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For-profit schools constitute the fastest-growing sector of higher educa-
tion institutions in the United States.1 Yet accompanying the phenomenal 
growth of these proprietary colleges and universities has been consider-
able controversy over the role that the profit motive should play in higher 
education.2 The literature of higher education contains increasingly more 
works about proprietary schools. The library literature, however, offers little 
in this arena. Through this article, the authors seek to introduce the library 
readership to U.S. for-profit colleges and universities. We summarize their 
history and their characteristics, and we explore reasons for their success 
and present areas in which these schools appear to excel. With regard to 
their library services and resources, we focus on issues of concern based 
specifically on our experience with academic libraries in proprietary schools 
operating in the state of Ohio. Finally, we suggest ways in which these 
for-profit institutions can address the challenges faced by their libraries.

he authors became immersed 
in the for-profit world as li-
brary consultants for the Ohio 
Board of Regents. In that state, 

the Regents’ office is responsible for the 
authorization of all private higher educa-
tion institutions as well as new programs 
offered by those schools. The review 
process involves a site visit by a team 
of content experts, typically including a 
library consultant. The team assesses an 
institution to ensure that it meets Regents’ 
standards as stated in Rule 3333-1-08 of the 
Ohio Administrative Code. In the 1990s, 
many large for-profit university systems 
sought authorization to offer degree pro-
grams, often online, in Ohio. In 2008, a 

state legislative mandate required Regents’ 
authorization for the first time for all Ohio 
career colleges seeking eligibility for their 
students to receive certain state grants. 
The Regents staff then began a year-long 
undertaking to integrate participating 
career colleges into the review process. As 
part of these developments, the authors 
collectively have reviewed 30 for-profit 
institutions seeking authorization in Ohio.3

Literature Review
Most research on for-profit colleges and 
universities in the United States comes 
from the literature of higher education 
and from state and federal government 
reports. Early on, Lee and Merisotis 
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sought to shed light on this emerging but 
largely ignored sector that was outside 
the bounds of traditional higher educa-
tion and for which published data were 
lacking.4 They discuss the development 
of proprietary schools and their role in 
higher education, curricula and student 
characteristics, and educational outcomes. 
More recently, Zamani-Gallaher updated 
(to 2004) the literature on U.S. proprietary 
schools in a comprehensive article.5 She 
covers their history and characteristics 
and discusses implications for educational 
leadership, policy, and institutional re-
search. Among the key monographs that 
address this sector are Ruch’s Higher Ed, 
Inc. (2001),6 Berg’s Lessons from the Edge 
(2005),7 Breneman, Pusser, and Turner’s 
Earnings from Learning (2006),8 and Dono-
ghue’s The Last Professors (2008).9 

Because many for-profit institutions 
are career schools offering two-year 
programs, their students and curricula 
tend to be similar to those of traditional 
community colleges. The growing com-
petition posed by the for-profits has 
generated considerable attention in the 
community college literature. Clowes 
and Hawthorne (1995) explored whether 
these two types of schools will eventually 
converge, or if their fundamental differ-
ences (of mission and so on) will prevent 
any true merging.10 Bailey, Badway, and 
Gumport (2001) produced a detailed 
report on the relationship of for-profit in-
stitutions to community colleges.11 More 
recently, Outcalt and Schirmer updated 
the literature on that relationship.12

The higher education literature also 
examines whether proprietary schools are 
succeeding, according to various measures 
of outcomes and results. Proponents claim 
that “proprietary schools have become a 
cost-effective way to deliver education to 
a community of students that traditional 
colleges have not served well,…”13 For 
example, Kinser agrees that for-profit 
institutions do increase access to higher 
education for students not served by tra-
ditional academia.14 He finds, however, 
that this access comes at a cost, including 

the expense incurred by the students, the 
limited scope of the programs, and the lim-
ited capacity of most proprietary schools. 

A study by the Imagine America 
Foundation, a nonprofit organization that 
provides student scholarships and faculty 
development for career colleges, related 
that for-profit students have comparable 
and often higher retention and graduation 
rates than those at other institutions.15 
Reacting to its findings, David S. Baime, 
vice president for government relations at 
the American Association of Community 
Colleges, guardedly stated: “We have a 
very hard time squaring these numbers 
with the fact that for-profit students have 
the highest federal student-loan default 
rates, regrettably also coupled with shock-
ingly high debt burdens that dwarf those 
of any sector.”16

Proprietary schools are clear that the 
value-added element of their educational 
offerings is the assurance that graduates 
will be better able to obtain employment 
and will have greater earning power.17 
This is a powerful draw for students whose 
primary goal is to find a job, particularly in 
times when the lesser educated may have 
been laid off or unable to compete success-
fully for employment. A 2010 New York 
Times article notes that the for-profits are 
benefiting from the recent recession. The 
author cautions that, although support-
ers claim they are preparing individuals 
for careers, “[c]ritics say many schools 
exaggerate the value of their degree pro-
grams, selling young people on dreams of 
middle-class wages while setting them up 
for default on untenable debts, low-wage 
work and a struggle to avoid poverty.”18 

