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Edison admits class swaps
Some graduated without required courses
BY DAVE BREITENSTEIN

dbreitenstein@news-press.com

Administrators at Edison
State College admitted
Thursday the school awarded degrees to students who
didn’t complete program
requirements, a practice
that violates state law and
accrediting standards.
As a result, two administrators were suspended
with pay as the college continues its investigation.
Months ago, Edison
downplayed the issue, but
the story changed Thursday
after the college released
1,961 pages of documents to

The News-Press in response
to a public records request
filed April 1.
Files show students were
excused from core classes
required for their degrees in
favor of unrelated electives,
with approval from their
academic advisers and
deans, all in the name of
graduating more students.
“Substitutions were often
provided
to
enhance
matriculation rates into a
baccalaureate degree program,” Steve Atkins, vice

See EDISON A2
Also see timeline of
events A2

news-press.com

Correspondence: Read
memo from Steve Atkins,
vice president for academic
affairs, to James Browder,
then vice president of operations, regarding
course substitutions.
Report: Read report distributed to media about course
substitutions.
Video: Watch replay of
Thursday’s news conference.
Expanded coverage: Head
to this story online to read
about recent problems
faced by Edison State College.

2012 accreditation
could be affected
BY DAVE BREITENSTEIN

dbreitenstein
@news-press.com

With accreditation on
the line, Edison State College might have flubbed
up at the wrong time.
Thursday’s admission
that students graduated
without taking required
courses comes just four
months before an evaluation team descends
upon campus to gauge
whether Edison operates

by the rules. And doling
out degrees to students
who didn’t earn them
violates standard No. 1:
“The institution operates with integrity in all
matters.”
“Integrity is a very
important principle and
the basis for everything
academic institutions
stand for,” said Barry
Goldstein, vice president with the Southern

See COURSES A2
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Above, this
1890 Edison Talking
Doll is displayed in
the museum at the
Edison &
Ford Winter Estates. Edison, above, is being credited with the world’s first
attempt at a talking doll.

Thomas
Edison’s
doll first
to talk
Scientists recreate
recording from 1888
The News-Press staff and wire

TRENTON, N.J. — Scientists using advanced imaging technology have recovered a 123-year-old recording made by Thomas Edison that is believed to be
the world’s first attempt at a
talking doll and may mark
the dawn of the American
recording industry.
In the sound recording, a
woman can be heard reciting a verse of “Twinkle,
Twinkle, Little Star.”
Historians believe Edison hired the woman to
make the recording less
than two years before he
unsuccessfully put the first
talking doll on the market.
“Based on the date of fall
1888, it is the oldest American-made recording of a
woman’s voice that we can
listen to today,” said Patrick
Feaster, a historian at Indiana University in Bloomington.

See EDISON’S DOLL A3

Marital, job demands create chasm
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jzeitlin@news-press.com
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CHAPTER TWO:

FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE

where they had been teaching. He
wanted to make an offer.
“Trust me,” he said.
Neither one knew much about
Fort Myers. It seemed hot and flat.
And their knowledge of Florida
was limited to Miami and Mickey
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The second Craig Heller set foot
in the ranch home the color of sunshine he knew: This was a space
where he and his wife could build
their life.
Summer light streamed through
broad windows. The yard was a
canvas of grass with space for a
pool. A perfect spot for their curlyhaired toddler, Victor, to grow.
Craig raced in his rental car to a
pay phone to call his wife, Ingrid
Martinez Rico, who was in Georgia

Mouse.
But Ingrid had been offered an
assistant professor job teaching
Spanish at the fledgling Florida
Gulf Coast University.
It had been the only job that
came through for either of them
after applying to dozens since
Craig’s stint at the University of
Georgia had ended.
That summer of 2000, Ingrid and
Craig unpacked the boxes filled
with books, baby toys and art from
their travels.
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Ingrid Martinez Rico holds her son, Victor, moments after
giving birth to him Aug. 19, 1998, in Minneapolis.
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CELEBRITY BUZZ
YouTube suspends
Lady Gaga’s account

NEW YORK — Even one
of online video’s biggest
stars isn’t immune to copyright claims.
Lady Gaga’s YouTube
account was suspended
Thursday.
The notice read that the
suspension was due to
“multiple or severe violations of YouTube’s copyright policy.”
The Google Inc.-owned
YouTube declined to comment. It’s YouTube policy
to remove accounts after
three copyright violations,
though they can be
restored after being corrected.
Reports have suggested
that the infringing video

Daniel Baldwin
files for divorce

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Lady Gaga’s official outlet
on YouTube was suspended.

was a recently uploaded
clip of Gaga’s performance
on Fuji TV.

