently expressed her ambitions and described
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her FPCU experience with substantive detail. Amy offered to refer my information to her
colleagues to help me secure more participants upon completing the interview.

The tenth participant I interviewed was Victoria. She provided an extensive
account of her FPCU experience. At the onset of her interview, Victoria informed me that
she is a talker and that I could cut her off if needed. Like Nicole and Sara, Victoria’s
interview required very few prompts. She often answered questions within her narrative
explanations. Victoria’s FPCU account was unique, as compared to the other participants.
She was confident in her descriptive accounts and painted a vivid picture of her process
in detail.

Rachel was the only eligible participant I obtained through a professional
networking site. She responded favorably to my request and we scheduled an interview
after she signed the informed consent form. I administered Rachel’s interview via
telephone while she was at work. Initially there were a few disruptions, as her colleagues
interrupted our interview. Rachel’s interview contained rich voice inflection and
intonation. At the start of the interview, Rachel’s voice was low as she described her
initial motivations for attending an FPCU. She described her comprehensive experience
with affirmation. I could sense power and strength within her voice as she summarized
her experiences. Further, there was anger, frustration, and disappointment in Rachel’s
voice when she described her post-graduation encounters and her financial circumstance.

The last person I interviewed was Kim. A mutual colleague referred her for this
research study. Even though I carried out Kim’s interview via telephone, I could hear and
interpret her sentiment surrounding her FPCU experience. Kim’s voice would rise in

excitement as she talked about her initial feelings of her college experience. However,
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her tone would inflect in a somber manner when she spoke of her financial
circumstances. Kim’s collegiate account contained descriptive language and voice
inflection. She provided a significant account of her experiences and her tonal inflection
was important to the data analysis process.

All conducted interviews were audio recorded and during participant interviews, |
took descriptive notes. I included phrases that the participants emphasized as well as
notes indicating non-verbal cues, body language observations, and voice inflections. I
secured hardcopy research documents including interview notes, informed consent forms,
research memos and printed transcriptions in my personal storage container, only
accessible by key. I have other analyzed data located on a password-protected computer.
I conducted a preliminary review of the collected data upon completion of the scheduled
interviews. This review specifically focused on shared commonalities between
respondents’ experiences, such as institution attended, degree, and/or demographic data.

Time Schedule Upon Obtaining IRB Approval

Participant Informed Screening Interview Data
Recruitment Consent and Transcription Analysis
Interviews
June 2019 - June 2019 - June 2019 - July 2019 - July 2019 and
November November November November December 2019
2019 2019 2019 2019

I administered the participant interviews over a five-month period. During this
period, I recruited and interviewed each participant, and commenced the data analysis
process. The data collection and data analysis process was fluid, as after I conducted the
interviews I began to interpret the participant narratives. The five in-person interviews
and the one videoconference interview provided more non-verbal communication to

consider within the data analysis process. However, the telephone interviews required me
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to listen for subtle cues and consider how the participants articulated their experience. I
also conducted member checks with each participant to ensure accuracy of their profiles
and interpretations of the interviews.

Data Analysis

Data collection and data analysis in qualitative research may occur concurrently
(Merriam, 2002). For example, after the first interview I adjusted the style or questioning
technique. However, formal data analysis occurred after all data from interviews and
observations were obtained.

I utilized a professional transcription company, Rev Transcription (found at
www.rev.com) to transcribe the participant interviews. Once the transcriptions were
completed, I listened to each recording and verified that the transcriptions were valid and
accurate. There were minimal inaccuracies found within the transcriptions. After the
transcriptions were verified, I commenced the data analysis process, which consisted of
reviewing the written interview notes taken during the interviews and notes taken during
the transcription verification process and proceeded to start the coding process. Upon
analyzing and assessing the data, I developed codes using recurring themes, keywords,
and research questions in effort to organize any emerging patterns.

After examining each printed transcript, I began the coding process. Data
obtained for the study include field notes taken during each interview, research memos
(taken during and after the review of interview recordings) and interview transcriptions
were reviewed during the coding process. I assigned a code as patterns and regularities
emerged from the data. For example, keywords such as “flexibility” and “convenience”

repeatedly appeared in several transcriptions and field notes, which resulted in
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establishing the motivating factors code. The coding process resulted in 18 codes; these
codes ranged from motivating factors, enrollment timeframe, purpose, outcomes, school
satisfaction, and support services. I then categorized the 18 codes by the student cycle
which starts with the pre-enrollment decision-making stage to the enrolled student
experience phase and the post-graduation outcomes stage. This process resulted in three
categories: motivation, experience and outcomes. For example, keywords such as
“professor availability,” and “debt” were repeatedly noted, and I assigned these codes to
the experience and outcomes categories respectively. The benefits of online courses code
fell under the motivating factors category because participants described this component
when they were considering their options to attend an FPCU.

I recognized that the three categories were directly aligned with the research
questions. As a result, the coding process which established the three categories addresses
the FPCU choice perspective, the student experience, and post-graduation outcomes. The
coding process took about one month and resulted in the four findings of this study.

Four major themes became evident upon completing the coding and data analysis
process: Access and Choice which refers to the pre-enrollment and decision making stage
of the participants; Student Support, which is described as the common thread of the
student experience; Degrees of Impact and Satisfaction relates to the apparent post-
graduation outcomes and to the extent to which the participants were satisfied with their
academic credential; Returns on Investment refers to the perceived degree value in
regards to satisfaction and the financial cost of the degree. The four emergent themes
were present in the majority of the participants’ narrative. Table 3 shows my coding

process.
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Table 3

Data Analysis Coding Process

Code Category Research Question Theme

Motivating factors/choice

Degree Purpose &

Expectations Motivations Why did FPCU Access &

Benefits of online courses (Pre- graduates choose to Choice

Enrollment timeframe enrollment) attend a for-profit

Career goals college?

School referral and selection

Expectations

Costs & Financial Aid

Class Size

Technology Experience What were the

Majors/Area of Study (Enrolled experiences of FPCU | Student Support

Support services FPCU graduates in college?

Professor availability Student)

Program/Course Structure

Degree completion

School recommendation Outcomes | What were the FPCU Degrees of

Post-Graduation (Post- graduates’ experiences Impact &

employment status Graduation | upon completing their Satisfaction

Student-loan debt Experience) degrees? Return on
Investment

According to Smith, Flowers, and Osborn (1997), researchers should begin

conducting data analysis by first looking for themes in the first case transcription and

make notations. Then researchers should look for connections between emergent themes.

The researchers will develop an initial list of themes, then build a cluster of emerging

patterns. Data analysis requires that the researcher verify that there is a connection

between the themes list and transcription while ensuring that each relationship is viable.

Then once the process is completed, the researcher will make a table of the themes using

a word processing software. Clusters of themes which are related to the participants’
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concerns should be named. During the process, the researcher should indicate where the
item can be found in the transcript, which is known as an identifier. During the process,
some themes may be eliminated because they may not be relevant to the emerging
patterns or may not be evident in the text. After, the researcher may choose to write up a
single case study or repeat the steps as mentioned earlier with subsequent interviews. Per
Smith et al. (1997), “Once each transcript has been analyzed by the interpretative process,
a final table of superordinate themes is constructed” (p. 74). The researcher may generate
a master table of themes.

The final stage of the data analysis process requires the researcher to write up the
inferences or summary statement explaining the meanings of the respondents’
experiences. Additional analysis is typically after the inferences and summaries are
completed. I then analyzed and expanded upon the dominant themes and significant
observations of the data.

Trustworthiness

It is essential to determine if an empirical study is valid and credible, regardless of
the approach and scope of the topic. Validity refers to the findings of a study and whether
the results are accurate. Lincoln and Guba (1985) laid out procedures to establish
trustworthiness in qualitative research and suggested that in order to promote validity in
qualitative research, researchers must establish prolonged engagement or spend sufficient
time immersed in the data collection and analysis phases to gain an in-depth
understanding. Also, to establish internal validity, I conducted member checking and peer
debriefing, as well as included an audit trail throughout the data collection, data analysis,

and reporting phase of the study. To effectively apply member checks, I verified with the
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research participants if my interpretation of the interviews was accurate via a follow up
phone or email communication (Merriam, 2009). Peer debriefing refers to the researcher
consulting with a peer, colleague or advisor to examine the data and findings. For the
purpose of the study, a committee of university affiliated faculty members was selected to
review all phases of this study. I included an audit trail, which is “transparent way to
show how data were collected and managed — to account for all data and for all design
decisions made in the field so that anyone could trace the logic” (Marshall & Rossman,
2011, p. 221). The use of audit trails also supports reliability in research studies and is
discussed below.

In addition to validity, reliability is critical to the research process and is included
to establish trustworthiness. “Reliability refers to the extent to which research findings
can be replicated” (Merriam, 2009, p. 27). When dealing with human behavior, including
decision-making processes and perspectives, reliability may be challenging. Merriam
(2009) stated that as a consequence of varying interpretations of the same data
“replication of a qualitative study may not yield the same results, but does not discredit
the results of any particular study” (p. 27). Rather, researchers should focus on what
Lincoln and Guba (1985) called dependability, which is the integration between data
collection, data analysis, and the applied frameworks.

Rodham, Fox, and Doran (2015) emphasized that researchers must establish
trustworthiness, as it is essential since the researcher is taking on dual roles as a
researcher and insider. Therefore, researchers must explicitly outline their thoughts on

each recorded interview. Secondly, researchers should note any potential biases within
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their study to inform the readers. Finally, researchers should share fieldwork notes with
colleagues and include reflexive notes online to promote transparency.
Ethical Considerations

According to Creswell (2007), all data about the research must be kept in
confidence and the researcher should use code names or pseudonym labels for participant
data. I have maintained high ethical standards throughout the study to maintain the
confidentiality and integrity of all participants and data, according to the Florida
International University Institutional Review Board guidelines. All recorded audio and
video files are stored on my private computer and external hard drive. All paper
transcriptions, notes, and codes are kept in a locked storage unit to which only I have
access.
Potential Research Bias

As a former college advisor, I became aware of how students are sometimes
misled and uninformed and of how predatory for-profit colleges operate. Many students
do not understand the meaning of regional accreditation, articulation agreements, and
transferability policies. Students who seek to transfer to a traditional and regionally
accredited public or private universities are unable to do so because their credits and
degrees are not valid. I am passionate about bringing awareness to students and the
higher education field of study. My study aims to understand how students make their
decisions concerning what for-profit college to attend. I postulate that students make
decisions to enroll at FPCUs due to the colleges’ predatory recruiting practices,
unawareness of regional accrediting agencies, and lack of self-confidence, the flexibility

of course offerings, and other educational options. Therefore, I am aware of potential bias
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and subjectivity towards the student and college consumer perspective. I understand that
obtaining a student perspective may contribute to the discourse of for-profit education to
spur any interventions. Therefore, I carefully framed interview questions so as not to lead
or influence the participant.

Summary

My objective is to understand why and how students make college selection
decisions and under what conditions. Additionally, I plan to investigate choice factors of
FPCU graduates within the South Florida region as the backdrop. The research study
intends to explore the actual lived and shared experience at the FPCU and the results of
graduating from a for-profit college to determine if there are any patterns or implications
associated with graduating from a for-profit college within the specified geographic area.

The purpose of this study is to add to the discussion of the for-profit institution
sector within higher education. I note here that for-profit institutions are not necessarily
poor or have no value in higher education. However, considering the existing options
within the South Florida region, I aim to understand the student perspective before,
during, and after attending a for-profit institution.

Finally, the results of the study will further determine what, if any, intervention
strategies should be implemented to ensure students that are targeted by for-profit
institutions are made aware of predatory recruiting practices and potential adverse
outcomes. Further research and discussion are necessary to address how and what
traditional universities are doing to mitigate this matter. The research participants’
perspective, in addition to my own perspective, should include follow-up discussions and

debrief to determine if any further insights can supplement this study.
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CHAPTER IV
FPCU and PARTICIPANT PROFILES

The purpose of this study is to explore the comprehensive experience of FPCU
students who graduated with a post-secondary credential from a for-profit college or
university within the South Florida region. This study aims to better understand the
FPCU student experience from the decision-making stage throughout graduation and
beyond to provide insight on the for-profit college education industry.

I examined the for-profit college graduate experience, from the pre-enrollment
phase through graduation and beyond. I wanted to understand how and why individuals
decided to pursue a for-profit college degree. I explored their student experience while
they were enrolled at a for-profit college and university (FPCU) and find out what their
post-graduation outcomes were. As an underlying objective of this study, I wanted to
understand how participants felt about their academic journeys and how their journeys
related to their current professional status. Ultimately, did their credential help them
achieve their desired goal. Using their own narratives, I aimed to have participants tell
their stories. In order to explore and report their journeys, it is critical to understand the
background of the participants and provide context of their academic experience during
their educational path and thereafter.

For additional context of the for-profit student experience, I first present and
highlight the present standing of each for-profit college represented in this study. Due to
the changing status of for-profit colleges and universities, it is critical to include their
status. FPCU standing can vary from normal operations to transfer of ownership and

closures. Multiple lawsuit settlements, government sanctions, and accreditation
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violations have plagued the for-profit industry within the last ten years and therefore, I
include if such outcomes have impacted the represented for-profit institutions within this
study.

This chapter also includes participant profiles that specify demographic
information and highlight the associated themes that emerged throughout the data
analysis process, after the for-profit institution overview. I present each participant
profile in the order the interviews were conducted. The profile of the research participants
addresses their bio-demographic information including age, gender, and ethnicity.
Additionally, each participant profile includes his/her academic history and credentials. A
significant component of this study addresses employment and career aspirations. As
such, participant profiles also include a snapshot of their employment status from pre-
enrollment through graduation to their current employment status and future career goals.
I conclude this chapter with an overview of the participants and briefly introduce the
emergent themes from the data analysis process.

Represented FPCU Profiles

This section addresses the eight represented for-profit institutions within this
study. I begin with the largest for-profit university in the United States and the most
represented within this study, the University of Phoenix. Then I continue down to the
institutions with the least participant representation. Each institutional profile includes a
brief historic summary, enrollment and/or graduation data, the status of the FPCU and
relevant information pertaining to grievances and lawsuits. [ present the institutional
profile consisting of enrollment data, academic programs, and the institutional status. I

include the for-profit institutional status because the for-profit market experiences change
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from closures to renaming and transfer of ownership. There are also considerable issues
surrounding the sector, including the loss of federal funding, class action lawsuits, and
the shift from a for-profit model to a non-profit model. Therefore, I provide an outline of
the represented for-profit institution (including owner/operator) status to supplement the
participant profiles.
University of Phoenix

The University of Phoenix excels in enrollment, serving as the largest for-profit
operator in the United States. The University of Phoenix offers an array of degrees from
the associate level up to the doctoral level in education, business, information technology,
psychology, criminal justice, nursing, and healthcare management among other academic
disciplines and offers coursework in fully online and in-person formats. The institution
also offers certificate programs, continuing teacher education courses, and professional
development in business-related disciplines.

The University of Phoenix is the largest represented for-profit college in this
study, with four participants earning a total of six degrees. It is the flagship institution of
the Apollo Education Group, a subsidiary of Apollo Global Management, which was
founded by John Sperling in 1973. John Sperling was a tenured history professor at San
Jose State University and left the institution to launch a program for working
professionals (Bartlett, 2009). The university is the largest operating for-profit institution
in the United States. In 2010, the university enrolled approximately 470,000 students.
However, enrollments have steadily declined and in 2016 the University of Phoenix
enrolled 130,000 students (McKenzie, 2018). Since 2010, enrollment at the institution

has fallen by 76% (Marcus, 2019). According to the University of Phoenix website, 66%
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of the student population are women, with males representing 34%. Further, 40% of the
student population identify as Caucasian. African-Americans represent 28.1% of total
student enrollment and Hispanics total 14.5%. The institution offers both graduate and
undergraduate degrees; the most popular degree programs are in business.

In 2015, the Higher Learning Commission, a regional accrediting body, removed
the institution’s probationary status (Thomason, 2015). Also in 2015, the institution was
banned by the Department of Defense from recruiting students on military bases and
barred from using military tuition benefits; however, the decision was reversed in 2016
(Altman, 2016; Douglas-Gabriel, 2015). The institution has one of the lowest graduation
rates at 14.9% for the University of Phoenix-Florida. The graduation rate is based on the
six-year timeframe from enrollment to degree completion of individuals pursuing a
bachelor’s degree (Data Set from the Chronicle, 2019). In 2019, a private equity
investment group purchased the Apollo Education Group (Marcus, 2019). As recently as
2019, the university settled with the Federal Trade Commission and agreed to pay a $141
million to cancel student loan debt to individuals who attended the institution from
October 2012 through 2016 (Chappell, 2019). The claim alleged that the university
employed fraudulent recruiting practices and overstated job prospects with well-known
companies including Microsoft and AT&T (Chappell, 2019).

DeVry University

DeVry University represented three earned degrees within the business-related
disciplines among three participants in this study. The university offers associate’s,
bachelor’s, and master’s degrees in addition to undergraduate and graduate certificates.

Courses are delivered through online formats and in-person. In 1931 Herman DeVry
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founded the institution. According to the university’s website, Herman DeVry created a
career-focused and technology driven institution to assist working professionals to
positively impact the labor market. In 1973 two former DeVry instructors founded the
Keller Graduate School of Management. The Higher Learning Commission regionally
accredits the university. In 2017, Cogswell Education LLC purchased the university from
Adtalem Global Education, formerly known as DeVry Education Group (Smith, 2017). In
2017, DeVry University’s enrollment was approximately 17,000 students. The total
student enrollment breakdown is similar to the University of Phoenix. White students
represent about 50% of the total student enrollment. Black or African-American students
represent 24% and Hispanic students are 16% of the student population (Data Set from
Data USA, 2019). The most common awarded degrees are within the business and
computer systems fields. The university has three Florida campuses and several campuses
nationwide. In 2016, DeVry University agreed to settle claims the institution had
misrepresented employment prospects to students — the settlement totaled to $100 million
(Marcus, 2019).
Strayer University

Strayer University touts itself as a fully accredited institution designed for
working professionals. The university is represented in this study with two participants
earning a Master of Public Administration degree. The institution offers associate’s,
bachelor’s, and master’s degrees, as well as certificate programs. In 2018, Strayer
Education and Capella Education Company (Capella University) merged and now enroll
about 80,000 students combined (Whitford, 2018) with approximately 50,000 of those

students enrolled at Strayer. Prior to the merge, female students accounted for more than
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66% of the student body and over 90% self-identified with at least one racial minority.
Strategic Education Inc. owns and operates Strayer University. The Middle States
Commission on Higher Education, a regional accreditation body, accredits Strayer
University. It was founded as Strayer’s Business College in 1892 and changed to its
current name in 1998. The university delivers courses online and maintains 76 campuses
nationwide with eight campuses in Florida. According to Data USA, the student loan
default rate for Strayer University in 2016 was 19.2% (Data Set from Data USA, 2019).
Argosy University, The Art Institutes and Brown Mackie College

Education Management Corporation (EDMC) was previously the second-largest
for-profit operator nationwide. Prior to filing for bankruptcy, EDMC owned Argosy
University, The Art Institutes chains, and Brown Mackie College. Between these three
institutions, there was one participant with a degree from The Art Institute, one
participant with a degree from Argosy University, and two candidates with earned
associate degrees from Brown Mackie College.

In 2016, due to decreased enrollment and increased regulation, EDMC closed
Brown Mackie Colleges nationwide (Smith, 2016). In 2017, EDMC sold The Art
Institute chain and Argosy University to non-profit Dream Center Holdings; however, the
Dream Center has since ceased operations due to the loss of federal aid by the Trump
administration and as a result, Argosy University closed campuses nationwide in March
2019 (Kreighbaum, 2019). The Art Institute of Miami is now operating as the Miami
International University of Art & Design and is owned by a non-profit body, Education

Principle Foundation.

85



EDMC experienced several lawsuits and in 2015 settled what was reported as the
“largest false claims settlement with a for-profit educational institute in history” for $95.5
million (Jackson, 2015). The allegations of the lawsuit centered on college recruiter
compensation. At the time of the lawsuit settlement, EDMC operated seven campuses in
Florida. Because of the settlement, EDMC agreed to forgive student loans for about
80,000 students totaling $102.8 million dollars (Saul, 2015).

Everest College (University)

Corinthian Colleges, Inc. was the former operating owner for Everest College. In
2015, after increased scrutiny, several class action lawsuits and federal fines, Corinthian
Colleges, Inc. filed for bankruptcy and ceased operations. Corinthian Colleges was fined
$29.7 million dollars for falsifying job placement rates (Stratford, 2015). As a result,
Everest was sold to non-profit Zenith Education. Other Corinthian Colleges campuses
were sold to Educational Credit Management Corporation. Recently, efforts to establish
student loan forgiveness programs and settlements have stalled under the Department of
Education. While some former students have obtained clear guidelines, others are still
awaiting court decisions (Kreighbaum, 2019; McKoy, 2018). Everest University
represented one study participant who attended the institution while it was still a for-
profit college.
American Intercontinental University (AIU)

American Intercontinental University represented two degrees by one candidate
within this study. The institution offers online programs and has two campuses in
Atlanta, Georgia and Houston, Texas. Associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s degrees in

addition to certificate programs are offered in field such as business administration,
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technology, criminal justice, fashion design, and information technology. The institution
enrolls about 10,000 students, with African-Americans representing 49% of the student
population. White students account for 40% and Hispanic students represent three percent
of the total student population (Data Set from Data USA, 2019). General business,
information technology, and criminal justice represent the popular degree fields, with
business representing about 60% of awarded degrees (Data Set from Data USA, 2019).

