
 

 

 

February 23, 2018 

  

Senator Lamar Alexander 

Chair, Senate Health, Education, Labor 

and Pensions (HELP) Committee 

428 Senate Dirksen Office Building 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

 

Senator Patty Murray 

Ranking Member, Senate Health, Education,  

Labor and Pensions (HELP) Committee 

428 Senate Dirksen Office Building 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

  

Dear Chairman Alexander and Ranking Member Murray, 

  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on this Higher Education Act (HEA)              

reauthorization effort. As you know, such reauthorizations have a significant impact (either positive             

or negative) on students, institutions, and taxpayers. Therefore, we urge you to approach this              

process with extreme care and thoughtfulness. The comments that follow address a host of critical               

policies within higher education. They build off the substantial body of work New America’s staff               

have produced over the last several years, and links to our full analyses are provided in the                 

footnotes.  

 

Please note that our recommendations for reform do not equal support for the elimination of               

federal investments for underserved populations. While we absolutely believe in simplifying federal            

aid and in using evidence to support federal aid policies, we recognize that some use these words to                  

justify cutting support for students. Saying “we can and must do better” does not mean “we should                 

do less.”  

 

Thank you again for your consideration of these comments. If you have questions or would like to                 

discuss any of our recommendations further, we can be reached at the contact information listed               

below. We look forward to working with you as part of this reauthorization process, and in ensuring                 

that the final product is in the best interests of students and taxpayers. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Amy Laitinen  

Director, Higher Education Initiative 

New America 

laitinen@newamerica.org   

 

mailto:laitinen@newamerica.org
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Access and Affordability  
 

Incent Greater Access for Low-Income and Minority Students with a Pell Grant Bonus 

Among public and private four-year colleges, the schools with the fewest resources tend to serve the 

largest share of low-income students; and while community colleges do much of the heavy lifting in 

educating students, they receive the fewest resources from their states and the federal government. 

Congress should support these schools through additional Pell Grant funding, so that institutions can 

create programs to further increase the retention and graduation rates of low-income students on their 

campuses and to help two-year college students transfer to four-year institutions of higher education.  1

Specifically, public and private nonprofit four-year colleges that enroll a substantial share of Pell Grant 

recipients and have decent graduation rates, and community colleges that have decent combined 

graduation and transfer rates, are doing great work to promote completion of high-quality degrees. 

Those colleges should receive additional Pell Grant funding to support even greater access and success 

for the lowest-income students.  Please see the “Federal Financial Aid Policy” section for more Pell Grant 

recommendations. 

 

Simplify the FAFSA, Without Oversimplifying  

While there has been significant support in recent years for simplifying the FAFSA to make access to 

federal financial aid easier for students, it is critical that such efforts not create unintended, harmful 

consequences. Over the past few years, the U.S. Department of Education (Department) has 

substantially simplified the FAFSA by reducing the number of questions, employing skip logic for the 

online FAFSA, and introducing the IRS data retrieval tool (DRT) to help auto-populate a significant 

proportion of the form. These efforts have helped to significantly reduce the average time students and 

families take to complete the application, and mean virtually no one ever sees the full set of questions 

included on the paper printout of the FAFSA.  

 

Part of the reason the FAFSA was required for federal aid beginning in 1992 was to prevent individual 

institutions from demanding different applications for financial aid; and that is a continued risk moving 

forward.  Instead, Congress should codify a change to using income information from two years prior to 2

the application (known as prior-prior year taxes); eliminate some of the less-useful and more-complex 

assets questions currently required; and explore additional opportunities to use existing federal data to 

automate the process of applying for federal aid. For instance, Congress could task the Department and 

the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) with auto-calculating estimates of families’ aid eligibility and provide 

early notification to students. These kinds of changes could make significant strides in helping 

low-income families understand the benefits for which they are eligible. Congress should also examine 

ways to reduce the burden of verification on low-income families to streamline their access to higher 

education. 

 

1 For more: https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal- 
student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf  
2 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/fafsa-simplification-careful-wish/  

 

https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/fafsa-simplification-careful-wish/
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Rethink Cost of Attendance Calculations  

Congress defined cost of attendance (COA) in 1972, more than four decades ago. Since then, 

well-documented returns to higher education and shrinking opportunities for students without 

postsecondary credentials have driven up demand for additional education. At the same time, the 

increasing number and diversity of institutions of higher education, along with new technologies, have 

substantially altered the delivery of education. These factors have made estimating COA more difficult. 

Institutions now have an incentive to artificially raise or lower their estimated COA. For example, since 

affordability plays a key role in students’ enrollment decisions, as well as many media-based college 

rankings, schools may reduce the expenses allocated for student living allowances in order to appear 

more affordable overall and to have lower net prices. Still, other schools may want to inflate their COA 

numbers so that their students are eligible for more financial aid. Depending on the particular missions 

and goals of each institution, we would expect them to weigh these mixed incentives quite differently, 

which likely explains much of the across-school variation in cost estimates. What’s most problematic 

about this is that it’s extremely difficult for an outside observer to know whether outright manipulation 

is happening without understanding what’s actually happening at a given financial aid office.  3

 

Congress should grant the Department the ability to regulate how COA is calculated and to be able to 

audit an institution’s COA if it seems irregular or a student makes a complaint. We don’t believe that the 

Department should create a rigid system in which to calculate COA since institutions need some amount 

of flexibility depending on the students they serve and where they are located. Instead, Congress should 

specify allowable methods institutions can use to determine COA, allowing institutions to choose the 

method that suits their needs. In addition, policymakers should revisit some of the components of COA. 

For example, they should require schools to include technology/connectivity and health care costs as 

part of COA since these expenses have become such a substantial budget item for students. 

Additionally, exploring the adoption of a so-called negative EFC  tied to additional Pell funding could 4

help students who struggle most to make ends meet by providing additional grant aid to help them 

cover living expenses, and may reduce pressures to inflate COA.  

 

Make Improvements to Net Price Calculators 

According to a survey of prospective and recently enrolled college students commissioned by New 

America in 2014, more than half had never heard of net price calculators (NPCs). Moreover, only 14 

percent had used one to figure out how much college costs. But for those who did use NPCs, students 

overwhelmingly (84 percent) found them helpful for figuring out the cost of a specific college. This 

presents a problem: if students don’t know about NPCs, it is unlikely they will stumble across one and 

use it, reducing the promise of these federally mandated calculators.  

 

Since colleges tend to bury their NPCs somewhere on the financial aid or admissions page of its website, 

it would be more helpful if there was a centralized repository of NPCs where students could enter their 

information one time and get price comparisons for multiple institutions. Currently, College Abacus, a 

3 For more: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/more-than-tuition-1/ (start of a five-part 
series). 
4 https://publications.nasfaa.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article 
=1597&context=jsfa  

 

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/more-than-tuition-1/
https://publications.nasfaa.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1597&context=jsfa
https://publications.nasfaa.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1597&context=jsfa
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free online resource, does exactly that by aggregating individual institutional NPC data in one site. 

Students enter their information and can get a price estimate from over 4,000 colleges. However, not 

every college is included. Colleges should be required to make the underlying data elements of their 

NPCs publicly available so that resources like College Abacus can include all Title IV institutions. 

Alternatively, Congress could require the Department to create a one-stop online NPC that includes 

every Title IV-participating institution. A single, reliable website would significantly ease the burden 

placed on students to track down individual calculators on each college’s website. 

 

Efforts to Simplify R2T4 Should Protect Students 

Among the most vulnerable of our nation’s students are those who withdraw from college before 

completing a program. Those who drop out of college, with even small amounts of debt, are at the 

greatest risk of default. And, for a variety of reasons, such students often find it difficult to return to 

college and complete a postsecondary education after dropping out. Federal policies relating to such 

students should be designed to protect them when they leave school, and support their ability to 

re-enroll and complete their degrees when they are able to do so.  

