
 

1 

 

 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
DATE: April 16, 2018 
RE:  Learning About the Quality Assurance Entities (QAEs) in the First Year of the 
  Educational Quality through Innovative Partnerships (EQUIP) Experiment  

 
This memo summarizes what is known about the early work of the Quality Assurance Entities (QAEs) who 
were invited to be a part of the Educational Quality through Innovative Partnerships (EQUIP) experiment to 
develop innovative approaches to assuring the quality of new higher education approaches.  Our 
preliminary insights, takeaways, and questions for continued consideration are based on research and our 
work convening and engaging with the QAEs.   
 
EQUIP – particularly the work of the QAEs – is worth attention given that the systems, structures, and 
issues it interrogates (e.g. accreditation, quality assurance, financial aid access, new models for delivering 
postsecondary education) all have significant implications for the future of U.S. postsecondary education.  
However, it is important to keep the experimental nature of EQUIP in mind. This is an early review and 
there is likely much more to learn from this pilot project.  The clearest early lesson is that this work has 
been challenging and complex, and that significant work remains  before the concept of new quality 
assurance approaches should be taken to scale.  Specific challenges have included the rapidly changing 
nature of innovative higher education programs, the difficulty of defining and measuring quality in 
consistent ways, access to and readiness of data, and engagement with emerging and existing entities 
and systems.  Policymakers should not assume that these innovative approaches are ready to expand 
beyond a confined experimental stage.  More specific lessons learned and questions for consideration are 
included at the end of this document. 

 
Overview of the EQUIP Experiment 
On October 14, 2015, the U.S. Department of Education (USED) announced EQUIP, a new pilot program “to 
accelerate and evaluate innovation through partnerships between colleges and universities and non-
traditional providers of education in order to equip more Americans with the skills, knowledge, and training 
they need for the jobs of today and tomorrow.”1  On August 16, 2016, eight partnerships were selected to 
participate and entered the final planning phase.2  
 
EQUIP allows traditional institutions of higher education partnering with new postsecondary program 
providers to access federal financial aid for programs that offer innovative course work (e.g., coding, 
advanced manufacturing) and/or innovative program styles (e.g., credit for prior learning, self-paced videos, 
blended learning).  For the eight institutions that were originally selected to participate in EQUIP, the 
Department used its authority under the Higher Education Act to waive the current regulation that prevents 
institutions that receive federal funding from building partnerships to create programs of study that involve 
content and instruction provided largely by one or more non-traditional providers.3 
 

                                                 
1 https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-department-education-launches-educational-quality-through-innovative-
partnerships-equip-experiment-provide-low-income-students-access-new-models-education-and-training  
2 https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-ed-launches-initiative-low-income-students-access-new-generation-higher-
education-providers  
3 https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2015-26239/p-25  

https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-department-education-launches-educational-quality-through-innovative-partnerships-equip-experiment-provide-low-income-students-access-new-models-education-and-training
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-department-education-launches-educational-quality-through-innovative-partnerships-equip-experiment-provide-low-income-students-access-new-models-education-and-training
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-ed-launches-initiative-low-income-students-access-new-generation-higher-education-providers
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-ed-launches-initiative-low-income-students-access-new-generation-higher-education-providers
https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2015-26239/p-25
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The experiment was designed to place special emphasis on opening new high quality postsecondary learning 
opportunities for low-income students.  The Department announced $5 million in Pell grants available for the 
first year of the EQUIP, and in its initial estimates expected roughly 1,500 students to participate in these 
programs; another $12 million in subsidized and unsubsidized loans are also be available.4 
 
Each paired institution and provider is being reviewed and monitored by their own QAE, an independent 
third party that holds the program accountable for student learning, employment, and other outcomes.  (The 
partner institution’s accrediting agency also must approve the plans, as needed).  More specifically, the QAEs 
are required to assess program quality in several ways including: 

• The claims made about learning 

• The evidence used to support those claims about learning, including assessments 

• Student outcomes, including learning and employment 
 
The table below shows the specific questions that USED asked QAEs to address in the original Federal Register 
notice for the EQUIP experiment.5 
 
The QAEs are required to have the capacity to review, monitor, and report on the program (including through 
regular communications to USED, the institution, and its accreditor at least every six months).  They must 
also be free of conflicts of interest with both the institution and the non-traditional provider.  If an EQUIP 
program fails to meet the quality standards established by the QAE (or other problems are raised by the 
institution, its accreditor, or USED), the institution must take action to improve, suspend, or terminate the 
program. 
 
