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the institution.  This report and the Commission letter are made available to the public by 
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SECTION I.  OVERVIEW AND CONTEXT 

 

Section I.A. Description of the Institution & Context for Visit 

Ashford University was established by the Sisters of St. Francis in Clinton, Iowa, in 1918 as a not-

for-profit junior college for women and was accredited in 1950 by North Central Association under the 

name of Mount St. Clare College.  In March 2003, Mount St. Clare College changed its name to The 

Franciscan University and shortly after to The Franciscan University of the Prairies. The Franciscan 

University of the Prairies became a wholly owned subsidiary of a public, for-profit company, Bridgepoint 

Education, Inc., and was renamed Ashford University in 2005.  Ashford University’s most recent 

reaccreditation from North Central Higher Learning Commission was awarded in 2006.      

The University’s interest in adult learners began in 1962 (University Catalog, p. 1) with the 

establishment of an evening program for students with careers and family responsibilities.  In 1967 the 

College became coeducational and baccalaureate degree programs began in 1979.  Graduate degrees 

were initiated in 2003 when the college name was changed to The Franciscan University.  Ashford 

University describes its recent transition and partnership with Bridgepoint Education as an effort to 

maximize efficiency in student services and expand its service to nontraditional students while 

maintaining the University’s commitment to a mission of service and autonomous operations and a 

general education perspective in the liberal arts, promoting intellectual inquiry, serving its constituencies 

with integrity, and providing students with opportunities to develop social consciousness, preparing them 

for professional services, and pursuing a search for truth.   

In its present structure, Ashford University utilizes centralized support services provided by 

Bridgepoint Education in the areas of finance, legal, information technology, human resources, and 

learning resources.  Academic matters and oversight (instruction and curriculum) are the responsibility of 

Ashford University.  Ashford University describes itself as taking a “bold approach” to using information 

technology to improve holistic student success in 21st Century higher education.    Ashford University has 

maintained its Clinton Campus in Iowa, where students engage in a traditional delivery of programs and 

services, and has added a vastly larger online division to serve a broader range of students in 
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nontraditional age groups, modalities, and innovative curricula. The online division has its administrative 

headquarters in San Diego, CA and has been operating for seven years.    

In its self-study for WASC Initial Accreditation, the University describes its affiliation with 

Bridgepoint Education as a benefit to both its traditional Clinton campus and its non-traditional online  

campus by providing “operational connections between the San Diego Campus and the Clinton Campus; 

integration of traditional and nontraditional student age groups; the distinctive (and interdependent) 

aspects of online and on-ground instructional modalities; and the integration of policies and strategies for 

ensuring transparent communication, leadership and integrity in the internal and external operations of 

the institution.”  The team will return to these issues in subsequent sections of the report, but it should be 

noted at the outset that while relationships between the Clinton and San Diego operations are cordial, the 

integration of the traditional and non-traditional instructional systems in ways noted above is not yet fully 

developed. In many crucial ways the two quite different models operate largely independent of one 

another. 

At the time of Ashford submitted its Self-Study (Fall 2011), the Clinton Campus enrollment was 

973 students and the San Diego online division enrollment was 73,623 students.  [Required Data 

Exhibits, Dec 2011]  The University offers 74 undergraduate degrees and six graduate degrees (2010-11 

catalog).  The self-study report indicates that Ashford University employs 56 full-time faculty at the Clinton 

Campus and seven full-time faculty in the online division administered from the San Diego Campus.  An 

additional 36 full-time faculty have been hired for online division since December 2011.  The University 

Catalog reports the student/faculty ratio in 2006 as 14:1 and 33:1 in 2010.    Completion rates reported in 

the current catalog are 58% for men and 42% for women and retention is reported at 36% for 2010-2011.    

Detailed information regarding the team’s investigation and verification of these data is included below in 

this report.  

A major challenge for the University is the growth taking place in the online division at the San 

Diego Campus.  Enrollment in Fall 2007 at 10,568 total students increased in Fall 2011 to 74,596 

students.  [Required Data Exhibits, Dec 2011]   The University has responded that they have increased 

academic and support services staff, which will be described in the team’s report.     
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The locus of Ashford University’s operation has shifted from the on-ground campus to the online 

operation in California as the online offerings have grown.  As a result, Ashford determined, in 

consultation with HLC and WASC, that WASC is the appropriate regional accrediting agency.  In August 

of 2010, Ashford University applied for eligibility status with the Western Association of Schools and 

Colleges Senior Commission as part of its re-incorporation and development of the San Diego Campus.   

 In April 2011, the WASC Eligibility Review Committee found that the University had sufficiently 

met all 23 criteria for Eligibility status.  Ashford University was granted four years of eligibility during which 

time it could apply for initial accreditation under “Pathway B” because of its current accreditation by the 

Higher Learning Commission in the North Central Region.  Ashford University formally applied for Initial 

Accreditation by WASC in May 2011 and the initial accreditation visit was scheduled for Spring 2012.   

The following report represents the findings of the visiting team that conducted a site visit to the Clinton 

campus on March 11-13, 2012, and a site visit to the San Diego campus on March 13-16, 2012.   

In its letter accepting the Ashford University Application for Initial Accreditation, WASC’s 

Executive Vice President outlined the specific areas of focus that would need close attention during the 

Spring 2012 accreditation visit in order to demonstrate substantial compliance with all standards.  The 

visiting team considered these items in the WASC letter of June 3, 2011 as “prior issues raised” in this 

Initial Accreditation -- Plan B Report:   

• BPPE:  Documentation of exemption from California’s Bureau of Private Postsecondary 

Education. 

• Governing Board:  Legal documents ensuring conformity with WASC standards for an 

independent governing board. 

• Student Services and Administrative Staffing:  Ashford must demonstrate sufficient personnel 

to provide administrative and staff support and to ensure that students have effective academic 

and co-curricular support for the adult “higher-risk” student population in the online division.  

WASC will expect a high level of support for these online students to promote completion and 

learning.   
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• Faculty Sufficiency and Policies  

o Sufficiency of full-time faculty for online division including a staffing plan with ratios to 

ensure adequacy of oversight during plans for growth 

o A systematic method for integrating adjunct faculty into faculty roles beyond teaching 

o Policies and processes regarding faculty support and participation regarding  professional 

development, scholarship, workload, decision-making and commitment to the University 

• Faculty Governance:   Evidence that the faculty has a defined and robust role in overseeing the 

quality of programs, assessing student learning, advising students, and setting academic policy.   

• Library and Information Resources:  Student access and use of information and library 

resources as well as qualified and sufficient library staffing to support online students 

• Financial Resources and Accountability:  Detailed information for both Bridgepoint and 

Ashford related to financial sufficiency, management and annual independent audits. 

• Strategic Planning:  Detailed plans and projections for achievement of goals and growth. 

• Student Learning and Achievement:   Clear demonstration of systems, processes, methods, 

tools, plans, results, and findings regarding student learning outcomes at all levels. 

• Graduation and Retention Rates:  Disaggregated information on retention, persistence and 

graduation compared with other institutions to analyze the adequacy of the rates.   

• Admissions and Recruitment:  Detailed information regarding personnel, scripts, compensation 

plans, training and oversight, and branding for both on-ground and online divisions. 

• Lawsuits and Investigations:  A comprehensive listing of all legal actions and investigations by 

governmental or licensing agencies that have recently been completed or on-going.   

 

Section I.B. Visit Description and Description of Review Processes 

The WASC visiting team for the Initial Accreditation – Pathway B at Ashford University was 

comprised of 12 members from a variety of higher education institutions, corporations, and agencies; the 

team members attended WASC’s special training webinar on conducting Pathway B visits.  The visit was 

divided between the Clinton campus in Clinton, Iowa, on Monday, March 12, 2011, and the San Diego 

campus on March 14-16, 2011.  Five team members visited the Clinton campus in Iowa and all 12 
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members visited the San Diego Campus in California.   Prior to the visit, the team carefully reviewed the 

Self-Study document along with 329 documents appended to the self-study as exhibits, required data 

elements, and supporting evidence.  Aside from travel days, four conference calls prior to the visit, and 

team orientation meetings on the two afternoon/evenings prior to the location visits, the 12-member team 

spent three full days interviewing and reviewing additional documents at the two campuses and an 

additional morning providing the President and campus personnel with an exit report.  

Several additional activities were put in place to enhance the team’s understanding of this 

institution.  In addition to a meeting with students, analysis of the confidential email account, and review 

of the institution’s complaint handling documentation, a confidential Zoomerang survey of students was 

designed and conducted to ensure the team heard the voice of the student.  The results of this survey are 

described in this report.  KPMG was contracted to review Ashford University’s financial information prior 

to the visit; this confidential feedback was provided to the team members for their review.  In addition, four 

team members were provided with access to close to 60 online courses prior to the visit, and these were 

reviewed using specific criteria and a rubric.  The results of their review are found in this report. 

The team was pleased with the effort and preparation the institution demonstrated anticipating the 

needs of the team regarding hotel accommodations, hotel meeting rooms, and campus work rooms.    

Each campus and hotel location (4 in total) was complete with a full document room (all materials 

duplicated at each site), technology support, printers, copiers, shredders, office supplies, refreshments, 

and comfortable work space.  In addition, the University made available an on-site IT staff member at the 

hotels and at the campuses to assist the team at any time including late evening hours at the hotels. 

During the three days of scheduled interviews, team members participated in 53 scheduled 

appointments and at least a dozen unscheduled appointments arranged at the request of the team during 

the visit.   In aggregate, the team interviewed full-time and part-time faculty (80+), University and 

Bridgepoint senior management/administrators (6), academic administrators and support staff (73), 

Bridgepoint services staff (61), graduate and undergraduate students (112), Ashford Board of Trustees 

(8), Bridgepoint Board of Governors (9), auditors, and community members.  The visit was organized in 

every detail with appropriate meeting rooms, escorts for each set of team members, and on-time 

reminders that kept the schedule moving smoothly.  While the visit was one of the largest, most 
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comprehensive reviews possible, the logistics and organization provided by Ashford University was also 

one of the smoothest in schedule and accommodations.   

 

Section I.C. Self-Study Alignment with Standards  

 The Initial Accreditation – Pathway B visit to Ashford University included a self-study document 

that was reflective of both capacity and educational effectiveness.   Pathway B requires the institution to 

demonstrate at a substantive level compliance with all Standards and Criteria for Review (CFRs) of the 

Western Association of Schools and Colleges Senior Commission.  It is, essentially, a visit that evaluates 

both capacity and effectiveness in a single visit based upon prior accreditation with another regional 

accrediting agency.  Ashford University organized its self-study document around the individual 

Standards and CFRs, which provided a clearly organized outline and presentation.  The document was 

well-written with clarity and readability; appropriate exhibits and evidence were provided by reference to 

each Standard and CFR.  The report was provided in a timely manner to the visiting team members in 

both hard-copy and electronic format.  Exhibits and evidence supporting the self-study were provided 

electronically on wafer cards along with hard-copy menus of contents for each card.  As part of the 

intensive nature of this Pathway B visit, several iterations of clarifying materials were requested by the 

team and by the WASC staff from the University prior to and during the visit self.  On each occasion of 

additional materials request, the University provided everything requested in a timely and cooperative 

manner.  Without exception, the members of the visiting team described the self-study and volume of 

materials as the most comprehensive they had experienced on an accreditation visit. 

 While the self-study was organized well and articulated clearly, the team found the report, in 

general, to be more descriptive of current initiatives underway at the University rather than self-reflective 

of strategic issues faced by the institution.  The report appeared to lack in-depth or sophisticated 

understanding of the assets and vulnerabilities of the institution.  The report represented more 

compliance-driven responses rather than analysis of longitudinal findings and areas needing development 

at the institution.  It should be noted that the WASC manual How to Become Accredited states that the 

initial accreditation review “moves beyond a mere compliance review, considering evidence of the 

institution’s deep engagement with significant issues.” (page 20)   
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Specific examples of these more surface-level descriptions were in the areas of retention and 

attrition conditions at the University.  When prompted for more detailed information, the University 

leadership provided additional data, which were still lacking in analysis and deep understanding of the 

critical importance of this evidence to the institution.   A second area of concern regarding analysis and 

insight in the report was in the area of enrollment growth.  The report did not reflect an ability to anticipate 

the impact of enrollment growth beyond the institution’s capacity to keep pace with the infrastructure 

needs for student services in financial aid, student readiness for college coursework, or predictions 

regarding the amount of time needed to be successful in the coursework.     

In general, the self-study report was data rich but information/analysis weak.  Many of these 

issues are discussed in the report which follows.  Finally, the team members expressed varying levels of 

frustration with the large number of individual documents addressing discrete bits of sometimes 

redundant information which, at times, seemed to contain variations in data.  While the team understands 

that the data at Ashford do change rapidly because of the 50 weekly class starts each year, a point-in-

time organization of data would have perhaps been helpful.  

 

SECTION II.  EVALUATION OF INSTITUTION UNDER THE STANDARDS 

 

Standard 1:  Defining Institutional Purposes and Ensuring Educational Objectives 

 

Institutional Purposes (CFRs 1.1-1.3) 

The institution has clearly developed and published organizational identity statements as 

evidenced specifically by its core values, mission statement, and statement of purposes. The team found 

that the institution’s mission, including affordability and accessibility, is well established in both Clinton 

and San Diego and provides a strong institutionalized identity for Ashford University.  The institution’s 

leadership and staff are commended for their continued care and attention to this important part of the 

university’s identity. 

The institution is committed to a future of alignment, measurement and public disclosure of 

specific institutional, program and course outcomes supporting the mission. The supporting systems and 
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leverage of technology collecting data on these indicators are commendable. Intentional processes to 

utilize these indicators, transforming these critical data to management information and thus informing 

key indicators of student success (persistence, retention, and graduation) are emerging, as demonstrated 

by the recent implementation of several innovative tools (e.g. Waypoint).  It is recommended that, since 

the online unit of the university uses a non-traditional academic and management model, specially 

designed management systems that include thorough review, informed reflection, thoughtful 

interpretation, and actionable solutions, prioritization and execution should be developed.  

The leadership of the institution is mission-focused, energized, and passionate about the 

purposes of the institution.  There is an emerging understanding of the challenges of managing an online, 

high-volume business model, and the implications of uncontrolled growth.  Several professional 

development programs are available for leaders and these provide a tiered approach to skill and 

competency training and development.  Still, the team observed an absence of a sufficiently large and 

seasoned staff necessary to guide and assure the long-term academic success of Ashford University. It is 

recommended that intentional effort be made to engage quality academic personnel (faculty) in new roles 

and ways consistent with the uniqueness of Ashford and under policy direction by the Board of Trustees. 

(CFR 1.3)  

 

Integrity (CFRs 1.4-1.9) 

Ashford University’s commitment to academic freedom is fulfilled through the Freedom of Inquiry 

and Expression statement that appears in the 2011-2012 Ashford University Catalog and also through the 

provisions for due process as outlined in the Bridgepoint Education Employee Handbook.  (CFR 1.4) The 

institution’s responsiveness to diversity is demonstrated through its diversity statement in the current 

academic catalog; its attention to geographic, ethnic, and gender diversity; its Promoting Awareness and 

Wellness program; and its attention to increasing both student and faculty diversity.  (CFR 1.5) 

When evaluating evidence regarding CFRs 1.6 through 1.9, the team had concerns about 

Ashford University’s record on enrollment growth and student completion.   The primary issue that drove 

this concern is the fact that the online division of the institution has only been operating in its current form 

since 2005, has experienced extremely rapid growth in a short period of time, and has experienced a high 
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rate of enrollment turnover.  It is important to understand the level of difficulty the team had with 

understanding how data about retention, persistence and completion were constructed and reported by 

Ashford University.  Repeatedly the team found the various data sets to be confusing.  Moreover, the 

team had concerns that Ashford’s awareness and ownership of the fundamental challenges of retention, 

graduation and attrition are not sufficiently developed.  These issues will be discussed in depth in 

Standards 2 and 3 in this report.   