Investigating this criticism, Zamani-
Gallaher reviewed studies on whether 
attendance at a for-profit institution 
results in greater job opportunities. She 
concludes that ”[t]he impact of propri-
etary attendance on educational outcomes 
and economic mobility is still fairly am-
biguous. Despite the fact that private, for-
profit institutions receive some favorable 
marks, the issues that are repeatedly ques-
tioned—among them, quality of programs, 
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student satisfaction, and impact on student 
outcomes, continue to be topics of concern 
requiring further investigation.”19 Kinser 
notes the paucity of data on the transition 
of students to the workforce and concludes 
that, “[w]ithout independent data on out-
comes, it is difficult to assess the for-profit 
sector’s success in this area.”20 

The quality of education at for-profits 
attracts attention because of the high costs 
at many proprietary institutions and the 
amount of monies that state and federal 
governments provide to their students. Ac-
cording to Kinser, “[q]uality and efficacy 
remain a concern, especially considering 
how much aid is in the form of loans that 
students must repay after graduation…”21 

Much of the latest news relating to 
proprietary schools can be found in such 
sources as The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
online newspapers, and ERIC reports.22 
Current media attention focuses on the 
controversy surrounding the amount of 
federal monies received by proprietary 
schools, while many of their students are 
saddled with tremendous debt burdens. 
According to Kinser, “[w]ithout the 
framework of federal grants and loans, the 
for-profit sector in its current formulation 
would be untenable as a business and fail 
as an access path.”23 

The academic library is rarely men-
tioned in the literature on for-profit insti-
tutions, either in the higher education or 
library literature. The prevailing attitude 
toward the library in a for-profit institu-
tion is that “however important libraries 
may be, they are expensive and unprofit-
able, they occupy what operations man-
agers view as unproductive space, and 
therefore they reduce profit margins.”24 
Kirp, writing about the University of 
Phoenix, contrasts the traditional and 
the for-profit views of libraries: “[W]hile 
to academics libraries are sacred places, 
the Phoenix administrators contended 
that access to a nearby library was suffi-
cient…”25 The authors were unable to find 
any published research on academic li-
braries in proprietary schools. As with the 
institutions themselves, comprehensive 

sources of comparative or longitudinal 
data on their libraries are lacking.

History and Characteristics of 
Proprietary Schools
A brief overview26 of the development of 
proprietary schools in the United States 
is useful for an understanding of this sec-
tor. Their history in this country can be 
traced back to the 17th century when the 
Dutch established private schools to teach 
practical skills such as bookkeeping and 
penmanship to an uneducated populace.27 

Over the years, the number of these 
private institutions grew, particularly 
as business schools that addressed the 
practical training lacking in a classical 
education.28 Immediately after World 
War II, new technological demands and 
the funding available through the G.I. Bill 
led to a substantial increase in private, for-
profit schools offering trade and technical 
training.29 

Today’s for-profit institutions fall pri-
marily into three categories: those offering 
a certificate with less than two years of 
vocational or technical studies; two-year 
schools that award associate’s degrees and 
certificates; and programs that also offer 
four-year bachelor’s programs and, increas-
ingly, master’s and doctoral degrees. This 
article focuses on the last two categories.30 

Proprietary schools range greatly in the 
scale of their operations. “Of the roughly 
3,000 for-profit institutions, 40 percent are 
now owned by one of 13 large, publicly 
traded companies.”31 Much of the media 
attention targets this type of univer-
sity system, which primarily consists of 
schools whose offerings include advanced 
degrees such as an MBA or a doctorate 
in education. They are also more likely 
to offer online degree programs. Typi-
cal programs at two-year career schools 
reflect their original business orientation 
(for example, an associate’s degree as 
an administrative assistant) or focus on 
specialized fields such as art and design. 
Recent offerings concentrate on programs 
in the applied sciences, such as computer 
science and health care. 
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The exponential growth in enrollment 
at for-profits, which usually follow open-
enrollment practice, has been remarkable: 
“[s}ix years ago, there were almost three 
times as many students enrolled in private 
nonprofit colleges as there were at for-
profit institutions. By 2008-9, that ratio 
had slipped to about 2 to 1.”32 A recent 
article reports that “[e]nrollment in the 
country’s nearly 3,000 career colleges has 
grown far faster than in the rest of higher 
education—by an average of 9 percent per 
year over the past 30 years, compared with 
only 1.5 percent per year for all institu-
tions. For-profit universities now educate 
about 7 percent of the nation’s roughly 19 
million students who enroll at degree-
granting institutions each fall.”33 This 
figure translates into well over a million 
students, not an inconsequential number.

For many years, those in traditional 
colleges and universities tended to ig-
nore their for-profit counterparts. With 
the growth in student enrollment, the 
for-profit sector drew greater attention, 
although most in traditional higher 
education tended to view the for-profits 
with suspicion. In 1998, the president of 
Columbia University’s Teachers College 
contended that “[w]ithin higher educa-
tion, ‘proprietary’ is still a dirty word.”34 
Stories of abuses reported in the press, 
such as lawsuits over illegal recruitment 
practices, fueled these suspicions. A re-
cent Government Accountability Office 
study found evidence of fraud, decep-
tion, or questionable marketing practices 
when undercover investigators posed as 
applicants at 15 for-profit colleges around 
the nation.35 

Just as administrators at proprietary 
schools believe their sector is overlooked 
by traditional higher education, librarians 
who work in for-profit institutions often 
feel slighted by their colleagues from 
the not-for-profits. Communications on 
ACRL’s Librarians in For-Profit Educa-
tional Institutions (LFPEI) listserv, for ex-
ample, include complaints about the lack 
of respect accorded them by academic 
librarians in traditional institutions.