There were eight initial EQUIP experimental sites, summarized below as originally announced in 2016.6 
Applications submitted to USED by each of the eight sites are available here. As of October 2017 (the most 
recently available data), five EQUIP experimental sites remain.7 
 

Institution 
Non-
traditional 
provider 

QAE Type of program Other context 

Colorado 
State 
University-
Global 
Campus (CO) 

Guild 
Education 

New entity 
formed by 
Tyton 
Partners, 
Burning Glass 
Technologies, 
ProExam8, 
RSM 

1-year certificate in 
Management and 
Leadership 
Fundamentals, 
aimed at helping 
students advance 
from low-wage roles 
into supervisory 
roles 

Credits earned in the 
certificate can also be applied 
towards a bachelor's degree 
from CSU-Global Campus. 
Half of the program will 
involve credits from the Guild 
leadership modules, half 
through regular CSU-Global 
coursework. 

Dallas County 
Community 

Straighter 
Line 

Council for 
Higher 

A.S. in Business and 
A.A. in Criminal 

Up to 75% of participating 
students’ degrees can be 

                                                 
4 https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-08-16-the-equip-eight-dept-of-ed-selects-partners-for-higher-education-experiment  
5 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-
participate-in-experiments-under-the  
6 https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-ed-launches-initiative-low-income-students-access-new-generation-higher-
education-providers  
7 Colorado State University-Global Campus, University of Texas at Austin, and Wilmington University (and their partner QAEs) are 
no longer active participants in the EQUIP experimental site. See https://experimentalsites.ed.gov/exp/pdf/ESIParticipants.pdf.  
8 ProExam merged into ACT in June 2017 and is no longer an active participant in the EQUIP experimental site.  

https://tech.ed.gov/equip/
https://www.guildeducation.com/
https://www.guildeducation.com/
http://tytonpartners.com/
http://tytonpartners.com/
http://burning-glass.com/
http://burning-glass.com/
http://rsmus.com/
http://www.straighterline.com/
http://www.straighterline.com/
http://www.chea.org/
http://www.chea.org/
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-08-16-the-equip-eight-dept-of-ed-selects-partners-for-higher-education-experiment
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-participate-in-experiments-under-the
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-participate-in-experiments-under-the
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-ed-launches-initiative-low-income-students-access-new-generation-higher-education-providers
https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-ed-launches-initiative-low-income-students-access-new-generation-higher-education-providers
https://experimentalsites.ed.gov/exp/pdf/ESIParticipants.pdf
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College 
District 
(DCCCD) (TX) 

Education 
Accreditation 
(CHEA)  

Justice aimed at 
Dallas County 
residences with 
some college but no 
credential  

earned through 
StraighterLine courses.  

Marylhurst 
University 
(OR) 

Epicodus  Climb 

27-week certificate 
in Web and Mobile 
Development aimed 
at providing access 
to computer 
software coding 
careers to low-
income and 
historically 
underserved 
students 

Designed to support students 
in a variety of ways, including 
using a flipped classroom 
approach, discussions, and a 
cohort social learning model. 
In completing the program, 
students will have access to 
industry employers through 
internship opportunities. 
 
 

Northeastern 
University 
(MA) 

General 
Electric (GE) 

American 
Council on 
Education 
(ACE) 

Accelerated B.S. in 
Advanced 
Manufacturing 

GE will provide experiential 
training to students, and 
Northeastern will co-develop 
the curricula alongside GE 
and provide academic 
support services. 

SUNY Empire 
State (NY) 

Flatiron 
School 

American 
National 
Standards 
Institute 
(ANSI) 

Certificate in Web 
Development 

Courses involve multiple 
modalities. Graduates will 
have a professional portfolio 
of web products, a technical 
blog, and profile.  

Thomas 
Edison State 
University 
(TESU) (NJ) 

Study.com  
Quality 
Matters 

B.S. in Business 
Administration and 
a B.A. in Liberal 
Studies through 
online, self-paced 
video courses. 

At least half of coursework 
will be completed by taking 
Study.com courses. As a 
correspondence program, 
students will complete the 
courses they need at their 
own pace.  