 

Currently, when a student withdraws from college, any unearned portions of the student’s aid must be 

returned to the Department of Education, a process that colleges frequently complain is overly complex 

and difficult to manage. However, we urge you to consider alternative options carefully; the Return of 

Title IV funds (R2T4) reform proposed under the PROSPER Act creates some new problems that the 

Senate should take care to avoid. First, H.R. 4508 breaks with the longstanding tradition of having 

colleges return loan funds first and instead requires institutions to return unearned Pell amounts, then 

loans, than other forms of aid. This means that no-strings-attached grant aid would be returned prior to 

many-strings-attached loan debt, leaving withdrawn students with much larger outstanding debts than 

under current law. We agree with the ACE report of the Task Force on Federal Regulation of Higher 

Education, which argued for amending the order of returns so that institutions must return the 

least-advantageous loans first, the exact opposite of what would occur under PROSPER.  5

 

Second, the PROSPER Act’s proposed solution would further harm these students by increasing the 

amount that they are responsible for returning to the government. Already, many institutions withhold 

transcripts as leverage for students to repay institutional debts, which often occur as a result of the 

R2T4 process. However, the PROSPER Act would permit institutions to shift as much as 10 percent of the 

costs of returning funds to the Department onto the student—colleges that choose to do this would 

cause their students to return substantially more grant aid to the Department than what is required 

under current law.  Students who can’t immediately repay these funds will be saddled with a third type 

of debt in addition to student loans and balances owed to institutions. This would likely result in even 

more unmanageable debts and unaffordable costs for students. Any simplification of R2T4 must protect 

students by correcting for these two critical problems.  
 

5 http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/Higher-Education-Regulations-Task-Force-Report.pdf  

 

http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/Higher-Education-Regulations-Task-Force-Report.pdf
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Towards a State-Federal Partnership  

For there to be meaningful state participation in higher education today, we need to change the design 

of the HEA to better incorporate the role of states.  Toward that end, federal funding should be provided 

to states to, at a minimum, ensure state coordination with the federal government. Such funding could 

be used to encourage better accountability systems within states, increase state financial aid offerings, 

and even require a maintenance of effort for state investment in higher education.  Reauthorizing and 

modernizing programs like the Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnership and Grants for Access and 

Persistence are a logical first step toward that goal.  

 

Federal lawmakers should also use this reauthorization opportunity to include a meaningful state plan 

requirement in the Higher Education Act (HEA).  In most of the major federal statutes governing the 

American education system (i.e., the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the Workforce 

Investment Act (WIA), etc.), there is a requirement for a state plan—an articulation of how the state will 

use federal funding to improve an aspect of the system.  If used effectively, such plans have the 

potential to bring greater coordination to the system of education as a whole.  To advance meaningful 

coordination within the education system, the federal government should implement a requirement for 

a meaningful state plan within the HEA and give states the option to submit a consolidated, early-ed 

through workforce, plan that would satisfy requirements across the various federal education statutes.  6

 

A more robust state-federal partnership could also be used to improve the student aid system as a 

whole—currently, a combination of vouchers, loans, and tax credits, all of which follow the student. Not 

only has this system led to more expenses for students—other consequences have emerged. Many 

colleges that benefit from this federal system of vouchers and tax credits do not serve students well, 

with low graduation rates and wide variation across colleges in how graduates fare in the labor market. 

Problems with the current voucher-based system are exacerbated by the lack of any meaningful quality 

control and accountability. Congress could alter the allocation of federal higher education funding to 

support institutions and encourage states to invest in both public and private higher education.  7

 
 

Federal Financial Aid Policy 
 

Pell Grants 

 

Make Pell Grants Mandatory  

Despite being the bedrock of federal financial aid, only 40 percent of the Pell Grant program is provided 

through the “mandatory” or “entitlement” side of the federal budget, while 60 percent of the funding 

rests on year-to-year budgeting decisions made through the always-uncertain appropriations process. 

Congress should move the entire program to the mandatory side of the budget to create certainty about 

6 For more: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/missing-state-plans-in-higher-education-act/  
7 For more: 
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/12616--463/Starting-From-Scratch.78d72818d45e4cf18327 
b0ff2bd8f85b.pdf  

 

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/missing-state-plans-in-higher-education-act/
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/12616--463/Starting-From-Scratch.78d72818d45e4cf18327b0ff2bd8f85b.pdf
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/12616--463/Starting-From-Scratch.78d72818d45e4cf18327b0ff2bd8f85b.pdf
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the program’s future.   8

 

Increase the Maximum Pell Grant Award  

The Pell Grant program—a cornerstone of college access—provides well-targeted financial assistance to 

low-income undergraduate students. However, College Board estimates show that increases in the 

maximum award have not kept pace with increases in tuition, particularly at four-year colleges.  Just 15 9

years ago, the maximum Pell Grant amount covered 98 percent of the average tuition and fees at public 

four-year institutions, but challenging economic circumstances and diminishing state investments in 

higher education mean that last year, it covered just 59 percent. At private four-year colleges, the grant 

covered an even smaller portion of the cost (from 22 percent of average tuition and fees in 2003 to 17 

percent a decade and a half later). Congress should help restore the purchasing power of the Pell Grant 

program to its past levels by increasing its total value, helping low-income students to take on less debt 

and making college more affordable.   10

 

Index Pell to Inflation  

In 2010, Congress increased the maximum Pell Grant by the percentage change in the CPI each year, but 

it let that annual increase expire after the 2017-18 award year. Congress should 

reinstate—permanently—the annual inflationary increase to the maximum Pell Grant. The size of the 

Pell Grant award is already well below the average cost of college, and getting worse as college tuition 

skyrockets. While small increases aligned with inflation may seem marginal, for low-income students, 

every dollar counts.  11

 

Provide a Pell Bonus for Full-Time Students Who Go Above and Beyond  

One proposal that has support from both parties, advanced by the Obama Administration and 

Chairwoman Foxx, would provide a Pell Grant bonus for full-time students who exceed the statutory 

definition requiring them to take 12 credits and instead take at least 15. Students who take 12 credits 

each semester will graduate with a bachelor’s degree in five years—not four. While those low-income 

students who are juggling school with family and work obligations should be able to receive a full Pell 

Grant for taking 12 credits, research shows that taking 15 credits greatly increases students’ rate of 

credit accumulation, retention, and completion.  And getting through college faster means fewer years 12

of tuition payments for the student. Congress should provide a sizeable bonus to low-income students 

for taking on the added challenge of enrolling in 15 credits each semester, without further 

disadvantaging the millions of Pell Grant students who can’t.  Please see the “Incent Greater Access for 

Low-Income and Minority Students with a Pell Grant Bonus” section for a recommendation for an 

institutional Pell Grant bonus. 

8 For more: https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal- 
student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf  
9 https://trends.collegeboard.org/student-aid/figures-tables/maximum-pell-grant-and-published-prices-four-year- 
institutions-over-time  
10 For more: https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal- 
student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf  
11 For more: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/reading-tea-leaves-more-cuts-student- 
aid-expected/  
12 https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/2016_Using_Financial_Aid_to_Speed_Degree_Completion_IFv2.pdf  

 

https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://trends.collegeboard.org/student-aid/figures-tables/maximum-pell-grant-and-published-prices-four-year-institutions-over-time
https://trends.collegeboard.org/student-aid/figures-tables/maximum-pell-grant-and-published-prices-four-year-institutions-over-time
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/reading-tea-leaves-more-cuts-student-aid-expected/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/reading-tea-leaves-more-cuts-student-aid-expected/
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/2016_Using_Financial_Aid_to_Speed_Degree_Completion_IFv2.pdf
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Approach Short-Term Programs with Extreme Caution  

Very short higher education programs may provide valuable workforce training experiences, but 

Congress should be extremely cautious before permitting unfettered access to Pell Grants. And 

lawmakers should never expect or allow someone to take on debt for these kinds of training programs. 

Short-term programs of dubious quality  could cost students more than they’re worth, and will eat into 13

students’ lifetime eligibility for the grants, limiting their options in the long run. Any expansion of the 

Pell Grant program to these types of training courses should be very limited in the amount of aid 

provided; should have very strict outcomes-based quality measures, including earnings and employment 

outcomes, in place that result in loss of eligibility if they fail to meet the bar; and should be accompanied 

by heavy investments in other types of workforce programs, like those under the Workforce Innovation 

and Opportunity Act. 

