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July 21, 2026 

Ref: CPA-26-01 Audit Alert—Incentive Compensation Ban and the Study Across the Pond Case 

Dear Certified Public Accountant: 

This letter alerts auditors of institutions participating in Title IV, Higher Education Act (HEA) 
programs to risks in assessing a school’s compliance with the incentive compensation ban 
identified by the U.S. Department of Education (Department) Office of Inspector General (OIG). 1 
OIG wants to highlight these risks following a February 2026 settlement agreement involving 
Study Across the Pond, LLC (SATP) and its principal, who agreed to pay the United States 
$1,300,000 to resolve allegations that they violated the False Claims Act by knowingly causing 
foreign schools in the United Kingdom (UK) to submit false claims and false statements to the 
Department in connection with the Direct Loan Program through arrangements that violated 
the Federal ban on incentive compensation. 2 Institutions that want to participate in Title IV 
programs, including the Direct Loan Program, must agree not to provide any commission, 
bonus, or other incentive payment to student recruiters based directly or indirectly on success 
in securing student enrollments. This is referred to as the incentive compensation ban. 

In light of these risks, this alert helps auditors apply audit or examination procedures intended 
to test compliance with the incentive compensation ban, as set forth in OIG audit guides and 
Office of Management and Budget Compliance Supplements available on OIG’s Non-Federal 
Audits website. 

Key Information from the Settlement and Complaint 

In the February 2026 settlement agreement, SATP and its principal admitted, acknowledged, 
and accepted responsibility for the following conduct: 

• SATP contracted with multiple UK universities (partner schools) to recruit American
students from at least 2013. Some American students recruited by SATP used Direct
Loan Program funds to attend partner schools.

• SATP and its principal were familiar with the incentive compensation ban for schools
participating in the Title IV programs and the 2011 Dear Colleague Letter GEN-11-05,

1 See 34 C.F.R. Section 668.14(b)(22) and Dear Colleague Letter GEN-11-05 for details and guidance on the 
incentive compensation ban for schools participating in the Title IV programs. 
2 United States ex rel. Hitrost, LLC v. Study Across the Pond, LLC, et al., No. 21-CV-10274-ADB (D. Mass.). 

https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/international-student-recruiting-firm-and-co-founder-pay-13m-resolve-false-claims-act
https://oig.ed.gov/non-federal-audits
https://oig.ed.gov/non-federal-audits
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-34/subtitle-B/chapter-VI/part-668/subpart-B/section-668.14#p-668.14(b)(22)
https://fsapartners.ed.gov/sites/default/files/attachments/dpcletters/GEN1105.pdf
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which provided guidance to institutions regarding when tuition-sharing that 
compensates a third-party for providing a bundle of services is allowed. 

• Under its contracts with partner schools, SATP received a share of the tuition paid by 
American students it recruited, and often the agreements provided that SATP would 
receive a higher share of tuition if recruitment exceeded certain thresholds. 

• When some partner schools questioned whether tuition-sharing contracts were 
permissible under the incentive compensation ban, SATP and its principal advised that 
the arrangements were permissible. Sometimes they suggested that the partner schools 
and SATP enter into annual “flat fee” contracts where the flat fee was equivalent to 
what commission-based compensation would have been. 

• SATP determined the price of recruitment services by a different metric than the ones 
used to price SATP’s other services and billed partner schools for recruitment services 
separately from other services. 

• SATP paid its recruiters an annual salary plus two kinds of bonuses: a bonus based on 
the applications recruiters caused American students to submit to partner schools and 
another based on the number of those applicants who ultimately attended partner 
schools. 

The government’s complaint includes additional allegations that SATP did not admit for 
purposes of settlement. For example, the complaint alleges that SATP did not qualify as a 
Bundled Services Provider because SATP paid incentive compensation to its own employees 
and because partner schools paid SATP separately for recruitment and non-recruitment 
services. The complaint also alleges that SATP encouraged foreign schools to make false 
statements to the Department and hide their incentive compensation payments by executing 
sham contracts and withholding information from independent auditors. 

Risk Considerations and Application of Professional Skepticism 

The settlement and complaint highlight risks in assessing a school’s compliance with the 
incentive compensation ban, including: 

• compensation arrangements between a school and a third-party that appear compliant 
in form but violate the incentive compensation ban in substance,  

• incomplete or missing information in contracts or invoices regarding how a third-party 
providing a bundle of services to the school is compensated or how its compensation is 
calculated, and 

• inaccurate representations of third-party recruiting arrangements.  

These risks reinforce the need for auditors to apply appropriate professional skepticism when 
performing the existing audit or examination procedures, as required by 2024 Generally 
Accepted Government Auditing Standards (3.110) and clarified AICPA auditing and attestation 
standards (AU-C 200.17 and AT-C 105.66-67, respectively). 
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Auditors should evaluate the information obtained with a questioning mindset. They should 
stay alert for signs that third-party recruiter compensation arrangements do not operate as 
reflected in contracts. Auditors should also exercise professional skepticism regarding the 
completeness of the documents and information provided, consider whether representations 
and responses obtained are consistent with other evidence, and follow up where they are not. 

Conclusion 

This alert aims to help auditors address risks in assessing a school’s compliance with the 
incentive compensation ban more effectively in the future. If you have questions regarding this 
alert, please contact the OIG’s Non-Federal Audit and Financial Statement Oversight Team via 
email to OIGNon-FederalAudit@ed.gov. 

Respectfully, 

/s/ 

Keith Cummins 
Assistant Inspector General for Audit  

mailto:OIGNon-FederalAudit@ed.gov
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