Career Education Corporation owns and operates American Intercontinental
University in addition to other for-profits such as Sanford-Brown and Le Cordon Bleu
North America. Career Education Corporation has closed campuses nationwide due to
lawsuits and federal findings over the past decade (Stewart, 2019). The AIU South
Florida campus was closed in 2015. As of January 2019, it was reported that Career
Education Corporation reached a settlement to forgive student loans totaling $493
million, affecting close to 180,000 former students (Stewart, 2019). The lawsuit centered
on fraudulent recruiting practices and inflated job placement rates. In March 2019, it was
reported that Career Education Corporation plans to purchase Trident University
International and merge it with AIU (Lederman, 2019). However, it was reported that
Career Education Corporation is under investigation by 17 states. Job placement rates and
recruitment concerns are under question (Marcus, 2019).
Summary of FPCU Profiles

The represented for-profit institutions provide context and a peek into the research
participants’ experience. Large national institutional chains such as the University of
Phoenix and DeVry University compared to that of smaller schools such as AIU

demonstrate minimal difference with respect to the racial enrollment breakdown and
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degree specializations (i.e. business). Further, I indicated relevant lawsuit settlements and
accreditation fines associated with the represented institutions. It is evident that the for-
profit college sector is marred with hefty fines and allegations of fraud. Despite these
well-documented cases, these institutions persist. To complement the for-profit
institutional profiles, the following section addresses the study participant profiles.
Participant Profiles

I conducted this study to explore the culminating FPCU student experience. I
limited this study to South Florida due to the array of for-profit colleges within this
geographic region. In Miami alone, there are more operating for-profit colleges with a
brick and mortar campus than public and private non-profit colleges. Therefore, I figured
that the South Florida region, from West Palm Beach to Miami, would provide a diverse
participant pool.

In total, 12 participants were recruited and selected for this study. There were 11
female participants and one male participant. The research on the for-profit college
sector affirms that the overwhelming majority of FPCU students are women (Chung,
2012). Ten out of the 12 participants were primarily located in Miami, Florida during
their academic tenure at an FPCU. The majority of the research participants, seven out of
the 12 participants, identify as African - American and five participants identify as
White-Hispanic. In addition, seven participants are within the 30-40 age range, while four
participants are within the 40-50 age range and one participant is within the 50-60 age
range. The represented sample participants support the research on for-profit students,

which specifies that FPCU students are mostly minority women over the age of 25
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(Boykin, 2017). A summary of the participant demographic data including the earned
FPCU degree information is presented Table 1.
Kate

Kate is a White-Hispanic female in her mid-thirties. She attended Brown-Mackie
College on a “brick and mortar” campus in Miami, Florida from 2006-2009 and earned
an Associate of Arts degree in Business Administration from Brown Mackie College.
From 2012-2014, she attended Argosy University in a fully online program and
graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Business Administration. While pursuing both
programs, Kate was a full-time employee of The Art Institute of Miami (A1), starting as
administrative assistant and was then promoted to a student employment advisor after
completing her associate’s degree. Since she was a full-time employee at the Art
Institute, her tuition expenses were covered through tuition remission benefits.

Kate indicated that proximity and convenience, in addition to financial assistance,
were deciding factors, which led her to enroll and pursue a degree at Brown Mackie
College. She stated that she did not have to drive to campus after work; she would simply
go to another floor within the same building she worked to attend classes. She selected
business as her major because she would “have more opportunities” with business and
that “I was already in education, so I can go into any other industry or field within the
business.” Kate further explained:

I knew that I needed to complete my college degree in order to move

forward in my professional career. I obviously I wanted to get a degree to

move on in my career, in my professional life. I wanted to make sure I got

the right education and the tools I needed in order to move on.
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During the pre-enrollment and decision-making phase, Kate determined that
earning a college degree would be a stepping-stone for professional advancement. It
seems that she wanted to obtain knowledge and transferable skills so that she would be
able to pursue additional-- and perhaps what would be to her--better career options.
Further, she had already decided that her current position at the time was a benefit; she
would be able to work and study with minimal costs. The decision to enroll was
essentially a win-win.

Prior to starting her bachelor’s program at Argosy University, Kate was promoted
to career services advisor in 2012 and she remained in that position until 2018. As of
2019, Kate serves as a mid-management administrator for a career services unit for
graduate students, within a private non-profit university, a position she considers to be a
promotion. She attributes her current career status “not only my education that [ have a
degree but also my experience within career services. I think those two factors contribute
to where I am now.”

When describing her experience as an FPCU student, Kate explained:

I had a good experience. I mean, they're (for-profits) smaller schools.

They're not huge like the non-profit, like traditional schools. So, I think

they give a little bit more attention to their students versus, you're on your

own in the other university. They're (traditional colleges), like, okay, here

are your classes, go ahead and register yourself. So here, it was more

personal attention.

Kate’s experience as a for-profit college student and employee provides insight

from a unique perspective that celebrates the strengths of the FPCU industry. Kate was
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aware of some of the reputational pitfalls large universities encompass and articulated
that her student experience included student consideration. Kate’s positive summarized
experience as an FPCU student and her achieved career objectives demonstrate a journey
that is rarely told within the for-profit college literature. She was able to obtain two
degrees without incurring debt and accomplished professional advancement.

Sara

Sara is a White-Hispanic female in her early thirties. She graduated from DeVry
University in 2014 with a Bachelor of Business Administration degree with a
concentration in health services administration. Her bachelor’s program was conducted
fully online. Prior to enrolling at DeVry University, Sara was a nursing major at a local
community college in Miami and previously completed coursework at a four-year private
non-profit institution, where she is currently employed as a mid-management
administrator. She chose to pursue business as a major after learning that the higher
education industry shared business practices, as she no longer had interest in becoming a
nurse.

Sara is married with children and maintained full-time employment during her
program at DeVry University. Her spouse is an employee of DeVry University and first
introduced DeVry University to her as an option to continue her education. Sara has been
employed at a private four-year university in Miami, Florida for over 10 years and had
the option to pursue a degree using tuition remission benefits from the college. However,
she chose to attend DeVry also utilizing tuition remission through her spouse. The fully
online program provided flexibility since she worked full-time and has children.

Although she could have continued her studies at the private non-profit university where
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she worked, she did not feel comfortable doing so. Sara explained what made her choose
DeVry University over the private university where she is employed:

I think it was more for me the flexibility only because of work, not having

to drive and rush and get out of here, ask for time off, if I could leave

early. It just wasn't what I was looking for. I did take two classes at here at

the university, and I can say it was not a great experience. And, so I was,

like, "I am not going to deal with this either." I had different, I guess,

experiences, and I noticed that my experience where I was here. I was not

happy with the professors. It felt very impersonal. It felt competitive. It

felt as if everybody was coming in to see just who's better than who?

When I attended the courses here, it didn't feel like a home environment. It

didn't feel like the professor was really looking out for you. So the

difference, even doing it online with DeVry, the professors would reach

out to us literally every day in email communication. "How are you guys

doing?" I ended up getting pregnant around 2015, and my professors were

accommodating to me. "If you need to take some time off for the doctor,

let me know." The constant communication with that is what also led me

to just continue to go with them, because it was a really great experience.

Sara had contrasting experiences at DeVry University and the private non-profit
university. From Sara’s interview, it was evident that she did not have a pleasant student
experience while taking courses at the private institution. She felt that there was a lack of
care and consideration for students from her instructors. The competitive environment at

the private institution was something Sara deemed unwelcoming. She spoke about her
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student experience at the private university with sadness. However, when speaking about
her experience at DeVry University, her eyes would light up and her voice would inflect
to represent excitement and genuine happiness. In addition, the fact that Sara’s program
was fully online provided a convenience factor. She would not have to request time off to
attend courses during business hours and would not have the added pressure to make it to
class on time. Sara also indicated that the time to completion was much shorter at DeVry
than at the private non-profit university. She explained:

I knew it was going to take a long time for me to graduate (at the private

institution), because I've seen it with other friends that have done it here, and they

graduated in, like, eight years. So, it was kind of life consuming too because I had
other plans that I wanted to do, and I didn't want to continue just to be in school
every day! I had other plans that I wanted to reach as far as career-wise.

Three years after completing her degree from DeVry, Sara was promoted to her
current position. She indicated that she pursued the degree for her own “personal
fulfillment” and that obtaining the degree has made her a more confident person.
However, she feels that her salary does not match her job duties and looks to continue to
grow professionally and financially.

Tiffany

Tiffany is an African-American female in her late thirties. She is a single mother
of five children, from age one to 14. She earned two degrees from the University of
Phoenix, an Associate of Arts in Education in 2017 and a Bachelor of Science in
Business with a Human Resource Management Certificate in 2018. She is currently

pursuing a Master of Arts in Education/Adult Education and Training with an anticipated
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completion date in 2020. The programs Tiffany has completed at the University of
Phoenix are fully online programs, including the graduate degree program in which she is
currently enrolled. Tiffany is currently employed as an entry-level administrator at a
private four-year college in Miami, Florida and plans to pursue a doctoral degree in adult
education upon completing her master’s degree.

Although Tiffany had attended trade schools previously, she did not consider
attending college after high school. She stated that her motto was “college is not for me.”
However, she was “not happy” with where she was and wanted to make a change:

Every job that I wanted, you had to have more than what I had. I had a

high school diploma. But I had to have more. I really was afraid to step

out in the college arena, because when I first graduated from high school, 1

always said college was not for me. That was my main [pause]. I lived by

that.

During the interview, Tiffany expressed feeling stuck and wanting to be able to do
more for herself and her children. Prior to learning about the University of Phoenix,
Tiffany explained that she wanted more in life and wanted to pursue what she considered
to be better career opportunities. She said that college just wasn’t for her and she lived by
that ideal for so long.

However, when she sought other jobs, she was told that she needed credentials greater
than a high school diploma. She realized that she wanted to become a teacher but needed
to obtain a degree to be eligible for teaching positions. She mentioned that her fear of

college life while also being a single mother kept her from pursuing a college degree.
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Tiffany was referred to the University of Phoenix by one of her children’s
teachers, who also graduated from the University of Phoenix, after having a conversation
about career opportunities. Tiffany was previously employed as an after-care teacher on a
part-time basis in Miami when she first started at the University of Phoenix. She made
the decision to pursue a college degree because she “wanted more.” As a single mother,
she sought an online program that was “convenient” for her.

Because I needed to be with my children, I didn't want to go through the

process of you know, getting a baby sitter, and getting off work trying to

rush. It was just too much, and I felt doing it at home online, I could set

my own schedule. It would be less stressful and I could work. I would

know my time frame and I could meet my deadlines.

Tiffany’s desire to pursue a degree that did not conflict with her work
schedule and parental obligations were a primary factor for selecting to attend the
University of Phoenix, fully online. As a working, single mother of five, Tiffany
was aware that the time she would need to dedicate to her studies, children, and
work was limited. Therefore, University of Phoenix’s online degrees were
attractive in that she would be able to manage her time effectively and work at her
own pace to minimize stress and additional pressure.

Tiffany began her tenure at a private non-profit university in Miami in
2016 as an entry-level administrator, a role that she currently holds at the time of
this writing. Similarly, to Sara, Tiffany had the option to pursue a degree at the
private non-profit institution she works for with tuition assistance. However, she

ultimately elected to continue her studies online at the University of Phoenix
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because of their “customer service” and like Sara, did not find the environment at
the private institution welcoming.

I think because throughout my time at the private non-profit university, I

was able to have a different outlook on a different college, as far as four-

year education, private school goes. And I've talked to advisors. I've talked

to students. I've talked to faculty, not about college, but I've interacted. I

don't see what I saw at University of Phoenix. I don't see a lot of happy

students. I don't see a lot of de-stressed students. I don't see a lot of happy

faculty. I don't see a lot of support.

What Tiffany has witnessed as a staff member at a private four-year university
has further evidenced that she made the right decision to attend the University of
Phoenix. Her experience and observations have shaped her perspective of the traditional
private institution. She would much rather attend a for-profit university where she
receives the support and attention that she believes she would not receive at the
traditional university.

The support that she received from the enrollment process through graduation was
evident in her narrative. She exclaimed that she received constant support from her
professors and encouragement from her advisors. Tiffany described personal challenges
she faced during her studies as an example of the support and care from the University of
Phoenix. She was offered the option for a leave of absence due to the death of her mother
and a miscarriage:

It was hard throughout some years of doing so, because I've dealt with the

loss of a baby, which threw me into a depression. The loss of my mom,
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you know, which threw me. A lot of things came up, and my advisor
reached out. "Hey, I haven't seen you post. What's going on?" And I told
her, "It's a rough time for me right now." And she was like, "You have
alternatives." They gave me the alternatives. You can take a break and
start back. “You tell me how long you need. Actually, you have 180 days
that you can take a break.” And she was like, "There's no way you should
feel stressed, or if you're overwhelmed, or if you're going through
something. There's no way you shouldn't take a break if you have 180
days.” It was such a simple process. They email you the form. You sign it
electronically. Send it back. You get an email. Set a day. The process is so
easy. Everything is right there. If you don't know something, they walk
you through the process. For lack of a better word, maybe holding your
hand just to give you that assurance that you're not in this alone. We're
here to help. So that made a big difference for me. I mean, because
sometimes you need a break. And I didn't want to take a break, because it
throws you longer to finish, but in some cases you need it. But I'm very
happy with University of Phoenix. I mean, I had the chance to go to
university for free, but I chose to rack up loans all because of their
customer service.
Although Tiffany encountered personal life challenges while enrolled at the
University of Phoenix, she was able to secure support and encouragement from her

advisors. She appreciated the simplicity and availability of options to pause her studies
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without penalty. Because of the support she received, Tiffany believes that attending the
University of Phoenix was the “best decision” she’s ever made.

Tiffany decided to take out student loans rather than attend a private non-profit
university with tuition assistance. She summarized her experience as positive and proudly
recommends the University of Phoenix. She plans to further her education at the
University of Phoenix with a doctoral degree in adult education and desires to become a
university professor.

Linda

Linda is an African-American female in her early 40’s; she is unmarried with no
children. She earned a Master of Business Administration (MBA) with a healthcare
certificate from the University of Phoenix in 2009. After high school, she attended a
private four-year college in Miami but then transferred to a large public state institution
in South Florida where she obtained a Bachelor of Health Sciences degree. She originally
wanted to go to medical school and to become a doctor; however, she struggled
academically. She is currently employed as an entry-level administrator at a large public
institution in South Florida, where she also earned her bachelor’s degree. She has
aspirations to become an entrepreneur for healthcare products.

Linda stated that she always wanted to obtain an MBA. She considered the
University of Phoenix after learning that she could not pursue an MBA at a well-known
private non-profit institution nor the state institution where she works due to her
academic performance during her undergraduate studies. As a result, she was
conditionally admitted to the University of Phoenix and was informed that she would

need to meet certain GPA requirements to be fully admitted. Linda attended the
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University of Phoenix both in-person and online. She stated that she was excited after
learning that she was fully admitted. When asked to describe her eagerness and initial
feelings of being admitted and going to classes, Linda expressed:

Yes. I was excited, and I did everything that I could to get through the courses.

Once I went to the courses, I sat at the front. I was attentive. I did all the

assignments and I passed with A's, so yeah, I was excited to start the program.

And also, when I got through with the three courses (as part of the admissions

condition) and they told me that I was fully admitted, I was also excited for that as

well.

Although Linda had been given admission conditions to attend the University of
Phoenix, she seemed to be grateful for the opportunity. She had already been denied
admission from two other institutions. She believed that the MBA degree would prepare
her to establish a business. Since Linda had previously attended two four-year institutions
prior to attending the University of Phoenix, I asked her to compare her experience
between the two previous institutions and the University of Phoenix:

The setting was a small group thing, about 10 to 15 students in each class.

Compared to when I went to [private university], science courses were probably

100 students. Also, at the [public institution] there were about 100 students per

class. I guess it all depending [sic] on what class you took. But I know the

sciences, they [sic] were more students compared to the courses at University of

Phoenix. At the University of Phoenix, there were very intimate classes, so the

teacher had more one-on-one rapport with the students, and we got to know more

about the professor and have a rapport with them on a day-to-day basis.
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Linda expressed that the small classes benefited her and she was able to excel in
this course format. She indicated that the intimate course setting resulted in her achieving
A’s, as compared to her undergraduate experience where she did not do well in large
courses, which resulted in her poor academic average. Within the large courses, she was
unable to develop a rapport with her instructors. Linda summarized her experience at the
University of Phoenix as follows:

It was a good experience, and I would recommend the college. I don't

know how it is now, but I would recommend University of Phoenix for

people who are working full time and they don't have time to go to classes

in person. They reach out to you and make sure that you stay connected

with your group, as well as being on top of your assignments and stuff. So,

I would recommend University of Phoenix.

Linda expressed her student experience at the University of Phoenix as positive.
The format of online and in-person seemed to have benefited her academically. She
appreciated the small courses and university engagement. Linda believed that she would
“automatically get a job” after graduating with an MBA. Although she did pursue career
opportunities, she has not yet experienced career advancement upon graduating. She
stated about her MBA, “It hasn’t had an impact yet because I need to get something that
is more rewarding than what I have right now, and I'm still looking.”

Nicole

Nicole is a White-Hispanic female in her late thirties. She holds a Bachelor of

Science in Health Management from the University of Phoenix. Nicole agreed to

participate in the study when she viewed my social media posts requesting for study
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participants. She completed the fully online bachelor’s degree in 2014. She is married
with two children. Nicole attended a local community college after graduating with a
high school diploma in 2000; she was initially a nursing major. Due to personal life
events, she dropped out of the community college and eventually transferred to the
University of Phoenix in 2011. She is currently employed as administrative director for a
behavioral healthcare facility in Miami, Florida.

Nicole was employed as a receptionist in a dental office and recognized that she
enjoys the healthcare field from an administrative/management perspective as opposed to
clinical practice. She stated that she realized that she could no longer grow in the
healthcare field without a degree. Her cousin, who recently graduated with a bachelor’s
degree at that time, referred Nicole to the University of Phoenix. She wanted to pursue an
online program because of the flexibility it offered and so she could attend to her
children. She described her thought process and enrollment process as follows:

At the time I already had my two girls. I didn't want it to take away time

from them, right? I'm like, "Okay, I want to go to school but what's the

least sacrifice?” “What can I do to least sacrifice their time?” “What can I

do to make sure I do what I have to do but not take time away from

them?”” Because my husband also had a very demanding job and he

couldn't be as flexible, so I still needed to be available. My cousin went to

the University of Phoenix and she highly recommended it. She had a good

experience and I'm like, okay. I called them. She gave me their number.

They were really quick in responding to me. I had a good advisor. By that

I mean she was a nice and very helpful counselor. And literally, within a
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week, I was registered to school. I sat down and I spoke to my husband

because what ended up happening was that I couldn't work. I wanted to go

to school full-time. My husband was doing okay at the time, where I could

kind of minimize my hours and so do more school than work. And then I

had to have a talk with my boss. And what ended up happening was that

instead of getting less hours at my job, I ended up leaving my job and

getting a part-time somewhere else, where I can work from home, as well

as go to school from home. And so, it all kind of happened really quickly

but I think because I was so determined, I got the bug and I didn't want the

bug to go away. I signed up and, yeah, within a week I was registered for

school.

While enrolled at the University of Phoenix, Nicole worked for an online
company remotely and worked part-time as a seasonal employee for the county elections
department. She was able to manage her household, work remotely from home and
complete her coursework in the evening. She appreciated the instructor and advisor
support throughout her online program and was able to manage her academics, home-life
and work obligations.

Nicole described her post-graduation experience:

And so, after I graduated, I was still working for the elections. But I knew I

wanted to work. Okay, now I have to start looking for work. Now I have to

present my resume. The thing that [ was confident about is that even though I

didn't have any management experience, I had eight years already in the medical

field. So wherever I was going to work, depending on how it would happen, it
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would be entry level. I knew that my resume contained that I had just graduated

with my degree in management. I don't have management experience, but [ have

health management. I have eight years’ experience in at least the medical field.

That kind of started me applying. I applied for everything. I applied for Baptist. |

applied for AvMed. I applied for Humana. I applied for every kind of medical job

and I was on every job postings.

Nicole was determined to obtain a position in the field in which she studied and
had experience. She realized that she needed to get her foot in the door and sought
positions that matched up with her education and skills. About one-year post-graduation,
Nicole received a job offer from her previous employer from the oral surgeon’s office.
She was offered an office manager position and worked in that capacity for almost two
years. She now serves as the administrative director for an autism therapy center. She
attributes her work experience and degree from the University of Phoenix to where she is
now:

There are plenty of people who have a degree and unfortunately haven't

been able to show too much for it. For me, the decision that I made five

years ago to go to school, right now, is showing. That's what's kind of

flourishing. My degree and what I learned.

Nicole is aware that often times, a higher education credential does not
automatically equate to success or a better paying job. She considers herself
fortunate in that her degree is aligned with her career. As a result, Nicole is
successfully able to meet her parental and professional responsibilities. She

seemed to have had a positive experience at the University of Phoenix and is
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benefiting from the opportunities her degree and experience has afforded her. To
Nicole, the sacrifice was worth it.
Michael

Michael is an African-American male in his late thirties. He holds a bachelor’s
degree and a law degree (Juris Doctorate) from a Historically Black College and
University in Florida. Diane, a study participant, referred Michael for this study. Michael
is a licensed state attorney and earned a Master of Public Administration degree from
Strayer University in 2012. He maintained full-time employment as a state attorney
during the fully online program at Strayer University. He is married and a father of three
children. Michael is also an adjunct professor at a local for-profit institution in South
Florida.