 

Give Incarcerated Individuals a Second Chance  

Congress should reverse a longstanding ban on providing Pell Grants to incarcerated individuals, and 

instead invest in critical education within prisons that has been proven to lower recidivism rates by 

permitting those students access to federal Pell Grants.  Importantly, Congress should do so while 14

protecting taxpayer dollars by ensuring prisoners remain ineligible for federal student loans and limiting 

Pell access to only those prisoners with the possibility for release. We have been heartened to see 

support for reversing the ban from both Secretary DeVos and Chairman Alexander in recent days, and 

urge you to act—within a reauthorization process or outside of it—to change this policy now.   15

 

Loans 

 

Give Part-Time Students Part-Time Loans  

Under current law, full-time students get larger Pell Grants than part-time students. This makes sense 

because the more classes students take, the more they have to pay the school, and the less time they 

have to work to pay for college. However, due to some historical quirks related to the now-defunct 

Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) program, these same rules do not apply to the current Direct Loan 

Program. As a result, low-income students who attend part-time only get a partial Pell Grant, but are still 

eligible to receive a full debt load. A policy that permits students to get only a portion of a Pell Grant 

while still allowing them to take out a full loan exacerbates the unfortunate trend of Pell becoming a 

gateway to debt.  Congress should fix this historical anomaly.  16

 

Retain a Single Federal Standard for Loan Limits 

Many institutional officials have asked for the authority over the years to limit the amount of loans that 

borrowers take on based on certain criteria (type of program, year in school, etc.) That policy carries 

significant risks. Limiting loans for certain student subgroups may do little to solve the issue at hand, but 

could have a negative impact on student success. Giving part-time students part-time loans, as 

13 https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/stackable-credentials-do-they-have-labor-market-value.html 
14 https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR266.html  
15 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/15/us/politics/pell-grants-prisoners.html  
16 https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Off-Limits.pdf  

 

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/stackable-credentials-do-they-have-labor-market-value.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR266.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/15/us/politics/pell-grants-prisoners.html
https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Off-Limits.pdf
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described above, could address some of the issues identified by financial aid advisors. Before 

contemplating such a dramatic change to decades of federal student loan policy based on incomplete 

information, college leaders, Department officials, and lawmakers should continue to test this policy and 

explore other options with widespread consensus to help students make appropriate borrowing 

decisions on their own, decisions that enable students to get what they need. No more, and no less.  17

 

Do Not Spend Scarce Taxpayer Dollars on Student Loan Refinancing Schemes  

Congress should not spend billions of taxpayer dollars to create a process for federal student loan 

borrowers to refinance to a lower interest rate. While a popular idea among members of the public, it 

would cost billions without truly addressing affordability problems in higher education. According to our 

research, although many households would be eligible for refinancing, a large portion of the benefits 

would go to a small number of households with high debt balances. Moreover, households would save 

an average of only $8 per month; and borrowers with the lowest credential levels or no degree would 

see the smallest difference, in part because their current monthly payments are already relatively low.  18

Instead, lawmakers should facilitate easier enrollment in income-driven repayment plans to provide a 

true safety net for borrowers, especially those most at risk of default, after leaving school; and seek to 

make college more affordable for the lowest-income students. 

 

Simplify the Constellation of Repayment Plans for New Borrowers  

To date, there are more than a half-dozen repayment plans, including multiple variations of 

income-driven repayment. The choices are difficult to navigate, needlessly complex, and—in some 

cases—overly expensive for taxpayers. Consolidating income-driven repayment (IDR) plans into a single 

plan for new borrowers, one that recognizes the need for affordable payments and for forgiveness for 

borrowers whose low return on investment means they will otherwise repay well into retirement, will 

make the student loan repayment options easier for students to understand and take advantage of. 

Importantly, Congress should not attempt to simplify loan repayment options by creating yet another 

plan. Instead, we urge lawmakers to adopt the REPAYE repayment plan, a fair, reasonably designed plan 

that provides an appropriate safety net for borrowers while eliminating many of the unintended 

consequences and potential perverse incentives of other repayment plans.  

 

Allow Borrowers to Automatically Recertify Their Incomes for IDR 

Federal data show that over half of borrowers enrolled in income-driven repayment plans fail to 

recertify their incomes on time.  This is an unacceptable result for borrowers enrolled in the safety net 19

repayment plans that Congress has offered to borrowers, and can lead to payments increasing from $0 

to a substantially higher—and entirely unaffordable—sum for the lowest-income borrowers. By making 

a change to section 6103 of the Internal Revenue Code, Congress could create a process for borrowers 

to have to certify their incomes only once. After that, the federal government will be able to connect 

existing federal data systems to automatically recertify borrowers’ incomes and recalculate annual loan 

payments due. This proposal, which has support from the Trump Administration,  could significantly 20

17 For more: https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Off-Limits.pdf  
18 For more: https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Interest-of-Few.pdf  
19 https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2015/paye2-recertification.pdf  
20 https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/budget-fy2019.pdf  

 

https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Off-Limits.pdf
https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Interest-of-Few.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2015/paye2-recertification.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/budget-fy2019.pdf
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improve borrowers’ experiences in student loan repayment and simplify the process of annual loan 

payment calculations.  

 

Automatically Enroll Delinquent Borrowers in IDR Plans 

The Department of Education proposed in its fiscal year 2019 budget request that delinquent borrowers 

be automatically enrolled in an income-driven repayment plan—and we agree.  While there are 21

significant challenges with automatic payroll withholding for student loan repayment,  automatically 22

enrolling delinquent borrowers in those plans would save tens of thousands of borrowers each year  23

from the devastating consequences of default and give them another alternative to allow them to repay 

their loans on more affordable terms. 

 

Prevent Predatory Lending through the Parent PLUS program 

Currently, the Parent PLUS application measures a parent’s adverse credit history. But that measure is 

divorced from whether or not someone has the ability to repay the loan. Adding some sort of 

ability-to-repay measure to the Parent PLUS loan would be a much fairer standard than the one 

currently used, ensuring that parents are able to have access to a federal loan without borrowing 

beyond their means. Arguably, a family’s Expected Family Contribution (EFC), as calculated on the 

FAFSA, is an already-existing rough estimate of a family’s ability to repay a loan. Instead of creating a 

new ability to repay metric, Congress should require that in addition to the existing adverse credit 

history check, potential Parent PLUS borrowers with EFCs of zero be rejected for a PLUS loan, and 

instead that their dependent students be permitted to borrow up to the independent lending limit—an 

extra $4,000 to $5,000 in federal direct unsubsidized loans, depending on the year in school. Access to 

the independent loan limits already exists for students whose parents who are rejected for the loan 

based on the adverse credit check. Expanding this rule and applying it to zero-EFC families safeguards 

the federal government’s tax dollars, protects parents from predatory lending, and still provides access 

to the student.  

 

In addition, Parent PLUS loans should be capped at EFC, not cost of attendance (unless EFC exceeds the 

institution’s COA). In instances where EFC is lower than $4,000 or $5,000, depending on the year in 

school, dependent students should be able to borrow the difference, giving them access to the 

independent lending limits while also providing prudent access to their parents to borrow a small 

federal loan. So, for example, if a first-year student has an EFC of $2,000, his parent would be able to 

borrow $2,000 in PLUS (provided he or she passes the adverse credit history check), while the student 

himself could borrow an additional $2,000 in federal direct loans on top of the $5,500 dependent 

undergraduate limit to which he is entitled.  

