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into compliance violations.  The Senate HELP Committee’s investigations uncovered that American Public 
Education, Inc., Apollo Group Inc., and Bridgepoint Education Inc. all had high drop-out rates among their 
associate’s degree students – 46.4 percent, 66.4 percent and 84.4 percent, respectively.  The fourth largest 
recipient of TA dollars, TUI Learning, LLC, (recently renamed Trident University International) had a previous 
U.S. Department of Education citation for mismanagement of federal financial aid.3  TUI is also currently in 
danger of losing its regional accreditation with the Western Association of Schools and Colleges for failing to 
properly track the credits their transfer students brought to the school from other institutions.4  Apollo Group, 
Inc., the sixth largest TA recipient, spent $78.5 million in 2009 to settle a whistleblower lawsuit accusing its 
University of Phoenix of defrauding the government of billions in federal financial aid by violating the U.S. 
Department of Education’s incentive compensation ban.5   

 
Ashford University: Military Friendly? 

 
Student complaints by military servicemembers, spouses and dependents attending Bridgepoint Education Inc.-
owned Ashford University, the third largest recipient of TA dollars, illustrate some of the problems 
servicemembers and families experience with top-TA receiving schools.  Many of the students who submitted 
these complaints admitted they chose Ashford for its “military friendly” reputation but were disappointed by the 
school’s lack of attention and response to their concerns.  The complaints detail misrepresentations 
regarding the cost of attending:  
“I would not have attended Ashford without my TA covering all my tuition.  There are many Masters programs 
put there that take care of active duty servicemembers with 100% of tuition;” 
Misrepresentations about TA processing: “His response was ‘Trust me I deal with this all the time.  The 
military will back pay you.’ This is not the case;”  
And delays and refusal in processing refunds: “I was told they didn’t know I was a military student and to 
fax in proof…when I did I was told I would not receive a refund for the previous courses.  After contacting 
numerous people I was finally told …I could get the refund.  That was in January 2009 [11 months previous] 
and I have yet to see a refund despite dozens of phone calls and follow-ups.”   
 
The MyCAA program is no different: “We could easily have resolved this if the school would have notified 
us before the end of the class.  My CAA could have covered the whole class if notified by the last day.  We 
believe Ashford should cover this bill instead of trying to have us pay half and be harassed by some debt 
recovery specialist who keeps using the school President’s name.”    
 
Finally, one servicemember used her GI Bill benefit in addition to TA – a program known as “Top Up” that 
provides TA recipients the ability to pay for class expenses by drawing down their G.I. Bill funds.   
Experiencing difficulty in getting her Ashford courses properly documented by the Veterans Administration 
(VA), the servicemember remarked in her formal complaint “I find it amazing that Ashford University has no 
problem asking for money for any courses, but has a problem reporting my courses correctly to the VA 
Department.”  Unfortunately, neither the Department of Defense nor the Veterans Administration collect data 
on how many servicemembers are tapping into their G.I. Bill benefits early.  More information on the “Top Up” 
program is needed to ensure that servicemembers are not being pressured to use their G.I. Bill benefits 
needlessly.   
 

MyCAA: A Safe Haven for Unregulated Schools? 
 

