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In 2013 Pixar Animation Studios produced a 
3D computer-animated comedy titled “Monsters 
University.” The release of this commercially and crit-
ically successful movie by Walt Disney Pictures was 
accompanied by a website (monstersuniversity.com). 
Although obviously fake, that website contained all 
the typical features of a higher education institu-
tion, including links to “Academics,” “Admission,” 
“Campus Life,” etc. It was the perfect parody of the 
typical website of a college or university.

Last month the Department of Homeland Security 
announced that it had arrested numerous people on 
charges that they had recruited students through the 
promise of fraudulently obtained visas. This was 
done thanks to a sting operation in which federal 
agents created a completely fake university under 
the name “University of Northern New Jersey.” Some 
of the federal agents posed as representatives of this 
bogus university to trap scam recruiters. Among the 
most daring features of this operation was to have 
the secretary of higher education of New Jersey to 
recognize the “university” and have it accredited by 
the Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and 
Colleges.

 Knowing that most people get information about 
colleges and universities through the internet, the 
feds set up an elaborate social-media presence, 
including an extensive website whose links were 
taken down once the sting operation was announced. 
They also set up the typical features you would expect 
from a university: a mascot “the badgers,” a Latin 
motto, “Humanus, Scientia, Integritas,” a Facebook 
page whose chat was led by its made-up president 
“Dr. Steven Brunetti,” pictures portraying happy 

students, images of the “campus” Dunkin’ Donuts 
coffee shop and even personal announcements about 
the death of a relative of a “Prof. Turgeson,” passing 
along the condolences he (or she) received.

Obviously the feds had some sense of humor by 
naming the mascot “the badgers,” by including the 
word “Integritas” (integrity) in their motto, and by 
naming one of their professors as “Prof. Turgeson,” 
(derived from Furd Tud, an insult referring to a per-
son who excessively tugs on turds).

On the website was an invitation to prospective 
students to enroll or talk to fraudulent recruiters. 
There was even information on how to become a 
recruiter for the university. This sting operation led 
to the arrest of 21 people on charges of conspiring to 
provide more than 1,000 foreign students fraudulent-
ly obtained foreign worker and student visas through 
this fake university. This bogus institution was used 
as a cover to entice recruiters who took kickbacks for 
enrolling foreign nationals there, which is a form of 
visa fraud, and harboring them for profit, both fed-
eral felonies. In a different operation five years ago, 
the feds raided what was called Tri-Valley University 
for cashing tuition checks and admitting foreign 
students on visas, but not requiring class attendance. 

This leads us to another example of a fake univer-
sity: “Trump University.” It was established in 2005 
by the current Republican frontrunner and has been 

widely mentioned by Trump challengers and the 
media because it faces fraud lawsuits from former 
students and the New York Attorney General.

According to documents filed by the plaintiffs, 
students were told (falsely) that the faculty had been 
hand picked by Trump himself. They were pressed 
into paying $35,000 for future three-day retreats that 
promised to offer an inside look at Trump’s business 
techniques. Yet, the seminar had nothing to do with 
any original course materials (most were lifted from 
other sources on the internet) nor provided business 
start-up support to the students. University person-
nel did, according to the complaints, only continue to 
try to lure the students into buying more seminars.

Complaints like this prompted New York’s attor-
ney general, Eric T. Schneiderman, to sue Trump’s 
for-profit company in 2013, asserting it had inten-
tionally misled over 5,000 students into paying up to 
$35,000 each for seminars and mentorship programs. 
Because “Trump University” did not qualify for fed-
eral financial aid, students paid their tuition out of 
their own pockets. "Trump University" was renamed 
the "Trump Entrepreneur Initiative" following a 
court ruling that declared it an unlicensed educa-
tional institution, and finally went out of business. 
Trump himself faces two class-action civil lawsuits in 
California related to the fake school. 

Unfortunately, there is a long history of institutions 
in this country pretending to be universities, but that 
are actually training schools for very few and nar-
row fields, mostly in business. At some point even 
corporations began naming their training schools 
as universities, as is the case with “Burger King 
University.”

The problem here is several-fold. One is that the 
use of the term university is largely unregulated and 
even when regulation exists state or federal author-
ities only step in when formal complaints of fraud 
are filed. Another is that the term university gives a 
sense of respectability and, therefore, can be abused. 
In most countries the term can only be used after 
approval from the government following strict rules. 
Finally, because of the possibilities offered by the 
internet, anyone can make a “university” appear to 
be real or much better than it actually is. 

The solution to this complex problem has to come 
from several fronts. One is for both state and federal 
officials to take a more proactive role in overseeing 
any institution that calls itself a university or college. 
In general, no new legislation is needed given that 
fraud and consumer protection statutes are already 
on the books. As mentioned in this very column a few 
weeks ago, the feds have failed at providing easy-
to-access, strict measurements of the effectiveness of 
institutions of higher education. Still, that should not 
prevent them from being more hands-on in pointing 
out bogus schools from real ones.