 

21 https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/budget-fy2019.pdf  
22 https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/10370-promise-and-compromise/Payroll-Withholding.7f8090065 
bc04a5b9d7543e2fb84211a.pdf  
23 https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/about/data-center/student/portfolio, Portfolio by Delinquency Status (DL, FFEL, 
ED-Held FFEL, ED-Owned) 

 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/budget-fy2019.pdf
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/10370-promise-and-compromise/Payroll-Withholding.7f8090065bc04a5b9d7543e2fb84211a.pdf
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/10370-promise-and-compromise/Payroll-Withholding.7f8090065bc04a5b9d7543e2fb84211a.pdf
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/about/data-center/student/portfolio
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Preserve, but Reform, the Public Service Loan Forgiveness Program 

The Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program is designed for the worthy purpose of incenting 

more borrowers to engage in community service by taking jobs in the public sector. But it’s a tricky 

program to implement, has created certain incentives that could have negative effects, and is worthy of 

reforming to protect the long-term interests of the program. Specifically, Congress should: (1) limit the 

PSLF program to apply only to government employers and 501(c)(3) organizations to facilitate easier 

implementation and avoid forcing the Department to make more challenging determinations that take 

enormous time and effort; (2) limit the taxpayer costs and potential that institutions jack up tuition for 

graduate borrowers, ensuring the sustainability of PSLF over the long term, by capping the amount of 

available loan forgiveness at a reasonable amount; and (3) increase outreach and identification of 

eligible borrowers by using data to find those public servants and grant them the forgiveness to which 

they are entitled.  24

 

Ensure Students Borrow Federal Loans Prior to Any Private Loan Debt 

Some companies have developed a new form of private debt, known as human capital contracts or 

income share agreements (ISAs), that requires students to sign over a portion of their future income in 

exchange for upfront capital. While most ISAs claim to be a replacement for the less-beneficial 

categories of student aid (private loans and Parent PLUS loans), it’s not clear that’s always the case. 

Ultimately, ISAs—particularly later entrants to the marketplace—may present a whole raft of new 

problems for borrowers. Congress should not promote this new vehicle for student lending until further 

research is available into their consumer protection implications, including establishing minimal 

thresholds in law for their operation; setting benchmarks too low could create a race to the bottom, and 

too little information is available about where to appropriately set those marks. Congress could, 

however, require that students exhaust their federal student loan eligibility prior to taking on any form 

of private student loan, including income share agreements. This will help ensure that borrowers are 

taking on federal debt that carries critical safety net protections before they approach riskier kinds of 

debt.  25

 

Restore Bankruptcy Dischargeability for Private Student Loans  

Private student loans are often riskier than federal loans for students despite the fact that, theoretically, 

the private market should be a relatively safe source of additional credit. But federal policy undermines 

the checks and balances of the private student loan market since, unlike other forms of private credit, 

including credit cards and mortgages, private students loans are not dischargeable in bankruptcy. The 

lack of a bankruptcy provision means that those with private student loans are essentially on the hook 

for a lifetime, which provides the lenders with little incentive to consider whether borrowers will be able 

to repay their loans. Private student loans should be subject to the same bankruptcy policies as other 

unsecured consumer credit. If borrowers can declare bankruptcy, like they can with credit cards, lenders 

24 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/pslf-part-three/ 
25 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/income-share-agreements-arent-solution-student- 
debt/ 

 

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/pslf-part-three/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/income-share-agreements-arent-solution-student-debt/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/income-share-agreements-arent-solution-student-debt/
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might reconsider giving loans to those who can’t afford to pay them back and borrowers will have a 

safety net should they experience unexpected financial hardship.  26

 

Campus-Based Aid 

 

Rework the Federal SEOG and Work-Study Funding Formulas  

Federal Work-Study and Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant (SEOG) dollars are currently 

distributed through an archaic and inflexible formula that directs a large share of funds to a relatively 

small number of private colleges that do not serve many low-income students. For instance, private 

schools receive about 45 percent of Federal Work-Study funds, despite enrolling only about a quarter of 

undergraduates. Meanwhile, only 11 percent of the program’s funds go to community colleges, which 

enroll nearly 40 percent of all undergraduates. Work-Study dollars also flow disproportionately to 

schools in the Northeast, despite the fact that the largest concentrations of low-income students attend 

public institutions in the South and Southwest.  

 

These funding formulas can and should be fixed, by: (1) phasing out the “campus-base guarantee” over a 

five-year period and replacing it with a guarantee of 10 percent of the total funding annually; and (2) 

replacing the fair-share formula with one driven by a combination of Pell Grant students’ enrollment and 

Pell graduation rates.  As we shared in a letter about Federal Work-Study to the Senate HELP 27

Committee along with a dozen other organizations, the formula has become increasingly unbalanced 

over the years; and Congress can and should correct that imbalance.  These dollars need to be 28

redistributed, not cut or eliminated, in order to better meet the needs of low-income students across 

the country.  

 

Give Institutions the Flexibility to Use SEOG for Emergency Aid  

Today’s students can quickly find themselves off-track and close to dropping out if an unexpected 

emergency or financial hardship occurs. Maybe it is a broken-down car and no money for repairs, or 

childcare falling through and no resources to hire a babysitter or enroll in daycare, or a family medical 

emergency that results in a bill too difficult to pay off. These life events prevent many students from 

continuing with their studies, even when they have been successful in the classroom. For this reason, 

once Congress rectifies the problems with the SEOG formula to ensure the program is targeted to 

institutions serving low- and moderate-income students well, it should give institutions the flexibility to 

use SEOG as a flexible pool of money to provide emergency funding for students. This promising 

intervention is rooted in evidence and provides an effective outlet for investing in students’ futures.  29

 

Tie Federal Work-Study Positions to Students’ Career Goals  

Federal Work-Study could be a much more effective tool for helping students gain career relevant work 

experience while they are in college. Too many work-study jobs involve re-shelving books or staffing 

26 https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/ 
NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf 
27 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/federal-work-study-can-be-great-again/ 
28 https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/FWS_Letter_to_Senate_HELP_FINAL_TJm79TC.pdf 
29 https://www.mdrc.org/project/dreamkeepers-and-angel-fund-emergency-financial-aid#overview  

 

https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://static.newamerica.org/attachments/2325-rebalancing-resources-and-incentives-in-federal-student-aid/NAF_Rebalancing%20Resources%20FINAL.0b361735744e40c2a088e38239bb0a24.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/federal-work-study-can-be-great-again/
https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/FWS_Letter_to_Senate_HELP_FINAL_TJm79TC.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/project/dreamkeepers-and-angel-fund-emergency-financial-aid#overview
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desks at the recreation center. It doesn’t have to be that way. Evidence points to the value of 

career-relevant work experience for students, which often comes in the form of an internship. But many 

students can’t afford to work as unpaid interns. Work-Study could fill that void for thousands of students 

every year, if the colleges ensure the jobs they make available to students are relevant to their career or 

educational goals. This would bring the Federal Work-Study program back into alignment with the 

original vision for the program—to help students earn money for college and gain relevant work 

experience.  Again, we noted this recommendation in a letter to the Senate HELP Committee along with 30

a dozen other organizations, and we strongly encourage you to make Work-Study more useful for 

borrowers.   31

 

Responsible Innovation and Use of Evidence 
 

Establish a Tiered-Evidence Competition That Expands Use of Research in Higher Education 

Existing research about what works—and as importantly, what doesn’t—is relatively limited in 

postsecondary education.  The federal government has a vested interest in building that body of 32

evidence, and expanding the uses of research by institutions that serve over 20 million students each 

year. The Senate should mirror the structure of the Education Innovation and Research program in the 

Every Student Succeeds Act  to create a tiered evidence competition that rewards and invests in 33

evidence-based policymaking and evaluations of promising interventions. To maximize the usefulness of 

the results, the Senate should ensure that academic research produced under this program is published 

using an open content license, building upon the Department’s recent open licensing rule. 

 

Increase the Use of Evidence in Existing Higher Education Programs 

Existing higher education programs prioritize applicants who offer adherence to the priorities set by 

Congress, those who meet minimal standards for past performance, even those who have demonstrated 

prior experience—but they are not statutorily required to include a focus on evidence. The Department, 

under multiple administrations, has made great strides in recent years in incorporating evidence into 

these competitions. Congress should codify those changes by adding evidence priorities to TRIO, GEAR 

UP, minority-serving institution programs, and other institutional grant programs to ensure taxpayer 

dollars are wisely spent on programs that serve students well. Congress should use evidence to direct 

resources to programs that are best meeting the needs of students, but it should not use evidence as a 

simple pretext to cut federal aid for students who need it.  

 

Additionally, Congress should repeal the ban on conducting randomized control trials within the TRIO 

programs. With a substantial federal investment each year, the Education Department should have not 

just the authority, but also the obligation, to evaluate how those funds can best be used to support 

30 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/federal-work-study-can-be-great-again/  
31 https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/FWS_Letter_to_Senate_HELP_FINAL_TJm79TC.pdf  
32 http://thehill.com/opinion/education/361496-the-government-has-a-useful-tool-to-help-more-americans-go-to 
-college  
33 https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/us-department-education-announces-inaugural-education- 
innovation-and-research-competition  
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students to and through college. Eliminating the ban has been included in Secretary DeVos’ two budget 

requests to date, and we agree that this policy should be overturned. 