He was referred to Strayer University by a close friend, who also graduated from
the same institution. He wanted to do an online program that would not interfere with his
law career. Michael sought avenues to teach at the collegiate level, but not teach in law
school. He learned that in order to teach government or civics courses, his academic
credentials would need to be supplemented with a master’s degree:

I wanted to get into teaching as well. As a lawyer, really, you would teach

legal classes to law school students. I didn't want to do that. But you could

use your law degree to a certain extent to teach in the undergraduate level.

But what would also help you substantially was a Master's. I didn't know

this until I started wanting to teach on a collegiate level. So, with that

information, I said, ‘All right, what the hell? I'll just go ahead and get a

Master's. [ mean, that way I can kind of open up different doors for me.’
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Evidently, Michael was interested in teaching civics and public administration

courses rather than law specific courses. He wanted to reach and connect with

undergraduate students. It seemed that Michael was interested in giving back and

teaching at a for-profit institution would be that avenue to do so. He strongly identifies

with his professional identity as a practicing defense attorney and considers teaching at a

for-profit institution as service.

When asked about comparing his undergraduate and law school experience with

Strayer University, he responded by indicating that he was able to control his academic

pace:

Control, more than anything. Strayer gave me the control, whereas law school and
undergrad was more structured in classroom time. But as far as how I picked my
classes in undergrad and law school, I picked those based on when I wanted to be
available. But I went to school when I needed to. So for example, this week
coming up, [ had a trial, and I knew I needed to prepare for trial. The beauty about
Strayer was that you received an assignment on Monday. You had to submit it by
Sunday. So you got it that Monday, it was submitted by that Sunday at midnight.
So for me, the control aspect was beautiful, because I was able to -- If I'm going
to get it on that Monday, but I'm going to be in trial, I would wait until that
weekend, and then I would shut down for the weekend and get it all done and
knock it out. Or if I knew that the latter part of my week was going to be heavy,
when I got it on Monday, I tried to knock it out Monday, Tuesday, so that way I

was done with whatever my weekly requirement was. Not to say the semester
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project or anything like that, but whatever my weekly requirement was, I was able

to take care of it that way.

Having the control to work at his own pace was a differentiating factor for
Michael. As someone who had the traditional college experience, an established career,
and achieved personal/societal norms, a Master’s in Public Administration appears to be
a completed line item on a to-do list. Michael sought to pursue another graduate degree
without compromising his career and personal duties. Ultimately, pursuing a master’s
degree at Strayer University provided the teaching opportunities he sought after. He was
able to secure steady courses, teaching at a local for-profit college teaching American
National Government. When I asked about how he was able to secure his teaching
position, Michael expressed:

The department head that brought me in, he kind of brought me in doing a

different route. He used my legal degree as a means to get me in to teach

the legal courses. Then I finished school. I had my degree. Everything was

good. That department head left. So for like a year and a half, I didn't

teach. Another gentleman came on campus, and he was looking for

someone to teach American National Government. I think through a friend

of mine, he ended up approaching me. Because I had that degree, they got

me back through the door and I taught American National Government on

a consistent basis at, [ want to say, two different campuses for three or

four different semesters. Then the department head for the legal

department saw me, and I was able to get my foot back in the door with

the legal department. I've been doing it ever since.
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Michael’s experience as an HBCU graduate, law school graduate, and for-profit
college graduate provides a unique perspective to the literature. He regarded his
experience at Strayer University as transactional. However, he had this to say about his
culminating academic experience:

I think that Strayer’s system of education, if it could be incorporated in a

traditional college setting, that traditional colleges would be able to market

to a different kind of student. But I don't know what that would do to
colleges and universities like Strayer. Would it put them out of business or
not? I think the reader has to understand this. I live by this and I die by
this. When I went to HBCU, I had a professor named Dr. Brown. Dr.

Brown told me, he said that, "People mistake college for high school. High

school, the teacher's responsibility is to teach you. College, it is your

responsibility to learn. I'm simply a facilitator of information and

knowledge. It's up to you to get it." I've always carried that with me. So I

would say, and any reader that's reading this needs to understand that you

could pick any school in the world. But if you don't apply yourself and do
anything, it's never going to work for you.

Indeed, Michael used his academic credentials to establish himself as
practicing attorney and adjunct instructor. During Michael’s interview, he
appeared to be passionate about education as a means of personal and professional
growth. He is socially conscious and regards himself as an advocate and success

story to young African-Americans.
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Diane

Diane is an African-American female in her mid-to-late forties. Diane and I are
colleagues at the same university and when I was discussing my dissertation topic, she
informed me that she earned a degree from a for-profit college and would like to
participate in the study. Diane holds a Bachelor of Science in Elementary Education from
a Historically Black College and University in North Carolina. She is single with no
children. She attended Strayer University’s fully online Master in Public Administration
program, graduating in 2011. She is currently employed as a director-level administrator
at a four-year private non-profit university in Miami, Florida. When asked about her
undergraduate experience, Diane expressed that it was non-traditional. She explained:

I wouldn't say my education has ever been traditional. I was untraditional,

a nontraditional student, even in undergrad. I went in my first semester

and into my second semester, and then I withdrew (from courses). Then I

started working and then I went back to school years after that, because I

enjoyed my job. I worked on campus and literally started my career when

I was 20. And the reason I finished my bachelor's degree was because my

mentor was like, "I'll never hire you as a permanent employee." But she

was benefiting because I knew how to do this stuff better than her regular

employees did. I'd much rather go to work than go to class. And it just

took me a lot longer to finish my bachelor's. But that experience, I mean

that was in the classroom, which was on the campus. That was me being

school age, college age, to me being an employee of the university. Even

as a temp and people knowing me based on my employment and then
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being older than most students because now I'm nontraditional in these

classrooms and still working at the university. So it, by no means, was my

undergrad traditional either.

Diane described herself as a non-traditional student while completing her
bachelor’s degree in North Carolina. She was an employee of an HBCU in North
Carolina and stated that she was older than her colleagues with whom she attended
courses. Diane’s mentor guided and motivated her to finish college. She had always
worked and when she made the decision to pursue graduate studies, she recognized that
she would maintain full-time employment while doing so. Diane decided to pursue a
master’s degree because she knew her mentor had a master’s degree and she wanted to
follow her mentor’s example. She stated:

For me I was like, "I'm going to finish. I'm going to finish with all A's."

And I just wanted to have my degree. So that was the biggest thing for me.

I just, I wanted a master's. My mentor, she had a master's degree. I kind of

followed in her footsteps in what I wanted to do. I didn't know how it

would benefit me in my career, but [ knew it was something that she had.

So that was one of the motivating factors for me doing it.

For Diane, her mentor played a significant role in her academic
accomplishments. Her mentor motivated her to obtain and complete her
bachelor’s degree and served as a catalyst for Diane to pursue and obtain a
master’s degree. Diane was referred to Strayer University by a close family
friend. She elected to pursue a graduate degree in public administration because at

the time, she believed it was aligned with her career field in higher education.
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However, as she continued her studies at Strayer University, she realized that the
degree was not closely related. Despite learning that public administration was not
relevant to her career in higher education and recognizing her lack of interest in
the public administration field, Diane stated that she remained determined to
complete the program.

During her interview, Diane indicated that she does not believe that her master’s
degree affected her career. She seemed indifferent to the fact that her degree could have
played a role in her professional advancement. She expressed that she was promoted
three years after obtaining her degree, but the promotion was in title only and not in pay:

For me, I had done everything in the area that [ work in. I had held all the

positions except for director. So my hope was that it would help in me

becoming a director, or greater, at some point to have a master's degree. It

came to fruition, but I don't know if my master's, I can't say that it helped.

Maybe it did. My situation is a little different because when I became a

director, it was under an administrator that was very racist. And so

financially it did not matter. I got the director title, but I didn't get the

money that comes with it. So I think that was more him than it was my

credentials to show that I should have been [a director]. So it's hard to call

whether or not I benefited. I know some directors in my profession that

don't have master's degrees. So, I can only assume it helps.

Although Diane does not attribute her professional advancement to her
degree, she does recognize the value. She was offered an adjunct teaching

position upon graduating from Strayer University, although the opportunity fell
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through. She stated that her degree “served its purpose” and she was emphatic that
she would not pursue any more degrees. When asked if she had any plans to teach
at the collegiate level, Diane indicated:
In order for me to teach what I would want to teach, I'd have to go back to
school and I refuse to go back to school. Like, God is literally going to
have to come to me in a burning bush and say, ‘Thou needs to go back to

school’ before I do it.

As emphatic as Diane was about the idea of not continuing her education, she

clearly has a passion for helping others. For Diane, she does not enjoy the research aspect

of college. She considered pursuing a graduate certificate in higher education but elected

not to because she did not want to “write another paper.” However, when I asked what

she would teach, Diane specifically outlined her teaching interests:
It would have to be something that would allow me to work with students
on a real-time type of system. I think our kids need to understand the
basics that school doesn't teach them, which is how to write resumes, what
your emails should be like, proper etiquette in meetings and in lunches and
if you're meeting with clients. Like, social media is so crazy now. Now
you have to be almost on some stealth type situation online because it
follows; it never goes away. Just giving them real life experiences with
their finances. I can tell you what I did and why you shouldn't do that. I
can tell you where I am financially and why that's not necessarily where
you want to be financially. I have had tests, so I have testimonies. I that I

think in a classroom setting that would help and give people real world
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experience. And I looked into how I could teach almost like one-on-one. I

forgot what they tell me the degree had to be in, something that would

allow for that type of teaching. And if ‘thou’ is said and I had to go back

and do it, it would be in that area, where I could work with new students.

It appears that Diane is interested in working with students in a life-skills or life
coach capacity. She wants others to learn from her past missteps and experiences.
Although her academic route was non-traditional, Diane seems to have benefited both
professionally and personally. With guidance and motivation from her mentor, Diane
secured academic credentials and maintains a senior level position at a private four-year
institution.

It wasn't a bad experience at all. It was school. My best friend did it in two

years. It wasn't anything to him. He went in and did it. I mean, it was

literally a piece of cake. But for me it was, I'm over it. Like, I wish it was

done. Okay, so now it's taking me forever to finish. My two-year [degree]

took four years just because I didn't want to do it anymore. I hated the

time it was taking up. But I don't have anything negative to say about

Strayer. It served as a purpose.

Noticeably Diane’s collegiate experience varied between an HBCU and Strayer
University. She stated that the reason it took her four years to complete her graduate
degree was because she realized that she was not interested in public administration and
realized that she did not enjoy the research component of college. The main motivating

factor for Diane to obtain a master’s degree was her mentor. Although she had a positive
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experience, Diane wishes that she had pursued a degree that would allow her to reach
young people focusing on life skills.
Helen

Helen is a White-Hispanic female in her late 50’s. Her interview was conducted
via Skype. She has a very thick Spanish accent and so at times it was challenging to
understand her. However, Helen was very animated and happy to participate in this study.
A colleague who was a former admissions director at the Art Institute of Miami referred
Helen for this study. They have managed to keep in touch throughout the years.

Helen is widowed with one adult child. In 2016, she earned a Bachelor of Arts in
Interior Design from the Art Institute in Miami (Ai). She was considered an international
student and studied at the Art Institute under a student visa for four years. She attended
the Art Institute’s downtown Miami campus in person.

In 2012, while Helen came to Miami to visit her son, after her husband passed
away. At this time, Helen was a Venezuelan citizen and Panamanian resident. She was
visiting the United States on a tourist visa. After her husband passed away, she sought
avenues to remain close to her son in the United States. Helen’s attorney informed her
that she would need to either marry a U.S. citizen or enroll in a college to obtain a valid
visa to remain in the country. Ten months later, Helen was enrolled at the Art Institute in
Miami. As an international student, she was ineligible for financial aid and paid for the
program out of pocket, totaling over $100,000. Helen explained that she had the means
to pay her tuition:

Oh, listen it was easy because, as I told you, I have the money, so they

said first of all, $8,000 and I don't know how much, and I just wrote a
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check. So every three months, I guess I had to pay the tuition. But I paid

the whole thing. I don't know, it took me a little bit, every three months,

something like that.

Helen came from a family with means and she recognized that she was in a
position of privilege. She stated that many students with whom she attended the Art
Institute for interior design ended up as salespeople at furniture stores. Helen seemed to
understand that the cost to attend the Art Institute was expensive but she had the funds to
do so while she would be able to remain close to her son.

That's really sad because it takes a lot of time and a lot of the money. It's

four years of your life, a lot of money, and it's not a cheap career.

$100,000 more or less, and it will end up warranting a furniture

salesperson? That's so frustrating.

Interior design had always been a passion and hobby for Helen. In her home
country, Venezuela, she had built and designed homes, although she was not officially
credentialed in interior design. She stated, “I just Googled interior design. I was pretty
clear about what I wanted to do. So, Google automatically sent me to the Art Institute,
which is the closest one to my house.” Helen expressed:

I used to do interior design but I didn't have the right knowledge, and in

Venezuela you don't need that. In Venezuela, I didn't work as an architect,

but I could build a house. I can do that over there. I knew how to do it. I

always wanted to do it better and I did it for all my apartments and my

houses and my family. I was helping everyone. I never made one dime out

114



of it, but I loved it. So people always called me to do so, like for 20 years.
So, I went to university.

The primary reason Helen decided to pursue a degree in interior design was so

that she could remain in the United States. However, she selected a field that she had

experience in and held genuine interest. Helen was aware that she would not be able to

obtain a work visa in the United States upon completing her degree at the Art Institute.

She did look forward to working in Panama and stated:

I was expecting to work here in Panama. But, the boom in Panama is over.
So the people that are doing interior design here are very related to the
architect firms. And then if there's no possibility to get [pause] or you
have some really good connections. And so I didn't get that experience
over there (in the United States). I didn't know when I came back here, it
was almost five years that [ was away. So, I came here like a year and
eight months ago and I didn't know anyone.

Although she was unable to secure employment in Panama as an interior designer,

she is grateful to have had the opportunity to live in the United States and attend a

university studying interior design. She mentioned that the process afforded her five

years of residing in the United States close to her son, while attending school. Helen

summarized her FPCU experience as fun.

It was cool. It was fun. The good thing is that I was really close to school
and I used to drive or bike, or Metro-mover. That area is so cool. So you
know, it was really fun. It was really fun. I mean I don't behave as my age,

okay? These kids, we used to party together like it was normal. And we
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worked together for some projects as well. We helped each other, just like

teammates; it didn't make any difference at all.

Helen, clearly a non-traditional student, took advantage of what could have been a
more unfortunate circumstance. The unexpected loss of her spouse coupled with limited
opportunities to be close to her son in Miami was a situation that Helen did not anticipate.
Luckily for her, she sought an alternative option that did not include marrying a U.S.
citizen to remain in the country. During her interview, Helen indicated that she had a fun
experience while a student at the Art Institute. She was able to travel, maintain a close
relationship with her son and enjoy the Miami life. Helen’s experience is unique in that
she benefited from her experience from a personal perspective. Even though she did not
experience career growth or professional advancement in the interior design field, she is
content with her life and enjoys being a grandmother. At the time of this writing, she
currently resides in Panama City, Panama and works remotely with her son’s real estate
company on a part-time basis.

Amy

Amy is an African-American female in her early 40’s; she is single with no
children. A former colleague referred Amy for this study. Her interview was conducted
via teleconference. She earned two degrees from the University of Phoenix, an Associate
of Arts in Healthcare Administration in 2013 and a Bachelor of Science in Psychology in
2016. Amy is currently pursuing a graduate degree in public administration from the
University of Phoenix and is expected to graduate by December 2019. All of the

programs that Amy completed at the University of Phoenix are online, including the
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program she is currently pursuing. She transferred from the state university where she is
employed to the University of Phoenix:

A family member was attending the university at the time, and I was

struggling trying to finish my degree at the state university. So she put me

onto her academic advisor at the University of Phoenix. I guess working

full time and trying to work eight hours full day and then, after a long day,

sitting in a classroom wasn't an option anymore. So, I decided [on] the

transition from the state university to the fully online world.

Amy expressed that being able to work full-time and complete an online program
on her own time was beneficial. As a result, she was better able to manage her course
load. Although she would have preferred to complete her studies at the institution where
she works, she mentioned that it was not feasible. She stated, “I guess working full time
and trying to work eight hours full day and then, after a long day, sitting in a classroom
wasn’t an option anymore.”

Amy expressed that she wanted to progress in her career and was told that in
order to be considered for career advancement opportunities, she would need to have
earned academic credentials. After graduating with her associate degree, she was
provided a monetary incentive from her employer. Upon completing her bachelor’s
degree in psychology, Amy was provided another monetary incentive and was also
promoted. Amy described her experience after earning her bachelor’s degree:

At first I thought that it was over. I didn't want to attend any more school,

but then an opportunity came available and I applied. And my application

did not get considered because I was told that the master's degree was
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needed even though I had the years of experience. So, they no longer look

at years of experience here.

Amy communicated her disappointment in that her application would not
be considered. However, after learning this, she decided to continue her education
and pursue a master’s degree at the University of Phoenix. She is currently
employed at a state university in South Florida as a mid-management
administrator and upon graduation will seek higher positions in her department.
When I asked Amy to summarize her experience at the University of Phoenix, she
expressed:

The experience with the working full time and having the chance to go

home and take a breather for a couple of hours and not having to jump

right into school right after you get off from work was great. You got time
to space out. They gave you a deadline, so it's not like you had a weekly
deadline. You don't have an everyday deadline; you have like a week
deadline. So right now currently in my graduate program, the week starts
on a Tuesday, but the deadline to submit any assignments may not be until
the following Monday. So you have time throughout the week to post your
participation and respond to your students. It wasn't like a rush to try to get
everything done at once.

Being able to work at her own pace while working full-time was a
significant component for Amy. She would have preferred to complete her studies
at the institution where she worked, but she was unable to excel academically.

The University of Phoenix’s course format was suitable for Amy and she
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continues to further her education so she can be eligible for additional career
opportunities. When I asked Amy what her personal thoughts were about the
University of Phoenix, she said, “It's a great school. I would recommend it to
anybody that's willing. If they can't fit into the traditional classroom setting, I
would recommend it. Totally recommend it.” Amy appears to have had a positive
experience at the University of Phoenix. She is proud to have graduated from the
university and wants readers of this research to know:

I would have loved to complete my degree for the institution that I

currently work for. It just was not something that I could have done back

then with the demands of the job, the demands of the current daily

responsibilities. It's just as this institution evolves and brings in more and

more students, it's harder to focus on school when you have so much on

your plate to do throughout the day.

Overall, Amy is optimistic about her career path and exhibited pride over her
accomplishments. Despite the challenges she faced, Amy considered the University of
Phoenix as a viable option to reach her goals. She mentioned that her father is also proud
of her and that has given her a sense of joy. Amy has goals of moving up within her
department and she has already experienced a promotion after obtaining her bachelor’s
degree. She plans to continue to seek professional development opportunities and
maintains a positive outlook.

Victoria
Victoria is an Afro-Hispanic female in her early 40’s; she is married to a now

retired military former enlisted military service member and has two children. A former
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colleague referred Victoria to participate in this study. Her interview was conducted via
teleconference. Victoria graduated from Columbia College of Missouri, a small liberal
arts college, with a Bachelor of Science in Criminal Justice Administration. She
graduated from DeVry University’s, Keller School of Management, fully online Master
in Accounting and Financial Management program in 2010. Victoria described her
process when she considered going back to school:

I had a best friend that I grew up with that actually was already attending

and was already in the same program that I decided to go into. Before I

decided to go into that, I was working part-time in loss prevention. I had a

manager who has this degree in accounting and finance, but he was a

former military police officer, then a state police officer, and then he did

this, that job as managing the loss prevention program on a military

installation. It just grabbed my attention what he was doing. Aside from

managing the employees who are doing the security for the store, he was

also managing the profits and loss of the store as well. Just how he went

about doing it and all the auditing part of it that really caught my attention.

I no longer wanted to continue with my criminal justice background into

the workforce. After I had children, that all changed. I wanted to find a

way to merge my criminal justice background with something different.

This was perfect because my friend was doing a program, the MAFM, that

was a Master's in Accounting and Finance Management with an emphasis

of certified fraud examination. I thought it was a nice way to merge the

two degrees and not lose all those four years that I had done previously.
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Then she told me there were courses online, and I was a new mother with

a husband. He wasn't deployed, but he wasn't going to be home for six,

seven months, so that was proving difficult to have to leave the house to

attend college and get my master's. Then I decided to do the online

program, and it actually was a great fit for me. I liked the short courses.

They were only eight to 10-week long courses. It allowed me the

flexibility that [ needed as an at-home mom.

Victoria stated that she wanted to merge her background in criminal justice with
the accounting and finance field. She specifically wanted to focus on loss prevention and
fraud. She learned about DeVry University’s graduate program through a close friend of
hers, who was also enrolled in the same program. Victoria wanted to pursue an online
degree because at the time, her husband was a military officer and she was a stay-at-home
mother. Therefore, Victoria sought online programs so she could attend to her parental
obligations without having to leave her house. Throughout her studies at DeVry
University, Victoria was a stay at home mother. She appreciated the support she received
from her professors, as they were responsive and interactive.