We want to be clear that the institutions 
covered in this article are not diploma mills 
that will award a student an essentially 
worthless “degree” based on few or no 
academic requirements, bestowed upon 
receipt of a designated fee. Although 
proprietary schools operated with little 
national oversight for years, the 1992 re-
authorization of the Higher Education Act 
imposed federal regulations that brought 
them into closer compliance with stan-
dards of the traditional institutions. Small-
er career schools that focus on vocational 
or technical training are usually accredited 
by national associations such as the Ac-
crediting Commission of Career Schools 
and Colleges (ACCSC) or the Accrediting 
Council for Independent Colleges and 
Schools (ACICS). Four-year for-profits 
now increasingly seek traditional accredi-
tation by regional agencies approved by 
the U.S. Department of Education. 

Who attends for-profit schools? Several 
researchers have examined the character-
istics of students in proprietary schools. A 
recent report described them as older than 
the traditional-aged college student and 
more likely to be members of a minority. 
They are less likely to complete a college 
program, and their parents have limited 
or no college education. They have more 
social risk factors such as “delayed enroll-
ment (from high school to postsecondary 
school), not having a high school diploma, 
enrolling part-time rather than full-time, 
being financially independent, having 
dependent children, being a single parent, 
and working full-time while enrolled.”36 
The for-profits’ outreach to this popula-
tion is often cited as one of its successes. 
Berg, for examples, argues that propri-
etary schools are able to make profits 
while “doing good” by meeting the needs 
of minorities, adults, and first-generation 
college students.37 

The profit-seeking motive of propri-
etary schools remains problematic for 
many academics in traditional institu-
tions. For-profit institutions must show 
a profit to please their stakeholders or 
stockholders. By this measure, most large 
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higher education companies are succeed-
ing quite well: their revenue has grown 
“to $26 billion in the past decade.”38

How do they do this? Proprietary 
schools offer only the essentials of a post-
secondary degree, thus allowing them to 
shed many of the expensive trappings of a 
traditional college or university. According 
to Berg, “[m]uch of the cost-effectiveness of 
these institutions comes at the expense of 
faculty members through lower compensa-
tion rates, lack of tenure, and less influence 
on the management of the university.”39 
Most faculty members at the for-profits are 
part-time and at-will employees, hired to 
teach from term to term in the absence of 
a promotion-and-tenure system. As such, 
they typically have little or no role in aca-
demic governance; we rarely came across 
a faculty senate-type of structure. 

Many larger institutions awarding 
advanced degrees do expect their fac-
ulty to conduct some scholarly research. 
Nevertheless, for most proprietary 
schools, the emphasis is on teaching, 
and many of their faculty members seem 
content to be relieved of the necessity 
for research and publication. We found 
that, in most Ohio career schools, the 
faculty teaching load is far heavier (for 
instance, reaching 30 contact hours a 
week) than at traditional institutions. 
On the other hand, class size, espe-
cially in face-to-face courses, is often 
small (frequently with fewer than 10 
students), and faculty members have 
few commitments, such as committee 
responsibilities, other than teaching. 
The Ohio reviews revealed frequent 
shortcomings in academic credentials of 
faculty members at the career schools.40

Curriculum development costs are 
streamlined in the for-profit sector. Cur-
ricula in larger institutions are usually 
designed by subject matter specialists for 
a national audience and are standardized 
among the various campuses. They focus 
on specialized courses relating to the 
programs offered and on hands-on learn-
ing. In recent years—often in response to 
accreditation requirements—proprietary 

schools have added general education 
courses and developmental courses for 
students with deficiencies in writing or 
math. Faculty members typically par-
ticipate little in the development of the 
curriculum and have a modest role, if any, 
in making curricular changes. In larger on-
line proprietary institutions where content 
is delivered via a standardized format, in-
structors hired to conduct the class cannot 
independently change the goals, content, 
assessment tools, or assignments. Rather, 
their role is largely to grade assignments, 
answer questions, and provide feedback 
for the discussion groups. 

Proprietary schools appear to excel 
at student support services that are 
“engineered to move students through 
the program successfully,” 41 and they 
may surpass those of community col-
leges in retention and career placement. 
Traditional student services such as 
psychosocial counseling, extracurricular 
activities, or health centers, however, are 
absent or minimal at most for-profit insti-
tutions. Occasionally for-profits sponsor 
student associations, but they consider 
social organizations and sports teams 
unnecessary. Indeed, their students have 
little time for or interest in these types of 
extracurricular activities.

Other expenses kept to a minimum at 
proprietary schools include their physical 
facilities. Although appropriate for teach-
ing classes, the campuses lack spacious 
grounds that incur maintenance costs. 
They rarely have dormitories, athletic facil-
ities, student unions, or library buildings. 

As for revenues, almost 95 percent of 
proprietary school income comes from 
student tuition fees.42 Tuition rates are 
high: “… an average of $14,174 this year, 
compared with $2,544 at public two-year 
institutions and $7,020 for in-state tuition 
at public four-year institutions.”43 Pro-
prietary schools generally do not have 
endowments or direct public subsidies. 