Finally, the general public should become aware of 
these scams by educating themselves not to rely upon 
slick websites that can be deceiving, but to check out 
their promises with sources associated with real col-
leges and universities who will be able to smell a rat 
in academic disguise.

Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is a writer and college pro-
fessor with leadership experience in higher education.  
He can be contacted through his website at: http://www.
aromerojr.net
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FFA Members Monique Garrett (left) and Mara Swapp at a recent Edwardsville District 7 Board of Education meeting.

By Devin Kane for the Intelligencer
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Last year, there were 68 artists, including several high schools, for the 
event. Iowa, Wisconsin, Kentucky, Michigan, Missouri and Illinois were 
all represented. There were 32 hotel room nights generated, according to 
the application.

Those numbers are expected to rise this year.
“They are expecting over 100 artists and more overnight stays,” 

Alderman Art Risavy said. “Based on those numbers and the expectations, 
we thought the additional amount was in line.”

The Edwardsville Art Fair was approved for a $5,000 tourism fund 
request last year.
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Garrett explained that the focus of the event 
was to teach the kindergärtners “how to care 
for the animals, how to feed them, how to find 
health-care for them, where their food comes 
from and the importance of every animal on 
the farm.”

“FFA members are responsible for the care, 
health, and grooming of their personal live-
stock in order to prepare their animals for this 
event,” Swapp noted. “Students must prepare 
and practice their comments in advance of the 
event, and they present their information over 
24 times throughout the course of the day, 

answering a variety of questions from the kin-
dergarten students.  

“To help us prepare, Mr. Davin actually came 
around pretending to be a kindergarten stu-
dent to help us make our presentations inter-
active and fun for the students,” Swapp added.  
“This provides excellent practice for the public 
speaking requirements of the National FFA 
competitions and convention.” 

Goshen Elementary kindergarten teacher 
Jennifer Desse explained that Barnyard Day 
also supports the kindergarten curriculum and 
provides a safe educational environment for 
young children to learn about agriculture “in 
a way that they might not otherwise be able to 
experience.”  

“It supports our curriculum in many differ-
ent ways across language arts, speaking and 
listening, science, health, social studies and 

even in math – measurement and data, com-
paring and contrasting, estimation – are all  
covered when the students are listening to the 
presentation and making comparisons, con-
trasting animal weight with their own weight, 
and other items like that are discussed,” Desse 
said.  “It’s a one-of-a-kind, hands-on learning 
experience.”

As kindergarten students walked through 
Glen Oaks Equestrian Center, they were able 
to observe, touch and ask questions about the 
livestock on hand.  

“This year children were able to experience 
chickens, ducks, horses, a turkey, rabbit, calf, 
pig, goat, herding dog and an alpaca,” Desse 
added.  “Barnyard Day is a highlight of the 
kindergarten school year, and students will 
be talking about this experience for weeks to 
come.”
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First to the Finish is an apparel, equipment and accessories store for all 
things track and field. It has retail locations in Edwardsville, Charleston, 
Carlinville and St. Charles, Mo., and does event sales.

The business also has online catalogs for volleyball, wrestling and swim-
ming.

The headquarters is currently located in Carlinville, where the business 
first started over 28 years ago. Once complete, the accounting, sales and 
graphic design division will be run out of Edwardsville.

Mike is hoping to have the offices moved in by Dec. 31 to get ready for 
a busy first quarter for online sales.

“Our Internet business has been exploding, and we have to have every-
body on board and ready to go,” Mike said.

The retail store, which Mike hopes to be open Nov. 1, will be four times 
larger than the current Edwardsville location at 6698 Center Grove Road.

“It’s going to be a big addition,” Mike said.
The move to Edwardsville will help the company grow.
“You look at the city, and it’s so progressive. There are so many things 

going on there,” Mike said. “If I wanted to get young people, I was going 
to have to go to a smaller metropolitan area that I could track the talent 
I need to grow my company. I have  a location that’s suitable for the job 
market.”

An avid runner, Mike started First to the Finish in the basement of his 
home.

Twenty-eight years later, and the business has become one of the top 
retail and online stores in the region. It’s a credit to hard work and the 
effort of a great staff of employees, according to Mike.

“We have no investors, it’s my wife and I. We’ve been very fortunate. 
We’ve grown it slowly, not too fast, and it’s interesting,” Mike said. “It’s 
hard work. The bottom line is that it’s hard work. It’s 24 hours per day, 
seven days a week. I love what I do. I wouldn’t do anything else.”
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On Jan. 15, Florissant Police Det. Tony Mocca contacted Germann that 
Talor was in custody and a bag of jewelry was found. Taylor allegedly 
claimed the jewelry was obtained from Collins.

In an interview with William D. Harlston, who was taken into custody 
by Florissant Police with Taylor, Germann said he identified both Taylor 
and Collins through the images from Hudson Jewelers. He also recalled a 
conversation with Taylor and Collins about the robbery, according to police.