Victoria’s higher education experience from both her undergraduate and graduate
universities can be described as non-traditional. When I asked Victoria to compare the
two experiences, she expressed:

Oh, wow. It was a little bit different because when I went to Columbia College, it

wasn't in Missouri, in Columbia, Missouri. It was a satellite campus in Alabama

on a military installation. It's very different. I've never experienced life at a

community college other than that. It was always at a satellite school, if that
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makes sense. Yeah. I never had that experience. It's a little different for me
because I got married at a young age. I was married at 20. We got married really
young. | was in college working full-time when I went to Columbia College.
Victoria continued to describe her enrollment process and life circumstance when
she considered attending DeVry University:
When I was at DeVry, I was an at-home mom. I babysat. That's what I did on the
side to make money, so it wasn't like I had a full-time job. It's two very different
experiences. When I was working full-time and going to school, it was very small
classrooms because, again, it was on a military installation. It was limited to how
many people can even attend, period. It wasn't an open installation where anyone
can come in. There, you just couldn't come into the place. The classroom sizes
were small. The course content was very in-depth, even though the semesters
were also short. My experience of them, the community college for both the
schools, the semesters were short, and I really liked that. I don't like sitting in a
classroom for four months learning one subject. I think that's a waste of time.
Some content may take longer, but I think most is not. I think by the time you're
done with the class and you go to your next one is that you almost forgot it
already. To me, give me what I need to know now and get it done. Condense it,
because at the end of the day most of what you're going to be doing is on the job
training. Then utilize the tools and the information that you learned in your
college and master's program. You can have all the degrees in the world, but if
you don't have the experience, it's hard. That was interesting. Mind you, [ wasn't

working in my field either when I was studying criminal justice.
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Victoria’s higher education experience seems to have been shaped by her
affiliation with the military. Although she is not an enlisted officer, Victoria sees and
labels herself as a military spouse. As a result, her academic choices were influenced by
military benefits and what comes with being a military spouse. For example, she obtained
an undergraduate degree from a liberal arts college that operates on military bases. She
was motivated to continue her studies utilizing her background in criminal justice
because a colleague, who was also in the military, was able to demonstrate a potential
career pathway that Victoria identified with and thus pursued.

After graduating from DeVry University, Victoria began her job search. She
described her post-graduation experience:

Afterwards (employment) was proven to be extremely difficult to do. At

the time we were just coming out of a recession, and a lot of military

members had just been forced to get out of the service. The military was

downsizing. Because of that, they give veterans preference for federal

work, which made it extremely difficult for me to even get a foot in the

door. I found it so hard. I used their resume service that the school had.

They had job fairs that they offered, and they also had resume builders and

things like that. I was still an at-home mom. I was still concerned about

being full-time in the workforce with having small children. I was still not

100% onboard on going out and being a full-time worker and having a

family. I did a little bit of applications that I put out there, but I don't think

I was serious about it until about 2014, which is what, three years later.
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Victoria did secure employment a few years after graduation. She is now working
at a credit union bank and stated that she would not have the job she now has without
having the degree. She also expressed that she would not have the salary she has without
the degree. She and her family have relocated three times since graduating. She stated
that she has been able to transfer branches during each relocation while maintaining her
salary. She now resides in Kissimmee, Florida with her family.

Rachel

Rachel is an African-American female in her late thirties. She is a single mother
of two children. Rachel responded to my social media post on LinkedIn requesting
participants for this study. Her interview was conducted via teleconference. Rachel
earned two degrees from American Intercontinental University (AIU), the first being an
Associate of Arts in Business Administration and the second degree she earned was a
Bachelor of Science in Business Administration with a concentration in Human Resource
Management. The associate degree program at AIU was conducted in a traditional
campus setting, while the bachelor’s degree program was considered hybrid, courses
were conducted both in person and online. Rachel also earned a Master of Business
Administration (MBA) from Everest University in 2017. The program at Everest
University was also hybrid. Rachel described her enrollment process:

They actually didn't come to me. I went to them. I was in the process of a

12-year relationship breakup. The relationship ended on a Sunday, and on

that Monday morning I decided that I want to better myself and go to

school. So I went online, just Googled the nearest school and I looked at

AIU was one of the first schools that popped up, so I just went there and
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signed up and I took the AA, BA program where I was connected from the

associate degree program into the bachelor's program, so they're

integrated. I was actually excited. Excited to obtain a degree, better

myself, and give my children an example actually.

Rachel was motivated to pursue a higher education by a significant life event. Her
relationship had ended and the breakup caused her to take action to “better herself.” To
Rachel, a college degree would serve as a catalyst for her to improve herself. She was
excited to have what could be described as a fresh start and become an example for her
children. When I asked Rachel if she considered other colleges or universities she
answered:

I did look at a few other schools, but AIU stuck out to me. The location

was not too far from where I lived, one. A few my colleagues told me it

was a phenomenal school to go to. That was one of the main reasons I

went as well.

Rachel’s primary motivating factor to pursue a college education was sparked by
her breakup. However, AIU’s location along with the support of her colleagues helped
Rachel to solidify her decision. During her time at AIU, she found the associate degree
program to be easy. However, she struggled during her bachelor’s program because of
the online format and she was juggling obligations of being a single working mother:

With online classes, you're really pretty much teaching yourself. I don't

feel that you're getting enough support with online classes. I think that

between working full-time and writing 10-page papers, 20-page papers,

having children, I found it hard and very challenging for me. I persevered
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through it, but it was hard. But because I had the drive and I knew I

wanted to be successful is the reason why I was able to even get through

it.

Rachel pursued her master’s degree because she thought it would help her become
more “marketable.” She graduated with her MBA in 2017 and expressed her frustrations
about the outcome. She indicated she has continued to “revamp” her resume and applies
to higher paying positions within the higher education industry and corporate setting:

I thought that when I graduated I would be walking into a corporate job.

I'd be able to be more marketable. I thought that it'd be much easier for me

to find something versus me remaining in the same position. My pay has

not increased within the last, I want to say almost a decade. I'm pretty

much been at the same pay rate.

Although Rachel values her academic credentials from AIU and Everest
University, she feels that debt she incurred was not worth it. She believes that FPCU’s
should do more to assist students with employment and career opportunities. She
summarized her FPCU experience by stating that the expense was far too high and that
FPCU’s are only looking out for themselves and not the students that attend them. Rachel
is employed as a mid-level administrator at a local for-profit college in South Florida.
Kim

Kim is an African-American female in the 30-35 year age range. She is married
with two children. A mutual colleague referred Kim to participate in this study. Her
interview was conducted via teleconference. Kim is a graduate from Brown Mackie

College (BMC) and DeVry University. She earned her Associate of Science degree in
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Accounting from BMC in 2010. She graduated from DeVry University with a Bachelor
of Accounting in 2013. Kim attended Brown Mackie College and DeVry University in a
traditional “brick and mortar” campus in Miami, Florida. Kim also attended Miami-Dade
College and transferred earned credits to DeVry University. Kim described her
enrollment process:

When I graduated from high school, I was going to just go to Miami-Dade

College. But when I was enrolling, they told me that I had to take so many

pre-requisites. I think about two years worth of pre-requisites before

starting the associate’s degree. I did not want to do that. I’d be waste time

and money doing that. My aunt heard about what happened and she told

me about Brown-Mackie College. So I went and they accepted me right

away; I think the same day. I was just so happy that I could do the

program without have to do a bunch of pre-requisite courses.

After graduating from high school, Kim considered and attempted to enroll at a
local community college. Going to college was the next logical step after high school for
Kim. However, after she learned that she would need to complete approximately two
years of pre-requisite courses prior to beginning her associate level degree, it did not
seem worth it to her. She did not want to “waste time and money doing that” so she
decided not to enroll. Her aunt referred her to Brown Mackie College and she learned that
she could immediately start an associate program. Time seemed to be a critical
component for Kim. She did not understand why she was required to complete pre-
requisite coursework. During this period, Kim thought that she would be wasting money

for courses that would not apply for her degree if she elected to attend Miami-Dade
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College. She did not see the benefit and thus determined that Brown-Mackie College
would suit her needs with respect to earning a degree.

Upon enrolling at Brown Mackie College, Kim was interested in the business
field. In her first accounting course, she became enthralled with accounting and had an
engaging professor encourage her to pursue accounting as a major. During her time at
Brown Mackie College, Kim described her experience as “easy, it reminded me of high
school. The classes were very small and intimate. It was very hands-on as well.”

After graduating from Brown Mackie College, Kim found it difficult to obtain
employment in the accounting field, “I couldn’t find a job to save my life.” She would
obtain interviews and recalled that interviewers would ask her questions about Brown
Mackie College and did not seem to know of the college. She stated that she found
herself explaining that it was a small private school and even questioned if Brown
Mackie was accredited. In her frustration and disappointment, she eventually assumed a
role as an income tax preparer, worked in retail, and “did odd jobs” after earning her
associate’s degree.

About one year after graduating from Brown Mackie College, Kim received a call
from DeVry University indicating that they were reaching out to her because she was
interested in completing a bachelor’s program. Kim did not recall submitting an interest
form and had not previously heard of DeVry University. Although wary of the
unsolicited call, Kim decided that she should continue her studies and considered
attending the local community college for a bachelor’s in accounting. However, she was
informed that her credits from Brown Mackie College would not transfer to the

community college and thus she would need to start over. As a result, she contacted the
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enrollment advisor at DeVry University and was assured that her credits would transfer.
Kim enrolled in the bachelor’s program at DeVry University’s campus in Miami.

Kim described her experience at DeVry University as pleasant. She was engaged
in her courses with her professors and received student support from her advisors and
administrative deans. While making academic progress at DeVry, Kim reached her
federal financial aid limit. In order to continue at DeVry, she had to pay her tuition out of
pocket. She was advised to take courses at the local community college, since the tuition
was less expensive and then transfer credits back to DeVry University, which she did.
Kim is currently employed in a private charter company as an accountant. Kim
summarized her post-graduation experience:

Finally, after I got my degree from DeVry, I was able to get an entry level

job with a CPA firm as an accountant. I now work for a private charter

company with an internal accounting department. But it has not been easy.

I should have just gotten my bachelor’s degree, that way I would have

avoided loans, which I don’t know how I am going to pay it off. [ owe

more than $40,000 and the money I am making is not enough to cover my

student loans. My student loans are way too much for this industry.

Kim’s higher education experience was interesting in that there were both
difficulties and triumphs. She may regret not obtaining her degree from Miami-

Dade College as she experienced hardships after completing her degree from
Brown-Mackie College and needed to take classes at Miami-Dade College
anyway to complete her bachelor’s degree. She ended up maxing out her loans by

attending DeVry University. However, Kim was able to overcome the academic
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and financial challenges she faced as a student to persist and graduate. Ultimately,
Kim secured employment in the accounting field and is working to pay off her
student loan debt.

The participant profiles provide context and a background of how each participant
viewed their academic pathways. In each narrative, the study participants outlined the
pre-enrollment perspective and addressed their FPCU student experience utilizing
positive or negative connotations. Their background in terms of family obligations and
career aspirations was also present and all participants addressed their financial
commitments associated with pursuing a degree.

Summary

The goal of this study is to explore the FPCU graduate experience with South
Florida as the backdrop. The majority of the participants are female and located in
Miami, Florida. Research confirms that most FPCU students are women of color and this
research sample aligns with the for-profit college literature. Further, this study includes a
snapshot of some well-known for-profit institutions directly.

This chapter addressed the demographic and biographical summary of each
participant to provide context for their culminating experience as an FPCU graduate as it
relates to the academic journey and post-graduation outcomes. It is important to consider
the participant background, earned academic credentials and pre, during, and post-
graduation experiences as these color and shape how each participant views and describes
his/her journey. Additionally, I highlighted the specific and individual life factors of the

participants that are relevant to the student experience.
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A profile of the represented for-profit institutions was included to provide
additional context to support the participant summaries. Both the participant and FPCU
profiles contribute to the overall discourse surrounding the for-profit college industry and
the students who earn degrees from said institutions. Therefore, it is important to consider
the FPCU context as it is a component of the research findings.

There are evident patterns and shared experiences from each participant. The
findings suggest that there are pre-enrollment components that relate to career
aspirations, which are components in the decision to pursue a higher education.
Evidently, a trusted associate or family member referred the participants to the FPCU.
The research participants determined that flexibility was an important component of the
decision. Although each participant recalled their student experience, student support in
the form of professor assistance and availability was a common theme presented and
repeatedly indicated in their narrative. Further, the respondents specifically indicated
their post-graduation experiences. Some participants experienced hardships while others
experienced promotions and obtained their desired career outcome. The participants
acknowledged the financial component of their experience. They alluded to the
cost/benefit analysis and some participants seem to have benefited from tuition remission
advantages while others are undergoing challenges related to student loan repayment.
The following chapter will present the emergent themes in detail and include supporting

detail.
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CHAPTER V
THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Grubb and Lazerson’s (2004) education gospel concept postulates that
educational credentials are the pathway to success; this framework guides this research
study. The education gospel framework specifies that higher order skills and advanced
knowledge are required because of shifting labor market demands. In order to keep up
with changing labor needs, individuals require skills beyond a high school education
(Grubb & Lazerson, 2004). As a current graduate student, educator, researcher, and
professional within the traditional higher education arena, I value education and believe
that academic credentials may result in additional economic and professional
opportunities for some. Further, as I progress in my own career and manage others’, I
recognize the need for higher order skills and knowledge and believe that academic
credentials provide the avenue for obtaining advanced skills and knowledge. Therefore, |
too subscribe to the principles of the education gospel and hypothesize that the majority
of the study participants also subscribe to this conceptual theory.

Based on the education gospel, the assumption is that students who attend college
also value education as an avenue for personal and professional (economic) success.
Throughout this chapter, the findings of this study support the notion that education, in
the form of academic credentials, serves as a pathway for personal and professional
success. This chapter presents the emergent themes obtained from 12 in-depth interviews
of students who graduated from a for-profit college and university within the South
Florida region. Following the participant and FPCU profiles presented in Chapter Four, I

include a presentation of the significant patterns developed from the data analysis
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process. I report the findings from the pre-FPCU enrollment stage to the student
experience perspective and a description of the outcomes as told by participants from a
career and financial viewpoint after graduation. Finally, a summary is provided to address
the culminating presentation of the findings.

The major findings as obtained through one on one interviews are Access and
Choice, Student Support, Degrees of Impact and Satisfaction, and Return on Investment.
During the data analysis process, I recognized that the three first themes stemmed from
the coding process were aligned with this study’s research questions: Why did FPCU
graduates choose to attend a for-profit college? What were the experiences of FPCU
graduates in college? And what were the FPCU graduates’ experiences upon completing
their degrees? The Return on Investment theme is an important consideration of the
overall FPCU student experience and was substantially present within the participant
narratives which I felt needed to be included in this study.

Access and Choice relates to why participants decided to pursue a post-secondary
credential and how they ultimately chose to attend an FPCU. Access refers to the
specified motivating factors for pursuing a post-secondary credential. Participants sought
access to additional career opportunities and reported that obtaining a degree would
provide the access to those career goals. Choice refers to how participants selected the
FPCU from which they eventually graduated. The majority of the study participants were
referred by a friend, family member, or trusted associate and selected the FPCU primarily
based on that referral. Additionally, participants specified the need for “flexibility” and
“convenience” as decision factors for choosing the for-profit they attended. Student

Support describes the participant experience as an FPCU student and the perceived
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support they received during their academic journey at an FPCU. Participants reported
that they received professor assistance and were either supported or encouraged by their
academic advisor throughout their academic progress. Degrees of Impact and Satisfaction
outline the results and outcomes of earning a degree mainly from a career and financial
perspective of the FPCU graduate. Participants described the outcome of earning a degree
from an FPCU from a career and economic viewpoint. The study participants indicated if
and how their FPCU degree affected their career advancement opportunities.
Additionally, this theme incorporates an element of degree satisfaction from a post-
graduation perspective and includes a summary of the respondents’ culminating academic
experience. The fourth theme, Return on Investment, relates to the participants’ overall
perspectives of their earned degree, including degree satisfaction, and the personal and
financial investment standpoint. The study participants indicated the perceived degree
value or worth in terms of overall satisfaction and the incurred financial expenses
associated with obtaining the degree. Further, this theme addresses the cost and student
loan factor by each participant. The following is a presentation of each theme with
corresponding detail. Refer to Table 4 for a summary of the Thematic Descriptions.

Table 4

Thematic Descriptions

Theme Descriptions

Access & Choice 1. Access refers to the specified motivating factors for pursuing a post-
secondary credential. Participants sought access to additional career
opportunities and reported that obtaining a degree would provide the
access to those career goals. Choice refers to how participants selected
the FPCU from which they eventually graduated. A majority of the
participants were referred by a friend, family member or trusted
associate and selected the FPCU primarily based on that referral.
Additionally, participants specified the need for “flexibility” and
“convenience” as decision factors.
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Student Support 2. Student Support refers to the support participants received during
their tenure enrolled at an FPCU. Participants reported that they
received professor assistance and were either “supported” or
“encouraged” by their academic advisor.

Degrees of Impact & 3. Participants described the outcome of earning a degree from an

Satisfaction FPCU from a career viewpoint. The study participants indicated if and
how their FPCU degree affected their career advancement. The
satisfaction component refers to the extent to which the participants
were satisfied with their academic credential. Additionally, the
participants specify their culminating experience.

Returns on 4. The study participants indicated the perceived degree value or worth

Investment in terms of overall satisfaction and the incurred financial expenses
associated with obtaining the degree. Further, each participant
addresses the cost and student loan factor.

Access and Choice

As mentioned in Chapter Two, Access and Choice within a higher education
backdrop refers to student access (from a financial perspective) to institutions of higher
education and student choice primarily focuses on student factors leading to why they
chose to attend a particular college (Perna, 2006). In other words, college access refers to
financial limitations and policies that provide or bar access to students seeking entry into
an institution of higher education. Additionally, the choice framework is more commonly
viewed from a human capital perspective. The Access and Choice concept is not
commonly applied to for-profit college students. However, I borrowed these terms to
describe the emergent theme addressing why students decided to pursue a post-secondary
credential and how they learned about the FPCU and why they ultimately decided to
enroll at a for-profit college.

During the in-depth interviews, participants expressed that access to career
advancement opportunities was the primary driving force in the decision-making process.

Most of the study participants determined that obtaining a post-secondary degree would
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be the first step in establishing occupational progress in their respective field. Eleven out
of 12 study participants stated that they chose to pursue a post-secondary education as a
pathway for additional career opportunities and/or professional advancement. Although
11 study participants were working either full-time or part-time during the enrollment
process and throughout their degree program, participants indicated that access to career
opportunities and advancement was a factor for pursuing a post-secondary degree. In this
context, access is described as a route for career opportunities. Sara stated that:

Initially, I was actually going to go back to Miami-Dade (community

college), because I was already there. I was, like, "Let me just think about

it." I talked to my husband, but he put me in contact with an advisor from

DeVry, and that's when I met with her in person. I went to the office. And

it just felt so real, it felt so present, it felt so that she really cared about me.

She cared about the fact that I did want to have my education. That's

always been one of my goals, as an accomplishment, that [ wanted to do,

because I didn't get a chance to before, and I was already older, and I was

thinking I really want this as part of my list of accomplishments as my

career grows, because I know opportunities arise when you have a degree.

So, that drove me to that.

As Sara described her thought process above, she stated that by earning a
degree it would provide access to career advancement opportunities. Even
individuals with established careers, such as Michael who is a practicing attorney,
mentioned that obtaining a master’s degree would “open up different doors.” In

this context, participants expressed the desire to pursue or have access to their
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desired outcome of the possibility of more employment prospects. This possibility
is a strong motivating factor resulting in participants to take action and decide to
pursue a higher education or advanced degree in some cases.

Nicole and Rachel decided that going to school would provide an avenue
to “better myself.” Nicole stated, “I went back to school in the first place to better
myself, for a better future, for a better job, for a career. That was my goal. That
was my mindset.” Rachel also shared the same sentiment and stated that she made
a decision to “better myself and go to school.” Both Nicole and Rachel found
themselves unable to progress in their respective positions in health management
and education. They indicated that in order to become “better” they must acquire
post-secondary credentials. Nicole and Rachel perceived that a degree would
provide access to career and employment gains, and as a result of the employment
gains, they would be able to enhance or improve their circumstances and
lifestyles.

Other participants stated that earning a degree was expected in their
employment industry, particularly in higher education. Diane expressed that
having a master’s degree was an expectation as a senior level university
administrator:

I just knew that for me personally, I needed a master's degree. I don’t need

a Ph.D. to do what I do in my profession. There is no college degree for

my profession. So, for me it was just having the credentials, because when

you’re in a collegiate setting, they expect you to have particular

credentials and you really can't move without them. And I wanted to be
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able to move. It wasn’t going to be because she doesn’t have an advanced

degree. I have it. So now, what’s next?

Diane revealed that without having a graduate degree, although there is no
specific degree for her field, she did not want to miss out on an opportunity because of
the lack of credentials. Her years of experience alone would not be sufficient if she
wanted to move up in her career. Additionally, Amy, who also works in the higher
education space, shared a similar expectation to Diane:

Working where I’'m working now, I’ve been told for years that in order for

me to go higher I needed to get my degree. And so that’s what pushed me

to pursue the degrees. So I’ve just been trying to push it to try to get it to

get a better position.

