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No one has to tell you how hard
the for-profit college sector has been
hit with negative press of late, and, as a
result of complaints and negative press,
the U.S. Department of Education has
released even more stringent rules and
regulations that schools must comply
with. But there is one group of schools
in this sector that, rules and regulations
notwithstanding, has decided to go
much farther in their transparency and
pledge toward academic excellence.

Organized and led by Dario Cortes,
Ph.D., president of Berkeley College,
the group of 20 regionally accredited
proprietary institutions began having a
series of discussions this past February,
the result of which culminated in July
with the creation and signing of “The
Accord of the Regionally Accredited
Proprietary Institutions of Higher
Education in the U.S.,” or “The Accord,”
for short.

In essence, schools endorsing 
The Accord commit to practices that
will provide students with clear and
accessible financial data and metrics
of student success. Specifically, under

The Accord the expectation is that by
Dec. 15, 2011, schools will prominently
display on their Web sites a “Pledge of
Public Accountability” that includes
information concerning their cost 
of tuition, graduation rates, student

indebtedness, and available loan
repayment data. Other best practices
the endorsers have agreed to
implement include facilitating the
appropriate and efficient transfer of
academic credit after an incoming
student’s transcript has been reviewed;
communicating clearly in writing
whether completion of a given program
will qualify a student for licensure in a
career field; and, communicating to
students the estimated amount of
financial aid they will receive before
they enroll in classes.
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The Accord also charges the en-
dorsers to take action to improve higher
education and solidify their sense of
shared purpose and commitment. These
recommendations go beyond regulatory
requirements to include collecting data
on student learning; participating in
higher education organizations; ad-
vocating for federal and state policies
that promote educational opportunities
and better student outcomes; and
elevating the national conversation on
financial literacy to reduce unnecessary
student borrowing.

“Berkeley College is a first-rate
institution and I’m not surprised it
would take the lead in assembling the
regionally accredited institutions and
regional accrediting bodies in one

room to discuss
such important
issues affecting
higher education.
Berkeley’s leaders
took a bold and
admirable step 
in calling upon
leaders of institu-
tions that have a
common mission
and purpose and
that serve a similar
group of non-tradi-
tional students to

share best practices and improve
performance,” said George Santiago,
Jr., Ph.D., president of Briarcliff College.
“The Accord serves as an example of
the commitment institutions in our
sector are making to meet or exceed
the new federal regulations, to provide
more information to the general public,
and to operate with integrity in pro-
viding a high quality academic experi-
ence for students. The significance of
this Accord and other documents like
it is that private sector, postsecondary
schools are taking proactive steps to

address the concerns that have been
raised over the past couple of years
and to work harder to serve the
students who depend on us to improve
their career opportunities.”

Judith Eaton, Ph.D., president of the
Council for Higher Education Accredita-
tion agrees, saying The Accord is a
“solid step forward in identifying ways
to expand accountability and transpar-
ency by for-profit colleges and univer-
sities. The Accord signers’ pledge to
provide easily accessible information on
tuition, graduation rates, curriculum
requirements, employment data and
student indebtedness and loan repay-
ment data, along with other relevant
information, will benefit the public,
students, parents, employers and the
government. The Council for Higher
Education Accreditation (CHEA) has
long focused on increased public
accountability and transparency as
central to the work of higher education
and accreditation.”

Proprietary institutions make quality
higher education accessible to 1.85
million students from lower income
families, underrepresented minorities
and adult learners, as well as first-
generation college attendees. It is that
kind of responsibility that makes such
an “accord” even more important.

“We are excited to have begun this
effort with the support of 19 other
proprietary colleges and universities,
and we expect more institutions to
endorse The Accord as they become
familiar with it in the months ahead,”
Cortez said. “It’s not a blueprint, but
rather a roadmap for the future. It’s a
way to lead us away from the hostile
environment and pointing fingers and
talking about ‘bad actors,’ to talking
about academic quality, faculty
excellence, curriculum, graduation,
persistence of our students and ways
to improve the quality of what we do.”
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One might think that with so many
career colleges out there, deciding
who to include in the discussion
would have been difficult, but Cortez
said it wasn’t that challenging to
whittle the list down.

“The main factor was I wanted to
have a national conversation with
regionally accredited, for-profit
institutions. So I went about sending
out an invitation to those who we felt
were in that group. We had some who
were large, publicly traded, some
smaller family-owned businesses,
privately held institutions, and we all
came together. They all felt the need
to have this gathering and have the
ability to this kind of exchange with
each other,” Cortez said. “I was
pleasantly surprised that they were
willing to talk, not so much about
gainful employment or any rules for
that matter, but really about what
ended up being in The Accord.”