One possible way to think about integrity, particularly as it relates to the CFRs and the 

expectation that academic issues take priority in an institution of higher education, is the balance between 

investments made in academic matters and investments made elsewhere, such as in marketing and 

sales.  The university reports that it has 2,150 Admissions Counselors and 155 Student Relations 

Specialists who support the Admissions Counselors, thus having 2,305 positions in enrollment services.  

Taking the fall 2011 headcount enrollment of 74,596, the ratio of students to enrollment counselors is 

32:1 while staff reported that the ratio of students to advisors is 300:1.  The team was concerned that this 

does not suggest an optimum alignment of institutional resources with stated mission and priorities; 

however, staff reported that the ratios are not reflective of the numbers of students contacted.  A vast 

majority of potential students never enroll.  

From a capacity point of view, WASC CFR 1.7 sets the expectation that an institution truthfully 

represent goals and services, demonstrate that its academic programs can be completed by the students 

who are admitted, and treat students fairly and equitably.  From an educational effectiveness view, CFR 

2.10 sets the expectation that student needs are identified and supported.  (Also see CFR 3.5 re 

alignment of resources).  One concern noted by the team was that students may be disadvantaged if 

brought in without being ready to succeed and are then not supported adequately so that a substantial 

proportion actually can succeed.  The data show a 53% attrition rate over a four-year period. 

It is recommended that the institution address the levels of student attrition described in Standard 

2 in this report.  This will require not only the successful execution of currently identified initiatives but will 

also require reconsideration of current student acquisition strategies and processes.   
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Standard 2:  Achieving Educational Objectives through Core Functions 

 

Teaching and Learning (CFRs 2.1-2.7) 

The systematic assessment of learner outcome equity in terms of content, degree level and 

academic rigor, contrasting the same programs delivered both on the traditional campus in Clinton and 

programs delivered virtually, will require careful management. The academic programs reviewed during 

the visit were of an appropriate content and standard.  Inconsistencies were observed, however, in 

several course curricula in levels of academic rigor and learning.  For example, some upper-division 

courses required less academic rigor than lower-division courses within the same college.  The seasoned 

academic leadership required for the institution to be effective in the oversight and teaching of such a 

large student body and in an online environment is an area of concern. Cognizant of the many traditional 

faculty activities that are provided by the extensive academic support services staff in the institution and 

the large number of part-time faculty, the ratio of qualified full-time faculty to both the volume of programs 

and students appears to be inadequate (47 Faculty FTE: 67 programs: 74,596 student FTE). It is 

recommended that the institution develop and execute a faculty capacity model, aligned with the 

institution’s mission, purposes, institutional outcomes and innovative business model, so as to support 

and sustain educational effectiveness.  This would potentially provide a more proactive and tangible plan 

for full-time faculty acquisition and retention. (CFR 2.1; also see CFR 3.1) 

Ashford University has clear admission standards, including specific criteria for their specialized 

programs, for both undergraduate and graduate degrees, in both the traditional, on-campus, and online 

programs (CFR 2.2). The institutional learning outcomes (ILOs) serve as a coherent set of expectations 

for all students at the undergraduate and graduate levels, regardless of majors (2011-2012 Ashford 

University Academic Catalog). The undergraduate general education programs meet WASC expectations 

for breadth and unit requirements. The institutional learning outcomes meet all of the five core learning 

competencies listed in CFR 2.2a, addressing directly written and oral communication, and appreciation of 

diversity; and implicitly addressing college-level quantitative skills, critical thinking, and information 

literacy. Graduate programs appear to be structured in accordance with the expectations of CFR 2.2b, 

with appropriate faculty and learning outcomes.  (CFR 2.2) 
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Ashford University student learning outcomes and expectations for student attainment are stated 

at the course, program, and institutional level. (CFR 2.3)  The course learning outcomes (CLOs) are listed 

in the course syllabi and most of the outcomes are measurable and aligned to course-level assessments. 

Some discrepancies in course learning outcomes were found when comparing online and on-ground 

(Clinton campus) courses.  Of the five randomly selected undergraduate courses from the four schools 

reviewed, only two of the courses had the same course learning outcomes.  Further analysis of the 

courses showed variability in expectations for student attainment and rigor between online and on-ground 

delivery.  Based on the quantity, complexity, and depth of assignments (e.g., research paper with 

citations vs. quizzes), two of the online courses were more rigorous, one on ground course was more 

rigorous, and two of the courses appeared to be of equal academic rigor.   Although this is a small 

sample, the findings from this analysis confirmed the impressions of the four assigned team members, 

gleaned from the in-depth review of a much larger number of online syllabi and related coursework. 

Program learning outcomes (PLOs) are stated in the catalog and in the on-ground syllabi.  

However, the program learning outcomes were not listed or referenced in the online syllabi.  Because 

there were found to be differences noted in the listing of the program learning outcomes in the on-ground 

syllabi and the catalog, it is suggested that the institution ensure that program learning outcomes match 

across all documents to promote student and faculty understanding and clarity.  The institution may wish 

to consider listing a designated program learning outcome and/or institutional learning outcome on the 

syllabi if the course is targeted for a signature assignment.  Highlighting the program learning outcome 

with the signature assignment will assist students and faculty in understanding expected student 

attainment for their degree program. (CFR 2.4) 

The institutional learning outcomes (ILOs) were listed in the catalog and on the syllabi (online and 

on-ground).  Some notations were provided in the syllabi outlining course assignments to institutional 

learning outcomes.  However, this was confusing as one assignment may address one program learning 

outcome and six institutional learning outcomes.   

The faculty and staff are earnest in their expectations for learning and student attainment, which is 

consistent with the Ashford’s mission. (CFR 2.4)  These expectations are identified in the ILOs, PLOs, 

and CLOs and guide program curriculum and course development with their systematic 13-week course 
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development process. This process is guided by detailed documents such as, “Ashford University Course 

Developer’s Guide and Checklist,” “Ashford University’s Rubric Development Guide,” and the new 

“Discussion Board Job Aid for Curriculum Developers” created by the Ashford University Critical Thinking 

Task Force. This last document gives faculty course authors specific discussion board strategies to 

increase critical thinking for students. In addition to documents that support faculty course authors, 

Instructional Designers provide assistance for faculty. The complex system for course development and 

course revision as described in the Self-Study includes program managers, instructional designers, full-

time faculty and deans, curriculum coordinators, assessment specialists, and others as needed. This 

detailed process schedules multiple check points to ensure a standard level of quality and consistency.  

The University has developed an assessment process that includes the implementation of ILOs, 

PLOs, and CLOs, outlined in program assessment maps (Wafer 2, Item 23). When talking to program 

managers and assessment specialists, the team learned that the PLOs are addressed in the course 

development process but are not included in the course itself.  ILOs are assessed using the Waypoint 

system rubrics in appropriate courses. The team suggests that Ashford include its ILOs and PLOs, in 

addition to the CLOs, in all course syllabi and course maps to clearly show how they are connected to 

course assignments, projects, and assessment so students will see the intentional design of their 

programs and courses. (CFR 2.7)  This may provide a more direct and focused approach to assessment 

of institutional learning outcomes in particular. 

Ashford is committed to providing quality courses to its students. Thus a goal has been set to 

have every course be reviewed by an external Quality Matters (QM) reviewer. QM trained faculty from 

other institutions review submitted AU courses with the QM rubric that has eight categories and 41 

specific standards to make sure each course meets them (QM - http://www.qmprogram.org/). The team 

commends Ashford for its commitment to ensure course quality.  The university started the QM review of 

its courses in February, 2010, and “as of October 31, 2011, 366 courses have been recognized as 

meeting the QM standards, which is more courses than any other institution in the nation 

www.qmprogram.org/qmresources/courses/grouped_by_inst.cfm “ (Self-study, p. 78). Nevertheless, the 

site team’s review of 51 selected Ashford courses showed inconsistent course quality, indicating the need 

for continued commitment to course quality improvement.  

http://www.qmprogram.org/
http://www.qmprogram.org/qmresources/courses/grouped_by_inst.cfm
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The visiting team members developed a rubric for reviewing the majority of courses provided by 

Ashford for this visit.   The review included the following items:  academic integrity (including policies 

stated in syllabi and how these would be implemented in the courses); course learning outcomes 

(including if they were provided, tied to grading for the course, and aligned with assessment); program 

learning outcomes (similar assessment as with course learning outcomes); credit unit value alignment 

with coursework; rigor of coursework aligned with course level; student engagement and interaction; 

feedback by faculty to students; student support offerings (including method to access, support by faculty 

member, support available from the University); course structure, instructional design elements, 

cohesiveness, and ease of use; ADA compliance; inclusion of information literacy objectives.  The 

reviewers each reviewed three courses to ensure inter-rater reliability and then each reviewed additional 

courses in different disciplines. 

From the self-study, faculty course authors and instructional designers take collective 

responsibility for establishing expectations for student learning in the courses. Instructors are responsible 

for fostering a learning environment in their courses and for determining the attainment of these 

expectations. However, data are in the early stages of being collected in Waypoint for the ILOs, PLOs, 

and CLOs; therefore, little or no analysis has been done at this time.  Although Ashford is in the midst of 

setting up a variety of assessment systems to establish, review, and demonstrate the attainment of its 

learning and student attainment expectations, it has yet to set up the necessary processes for analyzing 

data and making meaningful data-informed decisions. It is recommended that the University involve both 

full-time and part-time faculty in developing and being a key part of these processes to create a culture of 

effective learning and assessment.  (CFRs 2.4, 2.6) 

After reviewing 51 online courses and interviewing the academic leadership, a selection of online 

faculty and students, the following observations pertinent to CFR 2.5 were noted by the reviewing team: 

First, the format of the online courses is consistent and allows students to focus on learning the 

course materials instead of learning a new format for each class.  The standardized course template also 

allows the institution to automate the tracking of student comments and faculty responses.  The downside 

of the standardized template and its role in enabling the tracking process is that instructors (and students) 

are locked into a text-based, discussion-heavy means of teaching and learning regardless of whether or 
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not that is an appropriate pedagogy for the course goals.  Second, in the majority of the cases reviewed, 

the aspect of the course that often/frequently contributes the highest single percentage of a student’s 

grade was found to be ‘discussion.’  This is true for lower-division and upper-division undergraduate 

courses, and for graduate courses.  While the instructors make comments in these online discussion 

sessions, it was found to be rare for an instructor to challenge a student’s comments or have the student 

correct or elaborate on the comments.  This observation belies the assurances that the system for 

monitoring the 2,600 adjunct instructors can adequately identify situations in which the instructors might 

not be performing in ways that assure student learning.  After learning about the way the tracking systems 

are designed, this locked-in structure makes some sense as a management system but may not from a 

learning perspective. (CFRs 2.5, 2.6) 

Third, while the level of discourse in the online discussions reflects a slight difference between an 

undergraduate and graduate course, there was found to be little difference between lower- and upper- 

division undergraduate courses.  Given the weight of this course-related activity, it is difficult to determine 

whether the students are being challenged. There was also wide variability in practice among instructors.  

Most offered comments like “nice” but did not give substantive responses; however, others made 

comments, asked questions, and gave additional resources that challenged the students in meaningful 

ways around the topic being studied.  The former practice appears to be the norm. (CFR 2.5) 

Finally, the online tests/quizzes sampled by the review team appeared to be not very demanding 

and did not reflect the level of challenge for any usual practices used to assess the mastery of the 

material typically found in the courses reviewed.  Determining whether graduates achieved the stated 

levels of attainment is difficult without a system that assures the person commenting in the discussion, 

taking the quizzes, writing the papers is the person who gets the credit and the degree.  While Ashford 

currently uses login and passwords, the team did learn from the Technology and Learning Technology 

Specialists that Bridgepoint is considering the adoption of  more stringent student authentication services 

within a short time.  It is recommended that a solution allowing the institution to verify student authenticity 

more rigorously be implemented as quickly as possible (CFRs 1.8, 2.6) 

Ashford has begun to develop strategies to ensure that faculty members evaluate student work 

based on defined expectations, primarily through rubric development (via Waypoint Outcomes) and 
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faculty training opportunities. (CFR 2.6)  Waypoint rubrics are based upon well-defined evaluation criteria. 

Additionally, faculty may use pre-written, editable feedback with embedded, active hyperlinks that may be 

inserted as appropriate. Issues related to inter-rater reliability call into question the validity of assessment 

data gathered via Waypoint. At this point, a relatively small number of courses are Waypoint enabled, and 

further study and work on its use as an assessment tool must take place. It is also not clear how explicitly 

levels of attainment for the various learning outcomes at the program and institutional level have been 

defined, normed, and assessed. AU has piloted a limited number of programs for review, and it is at the 

early stages of collecting and evaluating student work in ways that lead to program improvement.   

Ashford University’s academic staff members reported their reliance on evidence generated from 

the Waypoint tool that links faculty grading of students’ work to rubrics that embed program and university 

learning outcome goals to show that students are achieving the designated learning outcomes.  Given the 

growth in the number of part-time/adjunct instructors to accommodate the increases in enrollment and the 

observations noted above relating to the great variability in instructor performance, the team questions 

whether the processes currently in place to train instructors and manage the quality of their performance 

adequately assures the validity of the Waypoint data as evidence of student mastery of the 

program/university’s learning outcome goals. (CFRs 2.4, 2.6; also see CFR 3.2)   

 

Program Review Results (CFR 2.7) 

A total of six program reviews have been completed by the institution: 1) BA Early Childhood 

Education 2/2012; 2) BA Social and Criminal Justice 2/2012; 3) BA Business Administration 12/2011; 4) 

AA Business 12/2011; 5) MA Organizational Management; and 6) BA Organizational Management.  The 

additional 74 programs are scheduled for program review completion from 2/2013 through 8/2017. 

The program review process included analyses of the program learning outcomes although data 

samples were small compared to the total student population.  In some cases, data sizes were not 

provided, bringing into question the reliability and generalization of the findings.  Of special concern was 

the lack of a robust assessment tool for measuring student learning.  For example, the majority of the 

PLOs cited high percentages of meeting or exceeding expectations on a designated assignment without 

providing the criteria used to assess student learning.  As noted above, the institution is currently building 
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a rubric approach to signature assignments which should provide the faculty with data to make curricular 

improvements and for accountability purposes.  In addition, triangulation of data was evident for some 

program outcomes through indirect assessments (e.g., student evaluation of skills) and standardized 

exams. 

External reviewers were used as part of the program review process in some but not all cases.  

The institution has recently created a more comprehensive program review process which should assist 

with future reviews.  Of special attention is the need to clearly align recommendations with data results.  

Although recommendations were provided in the program reviews, there was not a clear relationship 

between findings and the recommendation.   

The institution is at the initial stage of development of its program review process.  The institution 

will benefit from use of trend data over time, aggregation and disaggregation for online and on-ground 

delivery of the same degree program, clear alignment of data results to curriculum improvements, use of 

comparative data from external sources, and clear alignment with planning and budgeting. 