Nevertheless, indirect public subsidies, 
particularly federal aid to students, are 
substantial. “Charges and countercharges 
about the appropriateness of private 
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career schools’ participation in federal 
student aid programs lie at the heart of 
today’s increasing interest in the sec-
tor.”44 To pay for the high tuition fees, 
most proprietary school students must 
borrow money, often the entire amount 
needed to complete a degree. To this 
end, proprietary schools have turned to 
federal student loan opportunities for 
their students. Data on Pell Grants reveal 
that, in 2008–2009, proprietary schools 
topped the list of postsecondary institu-
tions receiving aid. “Pell Grant recipients 
make up about 50 percent of enrollment 
at proprietary institutions, a larger share 
than at other types of colleges. Among 
degree-granting institutions, proprietary 
colleges represented about 6 percent of all 
undergraduates but about 20 percent of 
all those students receiving Pell Grants.”45 

Regional accreditation, the standard for 
traditional institutions, is coveted by pro-
prietary schools. BusinessWeek reported on 
the recent acquisitions by large, for-profit 
corporations of small, struggling colleges 
that already have regional accreditation.46 
The existing facilities and faculty may not 
be retained, but the for-profit buyer has 
acquired regional accreditation status, 
thereby bypassing the normal five-year 
period of application and review. This 
practice recently received a major setback 
when the Higher Learning Commission 
refused to extend accreditation to a group 
of investors seeking to purchase Dana Col-
lege, which has resulted in the closing of 
this 126-year-old Nebraska institution.47 

Government aid is largely in the form 
of direct loans to students, and these loans 
must be repaid. The high levels of debt 
incurred by students at the for-profits 
make them particularly susceptible to 
defaulting on federal loans. A recent 
article describes the plight of a for-profit 
student who “is nearly $100,000 in debt 
with no degree.”48 Given their debt load, it 
is not surprising that students at for-profit 
institutions constitute 44 percent of those 
now defaulting on federal student loans.49 

Another problematic issue for propri-
etary schools is that of nontransferability 

of course credit. Typically, coursework 
taken at career schools without regional 
accreditation is not transferable to com-
munity colleges or to traditional four-year 
schools. Students may find employment 
in the short term but are often surprised 
to learn later—when contemplating going 
on for an advanced degree—that their 
credits will not be accepted by not-for-
profit institutions. Although nontransfer-
ability statements are usually published 
in college catalogs and other materials, the 
authors found that students often do not 
understand their significance. 

Just as at traditional institutions, the 
quality of education at proprietary schools 
varies. Some programs and faculty are 
strong, and a motivated student is able 
to receive a solid education that leads to 
a professional career. At other schools, 
the standards seem suspiciously low, 
casting doubt on the creditability of the 
programs. In addition, some institu-
tions allow admission of academically 
deficient students and issue statements 
promising that the student will not have 
to take “fluff” courses (remedial reading, 
writing, mathematics). The authors saw 
that, because of this inadequate student 
preparation, some classes were pitched at 
a lower level than most traditional colleges 
would deem acceptable. As a result, some 
students may never develop reading, writ-
ing, and mathematical skills adequate for 
competing in the marketplace, even after 
obtaining a career school degree. 

The role and effect of public policy 
on the for-profits has been examined 
by several authors. Both their successes 
and their shortcomings have brought 
proprietary schools under the scru-
tiny of the federal government: “[a] sea 
change came to proprietary schools in the 
early 1990s, when scandals concerning 
recruiting, loan default rates, and poor 
educational outcomes (e.g., completion 
rates) led to tougher federal standards 
for schools that wanted to participate in 
Title IV federal student loan assistance.”50 
Among these tightened restrictions were 
stricter accreditation standards: a new 
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law may prevent new for-profits from 
obtaining federal financial aid for two 
years. Although federal law dictates that, 
to participate in the student aid program, 
10 percent of a proprietary school’s rev-
enue must come from sources other than 
federal student loans, the impact of this 
law was considerably weakened in 2008 
under the Bush administration. 

In 2010, the Obama administration 
proposed tightening oversight of federal 
student aid. “Starting in 2014, schools 
with loan default rates that top 30 percent 
for three years or 40 percent for one year 
can lose access to federal aid.”51 As of 
this writing, the Administration proposes 
eliminating loopholes in the banning of 
compensation for admissions recruiters 
on the basis of enrollment numbers. Also 
proposed are policy changes requiring 
for-profits to disclose their job place-
ment rates, requiring vocational schools 
receiving federal aid dollars to ensure 
their students are prepared for “gainful 
employment,”52 and imposing penalties 
upon for-profit schools whose students 
graduate with a debt-to-earnings ratio 
that is too high.53 Given the intensive lob-
bying efforts of the for-profit institutions, 
it remains to be seen which new policies 
will actually be implemented.

Concerns about Libraries in For-
Profit Schools
From the authors’ participation in the 
Ohio Board of Regents’ reviews of for-
profit schools, we learned from direct ex-
perience how their libraries fared against 
the standards of the library profession. 
Our insights are further informed by as-
sessment experiences at for-profit institu-
tions outside Ohio, as well as discussions 
with colleagues who are fellow evalu-
ators. The characteristics of libraries of 
for-profit institutions in other states may 
vary, depending on state and regional 
accreditation standards and other factors. 

In Ohio, the schools reviewed ranged 
from small schools that were liter-
ally “mom-and-pop” colleges to national, 
corporate-run education providers. Par-

ticularly in some of the larger systems the 
authors visited, we did find libraries with 
admirable resources and services, staffed 
by qualified professionals who enjoy solid 
administrative support. Nevertheless, 
most career school libraries in Ohio are 
small compared with those in nonprofit 
institutions of similar enrollments and 
programs, and the for-profits generally 
kept library expenditures at a modest 
level. This discussion focuses primarily 
on the shortcomings found at the smaller 
career colleges in Ohio. They can be boiled 
down to three basic questions that will be 
familiar to all librarians.