University of 
Texas at 
Austin (TX) 
 
 

Hack Reactor 
Entangled 
Solutions and 
MFA 

13-week certificate 
program in Web 
Development 

Students will learn a range of 
programming skills, including 
JavaScript and functional web 
computer programming, to 
prepare them for jobs as mid-
level software engineers. 

Wilmington 
University 
(DE) 

Zip Code 
Wilmington 

Hacker Rank 
12-week boot camp 
program in Software 
Development  

Graduates should qualify for 
entry-level positions using 
Java programming language; 
they can be placed in long-
term apprenticeships or 
direct-hire employment with 
Zip Code’s corporate 
partners.  

 

http://www.chea.org/
http://www.chea.org/
https://www.epicodus.com/
https://climbcredit.com/
https://www.ge.com/
https://www.ge.com/
http://www.acenet.edu/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.acenet.edu/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.acenet.edu/Pages/default.aspx
https://flatironschool.com/
https://flatironschool.com/
https://www.ansi.org/
https://www.ansi.org/
https://www.ansi.org/
https://www.ansi.org/
http://study.com/
https://www.qualitymatters.org/
https://www.qualitymatters.org/
http://www.hackreactor.com/
https://entangled.solutions/
https://entangled.solutions/
http://www.mfa-cpa.com/
http://www.zipcodewilmington.com/
http://www.zipcodewilmington.com/
https://www.hackerrank.com/
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Quality Assurance Questions for the QAEs to Address 

 
To assess applications for the EQUIP experiment, USED developed a list of questions to guide its 
assessment of the quality assurance processes described by prospective QAEs.9 
 
A. Claims for Learning 

1. What measurable claims is the institution making about the learning outcomes of students 
enrolled in the program? For example: 

• What is the evidence that the learning claims are commensurate with post-secondary- 
or post-baccalaureate-level work? 

• Do the institution's statements about student outcomes capture requisite knowledge 
and skills? How? 

2. How is the value and relevance of those claims established? For example, what external 
stakeholders have been consulted to verify the value and relevance of the claims? 

3. How will the claims be measured? 
4. How will institutions be held accountable for meeting those claims? 
5. How do all the claims for learning come together into a meaningful and coherent set of overall 

program outcomes and goals? 
 
B. Assessments and Student Work 

1. How does the institution assess whether students enrolled in the program can meet the claims 
outlined in Section A? For example: 

• How are assessments aligned with the specific tasks, expectations, and contexts for 
which programs claim to be preparing students? 

• Beyond one-time assessments, is student work reviewed as part of the assessment of 
student learning and program outcomes? Do external stakeholders review students' 
work? How are examples of student work made available to outside parties (with 
appropriate privacy and other protections)? 

2. How has the reliability of these assessments been established? 
3. How has the validity of these assessments been established, for example, in terms of the 

following? 

• Face validity: Does the assessment appear to measure what it says it measures? 

• Content validity: Does the assessment accurately measure the knowledge and skills 
covered by the program? 

• Predictive validity: Does the assessment accurately predict the student's ability to 
demonstrate a given competency in the future? 

• Concurrent validity: Does the assessment correlate with other measures of the desired 
performance meant to be assessed? 

4.  How and how often does the QAE review these assessments? 
 
C. Outputs, Which, Where Applicable, Must Be Disaggregated To Show Outcomes Specifically for Low-
Income Students 

1. How are students performing on program assessments? 

                                                 
9 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-
participate-in-experiments-under-the; for a sample application with the final questions listed and answered, see: 
https://tech.ed.gov/files/2016/10/merged_document-CSU.pdf  

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-participate-in-experiments-under-the
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-participate-in-experiments-under-the
https://tech.ed.gov/files/2016/10/merged_document-CSU.pdf
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2. What are the actual program outcomes for students (e.g., entry into subsequent phase of 
study, career, etc.)? For example: 

• Employment outcomes, for all programs that have a stated mission focused on 
employment (include method for how these outcomes are measured): 
o Job placement rates in field of study? 
o Average length of time between completion of program and employment in 

field of study? 
o Job retention rates? 
o Median starting salaries? 

• Transfer rates to other academic or vocational programs, where applicable. 

• Certifications and licensure exam passage rates, where applicable. 
3. What are the following ratios for the program, where relevant? 

• Published tuition and fees versus earnings. 

• Average net price versus earnings. 

• Median student debt versus earnings. 
4. How does the program rate on measures of student satisfaction? For example, how does the 

program rate in the following: 

• Comments from students about what made them successful or unsuccessful in the 
program? 