Prior Learning Assessment  

The institution has appropriate policies and procedures for prior learning assessment for the 

Experiential Essay.  The credit limit, matching to existing catalog course, assessing and awarding of 

credit and transcript language conforms to WASC’s policy on Credit for Experiential Learning.  

The institution also provides students an opportunity to be awarded credit through Sponsored 

Professional Training.  This process requires the student to provide documentation of the experience, 

length of course, and training content, contact information for training supervisor, and a one-page credit 

rationale paper.  Based on these documents, an assessor (faculty with discipline expertise) will award 

credit.   A student may earn one semester credit for 15 contact hours that may align to an existing course 

or may be granted as elective credit in a discipline (e.g., two credits in business).  This institutional 

practice does not appear to conform to the WASC policies on Credit for Experiential Learning and Credit 

Hour since it documents experience but lacks evidence of student learning outcomes aligned with course 

outcomes.  This practice needs to be evaluated and revised to conform to WASC policies. 
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Scholarship and Creative Activity (CFRs 2.8-2.9) 

Ashford University incorporates scholarship and creative activity into its performance evaluation 

of faculty, and offers some support for such activities, such as full-time faculty being eligible to apply for 

professional development funds.  This support, however, is not available at this time to the part-time, 

adjunct and associate faculty members which constitute the preponderance of faculty members employed 

by the institution, raising the question of how this resource so crucial to Ashford’s sustainability is 

nurtured. In addition, the team did not find evidence that scholarship and creative activity has yet been 

defined for faculty teaching in graduate programs, most of which rely heavily on a capstone project.  It is 

suggested that the institution further its work on defining and providing for faculty scholarship. (CFR 2.8)  

The Self-Study Report offers meaningful evidence that Ashford connects service to student 

learning and teaching, particularly through internships and partnerships with local organizations. The 

University hired a Service Learning Administrator in 2011, and during that year, foundational work was 

performed, and service learning opportunities were offered to students enrolled in the Freshmen 

Experience course. In a meeting with Student Affairs staff, service learning opportunities were discussed 

in the context of volunteer activities that are promoted to Ashford students. Within the context of a 

nonstandard, online instructional delivery environment, Ashford promotes these opportunities to its 

students and it appears that it is building the capacity to meet this criterion. (CFR 2.9) 

 

Support for Student Learning (CFRs 2.10-2.14) 

The team’s review found that Ashford collects student data on retention and graduation rates, 

disaggregated by demographics and areas of study.  However, as noted briefly in Standard 1 and again 

in Standard 4, the team found these institutional data efforts inconsistent, and sometimes lacking depth 

and analytical sophistication.  Systematic development and display of student outcomes across student 

characteristics and fields of study over time were not evident.  Student surveys are employed, but on a 

fairly rudimentary level. (CFR 2.10)  Given the high rate of student withdrawal, the failure to have 

developed a series of institutional research studies that assess factors associated with student success is 

significant.   
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While the team understands that the institution’s student body is older and transfers credit into 

Ashford, there would have been value in providing greater clarity about how the datasets had been 

compiled and what definitions were used in order to make the data understandable and the implications 

more apparent.  The fall cohort method used to determine year-to-year retention and completion rates 

employs a definition of cohort that includes those students who are enrolled by May 8th and are also 

enrolled in the second week of September.  The team had concerns regarding whether the fall cohort 

method used by Ashford provides the institution with data that would help it become truly informed as to 

which students are withdrawing, when they are withdrawing, and why.  In February 2012, WASC opened 

for comment a proposal that is expected to be approved in June, whereby institutions that use multiple 

entry points throughout the year will be required to report using the full year method.   

In looking at Ashford’s full-year cohorts and considering a four-year period to allow for the 

indicators whereby some students might leave and return at a later date, which the administration 

believes to be common, it was revealed that from Fall 2007 to Fall 2011, 240,911 students have been 

recruited to the institution and 127,879 of those students have withdrawn.    Each year with the exception 

of last year the institution experienced high levels of withdrawals.   

 
ASHFORD UNIVERSITY – 12 MONTH NEW ENROLLMENTS, WITHDRAWN, PERSISTING AND GRADUATES 

FOR 2007-08 THROUGH 2010-11 AS OF MARCH 14, 2012 

Cohort 2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010 2010-2011* Total 

 

New 

Enrollments 

 

27, 689 

 

53,581 

 

74,419 

 

85,222 

 

240,911 

Graduates 7,915 11,763 9,502 1,528 30,708 

Subtotal 19,774 41,818 64,917 83,694 210,203 

Persisting 1,955 7,709 19,776 52,884 82,324 

Withdrawn 17,819 34,109 45,141 30,810 127,879 

*Students entering in this year have had only a minimum of eight months and up to 20 months to graduate.  Thus, the number 
of graduates for this cohort is not as high as previous years because insufficient time has elapsed. 
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The level of withdrawal led to consideration of whether the institution’s level of growth coupled 

with attrition meets the WASC standards about operational integrity and support for student success and 

achievement.  According to a 2011 consultant report, this level of attrition was anticipated.  Based on this 

report, the institution launched several initiatives to improve retention and persistence, and the 

institution’s leadership team stated that it intends to grow enrollment at more modest rates, at about five 

to seven percent per year.  The efforts to increase persistence include a new orientation course that is 

being piloted in one school (College of Health and Human Services) for students entering with fewer than 

24 transfer credits, and a reduction in class size in eight courses from 60 to 35 students.   (CFRs 2.6, 

2.10, 2.13) 

The team appreciates that the institution recognizes the need to improve its persistence efforts 

but it also finds that acceptance of the retention challenge and the focus on finding remedies to improve it 

need further attention.  Controlling the enrollment process and improving persistence will be a challenge 

for the institution.  The team observed an organization that is operating in its current form since 2005, in 

what could be described as “early stage” mode, with simultaneous engagement in multiple initiatives 

(most started within the last six to eight months).  Both faculty and staff members reported on the multiple 

initiatives underway and, while there is excitement about the new efforts, the atmosphere appeared at 

times to verge on frenetic.  The team observed a lack of organizational maturity and capacity to take the 

institution to the next level.  Partly, this concern regarding capacity stems from the narrow range of 

experience demonstrated by the staff and in part from the limited academic leadership depth available to 

the massive online programs.  (CFRs 1.3, 3.1, 3.9) 

  Ashford has initiated 11 action steps to improve retention (Item 14, Student Attrition Action 

Plans, Additional Documentation Request #2) and ultimately student success.   Included in these are 

expanding a student orientation course currently being piloted, adding additional faculty, creating a new 

student services position (again, now being piloted), and creating Facebook study groups and reduction 

in class sizes.  In parts of the Ashford self-study and other materials, the institution compares various 

data points with other for-profit educational institutions that offer online instruction.  Review of those 

institutions reveals substantially smaller average class sizes.  For example, one institution features in 
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some of its promotional material an average class size of 18 and another states on its website that its 

average class size is 16.    

Ashford acknowledges the lack of co-curricular programs for its online students.  However, given 

the demographics of Ashford’s online student population, i.e., overwhelmingly adult and mostly working 

full-time, there is the question of the extent to which Ashford needs to attempt to develop such programs.  

In the team’s meeting with students, they voiced the opinion that this an area where there are not unmet 

student needs.  The University does, however, provide co-curricular opportunities at its Clinton campus. 

(CFR 2.11) 

The University is cognizant that its students have busy lives and little time and have put in place 

an advising system to meet these needs.  A recent initiative that moves from a student having both a 

financial and an academic advisor to having a single advisor appears to be well-conceived.  This initiative, 

which is new, will need to be carefully monitored to ensure that it accomplishes the goals the University 

has in mind.  The student survey conducted by WASC inquired about admissions advising information 

received but not upheld.  Only five percent of responders provided input for the open ended response; a 

review of these comments showed that the number of credits eventually transferred was fewer than 

expected as a “dissatisfier” but only 2% of respondents indicated that the transfer credits information was 

inaccurate.   The survey results generally revealed little dissatisfaction with advisors and confirm that 

advisors respond to inquiries and complaints in a timely fashion. (CFR 2.12) 

According to the WASC student survey, student service ratings of accessibility (very accessible + 

accessible combined) ranged from higher than 90% (registration and library access/support) to 87% 

(academic counseling, financial aid, and advising by faculty) to 84% (academic support or tutoring) and 

81% (career services), as rated by those indicating that the service applied to them.  A significant number 

of respondents answered “NA” for career services (37%) and academic support or tutoring (19%). 61% 

marked academic counseling as Very Accessible and 23% as Accessible.  However, the student survey 

revealed that, of the small percentage of students who were not satisfied, the services provided by 

financial aid were an area of concern.  The team realizes that there are very real challenges in 

determining and awarding financial aid in a timely fashion across fifty points of entry per year.  Given the 



23 

 

high rates of student attrition, the university’s challenge remains to assess more rigorously how student 

support services are or are not meeting the needs of specific types of students.  (CFR 2.13) 

Ashford is predominantly a transfer institution and the academic policies and requirements are set 

up to accommodate this population.  The most prominent accommodation is the highly visible high level 

of transfer students granted credit for courses taken at other universities and for life experience. The 

institutional challenge requiring careful scrutiny is the proper balance between awarding transfer credit 

too readily and not awarding credit that students believe that they may be entitled to, as noted above.   A 

substantial number of survey respondents who indicated that promises were made to them before they 

enrolled (only 5% of the survey respondents) stated that the promises were about transfer of credit (41%). 

In terms of frequency, therefore, the number one student complaint in the student survey conducted by 

WASC concerned the discrepancy between the number of transfer credits that students believed that they 

would receive and the number that that ultimately counted.   Further institutional self-assessment is 

recommended to ascertain the basic distribution of these student complaints.  (CFR 2.14) 

 

Standard 3:  Developing and Applying Resources and Organizational Structures to Ensure 

Sustainability 

 

Faculty and Staff: (CFRs 3.1-3.4) 

 Sufficient Personnel.   In 2006 Ashford University employed 35 full-time faculty, 232 part-time 

faculty members and 112 instructional staff and was serving 3,836 students.  These numbers have 

increased significantly over the past six years.  At the time of the self-study submission, Ashford 

University employed 56 full-time faculty members, 2,458 part-time faculty members, and 875 instructional 

staff personnel to serve the 74,319 students in academic programs on-ground and online.  In addition, 

since fall 2011 the University added 43 new full-time faculty members in the online division.   

Administrators explain the difference in faculty/student ratios between the traditional campus in Clinton 

and the online division in San Diego by describing how the University uses an “unbundled” faculty model.  

In this model, many of the activities of traditional faculty members are provided, instead, by qualified 

professional instructional staff (112) whose positions augment the full-time faculty in roles such as 
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oversight of part-time and adjunct/associate faculty, assessment support, curriculum development and 

technology applications/design of curriculum.  (CFR 3.1, 3.2) 

Faculty and staff are governed by an on-ground Faculty Handbook, an Online Faculty Handbook, 

and a Staff Handbook.  In interviews with the administrative leadership team and the academic leadership 

team in San Diego, the team inquired about the sufficiency of staff and how staffing levels and faculty 

levels were determined.  Faculty levels were described as providing at least one full-time faculty member 

per academic program while also being adjusted for program enrollments. Staffing levels were directly 

related to student headcounts which were explained clearly and repeatedly by student service 

administrators who were able to give specific examples of staff-to-student ratio changes based on specific 

enrollment changes. Academic administrators admit that more full-time faculty would always be welcome, 

but believe that with the Instructional Specialists infrastructure supporting faculty oversight work, they are 

providing reasonable assurance of the quality of part-time faculty evaluation and curriculum development.  

 The team, however, had difficulty understanding the recent expenditures for new enrollment 

advising staff which were more than double expenditures for faculty and academic staff.  (See CFR 3.5 

below for more detail on this concern.)   While the University is intentional and attentive in covering all 

academic activities required for its programs and instructional delivery with efficiency and adherence to its 

standards, the team also found that the academic culture at Ashford University is dominated by an 

emphasis on efficiency, which changes the identity of the academic institution from one where decision-

making is informed by thoughtful, interpreted judgments regarding education to one in which decision-

making is driven by efficient systems and processes.  While the institution has developed multiple layers 

of staff support systems with checks and balances to assure accuracy and timely service, numerous 

interviews with faculty and staff by several members of the team revealed consistently a lack of academic 

dialogue and informed judgment underlying the decisions regarding curriculum development, pedagogy, 

and learning theory.  The staff processes appear to be determining the academic rationale for changes 

and improvement. For the online program it is not evident that the faculty is providing the range of 

academic service to the institution that will be essential to long-term sustainability and quality assurance. 

(CFRs 3.1, 3.2) 
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Instructional Support Staff.  Ashford University describes itself as an institution whose faculty 

numbers “are substantially augmented by academic support staff” such as Instructional Specialists (38), 

teaching assistants (800), and Writing Instructional Specialists (14).   The academic support staff 

student/faculty ratios are 92:1 for Teaching Assistants, and 592:1 for Writing Instructional Specialists.   

The faculty/staff ratio for Instructional Specialists (44) to faculty (approx. 2600) is 1:65. The instructional 

support staff augments the faculty role to allow for more focused and efficient student services support 

while reducing the need for full-time faculty.   The team found that the instructional support staff was 

highly motivated to support student learning, competent in the activities of their specialized assignments, 

and professional in their demeanor and respect for faculty and students.  However, the team was not 

convinced that reducing the full-time faculty based on this model could support an academic culture with 

diverse ideas and approaches to program and curriculum.  In interviews with faculty, the team found that 

shared dialogue among faculty members regarding their classroom instruction, workload efficiencies, 

responses to students, and concept attainment in similar disciplines was missing from the environment. 

(CFRs 2.1, 2.8, 3.2-3.4)  

Bridgepoint Services Staff.   In addition to instructional support staff, Bridgepoint employees 

support students and faculty in areas of finance, legal, information technology, human resources, and 

learning systems support.   The collaboration between the Ashford University faculty and academic staff 

and the Bridgepoint service staff is described by all participants as highly collaborative, professional, and 

supportive.  In multiple interviews with Clinton campus faculty, online faculty, and academic staff, the 

services provided by Bridgepoint employees are described as timely, responsive, and competent.  Clinton 

campus faculty especially expressed appreciation for the important and professional work of the 

Bridgepoint support services available to them at any time.  (CFR 3.1, 3.2) 

As part of the accreditation review, the team solicited and reviewed student comments from a 

variety of sources regarding all university services.  The team conducted a Zoomerang online student 

survey sent in February 2012 to approximately 80,000 students.  The survey enjoyed a response rate of 

more than 30%, generating nearly 23,000 comments from students.  The team also reviewed more than 

700 student complaints and grievances filed with the university, and analyzed nearly 1,500 of 1,923 

student comments gathered through the confidential email account established in advance of the visit.  
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Only 20% of comments were negative and these were aggregated around areas such as financial aid, 

transfer credits, tuition and fees changes, and workload required.  The comments were predominantly 

positive (66%) and appreciative of the University’s service and timely responsiveness.  Specific data 

results are included in Appendix C. 

Faculty and Staff Development.  A clearly organized schedule of faculty and staff development 

activities is described in the self-study.  Faculty development is promoted through optional and mandatory 

monthly training and development opportunities including topics such as ADA and FERPA workshops, 

harassment training sessions, and special programs designed by the Learning and Development (L&D) 

department.  In addition to online and workshop programs, the Clinton campus faculty participate in three 

in-service weeks annually coordinated by the Professional Development Committee of the Faculty 

Assembly.  Full-time faculty may make professional development funding requests to the Executive Dean 

of their College.  Additional programs are sponsored by the Faculty Resource Center, an online center 

maintained by the Academic Quality team for online and on-ground faculty.  Ashford University hosts an 

annual Academic Retreat which is attended by full-time faculty, the academic leadership of the University, 

and representatives of Bridgepoint support units.   