What is a library?
Lack of understanding of the purpose of 
an academic library. Often because the 
administration itself lacked experience 
with academic libraries, there was little 
awareness of what today’s library is able 
to contribute to the academic mission. Too 
often, a library meant the provision of a 
few “packaged” digital resources, with no 
thought given to the instructional role of 
a librarian or to services that can directly 
support teaching and learning. 

Lack of a library advocate in the organiza-
tion. At traditional institutions, the library 
usually reports to the chief academic 
officer. In a large corporate structure, na-
tional decision makers located at a distant 
headquarters typically did not include a 
spokesperson for the library. At smaller 
career schools, the flattened hierarchy 
also meant insufficient library represen-
tation in academic decision making. As a 
result, the library was not integrated into 
academic processes, lacking a strategic 
plan or assessment measures aligned with 
institutional goals. The library budget 
was usually limited, particularly when 
compared with traditional institutions of 
similar size and degree-granting levels. 
Often the driving force behind attaining 
certain levels of library resources was the 
accreditation requirements of professions 
such as health sciences.

Lack of an appropriately credentialed 
librarian. Some career schools had no li-
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brarian on the staff or had only a part-time 
professional. Even when an institution 
had a librarian, its administrators typical-
ly had little awareness of the differences 
in education and experience of a public, 
school, and academic librarian. Many 
believed a librarian of any background 
could step into the position without ad-
ditional education or training. With little 
understanding of a library education, they 
did not value the position of librarian. 

The small size of some of the libraries 
in career schools may lead to the errone-
ous notion that their librarian would have 
little to do. On the contrary, a one-person 
library requires the librarian to assume 
a considerable amount of responsibility 
in all operational areas. Where part-time 
librarians were present, their limited 
hours allowed them only to set up basic 
services such as compiling a collection 
inventory or overseeing circulation. 
Librarians were usually overlooked as 
part of the instructional team, and we 
rarely saw an “embedded librarian” in 
for-profit schools. 

The national providers with four-year 
programs usually had appropriately 
credentialed librarians with relevant ex-
perience who were valued members 
of the curriculum/instructional team. 
Sometimes, however, a librarian was pres-
ent only on those campuses where state 
regulations required it. Other models of li-
brary service included formal agreements 
with a traditional university (example: 
Kaplan’s reliance on the University of Ala-
bama at Huntsville to provide interlibrary 
loan for Kaplan students). The libraries of 
Johns Hopkins University and Indiana 
University have also engaged in fee-
for-service agreements with proprietary 
schools that included a mix of reference 
service, collection management, vendor 
negotiations, and Web site design. Nev-
ertheless, the authors found the levels of 
library service and librarian involvement 
at most for-profit schools visited were 
lower than at most traditional nonprofits. 

Not understanding the differences between 
a public library and an academic library. The 

administration of one career school with-
out a librarian had assigned the library 
to an existing staff member and sent that 
person to the town’s public library to learn 
how to run a library. Too often, when the 
authors inquired about additional library 
resources, the institution referred to the 
circulation privileges their students had 
with nearby public libraries. Although 
some of those libraries were part of large 
municipal systems, they did not necessar-
ily have the facilities, staff, or collections 
to support the demands of students from 
the for-profit schools. In these cases, there 
was often no evidence that the public li-
brary staff was aware of the career school’s 
expectations, and usually no formal writ-
ten agreement existed between the for-
profit and the public library. For example, 
no provision was made for instructing 
students of the for-profit institution in 
the use of relevant resources to complete 
course assignments successfully. 

Lack of space. At Ohio’s career colleges, 
the school was typically contained in a 
single building, and the library was usu-
ally located in one room. The space could 
not house an adequate collection or suffi-
cient study areas. When a library did have 
enough space to hold tables and chairs, it 
was not uncommon for the administration 
to assign other uses for that space (such as 
standardized testing). The larger for-profit 
universities did have physical libraries. 
Most national providers, however, simply 
leased space in buildings located off major 
highways for convenience of access. These 
rooms were usually classroom space; 
rarely was there a full library.

Limited use of Web site. At most propri-
etary schools, the purpose of the institu-
tion’s Web site is to funnel prospective 
students to an admissions representative. 
Except at larger schools, the institutional 
Web site rarely mentions the library. 
Content is centrally controlled, with 
standardized sites for all campuses. 
Typically librarians cannot add links to 
library information on either its Web site 
or a student portal without permission, 
sometimes from a national office. Some 
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enterprising librarians use free services 
to host a library homepage or an online 
catalog, resulting in a confusing amalgam 
instead of a single, institution-hosted site.

Isn’t everything online?
Overreliance on electronic resources. We 
found that the administrators at for-profit 
schools usually thought about the library 
solely in terms of its collections. Especially 
at the smaller career schools, they were 
satisfied with a few inexpensive and 
readily available databases, rather than 
selecting databases that matched cur-
ricular needs. Print book and periodical 
collections were quite modest. 

Inadequate bibliographic control. Despite 
the emphasis on collections, administra-
tors often overlooked the ease of access to 
and use of these resources. We found little 
understanding that electronic resources 
must be organized to be useful for students. 
The smaller career colleges in particular 
had only rudimentary tools for biblio-
graphic control, sometimes consisting of 
an author-title printout of the holdings. 
Without resources to participate in estab-
lished networks such as OCLC, librarians 
at some career schools have successfully 
used free tools at their disposal (such as 
LibraryThing) as the library’s catalog. 