From his original list of about 
94 schools, a total of 42 were repre-
sented at the original February
meeting at the Princeton Club in New
York City. He also invited regional
accrediting agencies, as well as
representatives from the American
Council on Education and the
Association of Governing Boards.
After some initial discussion over the
course of a day and a half, of the 42
institutions, Cortez put together an
advisory group of 10–12 people and
they began discussing with more
specificity the content and language,
as well as some of the more technical
details of the agreement.

Of course, that begs the questions:
How much must you codify and how
much can you trust in? Or must you
spell out everything to make sure
nothing slips through the cracks, no
matter how trustworthy someone
might be?

“I think in the traditional and non-
traditional colleges and universities,
we all need to adhere to the common
principles of ethics and to be sure
that our practices are at the highest
level with a tremendous amount of
rigor. There’s a sense of trust that
every institution has to elevate itself
to, to be sure they’re doing the right
thing. And I think
there are ways,
both within the
federal government
and through other
regulations at the
state level and the
accrediting level
where, for those
institutions who do
not continue to comply with rules,
regulations, responsibilities, academic
quality, etc., there are ways for them
to be taken to task,” Cortez said. “On
the other hand, for us, we need to
continue to affirm that the principles
of this Accord deal with the fact that
we are for the public good and that
we are based on academic quality and
institutional integrity, and that we
continue to practice those. We hope
very much and assume that everyone
takes that responsibility seriously.”

At the end of the process, all 94
institutions received a copy of The
Accord and were asked to consider
becoming an endorser of it. The
original 20 who signed were comfort-
able with it, as is.

“Of the others, many are still
considering becoming a member
while others are looking for other
types of accords that they feel are
more appropriate to them,” Cortez
said. “For me, there can be different
ones that serve different purposes
equally to serve the better good of
students and the academic quality of
our program.”

Career Education Review • September 2011 15

How much must you codify and
how much can you trust in? Or
must you spell out everything
to make sure nothing slips
through the cracks, no matter
how trustworthy someone
might be?



Unlike the layers of committee that
many things in higher education often
have to go through, this process was
very different, Cortez explained.

“Nothing ever gets done quickly in
academia. In most traditional univer-

sities you have to
go to the faculty
senate and then the
chancellor, then the
president of the
system and the
board of regents,
and it seems to take
two to three years
to get anything
done,” he said.
“One of the assets
of our sector is we
move things rapidly

and we are able to be very agile in
getting things done. So this process
was actually very seamless.”

Despite the fact that many things
covered in The Accord are also things
the federal government has touched
on with some of its new regulation
and rules, Cortez said none of that
precipitated the discussions his group
held or The Accord that came out 
of them.

“We’re all concerned about federal
intervention, the DOE, gainful employ-
ment, and we know we need to comply
with them; we already have. But this
summit, this Accord, wasn’t a response
to any rules. It was a conversation
about our sector and the things we
face as institutions, and how we can
have a standard of conduct that we
can all adhere to and also be more
transparent,” he said. “If we begin this
conversation today and we continue to
elevate the bar, I think that people will 

perceive our sector to be one that is
focused on students and academic
excellence, and that we provide a role
in this country to serve students at all
levels in the same vein and with the
same quality as the rest of the institu-
tions.”

Whether The Accord will help
change the image of career colleges in
this country is something that remains
to be seen over time, but Craig F.
Pfannenstiehl, president of Bay State
College, said it certainly can’t hurt,
and is sure to benefit students.

“It enhances transparency and
focuses on outcomes that matter to
students, so I think that’s helpful. If the
rest of higher ed decided to commit to
the same kind of transparency I think
that would be beneficial for a much
larger group of students, and certainly
for higher education in general,” he said.

Santiago said while he’s not aware
of other schools working on accords
of their own, there is another group of
institutions working to develop a set
of standards that would serve all
institutions of higher education, not
just a select few.

“Many of the challenges institutions
in our sector face are similar to those
experienced by non-profit institutions
that serve a similar demographic, so
we want to include all institutions in
this effort to serve students better,” he
said. “I’m hopeful that eventually most,
if not all, schools—including traditional
non-profit colleges and universities—
will rally around a single set of clear
standards, backed by external valida-
tion, that demonstrate the quality of
the education provided.”
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I’m hopeful that eventually
most, if not all, schools—
including traditional non-profit
colleges and universities—will
rally around a single set of
clear standards, backed by
external validation, that
demonstrate the quality of
the education provided.

– George Santiago, Jr., Ph.D.
President, Briarcliff College
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