 Development opportunities for staff at Ashford begins with the New Hire Experience (NHE), which 

includes an orientation designed to acclimate employees to the organizational culture, inform them of 

policies and procedures, and connect them with goals and missions of Ashford and Bridgepoint.  Staff 

members then participate in job-specific training and development programs coordinated by the Learning 

and Development team.  L&D tracks participation of employees in training and notifies the employee’s 

manager for disciplinary action if the training is not completed as scheduled.  Two flagship programs at 

Bridgepoint are Future Leaders Program and Principles of Management and Leadership.  Many of the 

professional development offerings for staff are offered in a blended learning style and cover topics such 

as Time Management, Communication, and Business Writing.  Staff morale and enthusiasm for the 

mission of Ashford University were uniformly positive.  Opportunities for growth and development as well 

as contributions to change systems and protocols were specifically described in interviews with staff.  

Handbooks were descriptive and detailed for each area of service and academic support.  The team 
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found that in general development opportunities for personnel were adequate and accessible.  (CFRs 3.3, 

3.4)  See above regarding discussion of integration and training of adjunct faculty. 

Curriculum Development and Assessment.  Faculty involvement in curriculum development, 

evaluation, and approval is demonstrated through the course development process discussed more 

thoroughly under Standard 2.  All faculty members provide course-related assessment through the 

Waypoint system. Full-time and online faculty members work on assessment teams to review aggregated 

information regarding assessment of student learning at the course and program levels.  Part-time faculty 

on annual contracts may be included on assessment teams dependent upon individual expertise, 

experience, and/or availability.  Associate faculty members participate in curriculum assessment only at 

the individual course level.  Program Review teams are comprised of two or more full-time faculty (online 

and at Clinton) and a part-time or associate faculty member.   

New course development or revision for the online division is done by associate faculty members 

(i.e., individuals employed on a course-by-course contract as “associate faculty”).  The associate faculty 

members are selected by Program Managers in consultation with the Department Chairs and Deans and 

are supported by Curriculum Developers, Assessment Analysts, and Quality Assurance personnel. Full-

time Ashford faculty members do review courses once developed but the consequences and/or impacts 

of that independent review were not evident.  The work of the Associate Faculty in course development 

and/or revision is monitored by these professional academic staff and can be completed or aborted based 

upon the judgment of the academic staff in these positions.  Overall, this system of academic oversight 

appeared to the team as having limited effectiveness.  (CFRs 3.2, 3.3, 3.11) 

Faculty Role in Governance and Decision-Making.   Faculty participation in governance and 

decision-making at Ashford University is provided through a Faculty Assembly which includes a 

Curriculum Committee, an Assessment Committee, a Graduate Council, and a Professional Development 

Committee.   The Faculty Assembly meetings are currently held on the Clinton campus and faculty from 

the online division are invited to participate by phone.  Minutes indicate specific members of the online 

faculty who are present at each meeting.  Faculty members also hold membership on the Policy and 

Implementation Council.  Team members reviewed the minutes of these committee meetings and 

confirmed the deliberation and voting authority of faculty in matters of curriculum approval and academic 
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policy revision.   In interviews with the President of Ashford University, the faculty governance system was 

described as in transition.  With the increasing size of full-time faculty for the online division, faculty will be 

reviewing the governance model currently in use and will, over time, develop a governance system 

appropriate for the two divisions of the university.  (CFR 3.11)  

Faculty Qualifications and Diversity.  Faculty qualifications at Ashford University are tracked 

through the Faculty Credentials and Reporting System (FCRS). Approval to teach at Ashford can only be 

granted by the respective college dean using the Faculty Qualifications Profile as a guide.  All Ashford 

University faculty members are required to hold a masters’ degree.  The team observed that, with a 

workload of 24 credits per year for on-ground faculty at the Clinton Campus and 30 credits per year for 

online faculty [Faculty Handbook], the qualifications and workload activities for on-ground vs. online 

faculty members appear to be inconsistent.  It is suggested that the institution may wish to redefine 

workload in the context of its unique challenges and delivery system, and in support of a more robust, 

faculty-led assessment process.   In addition, for those faculty members teaching and working in the 

master’s degree programs at Ashford, serious consideration should be given to the advising that students 

need at the graduate level, which should reduce the teaching load, and to the higher degree level 

appropriate for graduate faculty members.  [Faculty rosters] (CFRs 2.2b and Guideline 3.2)   

The University does disaggregate faculty and staff profiles by gender and race/ethnicity.  Five 

years of disaggregated data were provided in the self-study.   In Fall 2011, 41% of faculty (full-time and 

part-time) were male and 58% were female.  62% of faculty were white, 15% were African-American, 2% 

were Asian, less than 1% were Pacific Islander, less than 1% were American Indian, 3% were Two or 

More ethnicities, and 15% were Unknown.  [Required Data Exhibits 4.1] 

In Fall 2011, 45% of full-time staff were male and 55% were female.  53% of full-time staff were 

White, 9% were African-American, 6% were Asian, 10% were Hispanic/Latino, 2% were Native Hawaiian, 

6% were in the category of two or more ethnicities, and 15% were unknown.  Of part-time predominantly 

online staff, 20% were male, 79% were female, 73% were White, 9% were African-American, 1% 

American Indian, 2% Asian, 3% were Hispanic/Latino, 2% were two or more ethnicities, and 9% were 

unknown. [Required Data Exhibits 4.3]  
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Faculty turnover was reported at 14% new hires, one retirement, and 4% departures.  Staff 

turnover was reported at 40% new hires, no retirements, and 27% departures during the five years prior 

to the self-study.  [Required Data Exhibits 4.4] (CFRs 3.1, 3.2) 

 Clinton Campus Faculty Model.   Ashford University’s on-ground faculty members (49) at the 

Clinton campus carry traditional workload responsibilities of teaching, advising, curriculum development, 

curriculum review, assessment, service to the college, and engagement in scholarship and its application.  

Full-time faculty members on the Clinton campus describe a robust advising system with all faculty 

members carrying an average of 28 to 30 advisees.  Students cannot register at the Clinton campus 

without the individual approval of their faculty advisor.  The Clinton resident faculty members are 

expected to teach 24 credits/academic year.  Full-time faculty members are evaluated by student 

evaluations and peer review completed annually by the academic deans.  Faculty/student ratios at the 

Clinton campus appear sufficient and, while there is no tenure structure at Ashford, faculty members 

express loyalty and commitment to the university.  18% of the Clinton campus faculty been employed 

there for more than 10 years.  (CFRs 3.2, 3.3) 

Online Faculty Model.   The Ashford University online faculty is organized in an “unbundled” or 

disaggregated approach to faculty workload in which not all faculty members perform all traditional roles 

of faculty duties.  Faculty are categorized as full-time (50 anticipated by Winter 2012), part-time with 

annual contracts (100 anticipated by Winter 2012), or associate (2,781) who are contracted for individual 

courses.  Full-time online faculty members (seven in Fall 2011 and 44 by time of the visit) teach an 

average of two courses per term with a total annual teaching load of 30 credits.  Online associate faculty 

members carry an average of 1.2 courses per term.  Full-time online faculty members also carry 

additional duties which correspond to individual strengths in curriculum development, assessment, peer 

review, mentoring and service.  Academic advising for the online division is provided by an advising staff 

rather than by faculty. (CFR 2.13)  Curriculum development is assigned to associate faculty with full-time 

online faculty acting as reviewers for new courses in development.  A curriculum development team 

includes Program Managers, Assessment Analysts, Curriculum Coordinators, and Quality Assurance 

personnel who work with the Associate Faculty.  Faculty peer review responsibilities are augmented by 

Instructional Specialists who monitor online faculty activities with detailed workload requirement checklists 
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on a weekly basis which are reported to Program Managers and Deans with recommendations for 

improvement support, rehire, or nonrenewal.  As noted in the self-study, online faculty are encouraged, 

but not required, to participate in service to discipline and community organizations, pursue externally 

funded grants and contracts, present scholarship, or publish scholarship.  Creation of new knowledge is 

not emphasized in the online faculty role [Exhibit 83].  (CFRs 3.2-3.4, and 2.1, 2.8, 2.13) 

Online faculty members are evaluated by student evaluations, Instructional Specialists, with peer 

review by full-time online faculty members, and annual reviews.  The use of Instructional Specialists is 

described in the self-study as an innovative and unique practice for quality control in the online 

teaching/faculty model.  At the writing of the self-study, 38 instructional specialists were employed by 

Ashford University.  Instructional Specialists are charged with supporting and monitoring the online 

faculty’s active participation in courses, providing timely responses to students, assuring grade posting, 

mentoring first-time instructors, and sending rubric-based reports on each faculty to the Faculty Quality 

Administrator.  Each of these evaluation processes employ formalized rubrics and evaluation forms to 

provide consistency across the large number of faculty members in the online division.   However, what 

the team deduced in multiple venues (faculty interviews, academic staff interviews, handbook reviews) is 

that evaluations are driven more by the “forms” than by the substance.  Faculty requests for changes that 

are embedded in the rubrics are not possible to change.  The instructional model for content delivery is 

created by academic leadership and then embedded in the Waypoint tool.  Rubrics are monitored on a 

daily/weekly basis by the Instructional Specialists and do not allow for instructor deviation or innovation 

using individual talents or judgment in the class.  For the team, this model, while efficient and while 

providing detailed feedback on the activities in each class at Ashford, reduces the role of faculty to 

technician and heavily restrains the ability of faculty to react to individual student/class needs.  Faculty 

interviews by the team verified this conclusion.  (CFRs 3.3, and 2.4, 2.5, 4.7) 

 

Fiscal, Physical and Information Resources (CFRs 3.5-3.7) 

This analysis speaks to the fiscal viability and effectiveness of resource use consistent with the 

institution’s mission.  The visiting team looked for evidence of adequacy of resources, to the strength of 

the systems for controlling those to monitor fiscal conditions, to meet regulatory and other accountability 
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requirements, and to sustain educational effectiveness.  Ashford appears to be financially healthy, with a 

history of clean audits, budget surpluses and solid increases in revenues based on its recent history of 

enrollment growth in the online programs. Its spending has been conservative, perhaps too much so, but 

as a result the institution has substantial and growing assets.   

Its financial statements, however, include external audits that are consolidated with Bridgepoint, 

the parent company.  The fiscal relationship between Ashford and Bridgepoint raises some issues of 

control as well as internal and external accountability. Bridgeport provides a number of essential support 

services to Ashford (e.g., human resources, financial accounting) at no direct charge. There are some 

risks to the sustainability of this financial position, both from the regulatory climate and from changing 

student interests and growing competition, in particular with other online providers. The practice also 

suggests a lack of full control by the Ashford President and Board of Trustees over the allocation of 

resources and alignment of resources with institutional priorities. The team also has concerns about the 

historic spending patterns, in particular the relatively high funding levels for recruitment as compared to 

resources to support academic quality and student success, as noted earlier.  

 

Ashford University Revenues and Operating Income 

(in millions) FYE 2010 9 months ended 2011 

Revenues $688.6 $688.0 

Operating Income $359.9 $369.3 

   

Instructional & Advisement $118.2 $117.4 

Enrollment and marketing $161.5 $150.8 

Infrastructure $49.0 $50.0 

Source:  Self-study report, page 60 

 

 As noted above, Ashford presents financial information in consolidated form with Bridgepoint.   

Annual Bridgeport corporate audits have been unqualified for the past five years.  EBITDA (earnings 

before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization) since FY 2009 have more than tripled, and are 
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projected to again nearly double by 2016 [Source: Item 36: Ashford University Previous Three Year 

Budget and Projected Three Year Budget] 

Regarding financial identity and controls appropriate to support informed decision making,  

Ashford University is a financial subsidiary of Bridgepoint Education Inc., a publicly traded company.  

Roughly 96% of revenues to Bridgepoint Education come from Ashford University.  As noted above, there 

is no separate audited financial statement for Ashford University, as expected under WASC Standards. 

(CFRs 1.3-1.5)  Because the Department of Education has allowed Ashford to operate as a consolidated 

entity with Bridgepoint, the separateness has not been an issue in the past.  Untangling them simply for 

the purpose of administrative tidiness may not be necessary or appropriate, and there are potential 

economies and efficiencies from the centralization of resources for support and other functions. The 

sharing of services further allows Ashford and its board to focus attention on academic and educational 

issues.   

However, there are some current and potential issues arising from the ambiguity of the 

relationship.  There is no shared services agreement (in the form of a signed agreement) between the two 

entities delineating expectations about services, or ascribing the basis on which costs are to be managed.  

This effectively means that the Ashford board and president have no fiscal information about spending on 

support services provided by Bridgepoint, or control over them.   

The University’s spending patterns and evidence of alignment of revenues with educational 

purposes and objectives are a concern.   Related to the issues of fiscal control is a more important 

concern to the team, that of the history of allocation decisions and the relative underfunding of the 

academic program compared to an emphasis on student recruitment and enrollment – and revenue – 

growth.  Spending on student recruitment constitutes over 31% of Ashford spending, well above spending 

for instructional costs and services, which in the case of Ashford includes both direct spending on faculty 

and the administration of financial aid, student services and academic support.   

Research has shown that students who do not continue their studies default on student loans at 

higher rates than those who persist.  This raises concerns that Ashford may experience an increasing 

default rate over time. According to Section 2, Standard 3, Exhibit 97 (page 116), the institution’s 2009 

two-year cohort default rate was 15.3%. The three-year default rate, for 2008, was 20% (Item 4, 
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Additional Documentation Request #1, page 104).  These rates do not yet reflect the rates of students 

beyond the first full year after the acquisition, when total enrollment was under 10,000.  The team 

therefore has concerns about a potential imbalance in human resource investments in admissions versus 

academic services and academic quality assurance as described earlier.  Seven of 25 organization 

leaders, as identified by the institution, work in admissions.  This is 28% of the institutional leadership.  As 

noted earlier, more than 2,300 staff work in admissions, representing about a 32:1 enrollment staff to 

student ratio while the advisor to student ratio exceeds 300:1.  Ashford has a Vice President of 

Admissions and six Divisional Vice Presidents of Admissions.  For a majority of these staff, their only work 

experience has been at Ashford University.  Three of these staff have worked at another institution of 

higher education but have only worked at one other college. This represents a very narrow range of 

experience.   