• A rigorous and transparent methodology for gathering and synthesizing customer 
satisfaction measures? 
 

D. Management 
1. How has the stability of the non-traditional provider(s) been evaluated (e.g., longevity and past 

outcomes, leadership/board, etc.)? 
2. How are privacy, security, and student authentication managed? 
3. Are activities related to student recruitment appropriate and transparent? 
4. How is pricing made transparent? 
5. Are all materials accessible to learners with disabilities? 
6. What is the process for continuous improvement of all aspects of the learning experience 

(content, platform, student support, faculty engagement, etc.)? 
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QAE Collaborative 

Looking More Closely at the QAEs 

All QAEs originally selected to participate in the EQUIP experiment are responsible for holding the non-
traditional providers and postsecondary institutions accountable for education quality by assessing the 
student outcomes, including learning and employment and the management of the program. But several 
different approaches are being taken to this basic responsibility. 
 
The QAEs are a diverse group of entities. Though performing the same function within the EQUIP experiment, 
each QAE has a unique history, organizational structure, theory of action, and area of focus that informs its 
approach and ambitions in postsecondary quality assurance. The graphics below show a few ways in which 
the originally selected QAEs differ. 
 
How is the QAE organized? 
One of the originally selected QAE is a new nonprofit formed by four organizations. One QAE is an 
organization partnering with an independent auditor. And six QAEs are an individual organization.  

 
 
How long has the organization serving as a QAE been established? 
Three  of the originally selected QAEs have existed for less than five years, two for five to 15 years, and 
three for 20 years or more. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

One organization with an 
independent auditor 

Individual organization

Entangled 
Solutions  

MFA

Tyton 
Partners

Burning 
Glass

ACT RSM

ACE

ANSI

CHEA

Climb

Hacker Rank

Quality Matters

A new nonprofit formed by 
four organizations 

Less than 5 years

•Climb

•Entangled 
Solutions, MFA

•QAE Collaborative*

5-15 years

•Hacker Rank

•Quality 
Matters

20+ years

•ACE

•ANSI

•CHEA

* The organizations that comprise the new entity 
have existed for longer than 5 years. 
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What type of organization is the QAE? 
Two of the originally selected QAEs are higher education membership organizations. One is a quality 
assurance organization. One is a combination of a membership and quality assurance organization. Four are 
different types of entrepreneurial new entrants.  
 

 
 
Did the QAE already have a quality assurance platform or framework that was used with institutions 
and/or programs before the EQUIP experiment? 
Four of the originally selected QAEs are implementing new frameworks through EQUIP. Two have made 
some substantial changes to existing frameworks for EQUIP. And two have made only minor changes to 
existing frameworks for EQUIP. 

 
What outcomes does the QAE plan to use to guide its quality assurance process? 
The QAEs are all using multiple measures to assess in-program and post-program outcomes, along with other 
information. Each QAE has its own unique set of quality indicators, summarized on the chart that begins on 
the next page. (Please note: This chart is based on information contained in the QAEs’ 2016 applications to 
USED and some of the information may have changed since then.

Higher education membership organizations

•ACE represents nearly 1,800 college and university 
presidents and the executives at institutions in all 
sectors. 

•CHEA is an association of 3,000 degree-granting 
colleges and universities and recognizes 60 
institutional and programmatic accrediting 
organizations.

•Quality Matters has over 60,000 members and 
provides quality assurance for online education.

Quality assurance organizations

•ANSI oversees the creation, promulgation, and use of 
thousands of norms and guidelines for businesses in 
nearly every sector and accredits non-degree, career-
focused programs.

•Quality Matters (QM) is an international non-profit 
organization that provides tools and professional 
development for quality assurance in online and 
blended learning for over 60,000 members.

Entrepreneurs

•Climb is a lender for non-degree programs (but is not lending to EQUIP participants).

•Entangled Solutions is a postsecondary-focused consulting firm.

•Hacker Rank provides recruiting and matching services for tech employers and applicants.

•QAE Collaborative was established by Tyton Partners, an education industry consulting firm, with contributions 
from Burning Glass (labor market analytics buisiness); ACT (assessment and psychometric services); and RSM 
(global tax, audit, and assurance firm).

No, EQUIP required a new 
framework.