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

An adult male baboon rests on a rock early in the morning. Alpha males have more stress than second-place
males, a study has found.

Top baboon
a stressful job
Alpha male spends life
on edge, study finds
McClatchy News Service

LOS ANGELES — Think
it’s easy at the top? Turns out
chasing females, putting
down underlings and generally maintaining one’s social
status can be very stressful.
If you’re a baboon, that is.
A nine-year study tracking
five troops in Kenya found
that the top-ranked alpha
males had more stress than
the second-place beta
males. In fact, the top dog —
er, baboon — was just as onedge as those unfortunate
primates at the bottom of
the totem pole.
“Being at the top may not
be all it’s cracked up to be,”
said Thore Bergman, a biological psychologist at the
University of Michigan who
was not involved in the
study.
Researchers from Princeton University and the Institute of Primate Research in
Nairobi, Kenya, figured this
out by following the

Airports to test
faster screening

FORT WORTH, TEXAS —
Transportation Security
Administrator John Pistole
said Thursday that the government is poised to conduct a pilot program that
will allow some travelers to
proceed through expedited screening.
The pilot program, set to
start this fall, will be avail-
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baboons and snatching the
adult males’ fresh poop.
Those droppings were preserved in ethanol and analyzed in a lab to look for
metabolites of testosterone
and the stress hormone glucocorticoid, which helps the
body gear up to deal with an
immediate threat.
After examining more
than 4,500 samples, the
research team discovered
that a baboon’s stress level
dropped as his rank rose —
except for the alpha males.
The top baboons had 10
percent more glucocorticoid than their runners-up,
and matched those of the
lowest-ranked baboons.The
findings were published
online Thursday in the journal Science.
Lead author Laurence
Gesquiere, a Princeton
endocrinologist,
had
expected to find that the
advantages of being at the
top — better access to food
and fertile females — would
translate into a less fraught
existence. “I was very surprised to see high levels of
stress,” she said.

able to certain frequent
fliers who are flying on
American Airlines through
Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport and Miami
International Airport. The
program will also allow
certain frequent fliers traveling on Delta through the
Atlanta and Detroit airports to bypass some security screening.
— McClatchy News Service
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LAKE OSWEGO, ORE. —
Actor Daniel Baldwin has
filed for divorce and been
granted a restraining order
against his wife, claiming
she punched him, threatened him with a knife in
front of the couple’s children and made threats of
violence and death “too
numerous to list.”
Baldwin, 50, said police
told him to take his children out of the couple’s
house Sunday, where he
said the children witnessed
his wife punching him in
the face.
Joanne Baldwin, 41, was
arrested Wednesday night
for violating her parole on a
drunken driving conviction.

Hometown debates
Cobain Bridge

ABERDEEN, WASH—
Residents of Kurt Cobain’s
Washington state hometown will have a chance to
weigh in on a proposal to
rename a bridge after the
late Nirvana front man.
The Aberdeen City
Council will accept public
comment on the proposal
at its July 27 meeting. The
measure would rename the
Young Street Bridge over
the Wishkah River after the
grunge rock musician.
Some council members
favor the proposal. But
KXRO-AM reports others
expect negative comments
about
memorializing
Cobain because of his drug
use and suicide.

EDISON

The investigation

Continued from A1

Atkins said he began
looking at course substitutions last fall following a
tip about a stack of forms
dropped at the registrar’s
office. After a few weeks of
perusing documents, he
penned a strongly worded
memo Dec. 2 — one he
had notarized — that
called substitutions “blatant and egregious” violations so serious Edison
could be breaking the law.
“I felt like I wasn’t getting solid answers,” Atkins
said.
Dean of students Kevin
Coughlin said substitutions often were made late
in the semester, sometimes as late as commencement day, according to notes from Pam
Fairfax, vice president for
human resources. Those
substitutions were done
retroactively so more students could graduate,
Atkins said.
Previously, an academic
adviser and dean were
required to sign a form
approving each substitution, provided the alternate course was relevant
to a student’s major.
Atkins said Foy failed to
get a second signature in
some cases.
Edison revised that
form in January to require
four signatures and a written justification for the
switch.
In March, District President Kenneth Walker
essentially
gave
the
process a clean bill of
health. Edith Pendleton,
then-acting vice president
for academic affairs, told
the board of trustees in
April that she found no
instances of improper
substitutions, and Atkins
said in June everything
appeared to be fixed following his December
memo.
“At that time, I thought
we were fine,” Atkins said.
Then he discovered
that 15 more students
graduated in May without
taking some core classes,
despite the new procedures. That’s what led to
the two suspensions
Thursday.
Edison will hire a consultant to continue the
investigation, and those
findings will be included
in a report sent to the
Southern Association of
Colleges and Schools’
Commission on Colleges,
which will vote in June
2012 whether to certify
Edison for another 10
years. Degrees from unac-