While spending for instruction and related services has been increasing, the team is concerned 

about a potential under-allocation of resources to ensure adequate levels of faculty and staff necessary to 

support student success and in turn to ensure the ongoing financial integrity of the institution.  The 

evidence of student early departure discussed elsewhere may suggest a need to reallocate resources 

from recruitment and promotion to investment in faculty and student support services, particularly in early-

level online courses.  In the current environment, these types of trade-offs do not appear to have been 

discussed by Ashford and Bridgepoint decision makers.  Having discussed this issue with both the 

Ashford and Bridgepoint boards, the team believes both boards are aware of these concerns and may be 

seeking to improve and realign resources and financial transparency and control in the future.  (CFRs 3.5, 

and 3.1, 3.2, 2.10-2.14) 

 

Institutional budgeting; relationship between budgets and strategic plans 

The University develops an annual budget, which is reviewed and adopted by the Ashford board, 

and subsequently reviewed and approved by the Bridgepoint board.  The budget includes estimates for 

increases in enrollments and spending.  Decisions about spending changes not anticipated in the budget 

can be made by the President and the Ashford board without prior review and approval by Bridgepoint, 

although major changes do require consultation and approval by Bridgepoint. 
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Budgetary planning, including enrollment and spending, was presented with the previous three-

year budget and forecast for the next three years.  The Board of Trustees and the President appear 

aware of concerns that the Ashford spending patterns have been too dependent on unsustainable levels 

of enrollment growth, and are working on a new strategic plan to serve as a better basis for decisions in 

the future.  The issues related to the strategic planning process and the relationship between academic 

and fiscal planning are discussed below under CFRs 4.1 and 4.2   

 

Regulatory concerns affecting financial viability   

The team examined various publicly available documents to assess financial sustainability. The 

10-K reports filed by Bridgepoint with the Securities and Exchange Commission note several risks to 

Ashford’s continued viability, largely from the regulatory environment and the possibilities that the federal 

government will pursue ever-more aggressive oversight and financial requirements of for-profit 

institutions.   The federal government is currently implementing new regulations requiring evidence of 

‘gainful employment’ from for-profit institutions with a stated mission to prepare students for employment. 

These regulations establish thresholds for student indebtedness levels against an ability to repay 

federally backed loans based on earnings.  These regulations apply to some of Ashford’s programs and 

therefore will need to be managed by the institution. Ashford is well aware of these regulations and is 

working to manage them.  Since the vast majority of Ashford students are working adults, rather than 

adults preparing for their first job, the institution has not historically made the monitoring of student 

employment a major priority for its attention.  Ashford may have to do so now and in the future.   

A second major regulatory issue that may affect viability is the so-called “90-10” rule.  Under 

current law, for-profit institutions must be able to demonstrate that at least 10% of its revenues come from 

sources other than federal Title IV financial aid grants or student loans.  As currently implemented, 

students receiving veterans benefits are not counted as part of the federally assisted population.  While 

the regulatory risks are not trivial, the team believes that Ashford and Bridgepoint are prepared to adapt 

to adapt to new regulatory demands.  The team does believe, however, that the issue of student 

employability and earnings should not be treated as merely one of regulatory compliance.  In the current 

climate of rising expectations for public transparency and accountability, all institutions of higher 
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education need to be prepared to have evidence of value of the education they provide, especially the 

value-added to the student and the public investments being made in them.  The team suggests that 

Ashford should be thinking even more creatively about ways to get ahead of these issues, regardless of 

how the federal regulations are ultimately implemented.  (CFRs 3.5, 4.1, 1.8) 

 

Future revenue growth 

Ashford’s revenue growth in the last several years is attributed to the rates of enrollment growth, 

rates that are unlikely to be continued into the future for several reasons.  As the economy recovers from 

the recession, demand from working adults for postsecondary credentials may be expected to soften.  

Students have other competing options for online instruction from multiple national and local providers, in 

the for-profit arena and non-profit and public sectors, especially public institutions seeking to expand 

capacity in cost-effective ways given constraints on state resources and tuition revenues.  As Ashford 

seeks to increase student retention and graduation, it will need to focus on high-impact intervention 

programs designed to ensure that the students who enroll in Ashford succeed.    

The institution can sustain revenues and growth through more attention to retention (rather than 

new starts), and should be able to reduce the currently high costs per student recruited and enrolled by 

increasing retention. In thinking about the opportunities for changing expectations about enrollments, the 

institution needs to shift from a focus on generating revenues to increasing student outcomes-per-

spending, and to a cost-per-degree framework.  This shift will require adaption of the fiscal model now in 

place, along with decision-making processes and metrics to support it within the institution and with the 

Board.  (CFRs 3.5, and 2.6, 3.8-3.11, 4.1) 

 

Information Resources, Library, and Information Technology 

The Self-Study Report demonstrates growing library collections, increased use of electronic 

resources, and a willingness to make expenditures on these resources.  A recent survey indicated 

general satisfaction with library services by students (LibQUAL+ Survey). Interviews with faculty, staff and 

students indicate general satisfaction with technology resources and infrastructure at Ashford. (CFR 3.6)  

Considerable funds are directed towards funding subscriptions to a variety of electronic information 
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resources (databases, full-text journal packages, and e-book collections). With an online enrollment at 

more than 80,000 students, it would appear that the library is somewhat understaffed with only five 

librarians (at its San Diego campus), which is mitigated with the provision of a series of heavily used 

online tutorials for information literacy instruction. In a meeting with team members, the Director of 

Distance Learning Library Services indicated that customized instructional modules were developed for 

primarily introductory courses in anthropology, English, and communication studies. However, at this 

time, research methods and capstone courses are not targeted for similar efforts. Planned enhancements 

include increased outreach to students and faculty, and the implementation of a discovery service (i.e., 

“one-stop shopping” interface for journal articles, monographs, and other relevant scholarly materials]. 

(CFRs 3.6 and 2.2a) 

The Self-Study Report provides documentation of information technology operations supported 

by nearly 300 full-time employees.  Known as the Business Technology Services (BTS) Department, it is 

organized into eight distinct units: Data Analytics, Infrastructure, Risk Management, Architecture, 

Solutions Delivery, Waypoint Outcomes (Online Assessment), Customer Support and Services, and 

Systems Engineering. The level of support appears to be quite robust, as the combined BTS budget for 

2011 amounted to nearly $40 million. Technology initiatives may be proposed through a variety of 

channels, either through AU hierarchy in San Diego, or through to the Bridgepoint CEO (an example of 

the Ashford Mobile app was cited in team interviews with Technology and Learning Technology 

Specialists). BTS created the Project Oversight Steering Committee (POSC), a group with broad campus 

representation that recommends budget allocations. (CFR 3.7) 

The AU Mobile Computing Technology initiative has garnered much praise and traffic from 

students. It enables iPhone users to submit discussion posts and check course activity. BTS’s foray into 

analytics is a promising development, and this, combined with the use of dashboards, is an investment in 

developing tools to enhance strategic planning efforts, and better inform decisions.  (CFRs 3.7, and 4.1, 

4.3, 4.5) 
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Organizational Structures and Decision-Making Processes (CFR 3.8-3.11) 

 This section of the report concerns how the institution is organized and makes decisions in terms 

of organizational structures, governing board independence, sufficiency of qualified administrative 

personnel, and the effectiveness of faculty leadership to ensure academic quality and the institution’s 

educational purposes. (CFRs 3.8-3.11)  The institution provided organizational charts, position 

descriptions, board policies and composition, and a charter for the Faculty Assembly.  The institution has 

a full-time president and chief executive officer (CEO) and chief financial officer (CFO). (CFR 3.10)  The 

Board of Trustees has five committees and the responsibilities of the committees appear to be clear and 

appropriate.   

The team found that there are technical compliance issues with the make-up of the University 

Board of Trustees. The institution has provided both a “5th Amended and Restated Operating Agreement” 

and a “6th Amended and Restated Operating Agreement.”  Under the current Amended Agreement (the 

5th), the parent Bridgeport company CEO appoints the members and the chair of the institution’s Board of 

Trustees. This practice is confirmed in the Board Minutes that note that current Board Chair was 

appointed by the Bridgepoint CEO.  Furthermore, the 5th Amended Agreement requires that the majority 

of Board of Trustee members be appointed by the Bridgepoint CEO.  This is in direct conflict with CFR 3.9 

that requires “an independent governing board.”   

The 6th Operating Agreement provides for a majority of public members on the Board of Trustees 

and places responsibility for the appointment of public members with the Board of Trustees.  The 6th 

Agreement is listed as planned for adoption once WASC approval is received.    The parent company has 

stated that once WASC accreditation is confirmed, the entities will shift from the 5th Amended Agreement 

(as an Iowa LLC) to the 6th Amended Agreement (as a California LLC).    

The team met with both the Ashford University Board of Trustees and parent company Board of 

Directors.  Both boards consist of capable members dedicated to the mission and vision of the university.  

The parent company board has worked together for a longer period of time and clearly articulated its role.  

The University Board of Trustees exhibited passion for Ashford University and clearly stated its intention 

to be independent in providing leadership for the institution.  The members repeatedly stated that they 

had lots of work to do and were a “work in progress.”  To some extent, the Ashford trustees are a board in 
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transition, from being appointed in an essentially advisory capacity by the parent company to becoming a 

more independent governing body with a majority of independent members.  The Board Chair is new as 

of December 2011. The Ashford board is just beginning to assert its new independence and is just 

beginning to grasp and understand the most salient issues facing Ashford.  While the two boards do not 

meet with one another, there is a clear differentiation of roles.  The University Board reviews and 

approves a budget, including revenue and enrollment targets, developed by university management.  The 

parent company board reviews and approves a consolidated Bridgepoint Education Company budget that 

includes both Ashford University and the University of the Rockies.   

The University Board members are not paid for their board work.  Four long-time members have 

small amounts of stocks (400 shares or less per member) but Bridgeport shares are not being provided to 

members any longer.    

The University Board has launched a new strategic planning committee that is working in concert 

with its finance committee.  The chairs of these committees outlined plans for the coming year.  They are 

appropriately focused on assuring their access to appropriate data and on student persistence and 

completion.  It appears that the board has sufficient authority to meet the expectations of CFR 3.9 once 

the 6th Operating Agreement goes into effect and an open board position is filled with an independent 

member, thereby creating an independent member majority. 

It appears that a considerable measure of autonomy is being granted to the university and its 

board.  The team ensured that it explored whether the institution operates with appropriate autonomy 

from the parent company and has education as its primary purpose (CFR 1.6), as well as how revenue 

and enrollment goals are established in the organization.  The concern was that the parent company may 

be driving enrollments from a purely business perspective and the University leadership and Ashford is 

informed of growth expectations by its parent company, rather than establishing these plans on its own, 

considering the academic perspective.  The team found that, while the University establishes its own 

revenue and enrollment targets, the parent company appears to exercise influence over the activities of 

the university through dotted line relationships in its organizational structure that provide a matrix of links 

between the Bridgepoint and the University. It also appears that previous professional working 

relationships of the university’s key leadership may be contributing to less than clear lines of authority and 
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responsibility.  As noted earlier in this report, the team suggests that there is a need for a larger cadre of 

qualified academic administrators. (CFRs 3.5, 3.10) 

CFR 3.11 addresses the need to have the institution’s faculty provide academic leadership and to 

ensure both academic quality and maintenance of educational purposes. This has been addressed by the 

team above as a concern.  The institution has a Faculty Assembly.  The charter for this organization was 

revised in October 2011.  The University appears to be more staff driven, rather than faculty driven.  The 

University is making substantial progress in hiring 50 new full-time faculty members for the online 

program but it is not clear whether these individuals will have broadened roles and responsibilities 

sufficient to increase the academic expertise and oversight essential to sound academic programs.  

As in other areas, the issues examined in this Standard required a choice made by the team 

between looking at what has been versus what may be in the future for Ashford University.  There are 

many changes and initiatives newly underway.  While there have been issues with board independence 

and possibly faculty engagement in academic oversight and governance, the changes planned may help 

address the shortcomings.  As for the organizational structure and talent matters, the institution needs to 

make every effort to recruit for greater breadth and depth of experience and to strive to set appropriate 

boundaries between the parent company and the university.  (CFRs 3.9-3.11) 

 

Standard 4:  Creating an Organization Committed to Learning and Improvement, Strategic 
Thinking and Planning (CFRs 4.1-4.3) 
 

In the team’s review of Ashford, there were two strategic plans and processes to review as 

evidence of compliance with CFR 4.1.  The first is the current strategic plan, adopted in 2009 and effective 

for the 2010-2012 window.  The second is the emergent plan, initiated by the President in June of 2011 

with the establishment of a new strategic planning committee and a new process, now underway and 

expected to come to the Ashford board later in 2012. 

    The evidence supplied in the current (adopted in 2009) Strategic Plan 2010-2012, Growing with Quality 

IV, the Ashford University Strategic Plan, gave the team a high level understanding of the strategic planning 

process as it has been developed in the past and as it is used currently to guide decision making. The plan 

articulates the stakeholders involved in the process including the Board of Trustees, staff, students and faculty. 
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The planning process examines the external environment through a SWOT analysis and environmental scan. 

Five categories of strategic goals are identified in the plan.  

The 2010-2012 strategic plan is framed at a fairly high level of generality, and is not grounded in 

specific indicators or goals for performance, nor metrics to measure success in the area of quality improvement 

and more specifically student learning and outcomes. Also, the current strategic planning process seems 

emergent and disconnected from financial resource allocation and strategic priorities.  For example, it is 

suggested that the institutionalization of core mission and value statements might have greater 

ownership/impact if the community were more engaged in the process of developing or affirming these identity 

statements.    

In conversations with the review committee, the President and others in senior leadership indicated 

awareness that the current plan is not sufficient to guide the institution in the future.  As a result, they have 

initiated planning and are significantly strengthening the Ashford board capacity to engage in strategic planning.  

Toward that end, in a special meeting of the Ashford board in October 2011, the Board of Trustees approved 

the development of a plan to guide the University from 2012-2015.  The process is currently underway, and is 

slated to be adopted at the June, 2012 meeting.  (CFR 4.1) 

    The institution needs to have a planning process which defines, and to the extent possible, aligns 

academic, personnel, fiscal, physical, and technological needs with strategic objectives and priorities of the 

institution. (CFR 4.2) The current strategic plan notes the enhancements made to the University in order to align 

student services to better support students.  

    The current strategic plan also includes a priority to increase efficiency through lowered costs 

in order to maintain low rates of tuition increases.  Despite this priority, the team noted that tuition has 

increased at a consistent rate of 5% per year, and appears slated to continue to do so into the future.  

There is also no track record of institutional accomplishments to support evidence of attention to 

efficiencies, not just in unit costs but in costs per degree both to the student and to the institution.  

Spending reductions are not an intrinsic measure of performance if spending is not well aligned with 

institutional effectiveness and student learning.  Until very recently, there is lacking a comprehensive 

process to align the academic needs of the institution to improve student retention and graduation 

through the strategic planning process. The recent hiring of additional full-time faculty who can dedicate 
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the time to be involved in the internal input of feedback concerning strategic resource allocation to 

academics may improve the process.  The Board’s attention to a comprehensive planning process, 

including engaging the internal community and pointing to developing specific measurable outcomes, is a 

good step.  But there is no track record on which to base comments as to the effectiveness of the process 

and to whether it is adequate to address the budgeting and resource alignment issues mentioned earlier. 

(CFR 4.3) 

    As noted above, the University’s planning processes historically have relied predominantly on 

SWOT analyses of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.  They have also used surveys of 

staff and other key constituents as to perceptions of opportunities and weaknesses.  The plans further 

mention national trends in demand for postsecondary education, and the growing economic need for 

educational attainment that is particularly important among emerging populations soon to constitute the 

new majority of students.  National data on salaries and expected returns from attainment of degrees are 

cited.  More detailed analytics, in particular, self-reflection about the institution’s patterns of access, 

retention and degree attainment, are markedly lacking in the strategic plans.  The issue of retention and 

degree attainment has not received the attention the team believes it merits.  Instead, there is 

considerable attention paid to the deficiencies of the prevailing metrics for calculating retention and 

attainment.  These are legitimate issues and well understood in higher education.   Ashford has a 

responsibility to move beyond objecting to prevailing methodologies toward developing more robust and 

pertinent measures designed to look at attainment and degree completion, given its distinctive mission 

and unique enrollment patterns.  (CFRs 4.3-4.5) 

    In the current environment, the team sees some evidence that the institution is working to improve 

its capacity to use data to guide both analytics and strategic assessments.  The recent outside analysis of 

retention patterns and analytics is well done and we believe has been well received within the institution.  

