Today there are 10 news articles for your review.

University Of Phoenix Said To Have Growing Role In US Higher Education 
The Dallas Morning News (2/28, Yung) reported, "Critics dub the University of Phoenix 'McUniversity' and 'Drive Thru-U.' But from its base in this sprawling desert metropolis, the nation's largest private university is shrugging off the nicknames and expanding its reach. Its mission: to turn quality higher education into a lucrative business. The university's parent company, the Apollo Group, boasts a market capitalization larger than Southwest Airlines'. Profits have multiplied fiftyfold over the last decade. And the meteoric rise in the company's stock price has propelled Apollo founder John Sperling to billionaire status. Now the champion of education for working adults is training its sights on traditional college students. It plans to serve that market by opening Axia College in Phoenix during the next few months." And "the key to its business model: keeping costs down while generating new sources of revenue. Fueling all of this is an aggressive marketing campaign, student financial support from employers and the federal government, and a network of lobbyists. But in its quest for higher profits, some of Phoenix's practices have come under government scrutiny. Two employees have sued the school for billions of dollars, alleging that the university pays enrollment counselors based on the number of students they sign up. And not everyone agrees that the university can serve Wall Street's needs without compromising academic quality." But "investors have much to cheer about. Profits totaled $247 million in the fiscal year ended Aug. 31, skyrocketing from $4.9 million in 1994 when Apollo went public. The company's total expenses as a percentage of revenue have been steadily dropping." Meanwhile, "with more than 186,000 students in 91 countries, the university is on the verge of winning a license to operate in New York state. And in Texas, it's close to gaining regulators' permission to expand beyond its 5,000 students in Dallas and Houston into Austin and San Antonio." But "the biggest cost savings come from its faculty. Most of Phoenix's instructors hold full-time jobs and only teach nights and weekends. Phoenix pays professors $1,000 to $1,500 on average for a five- or six-week class." 

Computer Training Schools' Closings Leave Students With Debts For Courses They Didn't Take 
The Wilmington (DE) News Journal /AP (2/29, Maguire) reported, "Hundreds of computer training schools that sprouted during the dot-com boom have now shut down, leaving frustrated students with big debts and little education. State regulatory oversight of the business is far too lax, while loans to attend such schools have been too easy to obtain -- a recipe for disaster, consumer advocates say." And "about a fifth of Michigan's 100 computer schools closed in 2002, as did 10 of the 59 schools in Texas, according to the National Association of State Administrators and Supervisors of Private Schools, which surveyed members last year. Four of seven schools in Wisconsin closed. Only a quarter of the schools in 22 states surveyed gave notice before closing. Among the reasons cited were a poor economy, low enrollments, bankruptcy and state violations." And "accurate figures on the total number of computer training schools -- and how many close -- are difficult to obtain because so many are unlicensed. The U.S. Department of Education keeps statistics only on licensed schools." But "the problem for students like Milla Muller, 25, is that they sign legal contracts to pay back loans, no matter how bad a school turns out to be. Muller's efforts to get her $7,500 loan from Sallie Mae Financial forgiven have been unsuccessful. Muller was one of about 150 students enrolled at Xintra Institute of Technology in Quincy, Mass. The school was stripped of its license in April for failure to comply with state regulations. It filed for bankruptcy in August, without giving students any notice. 'Sallie Mae has absolutely no recourse for this at all,' said Muller, who now pays $189 a month for classes she didn't take." 

State Lawmakers Feel Pressure To Curtail Rising Tuition Costs 
The Chronicle Of Higher Education (Weekly) (3/1, Klein) reports, "With tuition increases at public colleges reaching record highs, state lawmakers nationwide are feeling pressure from constituents to curtail rising costs by imposing caps on tuition increases or adopting other means of making increases predictable. In many cases, the proposals pit legislators against public-college officials who say tuition is their only means of compensating for cuts in state aid that colleges have endured during the recent recession. Although tuition-increase limits are popular with lawmakers, who say the policies force universities to look for efficiencies to keep spending in check, college officials say the caps lead to questionable budgeting techniques. For instance, institutions may raise tuition to the highest levels allowable even when times are flush to make up for possible future shortfalls." The CHD adds, "The conflict is likely to play out in state legislatures across the country this spring. One proposal in Maryland, where tuition at public institutions has risen about 19 percent on average over the past year, would cap increases at the rate of inflation. Michigan is considering similar legislation. And at least five other states, including Indiana, Iowa, and Kentucky, are weighing bills similar to one that passed last year in Illinois, which would freeze tuition or allow only slight increases for each incoming class for the four years after its initial enrollment." 
Increasing Cost Of College Lamented 