•Climb

•Entangled Solutions, MFA

•Hacker Rank

•QAE Collaborative (Tyton 
Partners, Burning Glass, 
ACT, RSM)

Yes, but some substantial 
changes were needed for 

EQUIP.

•ACE

•Quality Matters

Yes, it only needed minor 
changes for EQUIP.

•ANSI

•CHEA
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QAE Claims for learning  

Assessments and            
student work  Outputs Management 

ACE 

• Completion of bachelor’s degree 
program in three years or less through 
experiential, on-the-job training 

• Acquisition of cognitive and non-
cognitive competencies that correlate 
with the state of art in manufacturing 
and prepare participants for 
leadership and management positions  

• Three assessment methods: 
examinations, performance-
based assessments, and “learn 
by doing” assessments 

• TBD  

ANSI 

• Clearly articulated learning outcomes 
with aligned assessments 

• Multi-layer review based on national 
frameworks  

• Extensive assessments designed 
to measure the students’ gain 
of learning outcomes that are 
aligned with specific tasks, 
expectations and context of the 
program, the transfer degrees, 
and employment in the field 

• Retention, withdrawal, and 
completion rates, and average 
time to completion 

• Job placement rates, length of 
time between completion and 
employment, job retention, 
median starting salaries, 
transfer rates 

• Independent audit results 

• Longevity, past outcomes, 
leadership and stability of 
the organization 

CHEA 

• Earning of academic credit that can be 
applied toward relevant programs at 
DCCCD or other college willing to 
accept credit 

• ACE Credit review of all StraighterLine 
courses 

• Course completion rates in 
StraighterLine courses; degree 
completion rates for those that take 
the StraighterLine path to a DCCCD 
degree; transfer rates; cost per credit 
achieved; cost per credit started; 
credit transfer frequency and 
satisfaction; Net Promoter Scores at 
the course and program level for 
StraighterLine courses  

• Final exams  

• Student work, e.g., essays and 
short answer responses, may 
be available 

• Average and individual course 
progress and success rates 

• Job placement rates, median 
starting salaries 

• Net Promoter Scores 
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Climb 

• Demonstrated programming 
fundamentals, problem-solving, and 
teamwork 

• Demonstrated technical proficiency in 
software coding languages 

• Demonstrated ability to complete an 
internship with a highly selective 
employer 

• Job placement rate commensurate 
with occupational outlook compared 
to all other fields 

• Attainment of additional credentials 
after completion of the certificate 
through a stackable pathway 

• Rolling assessments aligned 
with specific tasks, 
expectations, and contexts for 
which the program claims to be 
preparing students for entry 
level employment in web and 
mobile development 

• Holistic review of a student’s 
financial health over time (e.g., 
employment, salary, continued 
education, debt burden to 
other creditors, stability of 
initial and subsequent 
employment), broken out by 
pre-matriculation income tiers 
to isolate its effectiveness for 
low-income students 

• Email surveys of job placement 
rates, time between 
completion and employment, 
retention rates, median 
starting salaries, transfer rates, 
and certificate completion 
rates 

• Weekly student satisfaction 
surveys 

• Stability based on past 
outcomes of student 
success in completing the 
program and gaining entry-
level employment 

Quality 
Matters 

• Earning a Bachelor of Science in 
Business Administration or a Bachelor 
of Arts in Liberal Studies from TESU in 
a comparatively shorter time and at a 
lower cost through successful 
completion of Study.com courses 

• Use of successfully completed 
Study.com courses to earn an 
associate’s from TESU with a minimum 
of 60 credits and meeting TESU 
distribution requirements 

• Use of successfully completed 
Study.com courses to earn 
transcripted TESU credit for transfer 
or employment purposes 

• Assessments of how the 
courses are deemed to be 
worthy of academic credit 

• Assessments of how course 
assessments align with course 
learning objectives 

• Assessments of validity and 
reliability of course 
assessments 

• Evaluation of degrees earned 
and cost and time-to-degree 
compared with TESU- and 
nationally established 
benchmarks 

• Evaluation of transcripted TESU 
credit earned 

• Evaluation of student 
satisfaction with outcomes 

• Number and percent of 
enrolled students who earn a 
bachelor’s degree from TESU 
and the average time to 
completion and cost compared 
to national and TESU-
established benchmarks 

• Number and percent of 
enrolled students who earn an 
associate’s degree from TESU 

• Number and percent of 
enrolled students who earn 
transcripted TESU credit for 
transfer or employment 
purposes 