 

Congress Should Put the Experiment Back in the Experimental Sites Initiative 

The Department’s Experimental Sites Initiative is designed to help policymakers test out higher 

education policy and program improvements on a small scale to learn what works, helping more 

Americans complete their degrees and ensuring better value for the taxpayers who fund federal student 

aid programs. The valuable mission of the Experimental Sites Initiative, however, has not been fully 

realized. While the authority has enabled the testing of a range of innovative potential improvements, a 

lack of credible evaluation of those experiments has meant that we do not know the true impact of 

those changes. Congress should: (1) require that all experiments be evaluated using an approved 

methodology; (2) provide a dedicated funding stream to support those evaluations; (3) accommodate 

rigorous evaluations by reforming the Paperwork Reduction Act to encourage collaboration in the 

context of those evaluations; and (4) insist on biennial reports and policy recommendations.   34

 

Preserve Regular and Substantive Interaction Requirements for Non-Competency-Based Online 

Programs 

There has been a robust conversation about the need to update the requirements for “regular and 

substantive interaction” for competency-based education (CBE) programs, with which New America has 

been deeply engaged. However, while it’s tempting to just say “throw it out,” we must remember the 

origins of and intent behind the original requirement. It came in response to rampant fraud and abuse 

stemming from the increase in correspondence programs in the 1980s and 1990s (which came a few 

decades after rampant abuse in correspondence programs aimed at veterans returning from war with GI 

Bill dollars to use). These programs promised flexible options for working adults, but the availability of 

federal dollars—with no strings attached to student outcomes—proved too tempting for unscrupulous 

providers to resist. Many students were taken for a ride, taxpayers were left on the hook, and Congress 

took action.  

  

In conjunction with the credit hour and other rules, the regulations governing regular and substantive 

interaction have effectively helped to prevent many of the abuses spotted in correspondence education. 

Meanwhile, the regulations do not appear to have hindered growth in distance education.  We feel 35

strongly that flexibilities for regular and substantive education must not be applied to all distance 

education programs, writ large. Given the rise of CBE programs in which being separated from the 

instructor in a self-paced program can—but doesn’t have to—mean students are largely left to learn on 

their own, this provision of the law should be carefully considered by Congress, but for CBE programs 

only.  Moreover, any changes to the law should be within the broader context of looking at the student 

outcomes in these programs.  36

 

34 For more: https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Putting-Experiment-Back-Experimental-Sites- 
Initiative.pdf  
35 Between 1998 and 2012, enrollment in distance education quintupled. 
36 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/public-comments/our-public-comments-us-department- 
education/comments-regulatory-relief-evaluation-existing-regulations/  
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Crack the Credit Hour, Without Gutting the Credit Hour Rule 

The credit hour has become the bedrock of virtually all calculations of students’ enrollment intensity—a 

critical measure that affects the amount of aid for which they are eligible. Traditionally, how credit hours 

are defined rested solely in the hands of colleges and their accreditors. But reports in 2009 and 2010 by 

the Inspector General (IG) of the Department of Education found insufficient oversight by the three 

regional accrediting agencies—in fact, none of them had established a definition for a credit hour.  37 38

The IG documented several egregious abuses that grew out of the accreditors’ failures to establish 

minimum standards, including credit inflation by colleges that elevated concerns that colleges were 

abusing taxpayer dollars and students were wasting their limited federal financial aid dollars in 

poor-quality or wasteful courses. 

  

In response to the IG’s reports and recognizing the potential scope of the problem, the Department of 

Education developed a regulatory definition of a credit hour that would both protect the integrity of the 

federal financial aid programs and allow for emerging non-time based innovations in higher education. 

That definition, with its consideration both for time-based and learning-based measures, has proved 

workable for many institutions that have launched CBE programs in recent years.  

 

New America has long led the charge to “crack the credit hour,” pushing the federal government to 

allow federal dollars to go to high-quality, non-time-based programs through direct assessments and 

experimental sites. However, we do not believe the credit hour regulation should be repealed. In today’s 

environment, which is not outcomes-based and has virtually no accountability, the credit hour serves as 

an important (yet insufficient) buffer against fraud and abuse.   39

 

37 “Review of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education’s Standards for Program Length.” U.S. 
Department of Education, Office of the Inspector General. 14 December 2009: 
https://ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/ i13j0005.pdf; “Review of the Southern Association of Colleges and 
Universities’ Standards for Program Length.” U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Inspector General. 24 
November 2009: https://ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/i13j0004.pdf; “Review of the Higher Learning 
Council of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools’ Standards for Program Length.” U.S. Department 
of Education, Office of the Inspector General. 24 May 2010: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/aireports/x13j0003.pdf.  
38 For more information, see: “Statement of Kathleen Tighe, Inspector General, Department of Education, Before 
the Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions.” 24 June 2010: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/auditrpts/stmt06242010.pdf; “Statement of Kathleen Tighe, Inspector 
General, Department of Education, Before the Committee on Education and Labor.” 17 June 2010: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/auditrpts/stmt06172010.pdf; “Statement of Kathleen Tighe, Inspector 
General, Department of Education, Before the Committee on Education and Labor, Subcommittee on Higher 
Education and Workforce Training.” 11 March 2011: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/auditrpts/tighestate03112011.pdf; and “The Higher Learning 
Commission of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools’ Decision to Accredit American 
InterContinental University.” Memorandum from Wanda A. Scott, Assistant Inspector General, to Daniel Madzelan, 
Delegated the Duties of the Assistant Secretary of Postsecondary Education.” 17 December 2009: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oig/auditreports/AlertMemorandums/l13j0006.pdf.  
39 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/public-comments/our-public-comments-us-department- 
education/comments-regulatory-relief-evaluation-existing-regulations/  
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Combat the Rising Cost of Course Materials Through New Program for Open Textbooks 

In higher education, textbooks are a commonly required student expense for the vast majority of 

coursework—and over the years, the cost of these texts has rapidly increased. Current estimates put the 

annual cost of textbooks at $1,420 for the average community college student, an increase of more than 

80 percent over the past decade.  Due to these increased costs, almost two-thirds of students have 40

forgone purchasing a textbook for at least one of their classes.  Further, almost half of students have 41

indicated that the cost of materials has caused them to enroll in fewer courses. In response, college 

professors have increasingly turned to open educational resources: the number of faculty who reported 

using open materials nearly doubled, growing from 5 percent in 2015-16 up to 9 percent in 2016-17.  42

These open educational resource (OER) degree programs have drawn attention as a potential strategy 

for increasing college affordability.  The Senate should support these efforts, helping to responsibly 43

scale the use of open textbooks and course materials while collecting evidence of student cost savings. 

Building upon legislation recently introduced in both chambers of Congress,  the Senate should include 44

in HEA a competitive grant program to support the creation and expanded use of open textbooks and 

OER degree programs.  

 

Consider Ways to Responsibly Scale Competency-Based Education Through a Demonstration Project 

Competency-based education offers tremendous promise to shift the input-oriented nature of higher 

education to outcomes. And while we agree that time is an imperfect and inadequate measure of 

learning, there is currently no consensus in the field about what a replacement would look like, which 

makes the prospect of blanket changes to HEA for CBE programs a risky endeavor.  A bipartisan bill 

introduced in the House by Representatives Messer (R-IN) and Polis (D-CO) would provide flexibilities to 

CBE programs while collecting evidence on what works, for whom, and under what conditions.  It 45

would also create a Competency-Based Education Council, made of up experts, to address critical issues 

for Congress to consider as it looks to make broader changes to the law including, the amount of 

learning in a competency unit, the minimum amount of time in an academic year for CBE programs, the 

role of faculty and faculty involvement in CBE programs, considerations for accreditors recognizing CBE 

programs, the transfer of CBE credits to other programs, and resources needed for adequate oversight 

of CBE programs. Unless and until there is some agreement about what a competency-unit is, it will be 

hard, if not impossible, for federal policy to shift from time without serious risk of fraud and/or abuse. A 

demonstration project is needed in order to innovate responsibly.  