president for academic
affairs, said during a news
conference Thursday.
Last month, a report
showed
Edison
had
climbed from No. 73 to 49
nationally in the number
of associate degrees
awarded, and a record
number of graduates in
2010-11 likely will bump
Edison’s ranking even
higher.
Now, Edison is trying to
figure out how many of
those students were given
degrees they didn’t earn.
Initial findings show
some students should
have completed banking,
accounting and management classes, but instead
took theater, mythology
and photography courses.
Course
substitution
forms were filed as late as
graduation day in past
semesters so students could
receive diplomas. Edison’s
graduation rate historically
has been low, with 8 percent
of students completing an
associate degree program
in two years.
The college will have to
explain the situation to
its accrediting body this
fall.
All
told,
Edison
allowed 3,605 course
substitutions over a fiveyear period, affecting 2.5
percent of students. Not
all of those were improper, but Edison did not
provide an exact number.
College policy allows
substitutions, so long as
students take all required
core courses.
A majority of inappropriate substitutions were
in accounting, business
management, and
drafting
a
n
d
design.
B i l l
Roshon
and Dennette Foy,
ROSHON
dean and
Placed on
paid leave by a s s o c i a t e
dean for
Edison
professional and
technical studies, respectively, oversaw those programs, and were placed
on paid leave Thursday.
Both
have
been
employed by Edison for
two decades. Roshon
earned $119,415 in 2010,
while Foy made $75,659.
Neither dean could be
reached for comment,
nor could any members
of the board of trustees.

COURSES
Continued from A1
Association of Colleges
and Schools’ Commission
on Colleges.
Goldstein has been in
contact with Edison about
the improper course substitutions. The college did
not initially disclose any
findings in a March 15
report to the Georgiabased accrediting agency,
but it better be in Edison’s
next report due in September, Goldstein said.
Steve Atkins, vice president for academic affairs
at Edison, said the college
will disclose everything in

that report, as well as
respond to 10 areas an
evaluation
committee
already has deemed noncompliant. The key, Atkins
said, is acknowledging
problems, and either fixing them immediately or
developing a corrective
action plan.
“We’re going to be
involved in a tremendous
amount of labor to make
the case that we’re, in fact,
compliant,” Atkins said.
Barbara Brittingham,
president of the Commission on Institutions of
Higher Education with the
New England Association
of Schools and Colleges,
said one mistake doesn’t

‘Home Alone’
actor Blossom dies

SANTA MONICA, CALIF.
— Character actor Roberts
Blossom, who played the
white-bearded neighbor
“old man Marley” in the
movie “Home Alone,” has
died at age 87 in Southern
California.
Daughter Deborah Blossom told the Los Angeles
Times that her father died of
natural causes July 8 at a
Santa Monica nursing home.
Movie credits include
“The Hospital,” “Slaughterhouse-Five,” “The Great
Gatsby,” “Close Encounters
of the Third Kind,” “Escape
From Alcatraz,” “Resurrection” and “Doc Hollywood.”
— The Associated Press

TIMELINE

• November 2010: Steve
Atkins, vice president for
academic affairs, begins
inquiry after hearing reports
of improper course substitutions.