Taylor denied his involvement and said he had never been to 
Edwardsville.

Germann confirmed one of the three cell phone numbers Taylor gave 
was his, and phone records can track the movements.
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Senior caregivers 
sought for program
For the Intelligencer

Are you a senior who is feeling 
lonely, or are you a caregiver to a 
senior and in need of a little break? 
Senior Companions can help!

The Senior Companion Program 
pairs healthy, active people 55 and 
older with other seniors who oth-
erwise would not be able to live 
independently. Southwestern

Illinois College Programs and 
Services for Older Persons spon-
sors the program “The companions 
provide supportive, individualized 
services to help clients maintain 
their dignity and independence,” 
said Carla Boswell, director of the 
Senior Companion Program at 
PSOP. “The goal is to foster their 
independence and keep them in 
their own homes. The program also 

serves as a support system for care-
givers of homebound seniors.”

Senior Companions provide 
companionship and assistance to 
their peers who are homebound 
or may be socially isolated. They 
visit one or more days per week for 
four hours per day and can assist 
with daily tasks, provide trans-
portation, and give support and 
a much-needed break to full-time 
caregivers.

If you would like to be matched 
with a Senior Companion or learn 
more about the program, contact 
Charla Morton in St. Clair County 
at 618-234-4410, ext. 7095 Deirdre 
Evans in the East St. Louis area 
at 618-874-6584; Elaine Roustio in 
Madison County at 618-797-7369; 
or Deena Duvall in Monroe or 
Randolph countie at 618-282-6682, 
ext. 8135.

Worknet Center offers employment assistance
For the Intelligencer

Job seekers and employers seek-
ing Madison County Employment 
and Training Department/
Southwestern Illinois WorkNet 
Center for business and job seek-
ing services can conveniently 
visit them at their Wood River 
location in the Madison County 
Wood River Facility at 101 East 
Edwardsville Road.  In addition, 
IDES has recently announced the 
closing of their East Alton office, 
and applications for unemploy-
ment benefits will only be taken 
via their website.

The Wood River location is 
also the home to several other 
County departments, including 
the Health Department, Child 
Advocacy Center, 911, and others.  
The Center is accessed through 
the east side of the building, 
towards the rear.

“Our Wood River location 
offers all of the same familiar 
services to the community, and 
has convenient MCT service right 
at the building.  Our goal is to 
continue to provide leadership in 

meeting the workforce needs of 
the area”, said David Stoecklin, 
the Executive Director for the 
Madison County Employment 
and Training Department.

Stoecklin also remarked, “We 
will continue our friendly and 
personal service to the commu-
nity.  It has always been our 
goal to reach out and assist with 
the labor needs of business, and 
while doing so, help those look-
ing for new or better employment 
opportunities.”

The Madison County 
Employment and Training 
Department has offered services 
to both businesses and job seekers 
in the Madison-Bond County area 
for more than 45 years.  

They are federally funded 
through the Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act and vari-
ous other grants.  They provide 
quality assistance in job search, 
career counseling, job training, 
resume writing, and offer a diver-
sity of workshops to the unem-
ployed, those who desire career 
advancement or those needing 
help in making career choices.  A 
self-service resource center lab is 

open to the public during regular 
business hours and staff is always 
available to help.

Employers may utilize the 
department to find, assess, and 
interview prospective employees 
at no cost.  The Department also 
provides employee assessment 
services to local businesses as a 
fee for service.  Area businesses 
may also benefit from labor mar-
ket and tax incentive informa-
tion readily available through the 
Department.  

Serving as a “human resource 
department” for new and grow-
ing businesses in the area, the 
Department has experienced much 
success in connecting business-
es with qualified workers.  Alan 
Dunstan, Chairman of the Madison 
County Board, has nothing but 
praise for the service offered by the 
Madison County Employment and 
Training Department.  Dunstan 
said, “The help that is offered 
by the Employment and Training 
Department has been consistently 
at the highest level.  I know how 
they have worked with new busi-
nesses to assist in getting workers 
to staff their operations.  And I 

have heard from these businesses 
about their satisfaction with the 
employees referred through the 
workforce system”.

Dunstan said, “It is critical to 
our economy to have services 
available to business that will 
not only attract new employment 
opportunities, but also showcase 
our great workforce potential.  

The labor force is key to attract-
ing new jobs to Madison County, 
and the Employment and Training 
Department are doing great work 
in furthering our economic base.”

The Wood River Field Office of 
the Madison County Employment 
and Training Department is open 
from 8:30am-4:30pm Monday thru 
Friday. In addition to the Wood 
River location, the Department 
is housed in the Bond County/
Greenville Southwestern Illinois 
WorkNet Center at 209 North 
Third Street in Greenville.

For more information about 
Madison County Employment 
and Training Department and 
its services, please visit www.
co.madison.il.us and click on 
the Employment and Training 
Department or call (618) 296-4301.
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