Amy, who earned an associate’s and bachelor’s degree and is currently enrolled in
a graduate degree program at the University of Phoenix, was informed that she needed
academic credentials to be eligible for a promotion. In this context, Amy and Diane
concluded that access to higher-paying positions, management level roles, or positions
with complex and advanced responsibilities requires a college degree and in some cases,
graduate degrees. This degree expectation within the higher education industry is
warranted, especially in Amy’s and Diane’s positions, as they service students in the
academic records and financial aid regulation units respectively.

Evidently employment outcomes and the presumption that individuals should
have a degree are driving indicators for pursuing a college degree. However, one research
participant indicated reasons other than career advancement opportunities. Helen stated

that in order for her to stay in the United States and be close to her son in Miami, Florida,
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she would need to either re-marry or attend college as an international student. Helen
explained:

I lost my husband in 2012 and I went because of my son. He was living

already in Miami and he’s married and I wanted to be close to him. So, I

had two choices, either I get married or I went to school. So of course, |

decided to attend school. I went to a lawyer, and I knew it, but I just made

sure | had all the options. So, he told me what I knew, either you get

married to some American guy, like uh-uh (negative) I am not getting

married; I’m not doing that.

Helen elected to pursue a bachelor’s degree because she had always been
interested in interior design and had informal experience building and designing homes in
her home country of Venezuela. The four-year bachelor’s degree program at the Art
Institute of Miami allowed her to remain in the country under a student visa for the
duration of her program. Helen, an outlier in this study, does provide insight into how she
leveraged her interests with her personal circumstance, along with her financial means to
pursue a degree. Helen’s primary motivating driver was to stay in the US and she did not
consider future employment prospects.

The research participants expressed that either they were stagnant in their
employment status or that they wanted “more” or “better” opportunities. In order to
achieve and obtain their desired outcome, participants decided to pursue and acquire a
degree. For some participants, they decided to pursue a degree because it was an
expectation within their occupational setting, in particular within the higher education

administration industry, and an advanced degree was required to be promoted. However,
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it was clear that the participants believed a degree would provide that access and based
their decision on that belief.

Regarding FPCU choice, participants expressed how they came to learn about the
for-profit college. This process seemed to have stemmed after participants decided to
pursue a degree and took into consideration their options. Nine out of the 12 of the
research participants specified that were referred to the for-profit college they attended
and graduated from by a family member, close friend, or trusted colleague who had also
graduated from a for-profit school. Tiffany recounted how she came to learn about the
University of Phoenix and how she made the decision:

I shared with my child’s teacher like, ‘I’m not happy.” She was like,

‘Well, what do you want to do?’ I was like, I don’t know. I need some

more money. And she's like, ‘Have you ever thought about going to

school?” And I'm like, ‘No way.” She was like, ‘Just call and see, find out

what it’s about. You said you never heard of it.” I didn't. She was like,

‘You don't know what you like until you try it.” And I said, ‘Well, that's

true.” So that's why I made the call, and I’ve been going since that day |

called. Six years ago. So I received information about University of

Phoenix from one of my children’s teachers that had previously [gone]

there, graduated, and she had a little experience with them. So she gave

me the number. I reached out to the school just to get some information. I

wasn’t sure, but I just wanted some information to see how their program

ran and different things about how it would actually be, how long it would

be. What is the process of everything? And so, I got in contact with an
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advisor. I reached out, and I mean, the same day they had me fully
informed. They wanted to know my interests, so I gave them my interests.
And within, I would say, two hours, they had an email to me with all of
the information there, so I can thumb through everything. They had the
website so I can go on and review everything to see what I wanted to do.
A trusted confidant who also graduated from the University of Phoenix
referred Tiffany. After Tiffany inquired about the institution and met with
admissions counselors, she was promptly enrolled. Tiffany confided in her child’s
teacher and clearly developed a sense of trust with this individual. The trust factor
and referral Tiffany received, was a significant component in her enrollment
decision.
Victoria shared a similar experience. A close friend referred Victoria to
DeVry University and when I asked her if she considered other colleges, she
responded:
Yes, I think I considered the University of Phoenix, Strayer, and Capella.
They were all options, but I think I decided to go with this one simply
because my friend was going there. I had the comfort of having her walk
me through it if [ needed anything because accounting was completely
new to me. She already had 10 years of experience in accounting. My first
semester, it was hard. I didn’t know debits from credits. I didn’t know
what that was. She had to help me with some of that, but after my first

semester it was smooth sailing.
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The comfort and trust Victoria felt is akin to Tiffany’s experience, in that they
both knew someone who attended the institutions. Victoria’s decision to attend DeVry
University was essentially a win-win. She would be able to have support from her friend
and the university provided the flexibility she needed as a stay-at-home mom. In both
Tiffany and Victoria’s experience, both decisions were made with the minimal risk in
knowing that they were referred, which may have reduced the anxiety factor and that the
programs were convenient to them so as not to interfere with their parental duties.
Additionally, Nicole, like Tiffany and Victoria, is a parent and shared a comparable
experience:

I knew that from my cousin’s experience, she kind of told me, that it was

flexible. We did have a long conversation. How her day looked. How her

assignments were. I did know from what she told me was that it was very

loaded with paperwork. Because it was an online program, it was a lot of

papers. She did tell me like okay, it’s a lot because everything’s online and

you have to be very self-motivated.

A close cousin referred Nicole to the University of Phoenix and she obtained
insider information with how her experience was going to be at the University of
Phoenix. With this information, Nicole was prepared to embark on her studies, knowing
that someone close to her shared the same experience. Therefore, Nicole, like Tiffany and
Victoria, may have had a sense of security in their decision. The participants
encompassed trust in their referral and the referral’s institutional experience, which led

the participants to be confident in their school selection or choice.
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In Amy’s case, she previously attended a traditional non-profit institution and
transferred to a for-profit college after being referred. I asked Amy how she first learned
of the University of Phoenix and how she made that decision. She replied:

A family member was attending the university at the time, and I was

struggling trying to finish my degree at the state university. So she put me

in contact with her academic advisor at the University of Phoenix. I didn’t

consider any other schools and just enrolled.

Amy’s response demonstrated that her decision did not involve consideration for
other institutions. She was already enrolled at a public institution and she was not
performing well, academically. Like the above-mentioned participants, Amy had that
trust in her family member and seriously regarded their referral and institutional
experience on which to base her decision. Other participants who transferred from a
traditional non-profit institution offered a different perspective in their narrative. Sara and
Tiffany, who had previously attended traditional non-profit colleges expressed that the
service they received from their for-profit college was prompt unlike the run-around or
“shuffling” they experienced at a larger non-profit institution.

Three participants were not referred or recommended by someone they knew. As
an employee of the Art Institute, Kate was aware of Brown-Mackie College and Argosy
University because the institutions were owned by the same parent company. Therefore,
Kate’s decision to attend Brown-Mackie College and Argosy University was reasonable,
since she possessed insider information about each institution, coupled with tuition
benefits. Linda and Helen conducted a Google search and found the University of

Phoenix and the Art Institute of Miami, respectively. Linda considered the University of

143



Phoenix because she learned that she would not be admitted to the public state university
where she worked due to her undergraduate grade point average. Helen realized that she

could pursue interior design and attend the Art Institute and the proximity of the campus

to her apartment in Miami made it an easy decision for her.

In addition to being referred or recommended, participants expressed other factors
that influenced their decisions to enroll at a for-profit college. When determining for-
profit college choice, participants considered factors that were in alignment with their
lifestyle, work schedule, and family obligation. For example, Rachel recounted how she
was able to attend courses at AIU and Everest University while maintaining full-time
employment:

[At AIU] I was working full-time but they accommodated my schedule for

school. Because then when I decided to leave my previous employer and

go to Everest during that timeframe, they accepted knowing that I’'m going

to be an employee, but my schedule has to be accommodated to attend

school. Every semester they would accommodate my schedule for me. I

enjoyed working at Everest because the teachers as well as the staff

worked with me because I was working full-time. I mean go to class at

night, my coworkers covered for me and assisted me. So, the Dean, the

director, the campus president, they were all working to assist me to that

one common goal they all wanted me graduate.

Rachel’s employers agreed to adjust her schedule to allow her to attend class and
work with her school schedule. Evidently, the research participants sought programs that

would not interfere or be in direct conflict with their full-time job. In another example,
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Michael specified that the online format gave him “control” of how he pursued his degree
with minimal interference of his law career.

Within the participant’s narratives, many sought programs that were “flexible,”
which emerged as a key word. Participants expressed that “flexibility” of the online
course format influenced the decision to enroll at the for-profit college where they
ultimately graduated. Nicole, who was referred by a cousin who recently graduated,
expressed that the University of Phoenix offered the “flexibility” that she needed,
“Maybe for me, the word flexible was the key.” The “flexibility” component that online
programs provided was especially key to parents of young children. Nicole stated, “Okay,
I can go to school when everyone’s sleeping. And that’s really how it ended up being.”
Similar to Nicole, Victoria, who was referred by her best friend, indicated that the online
program at DeVry University “allowed me the flexibility that [ needed as an at-home
mom.” Additionally, the concept of “time” with respect to parental responsibilities was
also indicated as a factor for the desired course format (online, hybrid, or in person
format) of the FPCU student. As Sara stated that she pursued her bachelor’s online
because she was working mother, “What attracted me from the beginning, was having the
flexibility to do a whole degree online on my time.”

Campus location served as a deciding factor for some participants. Kate, Helen,
and Rachel, indicated that their campus location was close in proximity to their residence
or work, which added to their decision to enroll at the FPCU. Kate attended classes in the
same location that she worked. “The classes started at 6:00, so I would finish at 5:00, my
job, and then start classes at 6:00. Thankfully, I didn’t have to drive anywhere because it

was in the same building.”
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Access to career opportunities emerged as a major theme as this rationale was
present in the majority of the participants’ narratives regardless of their occupational
standing. Acquiring and furthering their education in the form of a college degree was
deemed to provide the access to the desired professional and employment objectives.
With respect to how participants decided on selecting a for-profit college, this process
occurred after determining to obtain a degree. Most of the study participants were
referred to their for-profit college and considered factors such as “flexibility” and campus
proximity. Although time to completion is present in the FPCU research as discussed in
Chapter Two, participants Kim and Sara mentioned that this was a factor in their decision
to attend a for-profit college. However, the research participants regarded their work
schedule and convenience as substantial components that influenced their decision to
attend a for-profit college.

Student Support

The for-profit student experience component of this study primarily centered on
student support and services. Participants described their experience and the services that
were available. If their program was online, the participants described their experience in
terms of their semester schedule, whether their courses were eight weeks or five weeks in
length. They also mentioned having to submit discussion posts in the online forum for
their courses and meeting deadlines. For the participants that attended in-person courses,
they described their student experience in terms of class size and schedule. However, the
emerging theme that repeatedly was present within the participant experience was

professor assistance, quality, and support.
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Concerning student support and services of the participant experience as an FPCU
student, nine out of 12 participants reported that professor support and quality was a
positive attribute. A majority of the participants indicated that professors were available
and responded quickly to their questions and concerns. Five out of the 12 participants
reported that they felt “supported” and “encouraged” by their academic advisors. In
addition, the participants indicated that the support and outreach they received from their
school was a strength and component at which their for-profit colleges excelled.

The participants that experienced in-person courses shared a sentiment of
professor support and influence. Linda, who graduated from a large state university
mentioned, “We got to know more about the professor and have a rapport with them on a
day-to-day basis.” This was due to the small and intimate class settings. Kim stated that
while at Brown Mackie College, she changed her major from business administration to
accounting because her professor was “so engaged and dynamic.” Kim recalled her
experience:

I started out just as a regular business major until I took my first

accounting class. I didn’t know anything about accounting. But the way

this professor was so excited about accounting, made me get excited about

accounting. Now if you know anything about accounting, it’s not an easy

subject. But he was able to break it down in a way that was so interesting.

He was so engaged and dynamic with how he taught. It was that class that

made me fall in love with accounting. From that class, I changed my

major to accounting and have been doing it since. That was one teacher

that I never forgot about.
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While at DeVry University pursuing her bachelor’s degree (in-person), it was
through a professor that Kim was aware of the Accounting Club and she was able to
network with other students with similar interests. Kim’s perspective as being the only
participant who attended a for-profit college upon graduating from high school is worth
noting. She may have been accustomed to small class settings and was able to establish a
connection with an instructor.

In addition to professor rapport and support, study participants addressed
instructor quality. Rachel explained how she felt about her professors at American
Intercontinental University (AIU), a degree which she completed in both in-person and in
hybrid format:

They had very good instructors. Their instructors actually cared. They

actually wanted to teach. As far as the programs go. The programs I think

that they were just more that the curriculum has to offer you in order for

you to obtain your degree. The instructors were what made it worthwhile

for me.

Rachel described that her instructors genuinely cared and she found that to be
more valuable than the curriculum. Participants who pursued their degree online
described their experiences from their professors and advisors. When I asked Nicole to
describe the strength of the University of Phoenix, she indicated that she always had
access to her instructors whenever she needed them and elaborated:

For me at the time, I never felt I lacked instruction. Although I’ve always

been a people person and there was times where I’m like, ‘Oh I wish I was

in a classroom because I want to see people, I want to be able to really
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understand what my teacher’s saying.” Or maybe not understand but

engage more. [ don’t think I ever was, ‘Ugh, I wish they had this.” Or, ‘I'm

not happy with this.” I don’t recall ever having a really big complaint. I

knew what I was getting myself into, right? I knew it was an online

school. And because it was online school, I wasn’t going to have certain

things. There was a lot of things that I could have done that I didn’t. They

had a lot like seminars and workshops. I have to be honest. I didn’t do a

lot of them. I didn’t make time for a lot of them because they took time

and I just, I didn’t make time for them. But I know that the school did

offer those things. My experience with all my instructors was a strength of

the university. They follow through with the guidelines. So I don’t know if

that was a management thing? I don’t know if it was people on top of

them? I don’t recall ever saying, ‘They're not replying to me.’ I knew that

there were certain guidelines that I was expecting from them and they

always followed through. I was never like, ‘Oh this teacher’ and I had a

lot, I went to school for three years. But I think their follow through with

their guidelines.

Nicole did not mention quality of instruction but rather the responsiveness of her
instructors. Michael expressed that he thought that professor availability was a strength of
Strayer University. He mentioned, “I will say that the professors seemed to be available.
If you emailed them, they seemed to respond quickly.” Sara indicated that she did not

want to rely on the fact that her spouse worked at DeVry University for support but she

149



did encounter instructors that supported her. She shared her perspective regarding
instructors at DeVry University:

We had the same quality teachers that you find here at [private four-year

college]. You get teachers who if anything are probably even more helpful

than the ones here, because I had a horrible experience at [private four-

year college]. You get the quality of hands-on to be with them, if you need

to talk to them. They give you their cellphone numbers. I'm like, ‘Come

on.” Where do you see that nowadays?

Sara indicated that not only were professors accessible, but also they were experts
and practitioners in the business field. She also mentioned the quality of her instructors
and that some of her instructors were also adjuncts at the private non-profit institution
where she is employed. She considered the fact that her instructors at DeVry were also
instructors at the private non-profit institution a strength of the DeVry and indication of
quality. Instructor experience in their respective industry, outside the classroom, was
considered a positive attribute. Victoria shared her professor experience as follows:

The professors were awesome. Overall, they were very interactive. All the

professors that we had, they all were working in the field that they were

teaching in, every single one of them. They all brought life experiences to

the table, which made a very big difference in how I viewed the class. Not

just the content from the textbooks that we were getting, but the feedback

that I was getting back from them because this is somebody that’s already

doing it versus me trying to get there. I really respected what they had to

say.
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Engagement and communication from advisors was another support factor that
the participants received. Participants expressed that there was “constant communication”
from their advisors. During the start of every term either participants would receive a call
or email from the advisor checking-in or reminding them to submit a post online. Other
communication would refer to upcoming and available seminars students could attend in-
person or remotely. Tiffany detailed the support she received from her advisor during her
online program at the University of Phoenix:

And I’ll tell you, University of Phoenix is very hands on. They’re always

making sure, is there something we can do? Is there something we can

change? Is there something you need? So I think that helps the student a

lot, to push them to say hey, I can do this because I have support. That was

my main thing, having support. Because I don’t have a lot of family here,

or close family. It’s just me and my children. So you know, my children

are young, from age 1 to 14. However, they support me. But having that

extra support, it helped me.

Tiffany described and appreciated the outreach she received during her
studies. For Tiffany, she utilized that support and took advantage of the outreach.

She expressed that she has little support being a single mother and so the support
and encouragement she receives from the University of Phoenix motivates her to
continue her studies.

Contrary to the majority of the participants, Helen and Amy did not

experience the same level of professor support or quality. Helen, who graduated
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from the Art Institute of Miami, had strong feelings about the professors. When I
asked about her what the Art Institute could have done better, Helen expressed:

Well, choose better professors because we pay a lot. They rely on a few

professors for many different classes. You know, like one professor takes

like six classes, six different classes. So maybe the university trusts them a

lot? But really some of them weren’t that good at it. And in careers like

design, any kind of design, you can't, as a professor, you can’t stop people

from thinking and flying and being creative. So you never say, ‘Hey, you

don’t do that.” No, because we have seen a lot of crazy things going on.

And those famous designers never took no for an answer. So that’s

something that they [the instructors] hold you back. They didn’t let you be

as creative as you could be.

During her tenure at the Art Institute of Miami, Helen explained that the college
relied too heavily on a small number of professors. As a creative, Helen wanted to be free
to takes risks with designs. She mentioned that for a college where creativity should be
encouraged, many of her professors were stifling. In addition, Amy, who graduated from
the University of Phoenix, stated that she did not get to know the instructors. She stated:

Outside of the classroom, we really didn’t have any kind of contact with

the instructors. We didn’t get to know our instructors very well. I mean, in

my experience, I didn’t get to know any of my instructors. In each class

you had to do an introductory bio, in which where you gave them a little

bit of information about yourself. The professor would give their

biographical data telling us a little bit about them. And then that was it.
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Other than that, it’s participating, submitting the assignments, and that was

it.

For Amy she was able to make a connection with her classmates throughout her
program and she was indifferent to the professor support component. It is important to
note here that in both Helen and Amy’s perspective, the lack of professor support and
quality did not significantly impact their student experience. Both participants stated to
have had positive student experiences, despite their perspective of professor support and
quality.

Except for Helen and Amy, it is evident that the research participants found
professor support and quality as significant components of their experience. The outreach
services from their professor, advisor, and institution administration were present in the
majority of the participants’ accounts. The participants expressed that they felt their
instructors cared about them and appreciated the outreach and engagement from their
advisors. Participants expressed that they felt “supported” throughout their for-profit
college journey.

Degrees of Impact and Satisfaction

The study participants described the outcome of obtaining a degree from a for-
profit college or university and outlined their specific experience post-graduation up to
their current employment standing and to what extent were participants satisfied with
their experience. Most of the participants’ post-graduation experiences include
promotion, salary increase, and/or career advancement opportunities, although not
immediately after graduation. However, some participants have yet to secure financial

gains and career progression, after five years or more post-graduation. Other participants
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did not specify if their degree impacted their career but alluded to their overall experience
as an FPCU student. This section details the post-graduation outcomes of the research
participants and addresses their perception of satisfaction as a result of earning an
academic credential from a for-profit college or university. The satisfaction component
refers to the extent to which the participants were satisfied with their academic credential.
Additionally, the participants specify and summarize their culminating experiences.

Seven participants described the impact of their degree as a “promotion” or career
advancement within their respective field. Evidently, these seven participants
experienced career progression as a direct result after earning a degree and indicate as
such. In some cases, some participants mention that along the career progression path,
they encountered hardships and feelings of frustration and disappointment. Other
participants indicate that they continued to seek promotions and opportunities.

Kate started her career in higher education as an administrative assistant at the Art
Institute of Miami. After earning her associate’s degree from Brown Mackie College, she
was approached by management to apply for a student employment advisor position. “I
was looking to move forward and make a little bit more money, so this opportunity came
along and it was within my department, so I took it.” Kate obtained a promotion and prior
to earning her bachelor’s degree from Argosy Online, she was approached again by
management to apply for a career services advisor position, which she held for a number
of years before transitioning to the career services manager position she now holds at a
non-profit private university in Miami, Florida. When I asked Kate to summarize her
experience, she stated, “For me, I had overall a good experience. Especially that I didn’t

have to pay for it, so that’s a plus.”
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Sara was working as an entry-level administrator at a private non-profit university
in Miami, Florida while enrolled at DeVry University. She decided to pursue a degree at
DeVry University for her “personal fulfillment” and because having a degree would
expand her career options and opportunities. Sara described her feelings upon graduating
as follows:

I know it wasn’t going to do anything different at the university. Like,

how people perceive it. For example, my dad, ‘Now you have a degree,

now you can make more money.’ I'm like, ‘Nah, it doesn't work that way.’

I did however intend to apply to different departments within the

university and other institutions. I did get several interviews. And even

with the degree, it was mostly like, “We don’t have the budget, or we can’t

afford it. We can’t pay more than this.’

Post-graduation, Sara experienced feelings of discouragement and stated that she
was overlooked for opportunities within her department. She did take a lateral position
within her unit and three years after acquiring her bachelor’s degree, she was promoted to
assistant registrar. She mentioned that obtaining the degree made her a more confident
person. Although Sara indicated that she is happy in this new role and is embracing
leadership, she is not where she wants to be salary-wise. Sara expressed:

Now I’m noticing a difference in this position, and that’s why I feel with

the salary that we are super underpaid. Very. And it’s very sad, and I feel

like sometimes that [pause] I don’t know. People ask me, ‘So why are you

still here?” My office, regardless, we’re all like family. We go ups and

downs. We all have our things. I love the environment that we’ve created
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here. Family-oriented. I know it from head to toe. I’ve done every single

little thing here. What helps me too is I'm familiar with it, I’'m happy. |

wish I could make more money. But things are so much more expensive
now. If that's one thing I could change, I will, and I think that's what
drives me now to keep applying to other positions, because I need to think
about my family. I’m grateful that I got this position, but I feel that it was

a little underpaid. I feel like the salary is just based it off of something that

they thought it was going to be, and they don’t do the job, and they don’t

know what it entails. You know what [ mean? I wish it was different that
in that aspect.

