Anited States Senate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

May 23, 2018

The Honorable Betsy DeVos
Secretary of Education

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Ave, S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20202

Dear Secretary DeVos:

We are extremely concerned by recent reports that the U.S. Department of Education
(“Department”) may be scaling back the enforcement of federal laws that are designed to protect
against fraud and abuse in taxpayer-funded financial aid programs.! It is critically important that
the Department fulfill its mission to protect students in higher education, particularly when they
rely on federal student aid. Unfortunately, it appears that the Department has instead
dramatically reduced the staff dedicated to oversight and monitoring and has halted several
important investigations and reviews of large for-profit college chains.

As described by The New York Times, the Department’s Student Aid Enforcement Unit has
effectively ended inquiries into DeVry Education Group (now Adtalem Global Education),
Bridgepoint Education, Inc., and Career Education Corporation, each of which has been the
subject of numerous state and federal investigations. The article also notes that there are now
only three individuals dedicated to the office responsible for conducting investigations.

There are 6,890 institutions of higher education in the United States currently participating in the
programs of student aid under the Higher Education Act, which include Pell Grants, federal
student loans, and campus-based aid." Nearly 27 million students enroll in these institutions,
including more than 12 million students who rely on federal student aid. In total, the
Department supports colleges, universities, and workforce training providers with nearly $130
billion in grants and loans each year."¥ Many other sources of federal taxpayer support to higher
education, including tax incentives for higher education and benefits for military servicemembers
and veterans, also rely on the Department to approve and rigorously oversee institutions of
higher education. It is impossible for just three employees to adequately oversee the vast scale of
the higher education landscape and to prevent bad actors from taking advantage of students.

The Student Aid Enforcement Unit was created by the Obama Administration in February 2016
to investigate and bring actions against institutions of higher education that seek to cheat students
and taxpayers. After Corinthian Colleges, Inc. collapsed in 2015 and left tens of thousands of
students stranded with debt, there was an urgent and apparent need to fix loopholes and blind
spots in federal oversight. The Department stated that the new unit would “utilize a broad set of
interventions and tools, including subpoena authority, document demands, and interrogatories
and interviews to enforce against violations of federal law.” "



However, it is not clear if any of these tools are currently being utilized under this
Administration. Halting or abandoning reviews of potentially predatory institutions and
providing insufficient staffing to the Investigations Group eliminates the deterrent effect of
appropriate and badly-needed oversight in higher education.

These steps also contradict the Department’s announcement last year that it would take “a
stronger approach” to holding colleges accountable through monitoring and enforcement within
the Office of Federal Student Aid (FSA)."' Additionally, the Department has hired a number of
former for-profit college executives to senior positions, some of whom worked for the companies
that had been under investigation. And, the Department has rolled back rules that were designed
to protect students, borrowers, and taxpayers, despite recommendations from the Department’s
independent watchdog to maintain strong student protections."! All of these actions make it clear
the Department has broken its promise to take a strong enforcement approach.

The Department’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) has said that “oversight and monitoring of
Title IV program participants [is] one of the Department’s most serious management
challenges.” !l The OIG also recently noted that “audits and investigations involving [student
financial aid] programs continue to identify instances of noncompliance and fraud, as well as
opportunities for FSA to improve its processes.”™ Many of us have previously requested that you
take more aggressive action to stop fraud and abuse of taxpayer dollars, and submitted detailed
inquiries about the Department’s approach to enforcement and risk management.* It appears that
calls from student and consumer advocates, Members of Congress, and the Department’s own
internal watchdog to improve oversight in student aid have been ignored.

We urge you to reverse course immediately by adequately staffing the Investigations Group and
taking steps to commence or resume identifying and investigating colleges that evidence
suggests have made misrepresentations to students, falsified job placement data, and improperly
enriched corporate owners and executives with taxpayer dollars. Thank you for your attention to
this critically important matter.
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United States Senator United States Senator
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United Stal enator United States Senator
RON WYDEX

United States Senator

cc: James F. Manning, Delegated the Authority to Perform the Functions and Duties of the
Under Secretary, and Acting Chief Operating Officer, Office of Federal Student Aid
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