Its analytics include suggestions about ways for the institution to consider the consequences of increased 

spending on high risk students in their first and second courses and improvements in retention.  These 

analytics seem to have contributed to the institutional decision to institute the new readiness assessment 

for students identified as being at high risk for attrition in one specific academic program.  This pilot 

program, initiated less than six months ago, shows great promise in screening students to ensure that 
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those that ultimately enroll are those with enhanced likelihood of success if it is successful and replicated 

in other academic programs.  (CFR 4.1, and 2.6, 2.10) 

    The board has also commissioned external consultants to recommend key performance indicators 

(KPIs) that can be used as an institutional scorecard, to allow the board and others to monitor multiple 

indicators of performance against institutional goals.  The relatively recent attention to analytics and to 

data to guide strategic decision making is commendable, and the current processes show that the 

institution is eager to use these to implement practices to improve success.  The team does not see a 

track record of effective development or use of such indicators to guide strategic planning, however.  The 

team further cautions against the overuse of external consultants to drive these processes.  This practice 

carries the potential to perpetuate an institutional history of fragmented and reactive rather than proactive 

strategic decision making.   (CFRs 4.1-4.3) 

 

Commitment to Learning and Improvement (CFRs 4.4-4.8) 

Ashford University embraces the use of evidence to make improvement in its processes and 

programs.  The visiting team examined quality assurance processes (CFR 4.4) in a number of areas 

including program assessment, course review (Standard 2 above), information technology (Standard 3 

above), and the like.   

Monthly Quality Review Meetings (QRM) are held with managers of all departments and Ashford 

and Bridgepoint leadership.  Trends, statistics and profiles are presented to demonstrate achievement of 

service goals and to generate discussion on solutions to problems identified.  All areas of the University 

are covered in the QRM, as shown in evidence provided in the January 2012 QRM meeting materials 

[Exhibit 246, 2nd data request].  Examples were provided of improvements made to financial aid 

processing and transcript verification processing as a result of the QRM [Self-study, pp. 76-77].    

The online curriculum development process is described in CFR 1.2 and 2.4.  Ideas for new 

academic programs proceed through a multi-stage research and quality assurance process that includes 

use of external data and input from faculty members who are experts in the discipline.  Once a program is 

deemed desirable, the Provost presents it to the University Board of Trustees and if approved, the 

program is developed.  Proposals for new programs in the development stage are approved by the 
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College, Curriculum Committee, Faculty Assembly, and Board of Trustees.  Following these approvals a 

New Program Committee reviews and identifies any issues that must be resolved.   The last stage in the 

process is the development of an assessment and improvement plan.  Again, the program review process 

for online programs is quite new; the results of the five program reviews are discussed above under CFR 

2.7.  No graduate program reviews had been conducted by the time of the visit. (CFR 4.4) 

In examining most areas, the team found that the institution is in early stages of using results to 

revise and improve its programs and services.  Decisions appear to be driven by the convention of 

compliance so that when data demonstrate a particular need, a solution is immediately applied, with little 

attention to the potential longer term effects.   As noted earlier in this report, several process 

improvements are currently underway.  However, improvement initiatives were found for the most part to 

be either quite new or in pilot implementation, so the effects that might result are not yet evident and there 

are few if any cycles of improvement in evidence.  (CFRs 4.3 and 4.4) 

Given its rapid growth, large size, multiple degree programs, and especially its year-around admissions 

with fifty points of entry, Ashford has an obvious need for a very robust and effective program of 

institutional research. (CFR 4.5) Essential here is a reliable, transparent, and analytically rigorous system 

of tracking student outcomes (retention, graduation, time-to-degree) by entry cohort, student 

characteristics, and degree program. This is especially the case given the high first-year attrition at 

Ashford described earlier.  Most students enter Ashford’s undergraduate degree programs with prior 

college experience ranging from zero to 90 (until recently, 99) transferable semester credits, unlike 

traditional institutions where the entering class is new from high school as freshmen and perhaps a 

transfer population entering with associate degrees and junior class-level status. Therefore, meaningful 

retention and graduation rate and time-to-degree analyses should be calibrated to capture different levels 

of credits at matriculation.  Ashford’s undergraduate retention and graduation data submitted to WASC 

and displayed on its website does not differentiate between entrants starting with no credits and, at the 

extreme, those starting with ninety or more credits.   

More generally, there does not appear to be a critical institutional research function that has 

examined in an analytically rigorous fashion the nature of student outcomes (patterns of attrition, 

institutional variation and trends in retention and graduation rates, etc.) and then communicated a clear 
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picture of this to the Ashford leadership (and externally). Even something as basic as tracking and 

comparing over time retention and graduation rates for each of the four Ashford colleges appears to be 

missing.  (CFR 4.5) 

Ashford stresses that traditional snapshot measures of retention underestimate actual 

persistence of Ashford students, given that high levels of very early attrition are not replicated later and 

that since students typically take only one course at a time there is more movement in and out of the 

system than in traditional term-based institutions (i.e., swirl). However, Ashford does not deal with these 

issues directly, i.e., by displaying retention and graduation rates by number of initial courses completed 

and by adjusting the snapshot definition of retention in an appropriate manner, e.g., a student is retained 

if her or she is enrolled within a month on either side of the census date. Rather the institution both 

publishes and emphasizes graduation rates for just subpopulations surviving early attrition, i.e., those 

successfully completing two and four courses respectively, and cites without any comparative data 

statistics in support of the proposition that snapshot retention measures underestimate “true” retention.  

(CFRs 4.4, 4.5) 

 The parent company provides a fair amount of resources (14 FTE) for its institutional research 

function, almost all of which are focused on Ashford. They have the ability to generate a great deal of 

data.  However, there appears to be little in the way of institutional research interpretative capacity and a 

coherent and well-designed program of data analysis resulting in cumulative learning and knowledge 

within the overall institution.   In terms of interpretative capacity available to Ashford as it tries to provide 

for the success of its students, there may be an imbalance between “big picture” Institutional Research 

(14 FTE) and the more applied Data Analytics (20 FTE) function.  Data Analytics is a Business 

Intelligence approach, and what the team saw were impressive examples of predictive modeling and data 

visualization to help, for example, in the monitoring of student course performance. Again, what may be in 

shorter supply is the capacity for broader institutional research strategic planning and issue identification. 

One example here might be how the operational financial aid databases might be integrated with the 

enrollment and cohort databases to provide a better understanding of student flow, attrition, time-to-

degree, etc.  (CFR 4.5 and 3.8, 4.3) 

It is recommended that Ashford the institution reorient its institutional research function so that 
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accurate retention and graduation rates can be calculated and displayed in a transparent and 

comprehensive fashion, that a systematic program of inquiry into the factors associated with student 

success or the lack thereof can be undertaken, and that a culture of sustained interpretive inquiry and 

learning be fostered within the Ashford community, which will lead to better informed academic decisions 

and improved academic performance and results.  

Leadership at all levels stated they are committed to quality and improvement through inquiry, 

evaluation and assessment to be used to inform the institution’s decisions. However, the systems set up 

to empower this goal/process are often immature so data have not yet been collected and/or analyzed. 

Thus the institution has not yet been able to demonstrate its capacity to ensure educational effectiveness 

through this process. (CFR 4.6) 

The College of Education provides one example of faculty participating in the process of 

improving teaching effectiveness. A faculty team developed a “Course Evaluation Rubric” to evaluate the 

courses that included the following criteria: (1) Credit Hour, (2) Relevance of Material, (3) Critical Thinking 

and Student Engagement, and (4) Application to Real World [Wafer 2, Item 8]. In the process of 

evaluating their courses with this rubric the four-faculty member team also mapped the Early Childhood 

Education courses’ assignments and discovered assignment redundancy [Exhibit 122]. Based on their 

findings they increased the diversity of the assignments to help “students with diverse learning styles to 

demonstrate mastery of learning outcomes” [p. 1]. 

Another example of Ashford’s commitment to educational effectiveness is the “Small Class 

Study.”   In October 2011, President Tice asked Data Analytics to determine the impact of small class size 

in order to increase student retention [Exhibit 69] in the early courses. In fact, the first four courses have a 

non-persistence rate that “is twice that of the fifth course and beyond” [4th Request for Data, Item 1].  The 

pilot study had small classes from 15 to 27 students with a mean of 21 and showed a moderate increase 

in retention that was statistically significant. In part this was because of four new instructors, which are 

subject to Teaching Assistant (TA) requirements that are not required for standard course instructors and 

TAs: (1) the instructor must respond to all students in a forum at least once per week; TAs must respond 

to all questions in the TA discussion board and give each student personal guidance on the writing 

concept; faculty must schedule office hours in chat; (2) the instructor must personally contact non-
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participating students via email or phone; and (3) the TA must give “individualized mid-course reflection 

for each student” [Exhibit 69, p. 3].   

The pilot study showed that students’ satisfaction increased for both the faculty members and 

course and student learning improved as shown by the courses’ mean GPAs.  While this study was 

encouraging not only because of increased course retention, student satisfaction, and learning, it also 

showed that “a smaller class structure can be financially viable” as well through increased retention. As a 

result, the recommendation was given that identified at-risk students should be enrolled in small classes 

for the entry-level courses. However, another recommendation was included to have classes of 32 

students rather than 21 as in the study based on the assumptions that if the instructors increased their 

time by “70% per student per week,” they would “spend approximately the same total time per course as 

a large class instructor would” and might get the same results as with the courses with 21 students.  

In an interview session with part-time faculty members, they noted that in the past week an email 

had been sent out with new standards for each instructor to personally respond to 50% (required – up 

from 25%) to 100% (recommended best practice) of the students in their courses each week (there are 

usually two to three discussions per week). The faculty said that in courses with 60 to 75 students this is 

almost impossible, even though they would like to connect with all of the students each week. Although 

the Ashford staff reported that this is not correct, some faculty members in this interview session stated 

that they do not get more pay for teaching large classes than for teaching very small ones,.  (CFRs 4.6, 

4.7) 

Ashford’s mission to provide access to a college education for populations of underserved 

students is an honorable one. However, many of these students are not properly prepared for this unique 

educational opportunity and need the special academic guidance and nurturing of effective faculty 

members. Because the majority of course instructors are part-time faculty members, they are the ones 

who have the most impact on Ashford’s students. It is recommended that all faculty—both full- and part-

time—be empowered and supported to provide multiple ways to promote successful learning and 

increase retention.   

Ashford is involved in the inquiry of teaching and learning to improve pedagogy. (CFR 4.7)    
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Each of the four colleges conducts faculty development one to two times each year in online Faculty 

Forums. These three-day sessions consist of synchronous webinars and active asynchronous 

discussions for both online and face-to-face faculty with the purpose to promote adherence to the 

University’s mission. This unique way of bringing faculty together voluntarily from different teaching 

modalities is a creative method to encourage collaboration and to share lessons learned with each other. 

Despite the colleges’ focus on meaningful discipline topics and issues, there has been low faculty 

attendance ranging from three to 38%.  Although this turnout may not be much different than faculty 

development at traditional institutions, the effect is more important given that the vast majority of courses 

are taught by associate faculty members [Exhibit 123; Headcount by College, Required Data Table 4.2].  

Rubrics and quality feedback in courses are the purposes of the Waypoint Project. This project is 

in the beta testing phase.  130 courses with Waypoint-embedded rubrics were in process at the time of 

the site visit.  A study in 2009 showed that when instructors used Waypoint rubrics in their courses, 

students received five times more feedback than usual [Self-Study, p. 82].  Student performance was 

improved according to another study. The team reviewed many online courses that used Waypoint to 

develop the assignment rubrics. They were thorough and gave detailed, specific feedback to students. 

Because of the faculty’s desire to see larger gains in critical thinking, one of Ashford’s ILOs, a 

Critical Thinking Task Force was formed.  Ashford invited experts in the critical thinking field to participate 

in their quest to improve critical thinking. Many materials were developed to guide faculty to make 

appropriate changes in their courses to promote critical thinking. These incremental changes will 

collectively help AU meets its goal of improving critical thinking assessment outcomes. 

As noted above, Ashford unbundles the traditional faculty role and responsibilities to increase 

efficiency.  (See also the discussion under CFRs 3.1-3.4 and 3.11.)  Many Ashford faculty members —

both full- and part-time—are involved in evaluating the effectiveness of the teaching and learning process 

in their courses and use the results for improvement; others reported that they are not presently involved 

in these processes.  In interviews with the faculty and a review of a Faculty Forum discussion board, it 

was clear that many more faculty members are eager to become actively involved in this educational 

effectiveness process.  Ashford has the unique opportunity to empower faculty members to participate in 

collegial environments to build a more robust academic culture of teaching and learning. The faculty has 
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many creative ideas and doable proposals.  If Ashford chooses to empower the faculty by listening and 

responding to their creative ideas with something like its InnovationU for staff, the impact on the academic 

culture could be significant.  (CFRs 4.6, 4.7) 

It is a concern that Ashford does not appear to demonstrate an understanding of educational 

effectiveness in regards to students’ unique learning needs, which are best addressed by engaged faculty 

who knowledgeably and creatively teach their students.  As Ashford seeks to serve a large student body 

online with quality, it needs to guard against a purely template-type, one-size-fits-all instructional 

approach that puts quality at risk. It would be prudent for the Ashford academic leadership and faculty to 

monitor their efforts closely and find ways to create a collegial and cooperative academic culture to further 

enable faculty members to fulfill their academic responsibilities and to be better instructors.  (CFRs 4.6, 

4.7 and 3.4, 3.11)  

The administration of Ashford University appears to be committed to engaging its constituencies 

beyond the campus in the assessment of educational programs. In this process, it employs Online 

Faculty Forums to engage its large complement of instructors regarding assessment and curricular 

issues. It has also engaged its stakeholders in discussions of strategic planning themes related to: 

student learning and success, institutional integrity, accountability, and public trust. Surveys are 

administered each fall to all alumni who have graduated from AU since 2005. Under development are 

plans to implement annual surveys of current students (most are employed) in tandem with surveys of 

their employers (direct supervisors); as well as a revision of its advisory group structures to ensure better 

representation from groups across majors, by geography, modality of program instruction, and type of 

employer. This institution is developing the policies, processes and instruments which, when fully 

implemented and embedded in institutional practice, will constitute much that goes into a culture of 

evidence. (CFR 4.8)
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SECTION III.  FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The visiting team found that the Clinton, IA campus is valued strategically by the leadership of the 

university, trustees and the parent company, Bridgepoint.  The recent change of control triggered a 

transition in Iowa that has gone remarkably smoothly given the magnitude of change, and the team saw 

an improved campus in Iowa in terms of the facilities, health and vitality as a result of the Bridgepoint 

investment.  Even with the vast differences in size and quite different cultures, there appears to be an 

element of mutual respect and coordination between the Clinton and San Diego campuses.  As well, the 

team observed in Clinton a mature faculty appropriate to mission, with a remarkable degree of continuity 

that was highly valued by community, and that serves as an identity anchor for Ashford University overall.  

The institution is commended for these findings particular to Clinton. 

In addition, the team found a commendable, well institutionalized identity and mission that 

includes affordability and accessibility.  The institution’s values are important to its board, administration, 

staff and faculty, especially as Ashford strives to be innovative in its serving a large and diverse student 

population.   

