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Chairman Bartolomeo and Chairwoman Willis, thank you for the opportunity to submit written 

testimony for today’s hearing on Raised Bill 5071, an Act Requiring Connecticut to Participate 

in the State Authorization Reciprocity Agreement Regarding Distance Learning Programs. 

 

My name is Lisa Stifler. I am a Senior Policy Counsel at the Center for Responsible Lending, a 

non-profit, non-partisan policy and research organization dedicated to building family wealth 

through the elimination of predatory lending practices. We are affiliated with Self-Help Credit 

Union, a national community development financial institution that provides access to safe, 

affordable financial services to low-income communities and borrowers. 

 

Over the past few years, the Center for Responsible Lending has been engaged in research and 

policy regarding for-profit institutions of higher education. I am submitting this written 

testimony to share CRL’s work and insight as you consider Raised Bill 5071, a bill that has the 

potential to cause significant harm to Connecticut residents seeking distance education 

opportunities. Specifically, we believe that two of key consequences of the Uniform State 

Authorization Reciprocity Agreement (SARA) are: 1) elimination of local, state-centered control 

over distance education in the state; and 2) holding distance education providers to insufficient 

standards.  

 

The growth of distance education over the past decade is undeniable. According to the Babson 

Survey Research Group, in the last decade, institutions of higher education have seen a 23% 

increase in online enrollment.1 Nationally, of the students that are enrolled exclusively in online 

higher education, nearly half (47%) are located in states different than where the institution is 

located.2 At public institutions 84% of exclusively distance education students are located in the 

institution’s home state.3 Conversely, among for-profit schools, a full 75% of exclusively 

distance education students are located in a different state.4  

 

It is these Connecticut students whose educations hang in the balance. Abuses by for-profit 

schools are well-known. These predatory practices include misrepresentations of graduation 

rates, job placement rates, and likely earnings, all the while engaging in high-pressure sales 
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tactics in attempts to enroll as many students as possible.5 As a result, students are left stuck in 

debt, often without a degree or any measurable benefit or greater earnings.6  

 

Students of color are at particular risk. CRL research found that African-American and Latino 

students are more likely to enroll in for-profit degree-granting schools, compared to non-profit 

and public institutions. These students take on more debt, are less likely to graduate, and are 

more likely to default on their student loans.7 

 

If the state of Connecticut were to enter into the SARA, the state would be exposing its residents 

to these harms and hampering its ability to address abuses. When a state decides to join SARA, 

the most important consequence is the elimination of local, state-centered control over the 

approval of institutions recruiting and enrolling students in the state. The state will no longer 

have regulatory authority, such as resolving complaints or enacting stronger standards than 

SARA provides, over out-of-state institutions that harm residents of the state. Instead, the state 

will have to rely on the judgment of other member states.  

 

The risk is clear. States with lax standards may authorize predatory or abusive institutions to 

operate under SARA, thereby allowing that institution to serve students in Connecticut should 

the state join the agreement. And, as is explained below, the state will be hampered in its ability 

to address any wrongs.  

 

Not only does SARA result in the elimination of state control, it also encourages inadequate 

standards. For example, SARA allows schools to be accepted to the agreement to recruit and 

enroll students in other SARA states despite the fact that the school may offer programs that may 

not qualify for licensure requirements in those other states.8 If a Connecticut resident is harmed 

by a school authorized to operate under SARA, however, that resident will no longer have 

recourse within Connecticut, and must instead turn to the home state of the school.   

 

Finally, despite years of documented abuse, states are not allowed to apply higher levels of 

scrutiny to for-profit institutions prior to approving them for SARA membership.9 The 
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Connecticut Attorney General’s Office has been at the forefront protecting Connecticut residents 

fighting against abuses by predatory for-profit schools.10 However, should the state enter into 

SARA that work would be in jeopardy. Under the SARA policies and standards, an out-of-state 

school under investigation by the Connecticut Attorney General could still be approved as a 

“SARA school” by that school’s home state. As one industry analyst pointed out: “The 

proliferation of SARA states will eliminate the jurisdictional authority of many state AGs to take 

action against these firms unless they are headquartered within the AG’s state.”11 

 

While online education is in need of oversight, it is not in need of SARA. SARA does not do 

enough to protect students and strips away essential enforcement tools at the state level. In fact, 

student and consumer advocates were not involved in SARA’s conception or the negotiation of 

the agreement, while two of the nation’s largest for-profit schools, Strayer University and 

beleaguered12 DeVry University, were.13 As noted in documents filed during the Department of 

Education’s negotiated rulemaking on distance education by supporters of SARA, there are 

alternatives to SARA, including state-by-state reciprocity agreements.14 Such an agreement 

could provide the necessary oversight of online education in the state while also ensuring that 

Connecticut maintains its own ability to prevent abuses by for-profit colleges aimed at 

Connecticut students. 

 

Once again, thank you for the opportunity to provide these written comments and for your 

attention to this matter. Should you have additional questions, please contact Lisa Stifler at 919-

313-8551. 
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