Editor Mortimer Zuckerman writes in US News & World Report (3/8), "This is rapidly becoming the unequal opportunity society. Young people face a double whammy: Colleges are harder to get into, and only the well-off can afford a college education these days. The numbers could not be more clear. A mere 4.5 percent of young people from the lowest income quartile get a B.A. degree by the age of 24; 12 percent from the next quartile get one; 25 percent from the third quartile, and 51 percent of students in the top quartile. Could it be that America is now resegregating higher education, only this time not by color but by class?" Meanwhile, "the federal Pell Grant for low-income students, which 25 years ago covered almost half of their total costs, now covers only about a fifth of typical college costs, even as the maximum grant amount tripled. Once, the maximum Pell Grant covered 84 percent of costs at a public, four-year college; today it covers just 39 percent, while the maximum federally subsidized student loan has stayed the same for a decade. More and more middle-class kids are struggling to fund their college tuition through a package of family money, loans, or grants." Yet "schools are overwhelmed with almost 16 million students, a record. Even students with good grades are being denied admittance. This problem -- this injustice -- is not going to go away, as the children of baby boomers reach college age and as immigrants and laid-off workers look to enhance their skills." 

Harvard Offers Opportunity For Families Making Less Than $40, 000 TO Obtain Elite Education 

The Chronicle Of Higher Education (3/1, Basinger and Smallwood) reports "Harvard University's president, Lawrence H. Summers, told college presidents gathered here Sunday that the gap in opportunities for children from different economic backgrounds is the 'most severe domestic problem in the United States,' and he called on colleges and universities to take steps to ameliorate it. To deal with those issues at Harvard, Mr. Summers announced on Sunday that parents in families who earn less than $40,000 a year would no longer be asked to pay anything toward their children's education. The change is geared to encourage low- and moderate-income students to attend Harvard." The CHE adds, "Students from the wealthiest families are six times more likely to earn bachelor's degrees than those from the poorest backgrounds, Mr. Summers said here at the annual meeting of the American Council on Education. At elite institutions, the inequities are even more apparent, he said. He cited national statistics that suggest that only 10 percent of the students in selective colleges and universities come from families in the lower half of income levels. Only 3 percent of the students come from the bottom 25 percent. Dealing with the problem is more important than ever before because the economic impact of going to college has never been greater, said Mr. Summers, an economist and a former U.S. treasury secretary. Meanwhile, the income differences between rich and poor have risen during the past 25 years." 

Addition Of Essay To ACT And SAT Generally Welcomed 

The Salt Lake Tribune (2/29, Cronin) reported, "Like several of his classmates, Ryan Harward had no idea that the ACT and SAT would add a writing component to college entrance exams next year. Not that the Alta High School junior needs to worry. Harward takes the test this year -- before the new writing part kicks in. Still, he says, including a writing portion is a good idea." And "many students and teachers agree. They say a writing exam will enable college admission officers to expand how they judge applicants' suitability." But "some educators wonder whether a standardized essay question will demonstrate a student's genuine writing ability."

USED Warns Virgin Islands Of Possible Loss Of Funding 

The Virgin Islands Daily News (2/28, Peters, Mannes) reported, "The U.S. Department of Education has warned Government House of 'significant concerns' that the Virgin Islands will not meet the terms of an agreement that allows the territory to receive millions of dollars for education. The Virgin Islands government and the U.S. Department of Education signed a three-year compliance agreement in 2002 to give the territory time to address repeated local mismanagement of federal funding. The V.I. government must meet the requirements spelled out in that agreement by September 2005 or risk losing federal education funding, which this year alone totals at least $40 million. The compliance agreement spells out improvements required for a wide range of accounting procedures. 'We are genuinely concerned that the current pace of progress overall in these issue areas may not be significant enough to result in full compliance with the Agreement,' said Jack Martin, the chief financial officer for the U.S. Department of Education, in a Dec. 30, 2003, letter to Government House Chief of Staff Juel Molloy." 

ED TO CREATE ONLINE LIST OF ACCREDITED INSTITUTIONS 

The Department of Education has agreed to create an online list of baccredited institutions, which would help employers and prospective students distinguish legitimate schools from diploma mills as part of the fight against fake educational degrees in the federal government. In January, Senate Governmental Affairs Committee Chairman Susan Collins (R-Maine) sent a letter to ED Secretary Rod Paige urging his agency to immediately begin creating a "positive list."  In response, several federal and state officials met in the first-ever "diploma mill summit" to discuss developing a list for federal hiring officials to use when looking at resumes and judging the validity of tuition payments. At the end of the meeting, representatives agreed that ED should

explore the possibility of creating an authoritative list of accredited institutions, easily accessible over the Internet.  Assistant Secretary for Postsecondary Education Sally Stroup "is taking the lead in this effort," Paige said in his letter. "Her staff is currently

developing a proposal to accomplish this and to identify any potential challenges that will need to be addressed in making information available to government personnel."  "I am very pleased that the Department has agreed to move forward with this

project, which will help federal agencies comply with federal law regarding tuition payments, as well as prospective students and parents trying to determine the legitimacy of various schools," Collins said.

