
Context of the Ashford Deal 

 

Leila Hudson 

August 17, 2020 

 

It’s ironic that those of us seeking to do due diligence under ARS 15-1601B are getting 

more transparency from our counterparty Zovio Inc/Ashford University LLC than we are 

from our own administration. I and eleven other Faculty Senators have asked President 

Robbins and his team for information about the deal. They have not replied to our email. 

Not only have  national media investigative journalists, but also two sitting US Senators 

weighed in with questions and warnings on a deal that is at best ill considered and at 

worst related to decades of alleged Title IV fraud. Title IV refers to federal student 

financial aid, the life blood of Ashford University, LLC. 

 

Here’s what we do have to guide us - Ashford University LLC parent company (formerly 

Bridgepoint Inc) Zovio Inc.’s 8k filing to the Securities and Exchange Commission of 

August 1, 2020. If you read this document you will see the elements of the deal that all 

stakeholders in the University of Arizona should request from President Robbins. There 

is a “Purchase Agreement” dated August 1, 2020; a “Strategic Services Agreement”; a 

“Transition Agreement”; a list of tangible and non-tangible assets and operations that 

will change hands for $1; and mention of certain specific liabilities assumed. Please join 

me later today in a resolution requesting these documents be disclosed.  

 

But The most important takeaway comes from comparing the August 8k with another 

Zovio 8k filed in January 2020, just before the COVID 19 pandemic upended our lives. 

A nearly identical deal was planned as a conversion of Ashford from a for-profit to a 

non-profit university Ashford NFP with no involvement of the U of A. The biggest hurdle 

of the earlier transaction of conversion was an irrevocable $103M letter of credit to 

secure the financial base of the new entity Ashford University Not For Profit. 

https://facultygovernance.arizona.edu/shared-governance-ua
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/11/upshot/university-of-arizona-ashford-zovio-online-college.html
https://www.republicreport.org/2020/questions-about-the-university-of-arizona-zovio-deal/
https://www.durbin.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/durbin-brown-caution-university-of-arizona-on-its-bid-to-purchase-predatory-for-profit-college
https://www.aau.edu/key-issues/higher-education-act-hea-primer
https://sec.report/Document/0001305323-20-000048/
https://sec.report/Document/0001305323-20-000003/#a8-kxitem801loidec2019.htm
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2020/01/07/ashford-university-split-parent-company
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2020/01/07/ashford-university-split-parent-company
https://www.educationdive.com/news/zovio-103m-letter-of-credit-required-to-spin-off-ashford-u/564549/
https://www.educationdive.com/news/zovio-103m-letter-of-credit-required-to-spin-off-ashford-u/564549/


 What does that mean? The conversion of for-profit to non-profit institutions is a 

technique for getting around federal regulations on Title IV fraud. Ashford has 

historically gotten most of its revenue by using its students to channel Title IV federal 

funds to its coffers. A 2017 lawsuit brought by Kamala Harris’ successor as Attorney 

General of California Xavier Beccera claims that systemic predatory recruiting by 

Ashford saddles students with inalienable subprime debt, subjects them to aggressive 

and fraudulent marketing practices, a high probability of not graduating, and a lifetime of 

illegal loan collection processes.  

Between January and August most of Zovio’s scheme to transform Ashford University 

from a more highly regulated for-profit to a less regulated not-for-profit evolved and 

changed. The deal we are discussing today is a revision of the conversion transaction of 

January 2020 designed to shield revenues from federal regulation. In many ways it is 

the same deal -  $1 for the assets, 19.5% revenue sharing OPM deal with the for profit 

parent company Zovio Inc. But instead of Ashford NFP, the new entity is “University of 

Arizona Global Campus.” But another very important thing changed between January 

and August. The letter of credit for $103M dollars was waived by the DeVos Department 

of Education. The University of Arizona seems to be financially anchoring the deal 

designed to guarantee the financial stability of the new non-profit entity, now called 

“University of Arizona Global Campus”. 