 

40 https://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/average-estimated-undergraduate-budgets- 
2017-18#Key%20Points  
41 https://uspirg.org/reports/usp/fixing-broken-textbook-market  
42 https://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/openingthetextbook2017.pdf  
43 http://www.slate.com/blogs/future_tense/2015/02/23/community_college_online_the_promise_of_zero_ 
textbook_cost_degrees.html  
44 https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/1864/text, https://www.congress.gov/bill/ 
115th-congress/house-bill/3840/text  
45 https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2859/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B% 
22advancing+competency+based+education+act%22%5D%7D&r=1  
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Prevent Institutions From Outsourcing Academics to Unaccredited, Unaccountable Providers 

Some have proposed to allow institutions to outsource the majority of their academic programs—or 

even the entire course of study—to nontraditional educational providers that lack accreditation or other 

quality protections. The proposal is akin to EQUIP, a 2016 Department of Education experiment that 

allowed institutions to partner with non-institutional providers like coding bootcamps to offer more 

than 50 percent of the program. But whereas EQUIP experimented with more rigorous attempts at 

quality assurance, other legislative proposals simply throw any pretext of quality assurance out the 

window. Under those proposals, noninstitutional education providers—those that haven’t gone through 

the checks that actual colleges must, like obtaining state authorization, becoming accredited, or passing 

financial responsibility and other tests from the Department of Education—would be permitted to offer 

up to 100 percent of a college’s program, for which the institution can receive just as much federal 

student aid. There are no standards or expectations for what the institution is responsible for when it 

outsources the educational delivery; no limits on federal aid; and no requirement for any serious quality 

review, let alone a review of the noninstitutional provider beyond what’s included in the contracts. But 

this policy creates significant risks, both for students and for taxpayers; and Congress must not alter this 

section of the law or it will risk creating a massive, gaping loophole for certain providers to avoid 

accountability and oversight.   46

 

Accountability 
 

Retain Separate Definitions of Public/Nonprofit and For-Profit Institutions 

Currently, federal law distinguishes between different institutional types; and those definitions 

represent the decades of experience Congress had in evaluating the risk different institutions present to 

students and taxpayers. Unlike public and private nonprofit institutions, for-profit colleges are not 

eligible for federal grants as minority-serving institutions; and are subject to 90-10 and gainful 

employment rules. (Public and nonprofit certificate programs are also subject to gainful employment.) 

But while accountability is important and should be beefed up for all institutions throughout the 

postsecondary education system, differentiated accountability is not—as some have suggested—simply 

discriminatory against certain institutions. 

 

The gainful employment requirement has been included in the Higher Education Act for for-profit 

colleges since 1965, years before Congress even permitted those institutions to be eligible for federal 

financial aid. When lawmakers finally did grant for-profit colleges access to aid, they retained the gainful 

employment reference, arguing that there were significant concerns that for-profits would abuse a 

loosely controlled voucher system. They turned out to be right; over the next forty years, state and 

federal agencies had to expend significant resources battling the waste, fraud, and abuse from for-profit 

colleges that drastically exceeded that in the public and nonprofit sectors. Recent studies have found 

that, while for-profit colleges enrolled only 11 percent of postsecondary students in 2009, they 

accounted for half of defaults; that their repayment rates are substantially lower than those in other 

sectors; and that, far from seeing a return on their investment, students who attended for-profit 

46 For more: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/innovation-trap-prosper-act/  
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programs at all sectors actually saw negative returns on their earnings.  47

 

Therefore, any future HEA reauthorization bill should include particular accountability measures related 

to return on investment for vocational programs designed to lead to a particular occupation. Those 

measures must provide both transparency and accountability. Students have the right to accurate, 

comprehensive, program-specific information about their likely outcomes in the labor market. 

Importantly, to be transparent, the Department must use the actual earnings of graduates based on tax 

records, rather than averages such as regional Bureau of Labor Statistics information or estimates or 

poor-quality surveys.  And those data should reflect all students in a program, not a subset of students, 48

to give a comprehensive and reliable indication of the program’s true quality.  49

 

However, transparency is not sufficient to spur program improvement by institutions. Institutions 

already have access to information about high debt levels among their students, yet have rarely taken 

action on those programs. While the gainful employment rule has provided far better information about 

the labor market outcomes of career college programs, institutions have often failed to make needed 

improvements that would better align their programs with the realities of the labor market, absent real 

sanctions from the Department and other oversight bodies. An HEA bill must take this into account and 

link poor performance among gainful employment programs to loss of Title IV eligibility and/or other 

sanctions. 

 
Update Cohort Default Rates to Measure The True Scale of Repayment Problems 

The cohort default rate measure drastically understates the repayment problems across institutions of 

higher education. Data from the Department show that, three years after leaving school, fewer than half 

(46.2 percent) of borrowers have paid down even one dollar of their outstanding loan balances.  Fewer 
50

47 Deming, David, Claudia Goldin, and Lawrence Katz. “The For-Profit Postsecondary School Sector.” Journal of 
Economic Perspectives, Vol. 26, No. 1. Winter 2012. https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.26.1.139; 
Looney, Adam and Constantine Yannelis. “A crisis in student loans? How changes in the characteristics of 
borrowers and in the institutions they attended contributed to rising loan defaults.” Brookings Institution. Fall 
2015. 
https://www.brookings.edu/bpea-articles/a-crisis-in-student-loans-how-changes-in-the-characteristics-of-borrowe
rs-and-in-the-institutions-they-attended-contributed-to-rising-loan-defaults/; and Cellini, Stephanie and Nicholas 
Turner. “Gainfully Employed? Assessing the Employment and Earnings of For-Profit College Students Using 
Administrative Data.” National Bureau of Economic Research. Working Paper No. 22287. Issued May 2016, Revised 
January 2018. http://www.nber.org/papers/w22287.  
48 Barrett, Ben. “Measuring Up: How BLS Data Would Inflate Incomes for Career Training Graduates.” New America. 
December 4, 2017. https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/measuring-why-bls-data-would 
-inflate-incomes-career-training-graduates/ 

49 Laitinen, Amy and Clare McCann. “College Blackout: How the Higher Education Lobby Fought to Keep Students in 
the Dark.” New America. March 11, 2014. https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/policy-papers/ 
college-blackout/.  

50 Dancy, Kim and Ben Barrett. “Fewer Borrowers Are Repaying Their Loans Than Previously Thought.” New 
America. January 13, 2017: 
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/fewer-borrowers-are-repaying-their 
-loans-previously-thought/.  
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than a dozen schools lost eligibility for federal aid last year based on their cohort default rates, despite 

these egregiously bad outcomes for borrowers at hundreds of schools.  
51

 

The solution for these problems is fairly straightforward. Rather than measure only defaults, Congress 

should require schools to meet a stricter standard that considers all manner of poor repayment 

outcomes. A non-repayment rate—one that includes defaults and delinquencies, such as the version 

proposed in H.R. 4508 —may capture a broader range of outcomes. However, a repayment rate that 
52

looks at the percentage of borrowers meeting repayment targets on their loans, such as to pay down a 

certain percentage of their loan balances within a three-year timeframe, would provide an even more 

accurate measure of whether or not borrowers are struggling to repay their loans. Importantly, 

institutions should be held accountable for all of the loans their students take on—including PLUS loans. 
 
Setting a precise target can be very difficult, but we urge you to conduct and publish an analysis 

informed by data from the Department’s Office of Federal Student Aid to develop an understandable 

definition of repayment rate, and to establish an acceptable target for repayment that maintains 

rigorous expectations for institutions’ outcomes to protect students’ and taxpayers’ dollars. This analysis 

should also inform whether and how best to consider accountability at the program level, as too little 

analysis has been done to understand the degree to which repayment rates vary across programs within 

an institution. And regardless of whether Congress elects to use program-level metrics to assess 

repayment outcomes, it should supplement—and not replace—institution-level accountability.  53

 

Retain and Strengthen 90-10 Requirements for For-Profit Colleges 

The 90-10 rule is designed to prevent corporate welfare for for-profit colleges that would otherwise rely 

entirely on federal student aid. In 1992, Congress established the 85-15 rule for the Higher Education 

Act, stating that no more than 15 percent of revenue could come from Title IV student aid; and in 1998, 

under pressure from the colleges whose business model it threatened, relaxed the rule to 90-10. Worse 

yet, the HEA retained a gaping loophole for for-profit colleges: servicemember and veterans benefits 

didn’t factor into the 90-10 calculation, leading to aggressive recruiting abuses. Each additional veteran’s 

dollar allows for-profit colleges to soak up nine more dollars from virtually unlimited Title IV aid. 