Finally, the team found and commends the institution’s enthusiasm which was evident in every 

corner.  There is a remarkable spirit and community engagement that is noteworthy throughout. 

 Ashford University online is a very new institution, based on a nonstandard academic model by 

virtually any measure.  It has 50 starts annually, is online only, has open admissions concentrated on 

adult learners who had started their careers at other institutions, has many potentially at-risk students, is 

lodged in a for-profit organization and culture with heavy application of technology and instructional 

systems, and has extraordinary reliance on adjunct faculty.  Given these characteristics, the team found 

Ashford to be data rich and information poor.   

 The institution is receptive to adaptation and change, almost to a fault, with some exceptions.  

However, the central driver of the institution (i.e., its online education model) is not easily changed and it 

is carried out on a massive scale (88,000 students) at competitive pricing, heavily dependent on federal 

financial aid.  Its staff is loyal and engaged but limited in experience, unseasoned and brief tenured.  

These cultural vulnerabilities will need to be addressed and enriched over time.   
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The visiting team recommends the following; 

I. In order to enhance its capacity to analyze and use data effectively, academic leadership capacity 

in San Diego at the college and program levels need to be strengthened with the goals of better 

monitoring and nurturing of academic quality, capturing the implications of data, and developing 

sound long-term academic operations. On traditional campuses this capacity might come from 

resident faculty, departmental committees, and dean’s offices.  Ashford’s innovative academic 

model, however, will require equally innovative solutions that will execute a human capacity 

model that fosters an academic culture of inquiry and supports a strong, long-term commitment to 

quality, student learning and educational effectiveness.  (CFRs 1.8, 2.6, 4.1, 4.6-4.7) 

II. The team recommends that the institution address the issues of student retention and academic 

success.  In particular, Ashford should examine and refine the internal metrics it uses to track 

student retention and completion in ways that are accurate and consistent with Ashford’s unique 

instructional model and policies and credible to independent observers.  The institution uses 

definitions – such as the precise nature of a student cohort - that differ from those generally used 

by researchers and the higher education community.  While differences may be appropriate, the 

burden rests on Ashford to assure the integrity and meaning of these metrics for purposes of 

internal planning and external accountability. (CFRs 1.8, 4.1, 4.4-4.7) 

III. The team recommends that the Ashford University community focus on the serious challenge of 

student retention and graduation and demonstrate progress in these key metrics. Collecting and 

interpreting data and adjusting programs and operations in ways that show substantial 

improvement in retention will be critical to Ashford’s sustainability. Data-informed changes in 

resource allocation, institutional policy and practice will be needed to provide all students with a 

reasonable chance to succeed, consistent with Ashford’s mission and sound educational practice.  

While the team applauds the university’s commitment to a mission of access and opportunity, the 

team echoes the notion that access without success is not access. (CFRs 1.2, 1.8, 2.5, 2.6, 2.10, 

2.13, 4.3-4.5) 

IV. The team recommends that Ashford continuously review its core instructional model and 

systems, making adaptations and revisions in ways that enrich student learning, provide more 
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flexibility to students and faculty, and enhance the long-term sustainability of the institution.  

Ashford remains in the early stages of developing and demonstrating educational effectiveness 

for its massive online programs, including a deeper assessment of student learning and the use 

of the results of assessment to improve student achievement.  Ashford University must continue 

to evaluate and monitor its core instructional model to ensure that it evolves and develops over 

time in response to the needs of students and academic programs and to the opportunities 

presented by new technology, in a culture of on-going program review and quality assurance. 

(CFRs 2.1, 2.6, 2.7, 4.1-4.4, 4.6, 4.7)  

V. The team recommends that Ashford strengthen the independence and performance of its Board 

of Trustees.  Ashford’s governing board is in a period of transition, moving from an earlier more 

passive role to a stronger more independent governing body. In collaboration with Ashford’s 

President, the Board of Trustees can and should strengthen its engagement and oversight of the 

University, especially as this relates to strategic planning, managing growth, and resource 

allocation.  The Board should aim to provide a useful venue for academic leaders and faculty to 

contribute to the development, evaluation and oversight of Ashford’s academic programs and 

operations. (CFRs 1.3, 3.5, 3.8-3.11, 4.6, 4.7)   

VI. The team recommends that Ashford create a more robust and functional strategic planning 

capacity that will enable it to become more proactive in charting its path forward. The aim should 

be to integrate strategic plans and operations across the institution, online and residential, in 

support of Ashford’s mission, with a better alignment of resource allocations with institutional 

mission and priorities. Managing growth, monitoring student progress and success, weighing 

possible changes in the core instructional model, aligning resources and priorities and other 

challenges require a stronger strategic planning, institutional research and analysis capacity.  

While the Board of Trustees has already identified strategic planning as its top priority, the 

institution itself must increase its capacity to plan as well. (CFRs 3.5, 4.1-4.3, 4.5-4.8) 

VII. The team recommends that the Ashford President and the Board of Trustees review the nature 

and level of services provided to Ashford by Bridgepoint. In the present structure Ashford utilizes 

central support services provided by Bridgepoint in areas of finance, legal, information 
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technology, human resources and learning resources. In the main, these relationships appear to 

be working reasonably well in the absence of a service agreement or contract.  Still, the 

University and the parent corporation should consider whether some more formal relationship 

might be useful to both parties to enable the institution to assess and allocate the total costs of its 

academic operations and weigh these support commitments as well as competing priorities. 

(CFRs 3.1, 3.4, 3.5, 3.8 and Policy on Contracts with Unaccredited Organizations)  

  



53 

 

Appendix A: Compliance Audit Checklist  

 

Name of Institution:   Ashford University      Date of Visit:  March 11-16, 2012 

CFR Documents Required  

Standard 1 

1.1 Mission statement X 

1.2 Educational objectives at the institutional and program levels X 

1.2.1 Public statement on student achievement (retention, graduation, student learning X 

1.3 Organization chart  (X 3.8, 3.9, 3.10) X 

1.4 Academic freedom policy X 

1.5 Diversity policies and procedures; Procedures for Special Accommodations X 

1.6 - - 

1.7 Catalog (online _X__, hard copy _X__) with complete program descriptions, graduation requirements, 
grading policies (X 2.10.1) 

X 

1.7.2 Student complaint and grievance policies X 

1.7.2.1 Policy for grade appeals X 

1.7.2.2 Records of student complaints X 

1.7.3 Faculty grievance policies X 

1.7.3.1 Record of faculty grievances X 

1.7.4 Staff grievance policies X 

1.7.4.1 Record of staff grievances and complaints X 

1.7.5 Employee handbook X 

1.7.6.1 Up-to-date student transcripts with key that explains credit hours, grades, levels, etc.  X 

1.7.6.2 Admissions records that match stated requirements; complete files X 

1.7.6.3 Policies and procedures to protect the integrity of grades  X 

1.7.6.4 Tuition and fee schedule X 

1.7.6.5 Policies on tuition refunds  X 
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CFR Documents Required  

1.7.6.6 Policy on credit hour/award of credit 

Processes for review of assignment of credit 

Review of syllabi/equivalent for all kinds of courses 

X 

1.8 Regular independent audits of finances (X 3.5) X 

1.9 WASC-related policies to ensure sub change policies X 

1.7-
1.9 

Documents relating to investigations of the institution by any governmental entity and an update on the 
status of such investigation 

A list of pending legal actions by or against the institution, including a full explanation of the nature of the 
actions, parties involved, and status of the litigation 

X 

Standard 2 

2.1 List of degree programs, showing curriculum and units for each (X 1.7 ) X 

2.2 Complete set of course syllabi for all courses offered X 

2.2.1 (For associate and bachelor’s degrees) statement of general education requirements (X 1.7) X 

2.3 SLOs for every program X 

2.4 - - 

2.5 - - 

2.6 - - 

2.7 Program review process with clear criteria, which include assessment of program retention/graduation and 
achievement of learning outcomes 

X 

2.7.1 Regular schedule of program review (including for non-academic units) X 

2.8 Policies re faculty scholarship and creative activity X 

2.9 - - 

2.10 Data on student demographics X 

2.10.1 Data on retention and graduation, disaggregated by demographic categories and programs X 

2.10.2 Collection and analysis of grades at the course or program level, as appropriate  X 

2.10.3 Policies on student evaluation of faculty X 

2.10.4 Forms for evaluation of faculty by students X 
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CFR Documents Required  

2.11 List of student services and co-curricular activities X 

2.11.1 Policies on financial aid  X 

2.12 Academic calendar (X 1.7 catalog) X 

2.13 Recruitment and advertising material for the last year X 

2.13.1 Registration procedures  X 

2.14 Registration forms X 

Standard 3 

3.1 Policies on staff development X 

3.2 List of faculty with classifications, e.g., core, full-time, part-time, adjunct, tenure track, by program X 

3.3 Faculty hiring policies X 

3.3.1 Faculty evaluation policies and procedures (X 2.10) X 

3.3.2 Faculty Handbook if available X 

3.4 Faculty development policies X 

3.4.1 Faculty orientation policies and procedures X 

3.4.2 Policies on rights and responsibilities of non-full-time faculty X 

3.4.3 Statements concerning faculty role in assessment of student learning X 

3.5 Audited financial statements (X 1.8) X 

3.5.1 Appropriate financial records X 

3.5.2 Appropriate policies and procedures for handling of financial aid (X 2.11) X 

3.5.3 Campus maps X 

3.6 Inventory of technology resources for students and faculty X 

3.6.1 If online or hybrid, information on delivery method X 

3.6.2 Library data/holdings, size X 

3.7 Inventory of technology resources and services for staff X 

3.8 Organization chart (X 1.3 and 3.1) X 

3.9 Board list  X 
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CFR Documents Required  

3.9.1 Board member bios  X 

3.9.2 List of Board committees X 

3.9.2.1 Minutes of Board meetings for last two years X 

3.9.2.2 Governing board bylaws and operations manual X 

3.10 CEO bio X 

3.10.1 CFO bio X 

3.10.2 Other top administrators’ bios (e.g., cabinet, VPs, Provost) X 

3.10.3 Policy and procedure for the evaluation of president/CEO X 

3.11 Faculty governing body charges, bylaws and authority X 

3.11.1 Faculty organization chart (if applicable) X 

3.11.2 Minutes of last year’s faculty meetings X 

Standard 4 

4.1 Strategic plan  X 

4.1.1 Operations plan X 

4.1.2 Academic plan X 

4.2 Description of planning process X 

4.2.1 Process for review of implementation of strategic plan X 

4.3 - - 

4.4 New program approval process X 

4.4.1 Program review process (X 2.7) X 

4.5 Description of IR function and staffing X 

4.6 Process for review and analysis of key data, such as retention, graduation (X1.2) X 

4.7 - - 

4.8 - - 

Comments:   All documents and specific locations of publications and/or records were reviewed.  This audit 
document does not evaluate the adequacy of the records but only the availability and records location of each item 
listed.  Compliance Audit was completed by Karen Graham, Co-Assistant Chair, Ashford University Initial 
Accreditation, Pathway B, visiting team.   
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Related to Substantive Change 

1 Locations of all off-campus sites and programs offered at such sites (more than 50% of program)  

1a  Number of students enrolled at such sites  

1b  Date of first offerings  

2 Names of all programs for which 50% of the program is offered through distance education  

2a  Number of students enrolled in each  

2b  Date each was first offered  

3 Names of all hybrid programs  

3a  Number of students enrolled in each  

3b  Date each was first offered  

Accuracy and Availability of Records 

 Policies and procedures for students, faculty and staff are stated consistently in all media   

 Policies, procedures, and information are readily available to relevant constituents  

 Records are accurate and up to date  
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Appendix B: CREDIT HOUR REVIEW  

 
Institution:  Ashford University 
Type of Visit:  Initial Accreditation – Pathway B 
Date:   March 11-16, 2012 
 
A completed copy of this form should be appended to the team report for all CPR, EER and Initial 
Accreditation Visits. Teams are not required to include a narrative about this matter in the team report 
but may include recommendations, as appropriate, in the Findings and Recommendations section of the 
team report.     
 
Material 
Reviewed 

Questions/Comments (Please enter findings and recommendations in the 
comment section of this column as appropriate.) 

Verified 
Yes/No 

Policy on 
credit hour 

Does this policy adhere to WASC policy and federal regulations? 
 

Yes 

Comments:   Same as WASC policy 
 

 

Process(es)/ 
periodic 
review 

Does the institution have a procedure for periodic review of credit hour 
assignments to ensure that they are accurate and reliable (for example, 
through program review, new course approval process, periodic audits)?   
 

Yes; note that it is 
currently in use in 
one school and 
institution states it 
will be used across 
all schools. 

Does the institution adhere to this procedure? 
 

Just starting 

Comments:   Course Developers/SME  “is being developed”, p. 2 
 

 

Schedule of  
on-ground 
courses 
showing when 
they meet 

Does this schedule show that on-ground courses meet for the prescribed 
number of hours? 

yes 

Comments:    Clinton Syllabi  

Sample syllabi 
or equivalent 
for online and 
hybrid courses 
 

What kind of courses (online or hybrid or both)?   Online & Face-to-Face :  
Business, Psychology, Early Childhood, Criminal Justice, Health 
How many syllabi were reviewed?   10 
What degree level(s)?   Undergrad 
What discipline(s)?  Education, Business, Liberal Studies, Health 
 

 

Does this material show that students are doing the equivalent amount of 
work to the prescribed hours to warrant the credit awarded?   

yes 

Comments:   Compared Clinton on-ground to online courses – rigor varied but 
hours appeared to be met 
 

 

Sample syllabi 
or equivalent 
for other kinds 
of courses that 
do not meet 

What kinds of courses?   See above  
How many syllabi were reviewed?    51 
What degree level(s)?   Grad and Undergrad 
What discipline(s)?   Same as above 
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for the 
prescribed 
hours (e.g., 
internships, 
labs, clinical,  
independent 
study, 
accelerated) 

Does this material show that students are doing the equivalent amount of 
work to the prescribed hours to warrant the credit awarded?   

yes 

Comments:  Looked at online  
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Appendix C: Ashford University Student Input 

 

The visiting team solicited email messages from Ashford students in a confidential online account 

in keeping with WASC practice.  By Thursday of the team’s visit, 1,498 email responses had been 

received and were continuing to grow in the email account.  The team discontinued analyzing those 

responses on Thursday afternoon in order to complete its report.  The summary of those email messages 

by general topic is provided in this appendix.  

The Ashford University Self-Study Report, Exhibit 15 (CFR 1.4) provided a summary of informal 

student complaints and formal grievances filed between 2006 and 2011 (approximately 1500).   In 

response to requests for additional analysis, Ashford University provided the Second Addendum to 

Exhibit 15:  Student Complaints     

Finally, the WASC visiting team collected Ashford University student comments in three written 

formats in addition to interviewing students (112+) at the Clinton and San Diego Campuses. Initially, the 

team constructed and distributed a Zoomerang survey including alternative answer questions and open- 

ended questions to more than 80,000 students enrolled at Ashford University.  In total, 22,993 students 

responded to the survey.  Three team members compared the University Student Complaint records with 

the Zoomerang Survey results and the Confidential Email responses to identify patterns of student 

concerns in general.  The summary of responses (multiple-choice questions and open-ended question) 

follows.   