The new non-profit entity (once envisioned as Ashford NFP in January) is now called 

University of Arizona Global Campus. The entity is very easy to confuse with UA Global 

rolled out in May 2020. Its board consists of President Robbins, Provost Folks and 

several of our colleagues. Another colleague is the incorporator, another is the statutory 

agent. Its place of business is our administration building.It was chartered on July 29, 

2020. Right in the middle of the GFFAC negotiations, and our reentry planning process. 

 

If “University of Arizona Global Campus” is indeed part of the University of Arizona, then 

this whole deal needs to be certified by the Higher Learning Commission, our 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/11/07/education-department-calls-grand-canyon-profit-raising-questions-about-conversion
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/11/07/education-department-calls-grand-canyon-profit-raising-questions-about-conversion
https://www.republicreport.org/2020/inside-arthur-keisers-college-empire-troubling-evidence/
https://abovethelaw.com/2019/11/california-ags-legal-battle-with-ashford-university-rages-on/
https://abovethelaw.com/2019/11/california-ags-legal-battle-with-ashford-university-rages-on/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/02/05/online-program-management-companies-face-washington-microscope
https://www.educationdive.com/news/ed-dept-drops-103m-letter-of-credit-for-ashford-u-spinoff/581264/
https://www.educationdive.com/news/ed-dept-drops-103m-letter-of-credit-for-ashford-u-spinoff/581264/
https://ecorp.azcc.gov/BusinessSearch/BusinessInfo?entityNumber=23112963
https://everywhere.arizona.edu/
https://www.bizjournals.com/phoenix/news/2020/05/04/university-of-arizona-rolls-out-global-campus.html
https://facultygovernance.arizona.edu/article/gffac-final-report


accrediting body, as well as subject to real shared governance procedure for the deal to 

close. Why is this not happening? Why does the August K8 only mention Ashford’s 

accreditor, WASC? 

 

Very likely, it’s because the new nonprofit “University of Arizona Global Campus” - 

contrary to superficial appearances -  is not actually governed by the University of 

Arizona or the Arizona Board of Regents. In that case, the shadow is even greater.  

It raises questions about trademark infringement, conflict of interest, and conflict of 

commitment on the part of this new entity and its board members.  It would be a brazen 

violation of duty owed to the University of Arizona and the taxpayers of the State of 

Arizona for starters. 

Until we can see the documents pertaining to this deal we cannot rule out that the good 

name and excellent 2AA credit rating of the University of Arizona have been pledged in 

a side deal with the DeVos Department of Education to secure, co-sign, or otherwise 

guarantee or lubricate the the conversion of for profit Ashford into the non-profit 

corporation “University of Arizona Global Campus” which may be beyond the governing 

reach of the University of Arizona, ABOR and the HLC. 

 

The template for this deal goes back to 2014 when current Chair of ABOR, Dr. Larry 

Penley tried to merge Thunderbird with a for profit global entity called “Laureate.” That 

deal failed because of the HCL accreditation, the financial risk involved in the venture, 

and the intervention of students, faculty, staff, alumni who had an interest in the 

reputation of their alma mater and employer. 

 

Is this why the question of borrowing per the Eller Plan was stubbornly refused and now 

is dangled as a remote possibility for the future (once the Ashford deal has closed?) 

 

Is it because about $103M of our University’s value is pledged to lubricating the Ashford 

conversion deal already? 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f1a1aa2a261bd312904a87b/t/5f39cf8d5e34e95335e9e010/1597624205780/Thunderbird+complaint.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f1a1aa2a261bd312904a87b/t/5f39cf8d5e34e95335e9e010/1597624205780/Thunderbird+complaint.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f1a1aa2a261bd312904a87b/t/5f39cf8d5e34e95335e9e010/1597624205780/Thunderbird+complaint.pdf


Is this why the vast majority of us are suffering furlough based pay reductions or even 

layoffs? Because borrowing an amount needed to cushion the temporary Covid revenue 

shock would compete with the pledged security for lending priority? 

 

Is this why our reentry plan has been - up until the first week of August and then thanks 

to the strenuous labors of our Public Health colleagues and Pima county community 

members - revenue driven, shambolic and piecemeal? Because our leaders were busy 

crafting this deal? 

 

I hope the documents will prove me wrong.  

 

In the meantime, this deal should not advance one step.  

 

To anyone who believes that the deal is done, that the WASC letter is all we need to 

see, and that due diligence is rude or intimidating… 

 

All I can say is that I’ve got a university to sell you for $1. 

Caveat emptor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