• Dec. 2: Atkins issues a
scathing memo calling
some course swaps “blatant and egregious” violations of Florida law and
accrediting standards.
• Dec. 3: Administration
launches a full investigation
and starts interviewing
deans and other staff.
• January: Edison revises
its course substitution form,
requiring four staff signatures and a written explanation of why a change is
desired.
• March 14: Atkins resigns
his post, saying he was “no
longer able to effectively
serve” Edison.
• March 24: District President Kenneth Walker
assures faculty the course
substitution problem has
been corrected. “When we
find something that needs
fixing, we fix it,” Walker

CELEBRITY
BIRTHDAYS
Alex Karras, 76.
Ken Kercheval, 76.
Patrick Wayne, 72.
Jan-Michael Vincent, 67.
Millie Jackson, 67.
Peter Lewis, 66.
Linda Ronstadt, 65.
Artimus Pyle, 63.
Terry O’Quinn, 59.
Marky Ramone, 55.
Willie Aames, 51.
Kim Alexis, 51.
Lolita Davidovich, 50.
Forest Whitaker, 50.
Brigitte Nielsen, 48.
Jason Bonham, 45.
Eddie Griffin, 43.
Chi Cheng, 41.
Scott Foley, 39.
Brian Austin Green, 38.
Jim Jones, 35.
Kia Thornton, 30.
Tristan Wilds, 22.

said.
• April 26: Edith Pendleton,
then interim vice president
for academic affairs, tells
the board of trustees there
was a “proliferation of
unnecessary substitution
requests,” but everything
looked fine. “In all cases I
personally reviewed, I found
convincing evidence of academic integrity with regards
to course substitutions
approved,” Pendleton said.
• May 2: Atkins returns to
his former position at Edison.
• June 6: Atkins says Edison resolved its course
substitution issue. “I think
we did our due diligence to
make sure that all of the
credit awarded to students
that’s transcripted was
appropriate,” he said.
• July 14: Atkins and
Walker announce findings
of an internal investigation
that showed the college
permitted students to graduate without taking all
required courses. A dean
and associate dean are
suspended.

All degrees Edison State
has awarded still are valid,
Atkins said, even if students didn’t take every
required class.
“We don’t rescind
degrees,” Atkins said.
Affected students will
be contacted in the coming weeks and offered
seats in the classes they
skipped.
“Those students will be
allowed to take a course at
no cost to the students,”
Walker vowed.
As an accredited institution, Edison is not on the
U.S. Department of Education’s list of diploma mills.
The difference between
diploma mills and Edison,
Atkins said, is that diploma
mills have widespread
improprieties, whereas Edison’s inappropriate course
substitutions appear to be
isolated to three of its 29
majors.
“Our degree programs
have integrity and rigor,”
Atkins said.
The college has not heard
complaints from employees or other colleges about
Edison graduates being ill-

prepared for the task at
hand, Atkins added.
Sophomore
Brittany
Bernard, 20, of Fort Myers, is
upset Edison allowed students to skip core classes
for, in many cases, easier
classes.
“Basically you could just
go to school and take whatever you wanted,” said
Bernard, who is pursuing an
optometry degree. “So why
even have majors?”
Rosana De Bruyn, 35, of
Bonita Springs, graduated
in May with an associate
degree in paralegal studies.
The program requires all
students take microcomputer skills, a course that
covers word processing,
keyboarding and spreadsheets. Having spent the
past decade using a computer, De Bruyn asked if
she could substitute constitutional law, which
focuses on federal laws and
policies.
“I asked if I could get out
of it, and they said no,” said
De Bruyn, who wonders
why she couldn’t substitute
a course pertinent to her
occupation.
Instead, she coasted to
an A grade.
Atkins, who did the bulk
of the talking during the
press conference, believes
Edison may have cheated
some students out of an
education.
“This is unfair to the students,” he said.

automatically put a college’s accreditation on the
line. Schools are given a
chance to fix problems.
“Institutions are full of
human beings, and there
are things that happen
that are unintended,” Brittingham said.
The SACS Commission
oversees 804 public and
private colleges and universities across the Southeast. As of January, 17
schools had received
warnings and seven were
on probation. MiamiDade College has since
joined the warning list for
employing too few professors. Florida Christian
College in Kissimmee also

has a warning for concerns about its financial
stability.
Accreditation is vital for
any institution so degrees
carry weight in the workplace and transcripts are
accepted at graduate
schools. The fact that Edison gave some students an
easier path to graduation
makes nursing student
Ruben Guzman wonder
how future employers will
view his degree.
“It makes Edison look
bad,” said Guzman, 20, of
Fort Myers.
The SACS Commission
will make a final call about
Edison’s reaccreditation in
June 2012.

credited institutions generally aren’t accepted by
other colleges or graduate
schools, and employers
often require that job candidates graduate from
accredited schools.

Impact on students

“Institutions are full of human beings,
and there are things that happen that are unintended.”
— Barbara Brittingham, president, Commission on Institutions of Higher Education
with the New England Association of Schools and Colleges
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