Sara enjoys her position and work environment, but she desires a higher
salary. During this portion of the interview, Sara seemed conflicted. She clearly
desires and thinks she deserves a salary increase, but she also mentioned that she
is comfortable in her position. Sara believes that she was able to secure a
promotion due to her experience and academic degree. She continues to seek out
and apply for higher positions. She summarized her feelings on the impact her
degree has made:

As far as I think degree, I see the benefits because now a lot of places are

asking for qualifications of a bachelor’s or master’s degree to even

consider your application. That makes me feel, ‘Okay, I have that down,
and thank goodness.” But I haven’t truly experienced the outside of it,

because I’ve been in this office.
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Sara expressed that she is more confident but has not yet experienced her full
potential because she has remained in the same department. She recognized that meeting
minimum qualifications is one less item she has to worry about in her job search. Like
Sara, Nicole’s job search post-graduation was challenging.

Nicole was working from home for an online company and was a seasonal
employee for the local department of elections in South Florida while she was a
University of Phoenix student. Prior to enrolling at the University of Phoenix, Nicole
worked in the healthcare management field. About one-year after completing her
bachelor’s degree in healthcare management, she assumed a position as an office
manager for an orthodontist. She had previously worked there as the front desk
receptionist. After a year and a half as the office manager, she was afforded the
opportunity to become the administrative director for an autism clinic. She stated:

I mean if it weren’t for my degree, I wouldn’t be in the position that [ am

now and earning the money that I’'m earning now because of the kind of

boss that I have, who values a degree and who values education. And so

even though the first year of my management life wasn’t that great, I also

feel like I need that. I learned so much about myself and my strengths and

my weaknesses. And what it takes to manage an office and the in’s and the
outs. So, my education paired with my experience at the oral surgeon’s

office helped me be who I am today in this position, a leader, grounded.

So, it’s kind of loaded, right? Because there’s the worth, right? What I’'m

worth. And everything people say that a degree does, I’ve experienced. |

know not everybody had that same experience.
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There was a sense of accomplishment that Nicole exhibited during her interview.
She credited her current employment status to her degree and years of experience within
the healthcare industry. Nicole possessed that awareness that degrees do not necessarily
result in dream jobs or elevated status and was grateful that in her circumstance, she was
able to reach her desired outcome. Nicole summarized her overall FPCU experience:

I would describe it as positive. I would recommend it to people. I have

recommended it to people. I have been honest about it being very

expensive. I have been honest about it being a big sacrifice, in terms of the

time you have to put into it. But if it’s something that you want to do, like

you really want to accomplish, like you really want to, I would say it was

a positive experience on my end. And by positive, meaning the outcome.

Sometimes even something that's good has its hard, rough times during the

middle of it but then afterwards it was worth it, like everything. So, I

would say my experience was positive.

Nicole recounted her experience and described it as a positive experience,
although it was expensive. She was referred to the institution and would refer others. For
Nicole, she perceived her FPCU experience as a sacrifice in order to better herself.
However, she was determined to reach her goal and found value in that pursuit and the
outcome. Like Nicole, Michael was able to achieve his desired objective.

As an established practicing attorney, Michael decided to pursue a master’s
degree in public administration (MPA) to obtain a university level teaching position. He
expressed that the outcome of obtaining a graduate degree from Strayer University

provided:
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Because I had that degree (MPA), they got me back through the door and I

taught American National Government on a consistent basis at, I want to

say, two different campuses for three or four different semesters. It (the

degree) opened the door. I knew I needed it in order for it to open the

door, so that way I could teach.

The outcome Michael sought after earning a graduate degree from Strayer
University was achieved. He secured a consistent teaching position and summarized his
overall experience as either positive or negative:

I guess my overall experience was that it gave me what [ wanted, allowed me to

do it the way that I wanted to do. It was like, ‘I’'m going to give you what you

need, which is this money, and you give me what I need, which is a degree.” So it
was an even swap, no swindle. It was a quid pro quo. It worked perfectly for me
as a student.

Michael was uninterested in the traditional academic route of becoming a
researcher or law professor. Prior to completing his master’s degree, he began teaching
courses such as American National Government at the undergraduate level. He stated that
Strayer University provided the means to teach at the undergraduate level without
interrupting his law career. For Michael, the degree from Strayer University was a means
to an end; it was transactional and supplementary. For other participants, however, the
outcome provided the primary route for career advancement and/or financial incentives.

Amy was employed as program assistant at the public state university in South
Florida while enrolled at the University of Phoenix. As a benefit, the public state

university offers employees monetary incentives upon earning collegiate degrees. She

159



was awarded a monetary incentive after earning her associate’s and bachelor’s degrees
from the University of Phoenix. In 2016, she was promoted after obtaining her bachelor’s
degree. She stated that her applications for higher paying positions have not been
reviewed because she did not possess a master’s degree. She is expected to complete her
master’s degree in public administration by December 2019. She stated, “I believe if I do
apply for a higher position, I will qualify for it, and that my application just won’t get
denied on an instant.”

At the time of enrollment and during her online graduate program at DeVry
University, Victoria was a stay at home parent. Her husband was in the military and
because the family relocated frequently, Victoria was unable to establish a stable career.
Additionally, she wanted to merge her criminal justice background with the accounting
and finance industry. Her main goal upon graduating was to obtain a position with the
federal government; however, that proved to be challenging. She described her post-
graduation and employment search as follows:

I found it so hard. I used their (DeVry University’s) resume service that

the school had. They had job fairs that they offered, and they also had

resume builders and things like that. I was still an at-home mom. I was

still concerned about being full-time in the workforce with having small

children. I was still not 100% onboard on going out and being a full-time

worker and having a family. I did a little bit of applications that I put out

there, but I don’t think I was serious about it until about 2014, which is

what, three years later. I didn’t even get one bite on any of my resumes

after I graduated. I put out quite a few but, again, I was just putting out
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random stuff. I was just trying to get my foot in the door. It would keep

coming back with not qualified or qualified, not recommended because I

have a degree, I didn’t have the experience. That was the toughest thing

for me. I could not get my foot in the door. One, because I wasn’t trying

online. I wasn’t pushing myself to go out there. All the jobs that I was

applying for were federal jobs. I did limit myself because of how often we

move.

After volunteering at her local church’s office as a bookkeeper, she was offered a
full-time position at her church. It was after the family relocated from Florida to New
York that Victoria secured employment with a credit union, three years post-graduation.
She expressed that “I feel like if I didn’t have it (master’s degree), I wouldn’t have the
job that I have now.” Victoria has been able to transfer to three branches and now works
at a branch in Central Florida. When asked about her culminating experience, Victoria
stated:

I really don’t have anything negative to say about DeVry. My experience with

them was great. Let me tell you I can nitpick. I can if I had to. Yeah. I really don’t

have much to say because the one thing that I found an issue with was with my
other school. I could compare them with Columbia in that my classes weren’t
always available. I would either have to settle for one class or wait the whole nine
months before it became available again. With the online classes, at DeVry, there
was a couple classes that you would have to wait for, but they would never hold
you up for graduation because of it. Like, it would become available, maybe, next

semester. You wouldn’t have to wait a whole school year for it to come back
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around again because you just missed it, or it’s conflicting with another class that

you need to take. I found the online courses gave me that flexibility, for sure,

where I wasn’t limited. I just took my time getting my degree because I was an at-

home mom. I didn’t always go to school during the summer, which I could, but I

had four semesters in a year. [ was able to finish in a decent time. I just drug it out

because I had other important things. Yeah, they were awesome. You can’t even
pay me to say something negative.

Victoria summarized her experience within a positive connotation and
emphasized that although there were issues, she valued her experience. DeVry University
provided a convenient avenue for her to obtain a degree without changing her lifestyle,
being a stay-at-home parent. She placed value on the flexibility and did not have to
compromise much to reach her ultimate objective, while pursuing her degree.

Unlike the majority of the research participants, Kim started college immediately
after high school and did not have any previous professional work experience. After
earning her associate’s degree in accounting from Brown Mackie College, she was
unable to secure employment in her desired field. She described her post-graduate
experience and employment outcomes as “frustrating and disappointing” saying:

I had to work as an income tax preparer for Jackson Hewitt during tax

season. I did some odd jobs here and there and I also worked in retail. I

could not get an accounting job at all. I couldn’t find a job to save my life.

No one knew about Brown Mackie College and I always had to explain

that it was a private school. But no one knew about it. Finally, after I got
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my degree from DeVry, I was able to get an entry level job with a CPA

firm as an accountant. I found that job through Craigslist.

Upon graduating from DeVry University and after a few years with the CPA firm,
Kim transitioned to a private charter company with an internal accounting department.
She exclaimed, “It has not been easy, but at least I am in my field with a good company.”
She does not plan to further her education with a graduate degree. Kim graduated from
two for-profit colleges and seemed to have both positive and negative experiences. When
asked to summarize her experiences, she stated:

That’s hard to answer. I guess overall it was a good experience, but I had

so many problems after graduating from Brown-Mackie. It was a very

difficult time to try to get a job. While I was a student there, it was fine. |

thought the school was fine but after was a different story. When I was at

DeVry, it started off good too but then I ran into problems with my

financial aid and had to take classes at Miami-Dade College. The dean at

DeVry helped me to transfer my credits but when it was time for

graduation, they told me I had to take more classes which was just

frustrating. But I was able to fix that. I mean to answer your question, |

think I had a good experience overall and I am glad I got my degrees. I

wouldn’t have the job that [ have now in accounting without it.

Kim expressed that although there were difficulties associated with her
experiences, overall, she recognized that her employment status is attributed to her
degrees. During her interview, Kim communicated her feelings of frustration and

disappointment. However, she also demonstrated that she enjoys her field in accounting.
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Kim also alluded to the financial challenges she faced and I discuss this in more detail in
the following fourth theme.

Three participants have not yet experienced career advancement or secured a
promotion. The following indicates the reasons the participants have not yet encountered
professional growth post-graduation as obtained through their narratives. I also include
their overall perspective and demonstrate the extent of their satisfaction of their FPCU
experience as this provides additional insight related to their outcome. It is important to
note that the three participants are African-American women ranging from 35-45 years of
age. In addition, these three study participants are employed at three different institutions
of higher education in South Florida: private non-profit, public non-profit, and private
for-profit respectively. Two of the non-promoted participants hold a master’s degree in
business administration (MBA), while one participant is currently enrolled in a master’s
program. Tiffany, Linda, and Rachel indicated that they have yet to obtain their desired
employment outcome. During their interviews, Linda and Rachel expressed their
frustration and explained that their degree has not had an impact on their career
prospects.

Tiffany has been employed as an entry-level records keeper at a non-profit private
university in South Florida since 2016. She enrolled at the University of Phoenix to
establish and progress in a career within the education field. At first, she wanted to
become a teacher since she was an after-care teacher. However, after securing
employment at the private university, she realized that a business degree would provide
broader opportunities. She has earned an associate’s degree in education and a bachelor’s

degree in business from the University of Phoenix. She is currently working on a
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master’s degree in adult education at the University of Phoenix. Tiffany summarized her
FPCU experience:

I think it’s the best decision I made. I think that my experience with them has

been, honestly, for me life changing. It may be small to others, but for me it was

life changing. It gave me confidence. It gave me, I think, just self-worth. I mean,

because I was in a bad place, but like I said, that support team was amazing. They

let me know I could do it. I didn’t have my parents. My mom, my dad passed

away. [ didn’t have anybody to say, “You can do this. You got this.” Nobody told

me that. They did. University of Phoenix told me that. You can do this. So many

times I said I couldn’t, but they told me I could, and I’'m doing it. I'm very happy.

Although Tiffany has not yet secured a promotion, she is content in her current
position, as it allows her to focus on her coursework. Her objective is to obtain a
doctorate degree in adult education and she wants to become a professor and teach at the
university level. She summarized how she decided on her career path:

Like I said before, I wanted to be a teacher. And then it changed to, okay,

now I’m in business. | was really stagnated. I was like here and there as

far as career wise. [ didn’t know, actually, what I wanted to do, pretty

much a set career. I didn’t have one. I did not have one even up until

graduating with my bachelor’s. I didn’t have one. But I have one now. |

have one in mind. I would love to be a professor at an accredited

university teaching adult learners. That is my goal.

Although Tiffany has not actively sought career advancement opportunities at the

university where she is employed, she stated that she is happy and has her goal in mind.
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She expressed that at one point in her life, she did not consider going to college; she was
“afraid of the college life.” However, she is no longer afraid and enjoys the “college life.”
She stated that she wants to be a model for her children and be better for them and
herself. She views her current position as part of the journey and plans to reach her goal
of becoming a professor.

In contrast to Tiffany, Linda has attempted to secure promotions and career
advancement at the public university where she is employed as an entry-level
administrator, to no avail. She earned an MBA from the University of Phoenix in 2009
and received a monetary incentive upon earning her degree. Linda stated that although
earning her graduate degree has helped to strengthen her technical skills and abilities, she
has yet to secure a promotion. She expressed her disappointment and recalled:

I remember one of my, professors were saying that you, once you get a

master’s or like an MBA, that would start you out at $60,000. I did apply

to different places, but still, I didn’t get [the salary] what was expected.

But I’'m still, I’'m trying to get through that, but that kind of is

disappointing me, getting the degree and then not like fulfilling that yet.

Linda’s main goal is to become an entrepreneur and establish her footwear
company. She expressed that she has yet to realize this goal and utilize her business
degree. She stated “I just need to stop being lazy and implement what I learned.” When
asked what she would want readers of this research to know she elaborated:

Basically, like, whatever, even though it’s been 10 years, I have it. I know

I want to use it somehow, and I just need to stop being complacent and do

what I need to do in order to fulfill my goal as far as owning my own
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business, implement what I’ve learned throughout getting my degree.

Yeah, so that’s basically it.

Similar to Linda, Rachel has not yet encountered professional advancement
although she has continued her search. She obtained an associate’s and bachelor’s degree
from American Intercontinental University and an MBA degree from Everest University.
She is employed at a for-profit college as a mid-level administrator and expressed the
following disappointment in her career search:

I have been applying for the last three years straight. I’ve probably gotten

maybe a handful of phone calls and those handful of phone calls were for

about the salary ranges from anywhere from $35,000 to about $45,000. I

didn’t go to school to owe $100,000 in debt to work for $45,000 a year.

She indicated that although she has “applied everywhere” and has updated her
resume, she has been “overlooked” for positions for which she is qualified because of her
race. She stated that her “qualifications supersede their qualifications” and because she is
African-American, she has not been able to move up in the higher education field. She
has searched for positions in for-profit colleges and non-profit colleges. However, she has
remained at the same level for years with minimal prospects of “moving up.” She
expressed that she is unable to uproot her children to relocate for “better” career
opportunities. Rachel mentioned that she thought once she earned her MBA, she would
easily transition into a “corporate job.” However, she has faced challenges and
difficulties in advancing her career.

There were two participants who were seemingly un-impacted from a career

perspective. Helen was an international student who earned a bachelor’s degree in
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interior design from the Art Institute of Miami. After graduation she participated in an
international student benefit called Optional Practical Training, OPT. This benefit permits
international students to work in the United States for 12 months in their academic field.
As a result, Helen worked for a partner interior design company. After one year, she
returned to Panama where she currently resides and occasionally visits her son in Miami,
Florida. She currently works for her son’s real estate investment company on a part-time
basis from Panama. Her main objective in pursuing her bachelor’s degree at the Art
Institute was to remain in the United States. Therefore, she was not interested in pursuing
a professional career in interior design, although she had done some interior design
unofficially in Venezuela, her home country.

Diane’s post-graduation experience may rely mostly on her work experience
rather than on her credentials. She stated:

For me, I had done everything in the area which I work. I had held all the

positions except for director. So, my hope was that it would help in me

becoming a director, or greater, at some point to have a master’s degree. It

came to fruition, but I don’t know if my master’s, I can’t say that it helped.

Maybe it did. My situation is a little different because when I became a

director, it was under an administrator that was very racist. And so

financially it did not, it didn’t matter. I got the director title, but I didn’t

get the money that comes with it. So, I don’t, I think that was more him

than it was, my credentials show that I should have been. So it’s hard to

call whether or not it benefited. I know some directors in my profession

that don’t have master’s degrees. So, I can only assume it helps.

168



Diane, who is employed at a private non-profit university, indicated that although
she was promoted to director four years after earning a master’s degree in public
administration from Strayer University, she could not say whether her degree played a
role in her promotion. In this context, Diane alludes that her graduate degree may have
helped her achieve a higher title, but she did not necessarily experience a promotion in
title, compensation, and responsibilities. During this segment of Diane’s interview, she
seemed indifferent to the experience, yet accepted the fact that she believed she was
racially discriminated against.

Within this theme, participants described how they perceived their degree
impacted their career outlooks, including any financial incentives. Seven participants
were promoted and explained that they either secured employment in their desired field
and/or “moved up” in their position. In contrast, three participants were not promoted and
indicated that they have not yet been able to experience career progression opportunities.
Two participants did not attribute their earned degree to any career advancement or
decline. The financial component in terms of the post-graduation experience is discussed
as this relates to how the participants viewed their for-profit experience from a value and
cost perspective.

Return on Investment

The fourth theme which emerged from this research study centered around the
financial investment participants made on their higher education credential. The study
participants expressed how they valued their degree and addressed financial expenses

associated with obtaining their degree. The following outlines the financial component of
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earning an FPCU degree and the research participants’ overall perspectives of their
academic experience and/or degree.

All but three participants received federal financial assistance and took out
student loans while enrolled at their respective FPCU. Kate received tuition remission
benefits since she was an employee of the Art Institute of Miami. She did not incur
tuition costs, but she was obligated to pay income taxes as a result of the tuition
remission benefit. She indicated, “Well, the cost was basically free for me. I only had to
pay the taxes, I believe at the end of the year. So, it was basically free of charge, so I had
to take the opportunity.” She also mentioned that she would not be where she is now
professionally without her degrees. She summarized her experience at both Brown
Mackie College and Argosy University as follows:

I had a, like I said, a good experience. I mean they’re smaller schools.

They’re not huge like the non-profit, like traditional schools. So, I think

they give a little bit more attention to their students versus like you’re on

your own in the other university. They’re like okay, here are your classes,

go ahead and register yourself. So here it was more like personal attention.

Kate is now employed for a well-known non-profit private institution in the career
services field. Her financial investment was minimal, as compared to other participants.
She leveraged her employment benefits to achieve professional growth. Similar to Kate,
Sara was able to use her spouse’s employee benefits to supplement her tuition costs.
Since her spouse was an employee of DeVry University, she also received tuition waivers
during her enrollment at DeVry University. She stated that she is happy and is proud to

have attended DeVry University. She exclaimed:
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I want to put it on the wall. I want to show that it is worth it, and it is just

as good as (other universities). But that stigma of, ‘Oh, you’re not at this

school, or because you’re not at that school; they’re not big enough.’ 1

wish that wasn’t the case, and I feel like maybe DeVry should do better on

reaching out more and saying, ‘We can be that. We could do that. We can

do that. We have people.’ I don’t know, like me. I would be willing to be

on a commercial if I have to, because it was a great experience.

During Sara’s interview, she demonstrated pride and genuine happiness when she
spoke about her experience at DeVry University. Her degree is encased in a frame and
hangs in her office. She is aware of the negative stigma for-profits carry; however, she
insists that the notoriety does not diminish the value of her degree.

As an international student, Helen was ineligible for federal financial assistance.
She did not incur any student loans and paid for her program completely out of pocket,
totaling about $100,000 for her bachelor’s degree in interior design. She summarized her
experience as “fun” and was aware that she is privileged to be able to afford the cost of
tuition, as she knew many other students who needed financial assistance.

The remaining nine participants stipulated that they needed financial aid in order
to attend school. Some participants specified that they sometimes took out more student
loans than they needed to cover the living expenses, such as Diane and Victoria. Diane
completed a graduate degree from Strayer University, which can cost approximately
$30,000 for tuition. She indicated that her total student loan debt (including her
undergraduate degree) is upwards of $250,000. She stated, “I borrowed what I could

receive. I didn’t borrow just for the purpose of covering my tuition.” With respect to the
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degree value component, Diane mentioned that she does not “like” her degree and wishes
that she had pursued another program. Victoria also indicated that she took out more
student loans to pay for items other than tuition including “household expenses” while
enrolled at DeVry University. In contrast to Diane, she mentioned that although she is
“very satisfied” with her experience and degree from DeVry University, she wishes she
did not borrow as much as she did. She stated that she has about $50,000 student loan
debt.