• Number and percent of 
enrolled students who report 
satisfaction with the program 

QM will be provided with 
access to the following for 
review: 

• Marketing copy, including 
web and supplementary 
materials 

• Published cost/fee 
schedules 

• Published course 
descriptions 

• Published delivery modes 

• Published program advising 
material/information 
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Although the following three QAEs are no longer participating in the EQUIP project, these were the quality indicators they had proposed for the project: 
 

QAE  Claims for learning  Assessments and student work    Outputs   Management 

Entangled 
Solutions, 
MFA 

• Mastery of JavaScript and functional 
computer programming for the web 

• Autonomous application of advanced 
computer science principles 

• Demonstrable job search readiness 
(e.g., “soft skills”) for successful 
employment 

• Academic transfer credit of non-
academic credit certificate to college-
level academic credit 

• Ability to attain full-time employment 
as a Software Engineer  

• Graded coding challenges every 
two days for the first six weeks of 
the course (typically algorithmic 
challenges) 

• Mock interviews, salary 
negotiation mock sessions, 
resume reviews, and other tests 
(e.g., companies review student 
projects in advance of inviting 
students for interviews) for the 
last seven weeks of the course 

• System of checkpoints (milestones) 
from program enrollment to 
program graduation (i.e., 
enrollment --> onboarding success 
--> foundations completion --> 
main component completion --> 
career advancement or enrollment 
in a subsequent education 
program) 

• Student satisfaction surveys and 
job offer letters to track 
employment outcomes 

• Regular 
independent 
audits and spot 
checks by MFA 

Hacker Rank 

• Technical acumen – ability to 
understand, read, and write Java 
code at a basic level 

• Mentoring – opportunities to work 
closely with experienced software 
engineers 

• Building community and network – 
team-building exercises to allow 
students to create a strong support 
system 

• Technology focus – prepared for 
success and longevity in the 
workforce 

• Project-based – completion of 
tangible projects that reflect newly 
attained skill set 

• Assessments based on industry 
standards and in partnership 
with partner corporations  

• Student work made public 
through GitHub 

• Job placement rates, length of time 
between completion and 
employment, job retention, 
median starting salaries, transfer 
rates 

• Student surveys at the end of each 
class 

• Online student survey options 
being explored 
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QAE 
Collaborative 
(Tyton 
Partners, 
Burning Glass, 
ACT, RSM) 

• Cross-walk between program mission 
and learning objectives attached to 
the program 

• SMART goals proposed by the 
program and reviewed for rigor by 
QAE 

• Quantitative and qualitative 
measures of student progress to 
completion (e.g., descriptive statistics 
regarding time to completion, 
number of attempts prior to 
completion, percentage of 
completers versus dropouts, reports 
from completers and non-completers, 
students’ need for additional support, 
obstacles to completion) 

• Assessments aligned to AAC&U 
Value rubrics used to develop a 
framework of student 
expectations and evidence of 
learning 

• Capstone projects for each unit 
(e.g., memos, case studies, 
research reports, strategic plans, 
and group presentations) 

• Multiple measures of student 
performance, aligned against 
labor market data 

 

• Enrollment/transfer rate to CSU 
Global (or another accredited 
institution) 

• Persistence rate within one year of 
enrollment into CSU-Global (or 
another accredited institution) 

• Real-time labor market data 
evaluations (e.g., breadth of 
occupations for which the program 
prepares a “completer,” number of 
job openings available, number of 
next-step occupations and jobs 
available, average advertised 
salary) 

• Student satisfaction at the program 
and course level 

• Risk audit of 
non-traditional 
provider 
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Lessons Learned in Year 1 
 
EQUIP is already showing the variety of approaches that may be taken for postsecondary quality assurance – and 
testing whether effective quality assurance can be conducted by a wide variety of organizations.  As the section above 
demonstrates, the EQUIP QAEs have the same responsibilities but are carrying them out with remarkably different 
approaches. Indeed, the original Federal Register Notice allowed that “QAEs could be any of a number of kinds of 
organizations, including employer associations, new entities created for this specific purpose, existing accreditors (as 
long as the proposed quality assurance process is new, meets the stated requirements, and does not create conflicts of 
interest), accounting firms, or others.”10   
 
This may eventually impact traditional accreditors’ claims that only certain types of organizations can serve as Title IV 
gatekeepers.  (Interestingly, USED tried to encourage a traditional accreditor to apply to serve as a QAE, but none did.) 
 
