How For-Profit Colleges Have Mastered Washington Influence
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The for-profit college industry has mastered the ways of the Washington power game at the expense of their students.

Through the Department of Education and student loans, federal tax money subsidizes much of these institutions profits. Through aggressive advertising, for-profit colleges attract many students who they subsequently force to taken expensive loans and provide no assistance in finding a job after college.
It is a major driver of the $1.2 trillion of student debt currently held by more than 40 million Americans.
The bill tying student outcome to federal assistance was passed into law in 1965, but the devil is in the details. Through the regulatory process in the Public Comment Phase, interest groups are able to make their voice disproportionally heard.

In 2011, the Obama Administration sought to pass legislation to address the problem of expensive student loans being forced on student with little to show in return. Unfortunately, it was defeated in the House of Representatives. Its prime opponents were Congressman John Kline (R-MN) and Congresswoman Virginia Foxx (R-NC).
Kline, Chairman of the House Education and Workforce Committee raised $20,000 from the Association of Private Sector Colleges and Universities PAC in the 2012 campaign cycle.

Foxx, who chairs the subcommittee on Higher Education and Workforce training also received large donations from the industry which likely lead to her denouncing the Obama Administration’s efforts to regulate for-profit colleges.
Corinthian Colleges Inc. both through its PAC and employees has contributed $16,500 to her campaign committee since the beginning of 2013.

Efforts to strengthen enforcement without legislation via regulation have been equally hard fought.
Also in 2011, the Obama Administration was seeking to strengthen rules regulating the industry. In preparation to retaliate, the Association retained the lobbying firm Patton Boggs. Among the lobbyists contracted to represent them in Congress, the most prominent among is Trent Lott, a former Senator from Mississippi who was Senate Majority Leader from 1996 to 2003. They also hired former lawmakers such as Senator John Breaux of Louisiana, also at Patton Boggs.

For-profit colleges heavily supported via campaign contributions Mitt Romney’s Presidential campaign. For example, Bill Heavener, the Chairman of Full Sail University, a for-profit college in Florida, donated to his political campaign and $40,000 to Restore Our Future, the Super PAC supporting Romney’s candidacy.

They also have powerful allies in other interest groups. In January, Thomas Donahue the C.E.O. of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce disparaged the Obama Administration efforts to regulate the for-profit college industry, vowing, “We’re going to do everything we can to change or stop the rule as it is currently written.”
But while action was stymied in the legislative arena, a coalition of state attorneys general and the Consumer Financial Protection Board (CFPB) is taking action in a lawsuit against ITT Technical Institute for forcing students into high amounts of debt.

In addition, President Obama has resumed the fight though against for-profits and called for strengthening regulations. The Department of Education issued new rules in March on the Public Comment period to end support for the for-profits which force students into high-priced loans and little means to repay them by effectively tying their funds to the rate of students’ debt and defaults.

The APSCU’s lobbyists will be looking to strongly influence in weakening the enforcement diluting the original intent of lawmakers via the public comment period which ends May 27.