The student loan factor and cost of attendance was often described as “expensive”
although many participants perceived to have had a positive experience overall and
articulated that they valued their degree. Tiffany, who also has about $50,000 in student
loan debt, expressed that although she has incurred debt, she’d rather “pay back and be
educated and get the job I want instead of settling for what I have to.” Nicole who is in
repayment status with about $60,000 in student loan debt maintained that she had a
positive experience, although her degree was “expensive.” She expressed, “Sometimes
even something that’s good has its hard rough times during the middle of it, but then
afterwards it was worth it, like everything.” However, some participants voiced concerns
regarding their student loan debt incurred from a for-profit college despite having a
positive experience. For example, although Kim enjoys the accounting field and the
benefit her bachelor’s degree afforded her, she states that she regrets obtaining an
associate’s degree from Brown Mackie College. She says:

I really should have just gotten my bachelor’s degree, that way I would

have avoided loans, which I don’t know how I am going to pay it off. I

owe more than $40,000 and the money I am making is not enough to
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cover my student loans. My student loans are way too much for this

industry.

In addition, Linda, who graduated with an MBA from the University of Phoenix
in 2009, has over $30,000 in student loans and is now in forbearance status and stated
that her loans are a concern. Student loan companies place borrowers in forbearance
status in the event that borrowers are temporarily unable to make monthly payments and
interest still accrues on the student loan while in this status. She stated that she stopped
paying her student loans at some point because she could not afford to pay, but she
mentioned that she intends to start paying her loans. For Amy, she too is proud of her two
degrees she earned from the University of Phoenix. However, she also expressed
concerns about her student loan debt exceeding $70,000. She said about her loans, “At
the end of it, I’'m going to be in debt. Oh my God. Yeah. It’s going to be a lot. I don’t
know how I’m going to get out of it, but it’s going to be a lot. ’'m going to struggle.”

With two undergraduate degrees from American Intercontinental University and
an MBA from Everest University, Rachel expressed that she valued her education and
received a quality education. However, her two major areas of concern related to how
expensive her degrees were and not being able to obtain a higher salary and career
advancement. She expressed her student loan distress as follows:

For me, the only thing that I can really say that baffles me is the expense.

It’s too expensive. It’s not feasible for anyone to ever be able to pay off

those loans. With the amount that they’re charging students there’s no way

unless they’re walking into jobs that are allowing them to make that

money. They’re not. No one can make that... I owe over $100,000 right
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now in student loans, and by the time I pay that off, I probably will be a

hundred years old. I think that my education was definitely worth [it], the

content was actually worth my time and effort because I did learn. As far

as grammar, speech, being able to properly communicate, being able to

even remain in this industry as long as I have my education has assisted

me in that. The only two things I would say was I wish it was not as

expensive and [ was able to obtain a salary that’s feasible to my

knowledge.

Rachel is seriously concerned about her student loan debt. She does maintain that
she values her degrees. She believes that her credentials have helped her professionally
but not quite financially. Rachel feels that the tuition expenses were too high in
proportion to her career outcomes. She desires to grow professionally and financially; but
she feels frustrated that her student loan debt does not match her current salary.

Summary

The main objective of this study was to explore and understand the
comprehensive for-profit student experience from the pre-enrollment and the decision
making stage throughout post-graduation. The first emergent theme centered on how
participants made the decision to pursue a degree and why they made that decision. Most
of the participants were referred to a for-profit college by a close acquaintance or family
member. They also considered factors including the degree format and school location as
a basis for their decision.

The participants expressed career prospects as the main catalyst for the decision to

attend a for-profit college. They expressed a strong desire to either pivot career paths or
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strengthen their professional experience with an academic credential. Two participants
took advantage of educational benefits and recognized that high typical cost associated
with a college degree. Securing a stable career was another driving motivator for other
participants, especially those with children and families.

Professor support and student outreach emerged as a pattern that the participants
expressed while enrolled at the for-profit institution. Participants perceived professor
support and quality as a positive attribute when they recalled their experience. Further,
participants detailed how their earned credential(s) impacted their occupational standings
and their overall sentiment of their post-graduation perspective. Finally, the financial
investment in terms of student loans and tuition costs was an underlying theme with
respect to the participant degree. As a result, the emergent themes appear to align with
the study’s research questions and I discuss the findings implications in the subsequent

chapter.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

The present study centered on the experiences of individuals who graduated from
a for-profit college of university. The usual discourse and literature surrounding the for-
profit higher education industry focuses on student-debt lawsuits, fraud allegations, and
poor completion rates; rarely is the graduated student perspective garnered. Often the for-
profit college industry is characterized as the antithesis of traditional higher education.
Additionally, the lens in which the for-profit college sector is described is second or
perhaps third tier. However, the research participants in the current study described how
they came to their decision to attend a for-profit college, some indicating reasons of not
choosing a traditional institutions. Nevertheless, the for-profit higher education industry
persists through the notoriety, school closures, and government sanctions. To fully
comprehend how the FPCU, for-profit college and university, manages to sustain
enrollment, obtain accreditation, and ultimately stay in business, the student experience
must be considered and not be neglected.

I chose to focus this study on FPCU alumni within the South Florida region. As
mentioned in previous chapters of this dissertation, South Florida represents a unique
geographical zone within a higher education context. There are at least five state colleges
and universities along with at least five additional non-profit private institutions within
this geographical region. However, there are at least a dozen operating for-profit
institutions within this region as well. Despite the number and type of institutions within
South Florida, I wanted to understand why students chose to attend a for-profit college. I

wanted to explore not just their rationale but also their motivating factors that played a
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role in their decision-making process. I wanted to consider the why and how questions in
this regard. Secondly, I wanted to address their student experience. How did they
perceive their experience as an FPCU student? Often FPCU literature includes the
narratives of those that did not complete or graduate from an FPCU. I intended to
contribute to this discussion by incorporating the narratives of those who did graduate.
Further, exploring why students made their school selection and what their experiences
were seemed to stop short of full comprehension. My final research question centered on
participants’ post-graduation outcomes. What did they experience after earning a degree?
Did participants secure their dream job? Did they continue their studies? What were the
results of their degree, if any?

As I conducted this qualitative study, I relied on the education gospel as my
theoretical framework throughout. The concept provided meaningful context to begin to
understand why individuals chose to pursue a higher education. It helped me to
objectively explore their experiences and attempt to conceptualize and make meaning out
of their post-graduation experiences, outcomes, and overall perspective. The framework
consists of a belief system that rationalizes a certain behavior, such as earning an
academic credential for the purpose of employment gains.

Five participants did not experience employment gains or career progression post-
graduation. As the data suggests the education gospel does not guarantee career or
financial progress. The construct, therefore, is not a given. The participant post-
graduation outcomes arguably demonstrates the fallacy of the education gospel. Grubb
and Lazerson’s (2004) concept presumes that a college credential equates to skills that

cannot be acquired without a higher education. Although participants obtained a college
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degree, who can verify that they also acquired higher order skills? Employment gains as a
result of academic credentials serve as a foundation for placing faith in the education
gospel. But the concept does not explain how one could obtain a degree without reaping
employment benefits. For example, Sara completed her post-secondary education at
DeVry University and was promoted three years later. Although she was promoted, Sara
indicated that she is underpaid and has not been able to secure a higher position.

Additionally, the education gospel concept does not address life and economic
factors associated with obtaining a college degree such as student loan debt. For example,
Linda indicated that she cannot afford her loan payments and is forbearance. Linda, who
has stayed in the same position since graduating with an MBA from the University of
Phoenix in 2009 incurred $30,000 in student loan debt. Linda believed that she would get
a better job and higher salary after graduating, neither has happened. The education
gospel may describe why individuals choose to pursue a college degree, however, it stops
short of including factors that may influence post-graduation outcomes.

The present study on for-profit college graduates aims to contribute to the overall
research and literature of the for-profit college sector and the study of higher education as
a whole. I have attempted to provide insight through personal narratives of FPCU
graduates, an important but neglected group of individuals, within the higher education
space. The anecdotal descriptions provided by the research participants support and
contradict the research on the FPCU sector. However, the main objective was
accomplished in that participants detailed their collegiate experience and willingly

recounted their perspective, from the pre-enrollment phase throughout graduation.
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In the present chapter, I address each research question based on the participant
narratives and include an analysis from my interpretation of the narratives. I highlight
the central theme of the study, which rests on degree satisfaction and discuss how the
findings impact the literature surrounding for-profit colleges and address the student loan
debt scenario as it relates to FPCU research and higher education in the larger context. |
then present the implications of this research study and include recommendations for
future research on the for-profit college industry.

Reasons for Attending an FPCU

The first research question: Why did FPCU graduates choose to attend a for-profit
college? The answer is simple: Students chose to attend a for-profit college because they
wanted to. However, this answer is insufficient and does not warrant an entire research
study. In truth, there are many answers and one answer is that research participants, the
FPCU graduates, elected to attend a for-profit college because of various life factors at
the time of their decision-making process. The prominent answer as depicted in the
preceding chapter is that participants wanted access to additional and progressive career
opportunities. Additionally, a family member, friend, or other known associate, who also
attended or graduated from the for-profit college they referred, suggested the participant
to look into the for-profit college. The findings suggest other rationales for pursuing a
degree at an FPCU. For example, two participants stated that they decided to attend a for-
profit college and obtain a degree because it was an expectation of their career field. One
participant, Helen, enrolled at the Art Institute to remain in the country. While other
supplemental rationale includes cost, it was essentially free to study at an FPCU due to

employment benefits for two participants, Kate and Sara.
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Pivoting back to the primary indicator for why graduates chose to attend an
FPCU, the majority of the participant narratives primarily center on the possibility of
post-graduation employment prospects. Participants wanted “more” or “better” career
outlooks during this stage of their lives. Their version of more, better, or other
quantifiable descriptions meant that they had to or were required to pursue an academic
credential. This idea goes back to the education gospel within American society. The
notion of securing the American Dream including hard work and a degree is understood.
Participants essentially stated that they wanted to progress and improve their
circumstance for themselves and their children; they would aim to do so through
employment gains as a result of earning academic credentials.

Another approach to answer this study’s first research question is to consider
Grubb and Lazerson’s (2004) education gospel concept. Participants elected to attend an
FPCU because of their faith in education and the benefits of an academic credential.
Grubb and Lazerson’s (2004) education gospel theory and practice is far more pervasive
and blatant with the expansion of higher education since the 20" century and today. Now
more than ever, universities for-profit and non-profit are spending millions of dollars in
advertising (Katzman, 2016). Graduating from college is pre-requisite for many entry-
level positions and as a couple of participants confirmed, is an expectation in certain
fields, especially education.

Iloh and Tierney’s (2014) qualitative research on for-profit college choice
contributes to the discourse of the FPCU student experience. Their study was conducted
with 75 FPCU students — not yet graduates - and they found that FPCU students conduct

a cost-benefit analysis on which to base their decision (Iloh & Tierney, 2014). Iloh and
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Tierney (2014) suggested that the cost to attend an FPCU was linked to perceived
advantages, including time to completion, flexible course schedules and instructional
quality. In contrast to Iloh and Tierney’s research, the participants in this study did not
consider a cost-benefit analysis. Time to degree completion was mentioned but not
significantly present in the research study, among the majority of the participants. Rather,
employment prospects and the referral factor are primary motivations behind
participants’ decision to attend a for-profit college. Although Iloh and Tierney’s (2014)
results differ than what the current research finding suggest, their study addresses the
FPCU student perspective and offers a large sample of narratives to support their
findings. Employment prospects, career outlooks and the trusted referral component serve
as the driving impetus for the FPCU graduate.

Similar to the present study, Iloh and Tierny’s (2014) research also found job
outcomes and anticipated compensation as FPCU student choice factors. In short, there
are many answers to why FPCU graduates chose to attend a for-profit institution. The
findings suggest that students did so to elevate and achieve economic mobility through
career advancement. The referral component solidified the participants’ decisions and
also helped to rationalize their decision. However, other relevant factors including cost
and school proximity, are supported by research on the for-profit sector and contribute to
the overall discourse.

Chung’s (2012) research explored if students self-select into an FPCU or if
outside forces influence student decision. Evidently, the research participants in Chung’s
(2012) study self-selected into a for-profit college and external factors did not

significantly alter their decision. Chung’s (2012) quantitative study, found that gender, if
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female, is a substantial component of FPCU student choice. Chung’s (2012) finding on
gender being a factor of FPCU student choice is consistent with the current study’s
research sample consisting of mostly female participants. This is not to mean that because
someone is a female she will likely attend an FPCU because of her gender. Rather,
Chung (2012) indicated that women are more likely to enroll at an FPCU due to the areas
of academic discipline, such as the healthcare fields — in which women represent over 50
percent of the for-profit sample in Chung’s study.

Women represent more than 60% of FPCU enrollment and are overly
represented in the current research study (Arbeit & Horn, 2017; Chung, 2012; Deming et
al, 2013). The idea that women are more likely to self-select into a for-profit institution is
relevant to the current study, as all of the research participants effectively self-selected
due to their current life circumstance and perceived the FPCU as a viable option. The
research participants all identified as a minority, either Black/African-American or
Hispanic. Although not represented in Chung’s (2012) study, race is recognized as a
component of FPCU choice. Other factors, including age, are notable factors in FPCU
choice and this research study reveals that the average participant age while enrolled was
32 years. All but one participant demonstrated work experience prior to enrollment and
thus played a role in their decision to pursue professional advancement and employment
prospects.

FPCU Student Experience
The second research question explored the FPCU student experience. What were
the experiences of FPCU graduates in college? Although their experiences varied due to

external and personal life factors, the research participants shared similar narratives of
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their student experience. For the majority of the participants who attended an FPCU
virtually, their narratives were structured and sterile. They described their in-college
experience by the online format or platform, detailed their course schedule and
submission deadlines. However, a recurring narrative was the emphasis of flexibility.
Participants who attended courses online repeatedly stated that they were able to work at
their own pace and time. When I consider this segment of the participant narratives, |
recall the efficient and technologically proficient characteristics of for-profits. For-profit
institutions that primarily deliver online courses are “highly structured” with their
curriculum and flex their adaptability with technological prowess (Deming et al., 2013).
Research participants who attended their college in person claimed to have more
professor contact, as expected. However, as reported in Chapter Four, professor and
advisor support emerged as a recurring theme. The participant narratives included
language that alluded to instructor responsiveness and availability. Respondents also
indicated support and motivation from their advisor; verbiage such as check-in and
outreach repeatedly recurred. It would be interesting to compare this experience with that
of traditional university graduates. Within this scope, participants described their in-
person courses as small or intimate settings. This representation was framed with positive
emotion and intonation on behalf of the respondents. They seemed to have appreciated
the professor-to-student relationship and recognized it as a strength of the institution.
Within this scope of the participant narratives, I consider this aspect of the FPCU student
experience to fall under the customer service and management principles for-profit
schools engage in. The respondents framed their student experience from a service

perspective. They described their experience in terms of professor accessibility,
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responsiveness, and engagement. Berg (2005) described this model as business-based
customer service principles. Interestingly absent from the participant narratives were
student support resources such as the library, tutoring, and/or writing workshops. The
research participants did not utilize student services, although participants were aware of
additional services. Iloh and Tierney’s (2014) study concur with this sentiment. In their
study on for-profit students, Iloh and Tierney (2014) found that students were more
interested in institutional information such as accreditation rather than general student
services.
FPCU Post-Graduation QOutcomes

The final research question focused on the post-graduation experiences of the
participants. I sought to obtain the detailed accounts and outcomes of the FPCU graduate
experience not just to confirm or refute the literature, but also to add to the FPCU
discourse overall. I wanted to examine their outcomes and learn about their experiences.
Understanding the FPCU student experience and their post-graduation outcomes is an
essential step prior to considering what can be done with this insightful information and
how to apply it for future research.
The research participants detailed their post-graduate experience in terms of career
advancement and employment gains. They specifically outlined how and if they were
able to secure a promotion, another position, obtain monetary incentives, and effectively
summarized their process up to their current status. Secondly and more importantly, the
participants concluded and placed meaning on their overall experience in terms of
satisfaction. The respondents indicated language that determined if they had a positive or

negative experience. In essence, the research question, what were their post-graduate
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experiences, resulted in the respondents explaining or rationalizing if their degree was
worth it and/or did they obtain what they wanted from the degree with the answer being,
yes. In other words, through the detailing of their post-graduation experience, the
respondents inadvertently answered the question pertaining to degree worth and value.
This notion of degree satisfaction is discussed in more detail within this chapter.
Degree Satisfaction

A major takeaway from this research is that all respondents alluded to being
satisfied with their FPCU experience, although for different reasons and at varying
aspects of their experience. There were respondents who indicated being satisfied with
the result of their FPCU degree in securing career growth and advancement opportunities
and demonstrated the level of satisfaction of the experience. However, the findings do
suggest that although some participants indicated that they were satistied with their
overall experience, they also encountered hardships and challenges.

Kate, who attended Brown-Mackie College and Argosy University, secured two
promotions from her original employer and ultimately obtained a position at a traditional
non-profit institution within the career services field. Kate stated, “Overall I had a good
experience.” She achieved financial and economic progression along with career
advancement because of her academic credentials. Like Kate, Sara also indicated she
feels “more confident” and “comfortable” with ““all the qualifications.” Overall, it is clear
that she had a positive experience.

Sara, who graduated from DeVry University, was promoted within her
department and displayed pride about earning her degree. In contrast to Kate’s post-

graduation experience at Brown-Mackie College and Sara’s experience at DeVry
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University, Kim’s post-graduation challenges may have influenced her overall level of
satisfaction. Kim, a graduate from Brown-Mackie College and DeVry University,
encountered employment challenges post-graduation and financial difficulties. Even
though she secured a position within the accounting field, Kim expressed regret in her
narrative and stated that she should have attended another institution rather than attending
Brown-Mackie College and DeVry University. Similarly to Kim’s post-graduation
experience, Victoria, a graduate from DeVry University, struggled to secure employment.
After a few years post-graduation, however, Victoria obtained a position within her
desired field of banking. Even though there were challenges, Victoria expressed her level
of satisfaction by stating that she was “very satisfied” and that she had a great experience
with DeVry University.

As a graduate of the University of Phoenix, Nicole serves as the administrative
director for a healthcare center and attributes her professional and financial success to the
institution and her years of work experience. She indicated her level of satisfaction, that
she had a positive experience, and that she recommends the institution. On the other
hand, Linda, who also earned a degree from the University of Phoenix, has not yet
achieved a promotion but her experience has helped her to grow. Though she is using her
degree, Linda feels she needs “to do better as far as getting higher” and “finding a
position that will benefit” her.

Linda stated that her degree has not affected her career and she is not utilizing her
degree. She stated, “It was a good experience” and she recommends the university. For
Linda, she is glad she earned the degree. However, she recognizes that her true passion

lies in opening up her business and she just needs to implement it. Interestingly, Diane,
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who earned a graduate degree from Strayer University, stated that she did not know if her
degree impacted her career and demonstrated doubt if it did. Unlike Linda, Diane was
promoted a few years after earning her master’s degree. However, her promotion at the
time was in title only and not in compensation. Diane stated that her degree “served its
purpose.” She knew she wanted and needed a graduate degree but did not imply a level of
satisfaction such as the other participants. Like Diane, Michael shared a similar
sentiment, in that his degree served a purpose. However, Michael provided insight into
his level of satisfaction post-graduation. Michael, the attorney who obtained a master’s
degree from Strayer University, consistently teaches at a for-profit institution while
maintaining his law career. He exhibited his satisfaction by stating that Strayer University
gave him the control he wanted in order to pursue his studies and earn a graduate degree.
This enabled Michael to achieve his goal without sacrificing his time.

For Amy, she received financial incentives upon earning her associate’s and
bachelor’s degrees from the University of Phoenix and was promoted upon graduating
with her bachelor’s degree as well. Amy stated that her degree “opened up doors” and she
indicated that she plans to earn a master’s degree for additional career advancement
opportunities. Amy achieved one of her goals, which was promotion, and displayed
satisfaction post-graduation. Contrary to Amy’s experience, Tiffany has maintained the
same position since enrolling and earning two degrees from the University of Phoenix.
However, Tiffany exhibited her satisfaction and emphasized her positive outlook on her
experience. Tiffany expressed, “I think it's the best decision I made. I think that my

experience with them has been, honestly, for me life changing.” Although she has yet to

187



experience professional growth, Tiffany clearly is content with her experience and is
continuing her education with the university.

Comparably, Helen also exhibited satisfaction with her experience at the Art
Institute of Miami and expressed that she, too, had a good experience. She was able to
travel, study, and spend time with her family in the United States. She described her
experience as “fun” and had “no regrets.” Rachel, who graduated from American
Intercontinental University and Everest University, also demonstrated positive feelings
towards her experience in that “the content was actually worth my time and effort”
because she learned. However, Rachel, like Tiffany and Linda, has not achieved
professional advancement yet. She communicated her frustration and expressed that her
student-loan debt far exceeds her salary and that she has been unable to move up due to
her race. Rachel, Tiffany, and Linda are African-American women in their 40’s and all
have earned or are working towards graduate degrees. The social/racial/economic
intersection within this subset of the participants is telling and goes beyond the scope of
this study. However, it is worth mentioning and warrants further investigation.

The above-mentioned narratives indicate the optimistic and adverse results from
graduating from an FPCU. Most of the participants claimed to have experienced positive
outcomes and these participants stated that they would recommend their institution and
specified their level of satisfaction. Even participants who have yet to achieve
professional advancement indicated feelings of satisfaction. This notion of satisfaction
post-graduation or while enrolled is present within the participant narratives. It speaks
against what some may assume about the for-profit industry and what is reported in the

media. However, it is unclear if the study participants were aware of the stigma

188



associated with FPCUs and if so to what extent did that influence their experience or
perception.