Clean government audit remains elusive 
By Amelia Gruber 
agruber@govexec.com
Financial management problems at the Pentagon continue to prevent the federal government from earning a passing audit. 
The government's fiscal 2003 audit looks much like the previous year's: all but three of the 23 agencies covered under the 1990 Chief Financial Officers Act earned clean audits. But, as in fiscal 2001 and 2002, "serious financial problems" at the Defense Department held the rest of the government back, said Comptroller General David Walker in a Feb. 27 letter to President Bush and Congress.  The Pentagon received a disclaimer, or failing mark, for fiscal 2003. GAO will not be able to grant the government a passing mark until Defense cleans up its books, Walker warned.   "Overhauling Defense's financial management operations represents a challenge that goes far beyond financial accounting to the very fiber of Defense's range of business operations, management information systems and culture," Walker said in his letter. "Defense's financial management problems are pervasive, complex, long-standing and deeply rooted in virtually all business operations throughout the department."  
If Defense could manage to move up one notch and earn a "qualified" opinion-the level below a clean opinion-the government would have a shot at passing its next audit, said Don Hammond, the Treasury Department's fiscal assistant secretary. Defense has made significant progress at managing the finances of its health care and retirement systems, he said.  GAO and Treasury Department officials did not expect to see much change or improvement in the government's fiscal 2003 audit, Hammond noted. Treasury is still working on a system that aims to help the government better prepare consolidated statements starting in fiscal 2004, he explained. The system will link agencies' audited financial statements to the government's consolidated statements.  
A failure to prepare consolidated financial statements properly contributed to the government's failing mark. The government also failed to account for billions of dollars in transactions among agencies, according to GAO.  These problems could take several years to correct. Hammond said that he would love to see the government earn a qualified audit opinion next year, but is not getting his hopes up too much. Agencies will face a variety of challenges in fiscal 2004, including a much earlier deadline for submitting financial statements.  The Office of Management and Budget is gradually moving audit deadlines closer to Sept. 30, which marks the end of each fiscal year. OMB moved the cutoff date up about a month in fiscal 2002 and 2003, asking CFO Act agencies to submit audited financial statements by Feb. 1 rather than Feb. 27. For fiscal 2004, the deadline will take another leap back, with statements due by Nov. 15, just 45 days after the close of the fiscal year.  All 23 CFO Act agencies met the Feb. 1 deadline for handing in fiscal 2003 paperwork, Hammond said. The Environmental Protection Agency and Education Department completed their statements by Nov. 15, 2003, to test out the revised deadlines. Those agencies have benefited from the earlier submissions, he said. They were able to detect financial management problems and address the issues up front, rather than letting them linger.  The Homeland Security Department submitted financial materials this year for the first time. Notably, the department handed in statements by Feb. 13, 2004 and received a qualified opinion on one, Hammond said. The department is not covered under the CFO Act and therefore did not need to meet the Feb. 1 deadline.  In general, the government has much to gain from earlier deadlines, according to Hammond. By asking agencies to close books in November, the administration can analyze audit materials in time for the release of the president's annual budget request at the beginning of February. Financial management information is helpful in efforts to assess agency or program-level performance. These assessments are playing an increasingly significant role in the budget process.   Agencies may have to rush to meet the deadlines for fiscal 2004, and the quality of financial statements may decline as a result. But Hammond is willing to accept the trade-off: "I'd rather hit the [earlier] deadline than get a clean opinion."  The federal government has flunked audits seven straight years, but has seen major improvements over the past several years. In fiscal 2002, 21 of the 24 CFO Act agencies received clean opinions on their financial statements, and in fiscal 2001, 18 of the 24 earned clean opinions.  There are now only 23 CFO Act agencies because the Federal Emergency Management Agency, one of the original 24, has joined the Homeland Security Department. Of those agencies, three -- Defense, the Small Business Administration and NASA -- received disclaimers, meaning their financial books are not reliable.  NASA's failing mark represents a step backwards from fiscal 2002, when the agency received a clean opinion. On the flip side, the Agency for International Development improved in fiscal 2003, moving from a qualified opinion to a clean mark. 
HBC Seeks To Recruit Latino Students 

The Associated Press (2/27) reported, "Central State University, a historically black school in this southwest Ohio city, is developing a plan to boost enrollment and diversity by recruiting Latinos. At least 87 percent of students at Central State are black and less than 1 percent are Hispanic, according to Ohio Board of Regents data from 2002. With predominantly white universities spending millions of dollars recruiting minorities, Central State seeks to join a growing list of historically black schools nationwide in becoming more diverse. 'If there's growth, they don't want to be left behind,' said Tola Thompson, spokesman for the National Association for Equal Opportunity in Higher Education, a group of historically black colleges and universities."
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