The EQUIP experiment includes important safeguards to ensure that federal student aid is not invested in an 
inappropriate (or illegal, under current federal law) way.  Already, USED has played oversight functions, most notably 
when it identified a conflict of interest when Hacker Rank was acquired by the non-traditional provider which it was 
supposed to oversee as the QAE.   
 
Though the experimental sites themselves are intended to be small – with no more than a few dozen students in the 
first cohorts – the QAEs are engaging in their work because they see much broader eventual implications for 
postsecondary education.  Without exception, each QAE that participated in this process emphasized the importance of 
getting quality assurance right for innovative, non-traditional postsecondary programs.   
 
Setting up these partnerships – even for experienced organizations – has been somewhat more complex than 
expected. Reasons for resulting delays appear to have included: 

• Time required for new relationships among the three types of organizations to be formed 

• Mismatch between EQUIP timelines and the standard timelines that many regional accrediting agencies use to 
review “significant change” requests from member institutions  

• Time required to build datasets and databases 
 
The level of engagement that the QAEs have had to date with their partner institutions and non-traditional providers has 
varied widely.  For example, some QAEs have had trouble getting adequate responses to requests for baseline data and 
information from their partners. 

 
Innovation in postsecondary education is hard work.  All of the QAEs have mentioned the significant time and capacity 
needed to set up their systems, processes, and tools.  Institutions and non-traditional providers are facing demands of 
their own, which means they do not always prioritize this work.  The assumption that a high-quality, functional, 
alternative set of quality assurance entities can be stood up quickly and easily has not yet been proven.   
 
The EQUIP experiment taps into a growing community of innovative providers and partners – and significant interest 
among federal policymakers and advocates.  Dozens of applications were submitted for the EQUIP program, with some 
of the original applicant QAEs attached to multiple proposals.  Among the selected experimental sites, in many cases, 
the work taking place within the EQUIP program would have happened anyway (though students would not have been 
able to access federal financial aid programs without EQUIP).  This is a reminder that the most relevant question for 
policymakers in the innovation and quality assurance debate may be more rightly focused on appropriate safeguards to 
federal student aid, not barriers to innovation. 
 

                                                 
10 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-participate-in-
experiments-under-the  

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-participate-in-experiments-under-the
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2015/10/15/2015-26239/notice-inviting-postsecondary-educational-institutions-to-participate-in-experiments-under-the
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The QAEs have not always met with the same level of enthusiasm from traditional postsecondary institutions and 
other actors such as accrediting agencies.  Many EQUIP experimental sites appear to have had challenges getting the 
necessary buy-in, engagement, and support from leaders and faculty at the institutional partner as well as the 
institution’s accrediting agency.   
 
Topics and Questions for Continued Consideration 
As EQUIP continues in its second year – and policymakers consider broader questions related to innovation, quality 
assurance, and outcomes in anticipation of the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act – the following topics and 
questions merit continued focus and consideration. 
 

• Defining quality 
o Are there common measures or expectations across different types of programs (traditional and non-

traditional) that can be established?  Or is a bootcamp, for example, a fundamentally different 
experience than a traditional degree program that needs its own framework, measures, and quality 
assurance process? 

o How might the different measures used by the QAEs be adopted and/or adapted for use by more 
traditional accrediting agencies? 

o What is the appropriate federal policy approach to considering claims of student learning vs. student 
outcomes? 
 

• Data 
o How can the QAEs (and the federal government, on behalf of students and taxpayers) be confident in 

the data used for quality assurance, especially those reported by the institution or provider and/or 
collected through student self-reports? 

o Who should collect, report, and access which data and for what purposes?   
o What data systems are needed for the QAEs and other quality assurance organizations to use in their 

gatekeeping and continuous improvement functions?   
 

• Partnerships 
o Which EQUIP experimental sites develop the most successful relationship among the institution, non-

traditional provider, and QAE?  What made that relationship work? 
o How did the U.S. Department of Education help (or hinder) the process? 

 

• Scaling 
o Can the experimental sites grow their own enrollment over time? 
o Can the experimental sites be replicated by others, potentially with the assistance of the QAEs? 
o Can the successful QAE practices be replicated? 
o How can lessons learned in the EQUIP experiment be collected and shared and perhaps inform policy 

decisions? 