There is a significant lack of literature surrounding the for-profit college student
experience, much less the graduated student perspective. The research on the FPCU
sector excludes the student narrative and focuses on the growth of for-profit institutions
and the financial aid policies that greatly assisted in the prevalence of the sector. Much of
what is discussed in the literature in terms of the for-profit student center on student
choice. The results of this study contribute to the discussion of FPCU student choice from
the graduate perspective. Nevertheless, with this information subsequent studies may
support these findings or conclude otherwise; however, these findings provide a
foundation to continue the research on the for-profit industry at large.

Financial Aid and Cost

The research participants indicated that financial aid and cost factors of attending
an FPCU is a sub-component of their post-graduation experience. The financial
perspective of the present study supplements the answered research questions. However,
the findings suggest that financial aid and cost of attendance was not a substantial
element of the pre-enrollment process nor did it affect the student experience. Two
participants, Kate and Sara, utilized employee tuition benefits to cover tuition expenses.
Helen, the international student, paid her tuition in full without financial assistance
because she is wealthy. In these three instances, federal financial aid was not utilized or
needed. In contrast, for the remaining participants who required financial aid, this
element was repeatedly included in their post-graduate experience. The literature

indicates that financial aid is a significant component of FPCU choice. Cellini’s (2010)
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research concluded that federal aid programs encourages FPCU enrollment, which is
congruent with nine out of 12 participants requiring federal financial assistance.
Recommendations for Future Research

In order to remain objective, I decided not to ask the research participants about
the controversial aspects surrounding the for-profit colleges and universities. I felt that
the research respondents would not be as open in discussing their experiences if [
mentioned the contentious facets of the for-profit college industry. In retrospect, I now
would like to have discussed the stigma associated with FPCUs. A few participants
demonstrated awareness of the negative issues for-profits face but did not go into detail.
However, I did not explore deeper to maintain neutrality and avoid disrupting the
participant perspective and alter their willingness to participate in the present study. The
exploration into the awareness of the for-profit industry may have provided further
reflection and would have expanded the participant narratives. Were the participants
aware of the pitfalls FPCUs face and how this fact did not influence their decisions?
Were they even aware that their school was a for-profit college? These questions should
be included in future studies on for-profit college students and graduates to offer
expanded exploration into the student experience.

Limiting the study to South Florida significantly affected the findings of this
study. The geographical restriction was too narrow and irrelevant to the larger context of
for-profit education. Most of the participants graduated from institutions that conduct
their programs fully online from large national chains (i.e., University of Phoenix).
Without the geographical limitation, the study would have garnered a larger and more

diverse sample, which may have led to generalizable findings. The geographical
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restriction would have been applicable and appropriate if smaller and local FPCUs were
represented in this study. Therefore, the geographical limitation was irrelevant to this
study. A nationwide sample is well suited for future FPCU student research.

In addition to expanding the sample nationwide and further exploring the
associated stigma around FPCUs, a focus group, conducted after interviews, could have
provided additional narratives and insight into the FPCU student experience. A potential
outcome from focus groups include shared experiences not otherwise found within the
personal narratives in an interview setting. Consequently, I suggest that future qualitative
research addressing the FPCU graduate experience should include focus groups, if
applicable.

The socioeconomic status of the research participants was not thoroughly
explored within this study. An examination of the socioeconomic and cultural aspect of
this study, especially with respect to race and gender, could have provided a deeper
background and impact of the pre and post-graduation experiences of FPCU students.
Most of the participants indicated the need for financial aid. Some participants were vocal
in their frustration regarding their student loan repayment status in comparison to their
compensation. However, future studies should incorporate an extensive examination of
the socioeconomic component of FPCU students.

FPCU Research Implications

The implications of this study contribute to the research of for-profit colleges and
universities as a whole. The participant narratives provide context into the FPCU
student/graduate experience from the pre-enrollment phase throughout graduation. As a

result of the present study, participants provided insight and supported the rationale for
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how and why they chose to attend an FPCU. The student experience aspect confirmed
that they rely on professor and institutional support throughout their enrollment.
Participants did not value or utilize extracurricular activities and support services outside
of their advisor and instructor. The participants largely indicated positive feedback and
degree satisfaction. Although not immediate, the participants achieved post-graduation
career advancement. For others who may not have obtained career prospects, they still
maintained a positive perspective on their experience.

Are the results of this research surprising? To some extent, yes. However, the
present study’s participants represent a small portion of approximately the 25% of
students who graduate from a for-profit college within six years. Can we assume that our
biased knowledge of the industry speaks to the other 75% that do not persist? Perhaps
this research intends to amplify the voices of those that have succeeded within a
notorious setting. Contrastingly, the present research implies the need to consider why
FPCUs have such poor graduation rates. Alternatively, perhaps the lens in which the for-
profit industry is viewed is that of the dominant traditional higher education perspective.

The current research also confirms the literature with respect to the FPCU
enrollment demographics. According to Boykin (2017) the average FPCU student is a
minority female aged 27. She is married with children and maintains full-time or part-
time employment while enrolled. The study’s participants are mostly minority women
and are married with children. As previously indicated, a majority of the study’s
participants achieved a promotion or career advancement. However, three African-

American women did not, although they expressed positive sentiments from their
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experience. The reasons for this outcome vary, but it is interesting to note and could be
further explored from the socio-cultural and economic perspective.

Higher education scholars should consider and explore the ramifications of an
FPCU degree. It is not enough to examine the for-profit industry from a macro-level
perspective. A challenge in this research study is how the rapidly changing FPCU
environment was affected. In writing the present study, some institutions closed or
changed ownership. Delayed federal policy and high-profile settlements influenced (and
often confused) the direction of this research study. Throughout the course of this
research, vast shifts towards FPCU regulations occurred, mainly because of the
presidential election. In other words, it was difficult to keep up with the occurring
changes. Nevertheless, the implications of this research contribute to the base of the for-
profit industry, namely their students.

For-profit students require extensive exploration to provide deeper and rich
context of the for-profit industry. The FPCU student insight serves as a foundation to
investigate further and produce more knowledge of the sector. Further, the obtained
information can be used to educate those considering an FPCU or those interested in the
for-profit sector. The participants did not discuss, nor were asked, about how for-profit
institutions differ from traditional non-profit institutions; answering the questions on the
difference between for-profit and non-profit schools could have provided additional detail
of the FPCU student perspective.

The findings of this research suggest that the traditional non-profit sector could
provide educational opportunities to students like the study’s participants. Apparently,

participants sought, and in some cases attended, non-profit institutions (public or private).
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However, participants indicated that service, level of care, and consideration was absent
at the non-profit school and the institutional environment did not suit them well. Other
participants mentioned that they were not admitted to a non-profit due to academic
performance and preparedness. The participant narratives also indicated that traditional
schools were not considered in the pre-enrollment process and the convenience and
flexibility component contributed to the student choice factor.

The for-profit industry has dominated the online and distance learning segment of
higher education at the University of Phoenix. However, several public and private not-
for-profit colleges have ramped up their online education units and, in some cases, have
partnered with for-profit education providers. In 2018, Purdue University acquired
Kaplan University. The acquisition resulted in Purdue University Global, the online
education arm of Purdue University (Fain, 2018). In 2019, Arizona State University
announced plans to establish a for-profit project that leverages company partnerships to
boost enrollment into ASU online programs (Blumenstyk, 2019). It will be interesting to
observe the for-profit industry, as the traditional sector of higher education replicate large
online units and business models.

In summary, the implications of the present research study center on the graduate
experience, from the pre-enrollment stage throughout post-graduation. A significant
component of the study addresses FPCU choice. The findings of this research imply that
students self-select into an FPCU for various reasoning. Their reasoning ranges from cost
factors, convenience, and flexibility. Their student experience could be characterized as

atypical and transactional. The post-graduation data reveal positive indicators and overall
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degree satisfaction. I discuss the recommendations of this research and include areas to
strengthen this study and future research on FPCU graduates.
Limitations

The limitations of this study are apparent in that it does not contain a
comprehensive scope of FPCU student choice in higher education. There are reputable
and accredited for-profit colleges, career, and vocational institutions that provide students
with a quality education. However, the present study focuses on the South Florida for-
profit market where there is controversy involving FPCUs that allegedly practice
predatory recruiting behaviors. For example, ATI Career Training center shutdown
amidst fraud allegations in 2013 and in 2016 Dade Medical College closed abruptly due
to financial issues.

The sample of research participants is small and is contained to one geographic
region (South Florida). However, considering that the South Florida region offers 11
regionally accredited institutions, students have several options to consider. Therefore,
the research questions and the study aim to answer only a portion of the research
problem, which is that if students have choices and sometimes there are more affordable
options, why are they choosing to attend a for-profit college and how have the students
fared upon completing a program at an FPCU.

Concluding Thoughts

Despite the research and discourse of for-profit higher education, students
continue to self-select and enroll into these institutions. The for-profit college sector has
absorbed continued notoriety and persists in today’s higher education market. The present

research study provides a component central to the FPCU sector, the students. The FPCU
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graduate perspective is absent from the research and literature. This perspective is critical
to understanding why FPCUs are so successful. The findings may imply that traditional
institutions can replicate the for-profit model to enroll and service this population through
online education and distance learning partnerships and have begun to do so. For
example, Purdue University’s purchase of Kaplan University demonstrates the necessity
for traditional non-profit colleges and universities to leverage for-profit proficiencies in
the online education market. Collaboration between the for-profit and non-profit higher
education sectors may lead to continued innovation while servicing a student population
intent on obtaining a degree without compromising their employment status, parental
obligations, and other relevant factors.

FPCUs serve a population that, for many reasons, were not applicable to the
respondents of this study. Reasons to attend an FPCU included poor prior academic
performance at a traditional college, the need for technology/distance learning options,
and convenience and cost factors. Participants indicated that they had a positive
experience, even with the notoriety of certain FPCUs. They mostly elected to attend a
for-profit college to increase employment and career outlooks. The participants reported
to have achieved some success in their professional growth.

These findings do not necessarily contradict what we know about for-profits
because the usual population refers to individuals who are not graduates. Therefore, the
findings indicate the need for further examination of FPCU graduates and their perceived
outcomes on a larger scale.

The represented participants identified as minorities, African-American and Hispanic,

which confirms the FPCU enrollment data. From a socio-cultural and economic context,
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the racial significance warrants further examination of how traditional universities
neglect this demographic who are intent on obtaining a post-secondary credential.

The financial aid component of for-profit higher education research indicates that
the cost of attendance is expensive and the dependence on financial aid for FPCU
students is substantial. The research participants specified the severity of their student
loans but affirm that it was necessary for them to persist and ultimately graduate. From
the participant narratives’ perspective, student loans were unavoidable.

The narratives demonstrated that students self-select into for-profit colleges and
creative advertising did not influence their decision. This is in stark contrast with recent
allegations of fraud and misrepresentation of career outlooks on behalf of certain for-
profit colleges (i.e. University of Phoenix). It is clear that participants’ career goals
played a factor in their decisions, but the participants’ information in terms of their career
trajectories did not develop from the institution they attended, but rather from their own
perceptions.

The answered research questions provide rich context to the field of higher
education study and sheds a positive light on the FPCU graduate experience. Yet, this
study included an analysis of large national chain schools, such as DeVry University. An
examination of smaller colleges could provide and reflect some of the conducted
literature of for-profit colleges and universities.

Personally, this study helped me to recognize that the default higher education
lens is that of the non-profit/traditional view. Students who attend FPCUs do not maintain
such perspective and consider how the degree will assist them to reach their primary

career objective. The degree satisfaction component of this study was surprising and in
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some cases heartwarming. The look and sounds of happiness when participants would
express their feelings of graduation were vivid. If the graduates were able to secure
employment opportunities and were happy with the outcome of their degree, then perhaps
for-profit education is worthwhile and valid. Still, graduation from the for-profit sector
remains at 25%. Perhaps it is feasible to consider if graduation rates increase and degree
satisfaction is present, the discourse and literature may alter as well.

In summary, this research study on for-profit colleges and university demonstrates
the need for additional exploration of the FPCU student experience. The participants
recounted their overall positive sentiment of their experience and most achieved career
advancement. The socioeconomic status of FPCU students intersect with racial
considerations and the student loan component. Further research is required on a national
scale to explore these intersections and comprehend the FPCU graduate experience,

including outcomes.
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1.

Appendix A: Screening Questionnaire

FOR-PROFIT COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY
PARTICIPANT SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE

Please identify your educational credentials? Circle all that apply

High School Diploma

Associates of Arts (AA)

Bachelor’s degree (BA, BS)

Master’s degree (MA, MSc, MSed)

Post-masters or terminal degree (PhD, EdD, PSyD)
1A. If you have obtained a Bachelor’s degree or higher, please specify the
degree, the major, the institution where the degree was obtained, and the
year the degree was obtained below: {Ex. Bachelor of Arts in Business,
marketing major, Florida Int’l University, 2005}

Please list all colleges or universities attended and the location: (i.e. Florida Int’l
University, Miami, FL)

Have you attended any of the colleges listed below, if so, please identify:

DeVry University Florida National University
Kaplan University The Art Institute of Ft.
Everglades University Lauderdale

Everest University The Art Institute of Miami
Miami Regional University Florida Career College
College of Business Technology Florida Technical College
South University

Miami International University

of Art & Design

Have you ever or never considered attending a for-profit college or university? If
so, please indicate what college and why?
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13.

APPENDIX A
Survey Cuestions

Please fill in or circle in the corresponding identity information:

a. Age:
b. Marital status (Circle that which applies): Single Married
c. Do vou have any children? If so, how many?

d. What is vour annual household income?
. Racer (Circle that which applies):

White

Adrican American

Hispanic

Asian Pacific Islander

Mative American

Other

f. Gender? (Circle that which applies): Male Female

What program are you enrolled in at vour college?
How did vou first hear about this school/program?

Did vou look into any other schools or programs before enrolling in
vour program? If so, which one(s)#

What made vou consider this school? {e.g.. program/curriculum,
schedule, financial aid, location, prestige /reputation, length of pro-
gram, homework load)

Did you speak o anyone at the school before deciding to enroll?

How did vou communicate with school representatives? (e.g., by
phone, in-person, email)

What did the school representative discuss with vour
What are the total costs for the program?

Before enrolling in the program, were vou aware of the cost of the
programs (tuition, books, fees, etc,)

. Didd you compare these costs with that of other programs and colleges?

Did anvone speak 1o vou about financial aid belfore enrolling?

Before enrolling, were vou aware of the following (circle the letters
for everything vou were aware of):
a. The average financial aid package awarded to students in the
program?
b. The breakdown of loans versus grant awarded by the program?

A0
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Appendix B: Interview & Focus Group Schedule (Iloh & Tierney, 2014)

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

14,

20.

TCR, He, 080304 Understanding College Chaice Theough Rational Chosee

c. The percentage of students who receive college grants?
d. The average college debt for students?
€. The degree completion rate for the program:

What, if any, do vou think are the differences between community col-
lege and for-profit college and the student bodyr

(Please circle and respond) I feel that students at community college/
for-profit college are more/ (or) /less like me. Why?

Did anyone at vour school speak to you about job opportunities after
graduation?

Did they tell you what percentage of students in your program find
jobs after graduation?

Did anyone at vour school speak to you about the average starting sal-
ary for students who graduate from your program?

How much do you expect to earn per hour/per month when you
graduate?

(Please circle vour answer) If you took out loans, are theyv:
. less than 51,000,

b, $1,001-83,000;

c. $3,001-85,000;

d. $5,001-$7,000;

e. $7,001-59,000;

f. More than $9,000
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Appendix B: Interview & Focus Group Schedule (Iloh & Tierney, 2014)

Teachers College Record, 1106, RG34 (200 4)

APPENDIX B

Focus Group & Interview (uestions

1. Describe to me the process leading up to vour decision to attend
this institution.

2. What would you sav were some of the most important factors in
choosing to attend this institution? Were there other institutions
vou considered?

3. Before enrolling in the program, were you aware of the cost of the
program (tuition, books, fees, etc.)? What is vour perception of the
COSE?

4. How are vou planning on paying for the costs of the programs?

5. Do vou enjoy anvthing about this program/institution? If so, please
share.

6. Is there anvthing that needs improvement at this institution? Please
share further if so.

7. What were vour initial expectations prior to atending this
institution?

8. Is vour current experience consistent with your initial expectations
coming herer Please elaborate further.

9. What are vou looking forward o or expecting after graduating?

173, Is there anvihing else vou would like to sharer Do vou have any
questions for me?
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Appendix C: FPCU Graduate — Interview Schedule

1. Please describe your college recruiting and selection process.

What factors, circumstances, interests, made you consider this school?

3. Please describe your thought process and what factors you considered when you
made your decision?

4. Please explain the financial aid process, whether you received federal financial

aid, self-supported or if your tuition expenses were paid through other means.

What feelings did you experience when you enrolled at your FPCU

Please describe the enrollment and registration process at your FPCU.

7. Please describe your experience while enrolled at an FPCU? What you
liked/didn’t like?

8. Please describe the most memorable courses/instructors.

9. What areas did your FPCU excel in, while you were enrolled and why?

10. What areas could your FPCU improve on, while you were enrolled and why?

11. Please describe the facilities where classes were held?

12. Please describe how technology was used in your program?

13.If your program was fully online, please describe how your instructors and
technology played a role in your courses.

14.If your program was fully online, please describe your online experience.

15. What student services were provided (Library, Help Desk, Bookstore, etc.)?

16. What career expectations did you have prior to enrolling at your FPCU?

17. What career expectations did you have while you were enrolled at your FPCU?

18. Describe your employment status, pre-student, while a student and post-
graduation?

19. Please explain how earning a degree affected your career?

20. What career related experiences did you encounter upon completing your degree?

21. How would you describe your FPCU student experience, from recruiting/decision
making process through post-completion?

22. What do you think about your FPCU?

N

o u
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Appendix D: Participant Summary Table

Table 1
Participant Summary Table
Participant | Age Gender Race/Ethnicity | Degree Year | FPCU
Range Level
Kate 35— Female White/Hispanic | Associate 2009 | Brown Mackie College
40 Bachelors 2014 | Argosy University
Sara 30— Female White/Hispanic | Bachelors 2014 | DeVry University
35
Tiffany 35— Female Black/African- | Associate 2017 | University of Phoenix
40 American Bachelors 2018 | University of Phoenix
Linda 40 - Female Black/African- | Masters 2009 | University of Phoenix
45 American
Nicole 35— Female White/Hispanic | Bachelors 2014 | University of Phoenix
40
Michael 35— Male Black/African- | Masters 2012 | Strayer University
40 American
Diane 45 - Female Black/African- | Masters 2011 | Strayer University
50 American
Helen 55— Female White/Hispanic | Bachelors 2016 | The Art Institute of
60 Miami
Amy 40 — Female Black/African- | Associate 2013 | University of Phoenix
45 American Bachelors 2016 | University of Phoenix
Victoria 40 - Female Black/Hispanic | Masters 2010 | DeVry University
45
Rachel 35— Female Black/African- | Associate 2012 | American Intercontinental
40 American 2012 | University
Bachelors American Intercontinental
University
Masters 2017 | Everest University
Kim 30— Female Black/African- | Associate 2010 | Brown Mackie College
35 American Bachelors 2013 | DeVry University
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Appendix E: FPCU Degree Summary Table

Table 2
FPCU Degree Summary
Number of Degrees | FPCU Degrees By Major
11 Business or business related field (accounting, human resources)
2 Public Administration
2 Health Management
3 Other (Interior Design, Education, Psychology)

Note: There is one degree each for Other (Degrees by Major).
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Appendix F: Data Analysis Coding Process

Table 3
Data Analysis Coding Process
Code Category Research Question Theme

Motivating factors/choice

Degree Purpose &

Expectations Motivations Why did FPCU Access &

Benefits of online courses (Pre- graduates choose to Choice

Enrollment timeframe enrollment) attend a for-profit

Career goals college?

School referral and

selection

Expectations

Costs & Financial Aid

Class Size

Technology Experience What were the

Majors/Area of Study (Enrolled experiences of FPCU | Student Support

Support services FPCU graduates in college?

Professor availability Student)

Program/Course Structure

Degree completion

School recommendation Outcomes What were the FPCU Degrees of

Post-Graduation (Post- graduates’ experiences Impact &

employment status Graduation | upon completing their Satisfaction

Student-loan debt Experience) degrees? Return on
Investment
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Appendix G: Thematic Descriptions

Table 4
Thematic Descriptions
Theme Descriptions
Access & Choice 1. Access refers to the specified motivating factors for pursuing a post-

Student Support

Degrees of Impact &
Satisfaction

Returns on
Investment

secondary credential. Participants sought access to additional career
opportunities and reported that obtaining a degree would provide the
access to those career goals. Choice refers to how participants selected
the FPCU from which they eventually graduated. A majority of the
participants were referred by a friend, family member or trusted
associate and selected the FPCU primarily based on that referral.
Additionally, participants specified the need for “flexibility” and
“convenience” as decision factors.

2. Student Support refers to the support participants received during
their tenure enrolled at an FPCU. Participants reported that they
received professor assistance and were either “supported” or
“encouraged” by their academic advisor.

3. Participants described the outcome of earning a degree from an
FPCU from a career viewpoint. The study participants indicated if and
how their FPCU degree affected their career advancement. The
satisfaction component refers to the extent to which the participants
were satisfied with their academic credential. Additionally, the
participants specify their culminating experience.

4. The study participants indicated the perceived degree value or worth
in terms of overall satisfaction and the incurred financial expenses
associated with obtaining the degree. Further, each participant
addresses the cost and student loan factor.
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