Lack of standard services. As reviewers, 
we quickly learned not to assume that a 
small career school library would offer 
the services considered standard in a tra-
ditional academic library. We found that 
both students and faculty members at some 
institutions had restricted circulation access 
to the library’s print materials. At one career 
school, library materials did not circulate at 
all. Even in the few libraries that did offer 
interlibrary loan services, they were often 
not publicized. At for-profits without a 
librarian on staff, professional-level refer-
ence services were unavailable. 

Library services should encompass 
ways to make the library easier to use. Al-
though we did find printed handouts (for 
example, directions for database log-ins) 
at the career schools, we seldom encoun-
tered appropriate gateways to databases 

that included online instructions or help 
for users in selecting the best database 
for their needs.

The lack of substantive instruction 
in information literacy was the area of 
greatest deficiency in all the for-profit 
schools we reviewed, regardless of size. 
Often institutional staff members were 
unclear about the meaning of the term 
“information literacy” and thought that 
library orientation sessions sufficiently 
addressed library instructional needs. 

Who needs a library?
Lack of demand on the part of students and 
faculty. According to administrators 
at the Ohio career schools, the lack of 
student and faculty buy-in was among 
their top library challenges.54 It was not 
surprising that career school students 
generally showed little interest in using 
the library. Even at traditional institu-
tions, most library use is curriculum-
driven: unless students are required to 
use library resources, few take the initia-
tive to do so. The students at the career 
schools we visited were similar to student 
populations at for-profits throughout the 
country: many came from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, worked full-time, and 
often were single mothers. The demands 
of these external factors made students 
reluctant or even unable to spend time 
in the library outside of class.

Because many faculty members at the 
Ohio career schools were part-time and 
often temporary, their time and interest 
in building up library resources were 
limited. In addition, they probably were 
not aware of the types of library resources 
available. Faced with uncertainty and 
sometimes student resistance, many 
likely found it easier to avoid assignments 
that require library use, a situation not 
unknown among traditional institutions.

Particularly at schools offering only 
two-year degrees, expectations for faculty 
scholarship were limited, if they existed 
at all. Professional development activities 
were largely in-service training sessions 
in pedagogy, so there was no need for li-
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brary resources to support research. Even 
to support their teaching and learning ac-
tivities, we found these faculty members 
and students lacked familiarity with what 
a library and librarian can offer. 

Lack of curricular needs for a library. Just 
as the curriculum was usually prescribed 
at a proprietary school, so were the library 
resources to support it. Course assign-
ments were mostly geared to what is read-
ily available: at one for-profit university, 
for example, course syllabi provided stu-
dents with links for a number of articles 
available online and asked them to read 
a selection of them and write an essay 
based on their readings. There was little 
expectation or encouragement of students 
to read and explore widely.

Lack of interest in lifelong learning. Given 
the primary focus of these career schools 
on graduating students who can find 
employment, little interest existed in the 
library’s role outside of its support for 
class requirements. Despite occasional lip-
service to lifelong learning, little time or 
effort is expended in developing lifelong 
learners, even in teaching students how to 
keep up in a discipline after graduation.

Lack of academic qualifications in lead-
ership. Particularly in larger corporate 
structures, the president of a campus 
will often be a businessperson without 
an advanced degree other than an MBA. 
Although even at traditional institutions 
the presidents are increasingly distanced 
from academics by the need for an in-
creased emphasis on fundraising, most 
come from an academic background with 
an appreciation of scholarship and the re-
search process, as well as an understand-
ing of the difference between education 
and training. This is not the rule for senior 
managers of the for-profit institutions. In 
a few instances, the authors found that the 
local president had management experi-
ence but did not hold even a baccalaure-
ate degree, evidence of the values in the 
for-profit education industry. 

How to Address the Library Issues
We recognize that some of the challenges 

we describe also exist in the nonprofit 
sector of higher education (such as the 
lack of financial support for libraries and 
lack of understanding of how librarians 
can support the institutional mission). 
Nevertheless, we were struck by the ex-
tremes encountered in the for-profit sector 
and saw a need for recommendations to 
address the issues we identified in the 
Ohio review process.

Institutional and corporate administra-
tors in a bottom-line–conscious industry 
need to be convinced that an appropriate 
level of library services will improve the 
quality of education and thus deserve the 
expenses required. Without that cogni-
zance, only the requirements of accredit-
ing agencies or, in our case, the standards 
of the Ohio Board of Regents, will lead to 
change in the role of libraries in propri-
etary schools. Ruch found in his experi-
ence that proprietary school “[l]ibraries 
are basically regarded as an expensive and 
somewhat marginal utility… Were it not 
for a clear directive from the North Central 
Association…, the corporate leadership at 
DeVry [a national for-profit institution] 
probably would have been satisfied with 
smaller libraries.”55 

Typically, the recommendations of 
the Ohio Board of Regents’ review teams 
relating to the library function start with 
a requirement to hire a qualified librar-
ian—that is, a professional with a gradu-
ate degree from an American Library As-
sociation–accredited institution. Having a 
librarian with the appropriate academic 
library and management experience 
would resolve many of the issues raised 
(such as instituting instruction in informa-
tion literacy). Because many proprietary 
schools have only a few full-time faculty 
members, employing a full-time librarian 
can represent a sizable investment. Never-
theless, the progress reports submitted to 
the Ohio Board of Regents by the career 
schools document the often immediate 
and substantial improvements in library 
services following the hiring of a librar-
ian. We also heard glowing reports from 
both faculty members and students about 
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operation among their own libraries. At 
our library workshop, we discovered that 
many attendees were meeting their coun-
terparts for the first time, even librarians 
within the same corporation. Merely an 
exchange of telephone numbers and e-
mail addresses can be an invaluable source 
of information and support, especially for 
an individual in a one-person library.