 

It is clear that for-profit institutions are barely skirting these rules today, suggesting that a more rigorous 

threshold would create a stronger incentive for for-profit institutions to ensure they appeal to paying 

students in the marketplace and attract new investments from employers and more diverse sources of 

funding. Estimates from the Department suggest that raising the 90-10 requirement by just five 

percentage points, to 85-15, would mean close to 500 schools would miss the mark in a single year, 

51 Itzkowitz, Michael. “Why the Cohort Default Rate is Insufficient.” Third Way. November 7, 2017: 
http://www.thirdway.org/report/why-the-cohort-default-rate-is-insufficient 

52 “PROSPER Act.” H.R. 4508. Rep. Virginia Foxx (R-NC). Introduced December 1, 2017. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/4508  
53 For more: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/public-comments/our-public-correspondence- 
education-policy/response-chairman-alexander-hea-accountability-white-paper/  
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rather than just over a dozen.  As when the cohort default rate threshold became too easily gamed by 
54

institutions, and Congress increased it from 25 to 30 percent, so too must an HEA reauthorization raise 

the bar for institutional reliance on federal aid dollars. The rule should be reverted to an 85-15 

requirement, and servicemember and veterans dollars should be included in the calculation. Doing so 

has bipartisan support in Congress  and widespread support from the veterans and servicemembers 
55

community.  It represents an important protection for veterans and servicemembers, some of the most 
56

vulnerable students in the higher education system.  57

 

Protect and Strengthen Incentive Compensation Rules 

The incentive compensation rules grew out of scores of abuses in higher education, particularly in the 

for-profit sector, uncovered throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. A report from then-Senator Sam 

Nunn and the investigations subcommittee of the Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs  found 58

that colleges were misrepresenting the schools to students, illegally recruiting ineligible students, and 

even falsifying information. In the most egregious cases, recruiters blatantly and openly lied to 

prospective students about their programs and financial aid to persuade them to enroll. The recruiters 

had a strong incentive to do so, since their pay was tied to the number of students they enrolled. The 

Higher Education Act should maintain strict restrictions on incentive compensation of all types for 

admissions and recruitment work by institutions and their third-party servicers; clarify that salary 

reductions—not just bonuses—can run afoul of incentive compensation laws; and add an additional 

statutory restriction on compensation regimes that are based on retention or graduation rates, existing 

loopholes in the law that let institutions proxy recruitment activities without necessarily breaking the 

law. 

 

Retain Borrower Defense to Repayment Provisions for Students 

While the borrower defense to repayment language has become somewhat controversial in recent 

years, we urge Congress to recognize the harm done to students in the past—and the continued risk of 

that harm—from institutions’ illegal or misleading practices. Any HEA reauthorization should retain 

statutory language permitting a reasonable avenue to student loan discharges for borrowers who likely 

would never have borrowed those loans in the first place, if it weren’t for their institutions’ deceptive 

advertising or other illegal behaviors. Congress should permit for a streamlined process at the 

Department to handle sizeable backlogs or large-scale cases of institutional misconduct; and taxpayers 

54 “New Analysis Finds Many For-Profits Skirt Federal Funding Limits.” U.S. Department of Education. Press Release. 
December 21, 2016: https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/new-analysis-finds-many-profits-skirt-federal- 
funding-limits  
55 See: “POST Act.” H.R. 4101. Rep. Steve Cohen (D-TN). Introduced November 19, 2015. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/4101?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22h.r.+4101%22
%5D%7D&r=1; and “Military and Veterans Education Protection Act.” S. 2109. Sen. Thomas Carper (D-DE). 
Introduced November 9, 2017. https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/2109?q=%7B%22 
search%22%3A%5B%22s.+2109%22%5D%7D&r=1. 

56 “Letter to Chairmen Alexander and Foxx and Ranking Members Murray and Scott.” Various veterans 
organizations. February 2, 2017: http://www.protectstudentsandtaxpayers.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/ 
Letter-on-Education-Protections.pdf. 

57 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/public-comments/our-public-correspondence-education 
-policy/response-chairman-alexander-hea-accountability-white-paper/  
58 https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED332631.pdf  
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should not be left holding the bag for cases of misrepresentation or unlawful conduct. Moreover, we 

urge Congress to prohibit—in law—the use of predispute arbitration clauses and class action waivers 

that have historically and could continue to obscure institutions’ behavior and build up additional 

potential taxpayer liabilities until the misconduct is discovered.  59

 

Reform Accreditation to Enhance Agencies’ Focus on Quality 

The current accreditation system has too often failed to provide the kind of quality assurance that 

policymakers, students, and taxpayers have come to expect from them. Accrediting agencies have failed 

to move beyond the status quo, to systematically or seriously consider their institutions’ outcomes, or to 

incent improvement among poor-performing colleges. The time has come for serious reform. Congress 

should require that accrediting agencies abide by strict student outcomes standards and consumer 

protection elements; act transparently, decisively, and appropriately; and that they are held accountable 

by the Department when they fall short of these goals. One bill previously introduced in the Senate that 

would do this well is the Accreditation Reform and Enhanced Accountability Act.  In particular, Congress 60

should: (1) establish appropriate conditions for accreditors to establish risk-based reviews of their 

institutions, with a strong role for the Department to hold agencies accountable for the ways in which 

those reviews are identified and conducted;  (2) standardize the terminology used across accrediting 61

agencies and increase transparency of decisions by requiring the publication of all final accrediting 

documents;  and (3) increase the expectations that accreditors take action against poor-performing 62

institutions, clarify some circumstances in which that action is expected, and ensure accrediting agencies 

are accountable when they undermine the public’s trust in their work.   

 

Require Meaningful State Authorization Requirements 

State authorization is an integral part of the program integrity triad.  Dating back to the National 

Defense Education Act of 1958 (the precursor to the Higher Education Act of 1965), state authorization 

has been a fundamental requirement of what constitutes an institution of higher education eligible to 

participate in Title IV programs.  In this way, access to taxpayer dollars is predicated, in part, on a State’s 

affirmative approval of an institution.  The Department bolstered the role of the states in 2010 by 

ensuring that approval be specific to higher education and that an institution’s students had access to a 

consumer complaint system—expanding a state’s ability to oversee its institutions.  Given a new 

medium for the delivery of postsecondary programs, the Department provided further clarity through 

regulations focused on distance education.  These regulations showed deference to state sovereignty 

and ensured, for federal purposes, institutions offering educational programs in any state cooperated 

with state rules for doing so, regardless of physical location.  The distance education rules also 

recognized arrangements among states for approval through reciprocity agreements.  Unfortunately, 

59 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/education-dept-delays-provision-protects- 
students-right-trial-jury/  
60 https://www.warren.senate.gov/?p=press_release&id=1249  
61 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/public-comments/our-public-correspondence-education 
-policy/comments-naciqi-draft-regulatory-reform-recommendations/  
62 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/new-transparency-cracks-open-black-box- 
accreditation/  
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the PROSPER Act would repeal these rules, weakening program integrity and further limiting protections 

for taxpayers and students.  

 

The Senate should refrain from jeopardizing the integrity of Title IV and state oversight by preserving the 

state authorization authority in the Higher Education Act and leaving the underlying rules in place.  In 

fact, the Senate should codify aspects of the state authorization regulations, including: the requirements 

for a consumer complaint system, the minimum requirements for reciprocity agreements, institutional 

disclosures for distance education, and the requirements for foreign locations. 