Zoomerang Survey Responses:  To obtain input from Ashford University students on their experience at 

the institution an independently constructed external survey was sent to about 80,000 individuals.   Of 

those, 23,063 or roughly 30% responded, a very high response rate.  The distribution of respondents by 

degree program was 11% Associate Degree, 75% Bachelor’s Degree, and 13% Master’s Degree, closely 

mirroring Ashford’s enrolled student population in fall 2011.  The respondents also are representative of 

Ashford’s four colleges: 40% Business and Professional Studies; 27% Health, Human Services, and 

Science; 22% Education; and 12% Liberal Arts.  Finally, respondents represent the range of course 
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completion:  17% up to two courses, 17% three to five courses, 22% six to 10 courses, 26% 11-20 

courses, and 17% more than 20 courses.  

Demographics:  Respondents are 72% female.  Only 6% of the survey respondents are traditional 

college age (18-24) with 53% 24-40 and 42% older than 40.   Most are employed full-time (61%) with an 

additional 11% employed part-time.  Only 21% have come to Ashford with just a high school degree or 

GED.  66% have some college or an associate degree.  13% have a bachelor’s degree or higher.  Since 

this is the same percentage as those enrolled in a Master’s program, we can infer that among 

undergraduates about three in four have previous college experience. 

Enrolling at Ashford: Most respondents learned about Ashford through online search, online ad, or from 

a friend, colleague or employer, as evidenced by both close-ended and fill-in responses.  About two-thirds 

of respondents were contacted by an admissions advisor prior to applying.   A substantial number of 

respondents indicated that promises were made to them before they enrolled regarding transfer of credit 

(42%), cost/tuition and fees (40%), financial aid (38%), and time to degree completion (35%).  Far fewer 

(12%) indicated that promise were made about employment opportunities in their field.   

Educational Goals:  Almost all respondents expect to complete their degree at Ashford – 87% definitely 

and 9% probably.  Only 1% indicates they do not expect to do so (2% do not know).   This is a very 

significant result in light of high first year attrition rates. However, it may be the case that a significant 

proportion of the students not retained beyond an initial course or two did not have degree aspirations. It 

may be helpful, therefore, to examine this item by the number of courses completed. 

The Ashford Experience:  64% of all respondents noted that the information provided before enrollment 

proved to be entirely accurate, and 29% mostly accurate.  5% of respondents indicated the information 

was somewhat accurate and 2% inaccurate or misleading.    5.6% of respondent (1,346) chose to 

comment concerning the accuracy of information provided to them during the admissions/enrollment 

process.  Among the comments—not all of which were negative—the most frequently expressed issue 

with accuracy concerned transfer units, either directly (transfer units promised vs. those received) or 

indirectly (longer time to degree than initially expected because of failure to receive anticipated transfer 
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credit).  Further analysis to see if this issue is especially pronounced for a particular type of student would 

be helpful. Fees/tuition and financial aid were the other two areas where a substantial proportion of 

respondents felt that they had received inaccurate or inconsistent information.    

Most respondents (78%) report having sent inquiries or complaints to an Ashford administrator or 

staff person. Of these, 56% indicate that they received answers within 24 hours and an additional 30% 

within 48 hours. Only 4% indicated it took longer than a week to receive a response.  Student service 

ratings of accessibility (very accessible and accessible) ranged from higher than 90% (registration and 

library access/support) to 87% (academic counseling, financial aid, and advising by faculty) to 84% 

(academic support or tutoring) and 81% (career services), as rated by those indicating that the service 

applied to them.  A significant number of respondents answered “NA” for career services (37%) and 

academic support or tutoring (19%).   Seventy percent report that typically the syllabus and required 

textbooks for a course are available for review at least a week before the course begins with 6% reporting 

a one day or less availability.  Almost all respondents indicate adequate access by email or other 

electronic means to all (79%) or most (16%) instructors. 

Overall satisfaction with Ashford University appears to be high among respondents, with 91% 

indicating they are satisfied or very satisfied with the quality of instruction, 88% indicating they are 

satisfied or very satisfied with the value of the education they are receiving for the amount they are 

paying, and 83% indicating they are satisfied or very satisfied with job placement or prospects with an 

Ashford education.  More than 41% (9491) of all respondents offered open-ended comments to the 

“Please tell us anything else we should know” prompt.   
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Ashford University Review, March 2012 
 
A survey was conducted by WASC of approximately 80,000 enrolled students as of January 20, 
2012.  A summary of the results appears below. 

1. How many on-line courses have you 
completed at Ashford?   

Currently enrolled in my first course 1377 6% 

2-Jan 2519 11% 

5-Mar 4014 17% 

10-Jun 5065 22% 

20-Nov 6038 26% 

More than 20 3980 17% 

Total   22993 

 

2. Which College are you enrolled in?    

Business and Professional Studies 9113 40% 

Education 5028 22% 

Health, Human Services, and Science 6177 27% 

Liberal Arts 2671 12% 

Total 22989 100% 
 

3. Which degree program are you currently 
enrolled in?     

Associate Degree 2617 11% 

Bachelor's Degree 17315 75% 

Master's Degree 3068 13% 

Total 23000 100% 
 

4. Do you expect to complete your degree at 
Ashford?     

Yes, definitely 20137 87% 

Yes, probably 2141 9% 

No 316 1% 

Do not know 469 2% 

Total 23063 100% 
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5. How did you first learn about Ashford 
University?     

Saw ad online 7293 32% 

Was contacted by phone 2646 11% 

Got online message 598 3% 

Teacher, counselor (not from Ashford) 354 2% 

Friend or relative 6913 30% 

I don't remember 1081 5% 

Enter an answer 4228 18% 

Total 23113 100% 
 
 

6. Before you applied to Ashford, did an 
Ashford admissions advisor contact you?     

Yes 13677 60% 

No 7528 33% 

I don't remember 1758 8% 

Total 22963 100% 
 
 

7. Before you enrolled at Ashford, were 
promises made to you about any of the 
following? 

        

Top number is the count of respondents selecting 
the option. Bottom % is percent of the total 
respondents selecting the option. 

Yes No I do not 
remember 

N/A 

  1 2 3 N/A 

Admissions 6079 10613 3969 1786 
  27% 47% 18% 8% 
Transfer of credit 9202 8833 2496 2001 
  41% 39% 11% 9% 
Time to complete your degree 7752 10158 3062 1460 
  35% 45% 14% 7% 
Cost/tuition and fees 9035 8956 3038 1404 
  40% 40% 14% 6% 
Financial aid 8424 9778 2574 1658 
  38% 44% 11% 7% 
Employment opportunities in your field 2695 13493 3562 2584 
  12% 60% 16% 12% 
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8. How accurate has the information provided 
to you by Ashford before you enrolled proven 
to be for you? 

    

Entirely accurate 14656 64% 

Mostly accurate 6738 29% 

Somewhat accurate 1099 5% 

Inaccurate or misleading 444 2% 

Total 22937 100% 

1346 Responses     
 

9. How accessible were the following services 
to you as a student at Ashford?           

Top number is the count of respondents selecting 
the option. Bottom % is percent of the total 
respondents selecting the option. 

Very 
accessible 

Accessible Only 
somewhat 
accessible 

Not 
accessible 

N/A 

  1 2 3 4 N/A 

Registration 17240 3831 457 1007 223 
  76% 17% 2% 4% 1% 
Academic counseling 13853 5319 1656 1129 732 
  61% 23% 7% 5% 3% 
Career services 7512 4161 1420 1146 8272 
  33% 18% 6% 5% 37% 
Financial aid 14029 4749 1439 1057 1252 
  62% 21% 6% 5% 6% 
Advising by faculty 13103 5614 1850 1098 850 
  58% 25% 8% 5% 4% 
Academic support or tutoring 10294 4930 1672 1325 4339 
  46% 22% 7% 6% 19% 
Library access and support 15735 4478 879 1038 482 
  70% 20% 4% 5% 2% 

 

10. What are the main ways you have chosen 
your courses at Ashford so far? CHECK ALL 
THAT APPLY 

    

Academic advisor 13461 59% 

Program outline provided by Ashford 15251 66% 

Ashford catalog 2707 12% 

Student recommendations 945 4% 

On my own 5201 23% 
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11. Typically, how far before a course begins 
have the syllabus and required textbooks for 
the course been available for review? 

    

At least a month 4044 18% 

Two weeks 4878 21% 

One week 7068 31% 

Three days 5413 24% 

One day before or less 1487 6% 

Total 22890 100% 
 

12. Typically, when you have sent an inquiry or 
complaint to an Ashford administrator or staff 
person, how long did it take to get a reply? 

    

I have not sent an inquiry or complaint 5062 22% 

Within 24 hours 10185 44% 

Within 48 hours 5249 23% 

Within a week 1704 7% 

Longer than a week 761 3% 

Total 22961 100% 
 

13. For how many of your instructors at 
Ashford have you had adequate access by 
email or other electronic means? 

    

All 18127 79% 

Most 3607 16% 

Some 1023 4% 

None 172 1% 

Total 22929 100% 
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14. How much time do you spend on average 
every week for the course you are currently 
taking, including both the time you spend 
online and the time you spend doing 
homework, studying for exams, writing papers, 
etc.? 

    

Less than 2 hours/week 62 0% 

2-3 hours/week 633 3% 

4–6 hours/week 3393 15% 

7-10 hours/week 5833 25% 

11-15 hours/week 4953 22% 

15-19 hours/week 3663 16% 

20-29 hours/week 3125 14% 

30 hours/week or more 1326 6% 

Total 22988 100% 
 
 

15. How satisfied are you with the following:         

Top number is the count of respondents selecting 
the option. Bottom % is percent of the total 
respondents selecting the option. 

Very 
dissatisfied 

Dissatisfied Satisfied Very satisfied 

  1 2 3 4 

Quality of instruction at Ashford 1610 558 7599 13049 
  7% 2% 33% 57% 
Value of education you are getting for the amount 
you are paying 1663 995 8067 11999 

  7% 4% 35% 53% 
Job placement/prospects with your Ashford 
education 1803 1908 11492 6610 

  8% 9% 53% 30% 

 

16. Please tell us anything else we should 
know about     

9491 Responses were received by the team     
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OPTIONAL: Background items 

17. Age     

18-24 1361 6% 

24-40 11955 53% 

40-50 6045 27% 

50+ 3319 15% 

Total 22680 100% 
 

18. Are you currently employed while taking 
classes at Ashford?     

Yes — Full-time employment 13769 61% 

Yes — Part-time employment 2607 11% 

No 6327 28% 

Total 22703 100% 
 

19. Gender     

Male 6246 28% 

Female 16350 72% 

Total 22596 100% 
 

20. Previous Education: Highest Level     

High school degree or GED 4878 21% 

Some college 9929 44% 

Associate Degree 4983 22% 

Bachelor’s Degree 2753 12% 

Master’s or higher 220 1% 

Total 22763 100% 
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WASC Review of Ashford University Confidential Email Account 
Summary of Responses, Reviewed: 3/13/12 - 3/15/12 @ 12pm PST 

   
     Commendations (Subtotal) 1263 66%     
Affordability 7 0% 

  Accessibility 196 10% 
  Faculty 239 12% 
  Student Support 315 16% 
  Other/General (Not Tallied) 506 

   Negative Comments (Subtotal) 386 20%     
Transfer Units 21 1% 

  Financial Aid Process 53 3% 
  Tuition/Costs 50 3% 
  Advisor Support 90 5% 
  Degrees Offered/Applicability 66 3% 
  Workload/Technology Requirements 106 6% 
  Responses w/o Comment* (Subtotal) 274 14%     

TOTAL Emails 1923       

     Notes: 
    1. Instructors distributed multiple reminders to students re: e-mail account 

   2. Academic and financial advisors consolidated with frequent turnover 
   3. Considerable number of students currently enlisted in the military 
   4. *Large number of responses not sure what they were e-mailing for 
    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



71 

 

Summary of Student Complaints/Grievances 
2005–Q3 2011 

 
2005-2007 
The Office of Student Grievance Resolution does not have any physical or electronic files 
relating to student complaints filed during 2005. Only a few records are available from 2006, 
which are included in CFR 1.7.2.2 in the Compliance Audit Checklist.  During 2007, formal 
student grievances were addressed through the Compliance Department.  Student grievances 
filed in 2007 were categorized by department.  The most common complaint related to 
financial issues. 
 
2008-Q3 2011  
In 2008, the Office of the Ombudsman was created to provide dispute resolution services for 
students. This office provided informal mediation services and also carried out the formal 
student grievance process. The Office of the Ombudsman did not maintain files on all informally 
resolved student complaints, due to confidentiality asserted by the Ombudsman.  

In July 2009, the Office of Student Grievance Resolution was created to address formal student 
grievances, and the Office of the Ombudsman became a separate unit that informally and 
confidentially helped students by listening, problem solving, and mediating concerns.   

In April 2011, to respond to student feedback and to provide swifter resolution for students, 
the Student Dispute Resolution Center was created. The Center contains within it the Office of 
Student Grievance Resolution and the Office of Student Mediation & Dispute Resolution (the 
mediation and informal functions previously provided through the Office of the Ombudsman).  

The following table summarizes formal and informal student complaint data for this period.  As 
the raw numbers below show, the most common complaint continues to relate to financial 
issues, categorized as financial services or student finances. The number of complaints was 
never more than .5% of the student population.  The number of complaints about academic 
matters has declined from its high point in 2009.  Additional data, including charts and graphs, 
were provided to the team concerning complaints, both formal and informal. 
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2008   
Functional Area Raw Number % of Total Complaints 

Academics 12 8.1% 
Admissions 20 13.4% 
Financial Services 43 28.9% 
Registrar 5 3.4% 
Student Finance 45 30.2% 
Student Services 24 16.1% 
Total (2008) 149 100% 

2009   
Functional Area Raw Number % of Total Complaints 

Academics 102 17.3% 
Admissions 93 15.8% 
Financial Services 212 35.9% 
Registrar 50 8.5% 
Student Finance 92 15.6% 
Student Services 41 6.9% 
Total (2009) 590 100% 

   
2010   
Functional Area Raw Number % of Total Complaints 

Academics 73 17.3% 
Admissions 104 24.6% 
Financial Services 187 44.3% 
Registrar 29 6.9% 
Student Finance 17 4.0% 
Student Services 12 2.8% 
Total (2010) 422 100 

   
2011 (Q1-3)   
Functional Area Raw Number % of Total Complaints 

Academics 42 11.0% 
Admissions 75 19.6% 
Financial Services 145 38.0% 
Registrar 24 6.3% 
Student Finance 53 13.9% 
Student Services 43 11.3% 
Total (2011 Q1-3) 382 100 
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TEAM REPORT APPENDIX D: OFF-CAMPUS SITE SUMMARY  

        

Institution:  Ashford University      

Type of Visit:  Pathway B for Initial Accreditation  

Name of reviewer/s:   Ikenberry, Graham, Eggers, Keith, Kong     

Date/s of review: March 11-12, 2012 

    

1. Site Name and Address  
 

Ashford University 

400 North Bluff Blvd. 

Clinton, IA  52732 

 

2. Background Information (number of programs offered at this site; degree levels; FTE of faculty and 
enrollment; brief history at this site; designation as a regional center or off-campus site by WASC) 
 

973 students are enrolled at this campus, which was the original site and formerly the “main” campus.  
Detailed background information and data are included in the team report.  

3. Nature of the Review (material examined and persons/committees interviewed)  
   

 

 

The team conducted a full visit at this site meeting with the president, other administrators, local 
leadership, faculty, staff and students, two trustees and reviewing the facility and a wide array of records 
and exhibits. 

 

 

 Observations and findings are integrated into the team report. 
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