We also recommend that for-profits do 
more to explore alternatives to acquiring 
resources. For example, they could inves-
tigate and support organizations such as 
the nonprofit Library and Information 
Resources Network (LIRN), whose mem-
bership is open to any institution willing 
to pay to join and share in its online 
database offerings. Members also have 
the opportunity to help develop LIRN’s 
collections areas.

Libraries at nonprofits have a long 
history of collaborating with their peers 
to leverage limited resources for joint pur-
chases and access. We believe libraries of 
for-profit schools should also investigate 
the possibilities of joining existing consor-
tia or teaming up with other proprietary 
schools to create their own consortia for 
increased leverage with networks and 
vendors. This level of cooperation may be 
more challenging among the for-profits, 
who view each other as direct competitors 
with whom they may be reluctant to share 
data and plans.

What For-Profits and Their Libraries Do 
Well 
The growing enrollment figures at propri-
etary schools indicate that the for-profits 
are attracting students even in the face of 
difficult economic times and despite their 
high tuition rates. Although some prac-
tices of for-profit schools are not without 
considerable controversy, we describe 
here what we think these institutions are 
doing right. 

Focusing on the student. Student inter-
views are always a part of the Regents’ 
reviews, and typically students praise 
the schools for the personal attention 
showered upon them. Students like be-

the difference that a properly prepared 
librarian has made in their institution. 
Anecdotally, we found that librarians, 
having proven their worth, were subse-
quently accorded a high degree of respect 
by administrators and faculty members. 

Review teams frequently recommend 
integrating the library into academic pro-
cesses such as planning and assessment. 
Librarians should themselves take the 
initiative to establish library goals aligned 
with institutional ones and to collect data 
that facilitate effective advocacy for the 
library’s, and thus the institution’s, goals. 
Administrators tend to respond to data-
driven assessment, particularly at for-profit 
institutions with an eye on the bottom line.

Broader library issues facing proprie-
tary schools include whether they should 
be allowed to join statewide resource-
sharing consortia. Currently in Ohio, their 
for-profit status makes them ineligible 
for membership in OhioLINK, which has 
dramatically raised the level of resource 
availability for nonprofit libraries in that 
state. In some other states, however, the 
for-profits are eligible to participate in 
similar consortia, sometimes for a fee. 
For-profit institutions believe they should 
be able to share those resources equitably. 
At the same time, they must recognize 
the need for payment and the reciprocal 
expectations of some resource-sharing 
agreements. The limited size of a career 
college’s own collection often severely re-
stricts its ability to meet minimal require-
ments for interlibrary loan agreements. 

Fees are a significant concern for the 
for-profits wishing to gain access to cer-
tain digital library resources. Because they 
are considered corporate customers and 
not educational institutions, proprietary 
schools may be ineligible for access to 
some collections (such as ArtSTOR) or 
may be charged higher licensing fees for 
them. A librarian recently posted on a 
listserv the news of a 200 percent increase 
in database licensing fees charged to her 
institution because of its for-profit status. 

Proprietary schools themselves may 
not be doing enough to strengthen co-
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ing known as individuals by faculty and 
administrators (including the librarian), 
and they prize the sense that the staff truly 
cares about them. Students also enjoy the 
small class sizes, where they receive more 
attention. The authors met numerous stu-
dents who expressed deeply felt apprecia-
tion for the opportunities afforded them 
by their institutions, including receiving 
a “second chance” at higher education.

 A frequent responsibility of faculty 
members at a career school is to follow 
up via phone or e-mail with every student 
who misses a class. They are required to 
document those follow-up actions, which 
become part of the record for their perfor-
mance appraisals. No doubt some of this 
is influenced by the bottom-line orienta-
tion of the for-profits (in other words, stu-
dents who drop out do not pay tuition). 
Nevertheless, the authors met numerous 
faculty members and administrators 
who derived considerable satisfaction 
from helping disadvantaged students to 
complete their education at their for-profit 
institutions. Certainly many individual 
faculty members at nonprofit schools give 
individual attention to students, but sel-
dom is the policy of individual attention 
as “institutionalized” as the authors have 
seen at the for-profits. Often the sheer 
numbers of students at larger institutions, 
including community colleges, preclude 
such individual attention, but at what 
loss to both the individual and to society? 

The for-profits also apply their strong 
customer orientation to shape academic 
programs to the needs of the student. For 
example, terms of study are frequently 
compacted so a student can finish a pro-
gram in one-and-a-half years instead of 
two, and classes may be offered entirely 
in the evenings so working adults can 
attend them. Classes might start every 
two or three weeks, so a student does 
not need to wait a semester or a year to 
take a required course. The institution is 
flexible in accommodating students who 
need to alter their schedules temporarily 
or who have to drop out and re-register. 
Meanwhile, most nonprofit institutions 

maintain traditional schedules and 
lengths of times to complete programs 
and degrees, without clear evidence of 
their educational and personal benefits.