                                                            
3 In 2009 it was audited by the U.S. Department of Education for awarding nearly $1 million in federal financial aid to ineligible students.  The audit 
showed that much of the aid was provided for students who had already withdrawn from the school. 
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/auditreports/fy2009/a09i0009.doc 
4 Inside Higher Ed, “Accreditation at Risk, 7/15/2011 
5 Bloomberg News, “Apollo Settles University of Phoenix Recruiting Suit, 12/14/2009 
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The new DOD data also finds that for-profit colleges are receiving the bulk of all Military Spouse Career 
Advancement Accounts (“MyCAA”) program funds.  The MyCAA program, which offers spouses of certain 
servicemembers an opportunity to take classes toward earning associates degrees, certificates and licensures, 
provides a benefit of $2,000 per year with an overall cap of $4,000 over three years.  For FY 2011, for-profit 
schools received 61 percent of all MyCAA dollars.  More troubling, at least 19 percent of the program’s 
total funds ($12 million) went to just four for-profit schools that do not participate in the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Title IV federal financial aid programs.  Because these schools operate outside 
of the regulatory regime set up to ensure minimal levels of program integrity, students at these schools are more 
likely to be subject to abuse.  For example, schools that do not participate in Title IV are not required to comply 
with prohibitions on paying recruiters per student enrolled or to refrain from misrepresenting their programs to 
students.  And if a military spouse attending one of these institutions needed to pay for additional courses to 
complete a degree, he or she cannot access federal student loans and is forced to turn to private student loans 
which have far less favorable terms.  Consider the case of Animal Behavior College, an online dog training 
school that operates in all fifty states and received $2.7 million in MyCAA benefits last year and heavily 
markets that “Full Scholarships [Are] Available to Qualified Military Spouses.”6  Career Step, LLC has no 
accreditation whatsoever, a key requirement for eligibility to receive TA and Title IV federal financial aid.7  
With no measures in place to ensure proper use of taxpayer dollars, real questions arise about the quality of the 
education students at these schools are receiving and scarce taxpayer dollars are funding.   
 

Stronger Oversight and Enforcement is Needed 
 
Acknowledging concerns about the need for greater oversight of the military’s Tuition Assistance program, the 
Department of Defense undertook a process to require all schools wanting to participate in the TA program to 
sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the DOD.  The purpose of the MOU should be to provide 
consumer protections to servicemembers by ensuring that schools are familiar with DOD policies before 
enrolling military students and that schools meet a minimal level of quality and provide some support services 
for servicemembers.   
 
Scheduled to go into effect on January 1, 2012, the requirement was delayed amidst bipartisan concerns raised 
by 52 Senators that the poorly-drafted MOUs both did not go far enough to protect servicemembers while also 
dissuading many high quality public and non-profit colleges and universities from participating in the program.8   
 
As the Department of Defense is working to revise the MOU language, this data is further evidence of the 
urgent need for these MOUs to be rethought and strengthened.  It is deeply troubling that no federal agency 
knows how many servicemembers are using GI benefits to supplement funds provided by the TA program, that 
no transparent complaint process exists for servicemembers using these benefits, that neither DOD nor the 
servicemembers have any way of determining how servicemembers are doing at the schools, and that at least 19 
percent of MyCAA funding is going to schools that are not subject to many of the protections and program 
integrity requirements required by the U.S. Department of Education.  Moreover, the disproportionate amount 
of DOD education program revenue going to for-profit schools confirms that servicemembers and families are 
being targeted by the large for-profit sales force, which sometimes employs misleading and deceptive tactics.  
This analysis underscores the need to revisit the 90-10 rule and count all federal dollars, including TA, MyCAA 
and G.I. Bill benefits, toward the existing limit on federal dollars for-profit colleges may receive.  Doing so 
would eliminate the perverse incentive schools now have to aggressively target servicemembers, their spouses 
and veterans.  In addition, DOD should take steps to raise the bar for quality and strengthen protections, such as 
by setting specific student outcome thresholds that schools must meet or maintain to receive TA dollars, 
                                                            
6 Animal Behavior College Tuition Page; Animal Behavior College commercial.  
7 Career Step website: “Career Step is registered under the Utah Post‐Secondary Proprietary School Act and is currently pursuing national 
accreditation”  
8 December 8, 2011 Bipartisan Letter to Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta  
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revising and enforcing commercial solicitation policies to protect servicemembers and their families on and off 
the base from predatory sales practices and inducements, increasing coordination with federal and state agencies 
on data sharing and oversight, improving educational counseling, and providing user-friendly and important 
consumer information to prospective students through disclosures on school characteristics and performance.  
Overall, more must be done by DOD to ensure that students’ time and benefits and taxpayer dollars are not 
wasted on schools with dubious practices and poor outcomes.   
 


