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Introduction

The story of Apollo Group Inc. is, in many ways, a reflection of the broader evolution of
American higher education in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
Founded in 1973 by John Sperling and John D. Murphy, Apollo Group emerged at a
moment of profound societal change, when the traditional image of the college
student—young, recent high school graduate, full-time learner—was being upended by
the realities of adult learners who sought education while balancing work and family
responsibilities. What began as an innovative response to this shifting demographic
would, in the years to come, become one of the most influential and controversial
forces in American education.

At the heart of Apollo Group’s success was the University of Phoenix, launched in 1976
as the nation’s first accredited, for-profit university expressly designed for working
adults. The university’s flexible, accessible model—featuring night classes, online
learning, and rolling admissions—revolutionized opportunities for nontraditional
students and set a precedent for countless others in the for-profit education sector. By
the 1990s, Apollo Group was expanding at a breakneck pace, establishing campuses
across the United States and exploring new modes of distance education that would
eventually reshape the entire field.

As Apollo Group grew, so too did the scrutiny it faced—from educators, lawmakers,
regulators, and the public. The company’s dramatic growth culminated in its debut on
the stock market in 1994, a period marked by record enrollments and revenues that
peaked in the early 2010s. However, this era of prosperity was followed by serious
challenges. Lawsuits alleging improper recruiting practices, regulatory action by the
federal government, and mounting concerns about student debt and outcomes forced
the company to reckon with the consequences of rapid expansion and shifting industry
norms. Leadership transitions and changing market conditions accelerated a period of
retrenchment, with the company closing campuses, selling off assets, and
experimenting with new academic requirements aimed at student retention and
success.

The acquisition and privatization of Apollo Education Group in 2017 signaled another
major transformation. Gone were the days of ballooning enroliments and public
market scrutiny; in their place came a renewed focus on student outcomes,
institutional accountability, and adaptive transformation under new ownership.
Meanwhile, the for-profit education sector as a whole grappled with similar questions
around purpose, regulation, and value.

This book chronicles the multifaceted history of Apollo Group Inc., from its daring
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origins and meteoric rise to its more recent challenges, reinventions, and future
prospects. In doing so, it provides a lens not only on the development of a single
company, but on the shifting landscape of American education, industry, and
regulation. Apollo Group’s journey is a case study in innovation, ambition, controversy,
and adaptation—a story that continues to resonate in today’s ongoing debates about
access, affordability, and the very purpose of higher education in America.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Founding Vision: John Sperling
and the Birth of Apollo Group

The year 1973 was a time of dynamic shifts in American society, and education was no
exception. While the echoes of the moon landing a few years prior still resonated, the
space race having culminated in humanity’s giant leap, a different kind of ambition
was taking root on Earth. It was in this environment of change and innovation that
John Sperling, alongside John D. Murphy, laid the groundwork for what would become
Apollo Group Inc. Sperling, a man often described as an "eccentric" self-made
billionaire, harbored a vision that challenged the very foundations of traditional higher
education.

Sperling's journey to entrepreneurship was hardly conventional. Born to a
sharecropper family in the Missouri Ozarks, he experienced a childhood marked by
poverty. He joined the merchant marine, traveled the world, and taught himself to
read, absorbing everything from Nietzsche to Henry Miller. This self-directed learning
and his diverse life experiences, including a stint as a 1950s beatnik, shaped his
unconventional worldview and his later approach to education. After earning degrees
from Reed College and the University of California, Berkeley, and a PhD in economic
history from Cambridge, Sperling embarked on an academic career, teaching in
London, at Ohio State, and eventually at San Jose State. It was during his time as a
humanities professor at San Jose State that the seeds of his educational revolution
were truly sown.

The traditional university system, as Sperling observed it, was primarily designed for
young, full-time students. However, the 1970s saw a growing demographic of working
adults who sought further education but were largely underserved by existing
institutions. These individuals, often juggling jobs and family responsibilities, found the
rigid schedules and campus-centric models of conventional universities impractical, if
not impossible. Sperling recognized this unmet need and saw an opportunity to create
a new model of higher education tailored specifically for this neglected population. His
philosophy was clear: education should be accessible, practical, and relevant to the
careers of working adults. He famously stated that "working adult students were often
invisible on traditional campuses and treated as second-class citizens."

Sperling's initial foray into this new territory involved designing a curriculum for a
group of police officers who desired advanced-degree programs that could
accommodate their demanding schedules. When he attempted to integrate this
program into the established university system, his ideas were met with significant
opposition. The academic establishment viewed his concepts as "academic heresy,"
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unwilling to create or accredit a separate track for mid-career working adults. This
resistance, rather than deterring Sperling, fueled his resolve. He wasn't one to back
down from a challenge, especially when he believed in the cause. Describing this
period in his autobiography, Rebel With a Cause, Sperling humorously referred to it as
"How | Learned to Hate the Middle Class."

Undeterred by institutional inertia, Sperling took his innovative curriculum and, in
1973, founded the Institute for Professional Development (IPD). This private
organization aimed to provide the outcomes of a traditional, campus-based education,
but delivered in a format that was far more desirable for adults. It was a daring move,
as Sperling, then in his early 50s, invested his life's savings into this venture, with no
prior business track record or investors. This audacious step marked the true genesis
of Apollo Group Inc.

The educational landscape of the 1970s was ripe for such disruption. While some
educational reforms of the era focused on curriculum changes, increased federal
involvement, and equal opportunities within existing structures, Sperling’s vision was
about creating an entirely new structure. The "Open Education" movement of the
1960s and 70s, for instance, experimented with less formal classroom models and
greater collaboration, but these mostly faded, proving difficult to scale. Sperling,
however, was not interested in tinkering with the existing model; he was building a
parallel one. He sought to fundamentally re-imagine how higher education could be
delivered.

The formation of Apollo Group in 1973 was a direct response to the perceived
inflexibility and inadequacy of traditional universities in addressing the needs of a
burgeoning demographic. Sperling envisioned a system that prioritized accessibility,
convenience, and direct applicability to professional careers. This was a departure
from the conventional academic emphasis on theoretical knowledge and traditional
research. As co-founder John D. Murphy later explained, a core aspect of Sperling's
model was to "maximize profit," signaling a business-oriented approach to higher
education that was revolutionary at the time. It was a pragmatic, almost industrial,
view of education as a service to be delivered efficiently to a specific market.

The initial success of the Institute for Professional Development demonstrated the
validity of Sperling’s hypothesis: there was a significant demand for adult-focused,
flexible education. His early students, like the police officers seeking advanced
degrees, were eager for programs that fit their lives, not the other way around. This
initial success paved the way for the next crucial step in Sperling’s grand plan. In
1976, he would fold the Institute for Professional Development into the newly formed
Apollo Group, making a strategic move to Arizona, a state that would become
synonymous with the company’s primary and most recognizable subsidiary. This
geographic shift and organizational consolidation were foundational to the expansive
growth that would define Apollo Group for decades to come, setting the stage for the
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creation of what would become a titan in the world of for-profit education.
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