Career services. Because their focus is 
on employment for their graduates, pro-
prietary schools place great emphasis on 
career guidance, which begins very early 
and not only as the student approaches 
graduation. Even the smallest school 
assigns a full-time staff member to Ca-
reer Services. A key statistic tracked by 
career schools is job placement rate, and 
most report a high percentage (although 
not all students may be placed in a job 
that makes use of their recently earned 
degree). These schools routinely use pro-
gram advisory committees, composed of 
potential employers and other members 
of the external community, to give them 
practical advice on the kinds of skills and 
knowledge needed in their new hires. 

Responsiveness to needed teaching improve-
ment. Without tenure-based requirements 
in for-profits, proprietary institutions are 
able to act easily and quickly when poor 
teaching performance is documented. 
Often the response is to provide more 
pedagogical training, but if improvement 
does not occur, an at-will faculty member 
will find his or her contract is not renewed 
for the next term. Such prompt action 
would be most unusual at a traditional 
institution with a tenured, and possibly 
unionized, faculty. Although faculty mem-
bers need both job security and protection 
of intellectual freedom, students also need 
protection from incompetent teachers, and 
most for-profits have found a way to deal 
with the issue relatively quickly.

Using tools from the business world. Many 
traditional educational institutions have 
been slower to implement tools that the 
proprietary schools have applied with 
success toward their profit-making goals. 
For example, most of the larger for-profits 
make effective use of strategic planning as 
a tool for improving their operations, per-
haps because their bottom-line orientation 
provides a readily measurable goal. They 
also make good use of needs assessments 
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to enhance their responsiveness to market 
forces. They develop and implement new 
programs quickly. This agility is often in 
marked contrast to the slow processes of 
curriculum and program review at most 
nonprofit institutions, where the elimina-
tion of programs and the addition of new 
ones may take months or years. 

Proprietary schools are willing to invest 
significant resources in marketing. In a 
single quarter, for example, one higher edu-
cation company spent 20 percent of its total 
net revenue for the quarter on marketing.56 

Use of public libraries. Although the 
abuse of reliance on public libraries has 
been mentioned, some career school li-
braries make appropriate use of the public 
library as a supplemental resource and 
not as a replacement for its own library. 
For example, some schools organize field 
trips to the local public library or arrange 
to issue public library cards, especially 
useful since the typical student might be 
a single mother with no previous library 
experience and no home computer. Where 
a for-profit institution has established 
good communications with the local 
public library, the arrangements can work 
well for all involved. 

Conclusions
The authors’ experience with the Ohio 
Board of Regents’ reviews of for-profit 
schools found some large systems had 
appropriate libraries, but the majority 
of career schools had libraries that were 
inadequate. In general, these libraries 
lack the foundational support accorded to 
libraries at traditional, nonprofit institu-
tions and, therefore, trail them in both the 
scope and quality of their library services. 
This finding does not mean, however, 
that the situation is acceptable or that 
librarians at the for-profits cannot prove 
the worth of their services and collections 
to their parent institutions. We did find 
evidence of hardworking, well-qualified 
librarians working creatively and success-
fully with faculty members, students, and 
administrators to position the library in 
a more central role at their institutions. 

While we have offered several specific rec-
ommendations to address our concerns, 
the most critical is the employment of a 
qualified librarian. This hire is necessary 
if proprietary schools are to provide the 
level of education expected of them, not 
only by accreditors but also increasingly 
by their students and the general public. 

In the absence of substantive research 
on this sector of librarianship, the field is 
wide open for library scholars. Questions 
awaiting study range from what changes 
occur after the hiring of a professional 
librarian, to how proprietary school librar-
ians can best earn faculty acceptance of 
their role in instruction, to examples of in-
formation literacy efforts in the for-profits. 
Even the collection of basic comparative 
data among career school libraries would 
be a useful addition to the literature. 
Potential researchers should be aware of 
factors specific to this sector; for example, 
their for-profit nature may pose a barrier 
to certain areas of research involving finan-
cial data that are considered confidential.

For-profits that operate with high 
educational and ethical standards appear 
to be filling a legitimate niche, judged by 
their increasing enrollments. Their focus 
on students and effective use of business 
practices have resulted in schools with 
programs and procedures that appeal 
to many. Still unresolved, however, are 
several issues. How candid and hon-
est are the for-profits in recruiting their 
students? Should large corporations be 
making huge profit margins by offering 
an education to individuals who may lack 
the opportunities and abilities to obtain 
it elsewhere? Is it acceptable that the fed-
eral and state governments underwrite 
(via student aid monies) this education 
and those who profit from it? Or would 
society be better served if federal and state 
governments channeled these student 
aid funds toward the provision of more 
support for nonprofit community and 
vocational schools and to the regionally 
accredited nonprofit institutions? 

Whatever the answers, it is worth 
noting Watson Scott Swail’s caution that 
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“[t]he education community cannot and 
should not ignore this sector of higher 
education, because it will play an in-
creasingly important role in our nation’s 
ability to retool and prepare for increased 
competition from Asia and other areas.”57 

Academic librarians in nonprofit institu-
tions would do equally well not to ignore 
their colleagues in the for-profit sector 
but should assist them in achieving and 
sustaining the standards we have come 
to expect of our profession. 
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