 

Fix Rules That Allow Colleges to Be Financially Irresponsible 

The concept of “fiscal responsibility” first appeared in the 1976 reauthorization of the Higher Education 

Act (HEA), and then fourteen years later, in 1992, explicitly charged the Education Secretary with a 

mandate to determine whether an institution had the “financial responsibility” to participate in the 

federal student aid programs, enumerating three baseline requirements—a school had to be able to 

provide the services it promised to students, it had to comply with federal laws and regulations, and it 

had to be able to meet financial obligations like refunds to students and repayment of liabilities and 

debts to the Department. The changes to the law were a bipartisan response to what had become a 

routine cycle  of closure and abuse of Title IV dollars by for-profit institutions since the 1960s. Students 63

were frequently left in the cold,  without the education they had been promised and without the 64

refunds their school owed them; and taxpayers were stuck holding the bag when those students 

defaulted on their loans.   65

 

Congress should help to update financial responsibility rules. In particular, it should appropriate funds 

for the Department to hire risk management and accounting experts to conduct an in-depth review of 

the financial composite score to improve its capacity to predict failure, and require the Inspector 

General to ensure composite scores are carefully analyzed. Additionally, Congress could avoid requiring 

the Department to conduct a full-scale negotiation for even minor updates by creating a board of 

nonpartisan accounting experts to offer guidance on unresolved accounting disputes with institutions 

and evaluate potential changes to financial responsibility standards. Further, institutions should be 

required to timely report significant financial events to the Department, and Congress should establish 

financial protection requirements for non-financial issues in statute to account for other common 

sources of closure.  66

 

Update Education Department Oversight Structures to Reflect the True Risk Colleges Present 

With the rise of for-profit education, the spread of distance learning, and the increasing sophistication 

with which colleges maneuver around federal laws and regulations, it is clear that the culture of 

compliance at the Office of Federal Student Aid is insufficient to keep up. Its performance-based 

organization leads it to be operationally effective at getting student aid dollars out the door, but too 

little emphasis has been placed on the oversight of institutions, third-party servicers, and other entities. 

63 https://tcf.org/content/report/profit-college-story-scandal-regulate-forget-repeat/  
64 https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7aqIo3eYEUtOWdFMUZ3eEl2ZXc/view  
65 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/financial-irresponsibility-one/  
66 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/financial-irresponsibility-three/  
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Moreover, FSA has been largely lacking in some of the skill sets necessary to succeed in rigorous 

oversight. Congress should direct the Department of Education to increase its capacity for investigation, 

audit, and proactive oversight, including by working much more closely with the Inspector General’s 

office to develop goals and establish processes for review. Additionally, Congress should reinstate the 

cross-agency task force that sought to share information between ED, DoD, VA, FTC, CFPB, and other 

agencies, to ensure agencies are working together and no one agency is left in the dark as it seeks to 

protect students, borrowers, and the public. 

  

Data and Transparency 
 

Allow Students and Taxpayers to Get Answers to Critical Questions About College Outcomes 

As anxiety over student debt and college costs reaches new heights, the public is growing increasingly 

uncertain about the value of a college education and is asking the question: “Is college worth it?” The 

answer is an unequivocal “yes.” But the questions we should be asking are: In which program, at which 

college, at which price, and for which students is it worth it? Students, families, and taxpayers are 

spending unprecedented amounts on higher education, but remain largely in the dark about how to 

spend these precious dollars. Information exists to help answer these questions—but students don’t 

have access to it. It shouldn’t be this way, as was mentioned in nearly every hearing the HELP 

Committee has recently held on reauthorization. And it doesn’t have to be this way.  

 

Congress should incorporate the bipartisan, bicameral College Transparency Act into its HEA 

reauthorization to help provide answers that students, families, taxpayers, and policymakers have a 

right to know. This language, supported by every major public higher education association, business 

organizations like the Chamber of Commerce and the Business Roundtable, and 130+ other 

organizations is critical in helping students and policy makers make informed choices, states understand 

what is happening to their students and investments, accreditors better understand institutional 

performance, and reducing institutional reporting burden.  

 

While other proposals have been floated to address the lack of transparency in higher education, they 

fall short in significant ways. Proposals to use Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) average earnings for 

particular occupations would mask the variation in actual programs students attend—and pay for. 

Students are not paying for average programs—they are paying for (and taking out debt to pay for) 

particular programs at particular institutions. Research from our team illustrates how misleading 

substituting BLS data for actual program earnings can be.  For instance, we found that in comparing the 67

typical BLS earnings nationally with the typical earnings for graduates in gainful employment programs, 

BLS earnings exceeded GE earnings by an average of nearly $23,000; more than 96 percent of programs 

analyzed had lower earnings when their actual graduates were measured than when national average 

were used. The results were similar in looking at regional BLS data. Proposals by for-profit college 

leaders and lobbyists to use BLS earnings rather than graduates’ actual earnings have one goal in mind: 

to obscure reality from prospective students. 

 

67 For more: https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Measuring-Up.pdf  
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Still, other proposals would limit which students “count” to those who receive financial aid under Title IV 

of the Higher Education Act. But all students deserve accurate, representative information, regardless of 

whether they receive this type of aid. All students benefit from federal dollars that go to Title-IV eligible 

institutions and many students benefit from other federal investments in higher education, including the 

American Opportunity Tax Credit and other tax benefits for higher education under the Treasury 

Department (which already collects data from institutions on all tuition-paying students), GI Bill benefits, 

and/or the DoD Tuition Assistance Program. With incomplete information, claims about institutional 

performance are incomplete—sometimes dramatically so. Consider, for instance, the two million 

students enrolled in California’s 100-plus community colleges; because of their state’s commitment to 

keeping down the direct costs of higher education, only 18 percent of those who started in 2016 

received a Pell Grant, and just 1.5 percent took out a federal loan.  This means that at best, four out of 68

five students in the nation’s largest community-college system would not be represented under a Title 

IV-only system, distorting the outcomes of the school and continuing to leave students in the dark.  

 

Moreover, it is critical that Congress approach the HEA reauthorization with a goal of reducing equity 

gaps, as Chairman Alexander said in a recent HELP Committee hearing on HEA reauthorization. Omitting 

non-Title IV students would leave policymakers with a significant blind spot in understanding the current 

state of equity in higher education, and would limit our ability to provide students with the information 

they have a right to know so they can make informed decisions.  69

As Congress looks to reauthorize the Higher Education Act, it must, in the words of recent HELP 

Committee witness, Dallas Community College Chancellor Joe May, count all students. The College 

Transparency Act—bipartisan legislation already introduced in both the House and Senate—would 

ensure students have access to information they have the right to know. 

Expand Utility of Federal Financial Aid Data to Help Students 

Current law creates certain restrictions around federal financial aid data that limit our ability to 

understand the student loan portfolio, institutions’ outcomes, and the effectiveness of the higher 

education system more broadly. For instance, the HEA creates certain restrictions on when students’ 

financial aid data can be shared, limiting schools’ ability to share aid data with scholarship organizations 

or to access the data for certain research purposes. Broadening this language, as was proposed in the 

PROSPER Act, could help avoid duplicating low-income students’ requirements to complete aid 

application and support greater research in higher education. The language also restricts the Education 

Department’s ability to partner with other federal agencies for research purposes, and should be 

expanded to support federal efforts to better understand and manage the student loan portfolio. 

 

Publish Better Data About Higher Education 

Currently, lawmakers and the public have many questions that are unanswered—and unanswerable 

without legislative or executive intervention—about higher education, such as detailed information 

about defaults, repayment, and delinquency in the student loan portfolio. Congress should: 

68 http://www.ihep.org/postsecdata/data-at-work/why-incomplete-data-leaves-us-incomplete-student-outcomes  
69 For more: http://www.ihep.org/postsecdata/data-at-work/why-incomplete-data-leaves-us-incomplete-student- 
outcomes  
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● Direct the Department to produce much of this information publicly, including producing all 

routinely produced oversight and monitoring data files related to student loan servicing, 

portfolio analysis, and debt collection.  

● Require the collection of better information about distance-education programs (offered by 

traditional schools and fully online entities), including a student-level identifier for 

distance-education enrollees, cost of attendance variations, including tuition and fees, and 

information about which programs or courses are offered entirely online. 

● Insist on the publication of Grad PLUS and Parent PLUS loan default rates by institution; this 

information has not been released at a granular level, despite being one of the more common 

metrics of institutional success for undergraduate loans.  

● Provide a clearer proxy for low-income students’ enrollment than Pell Grant receipt does now 

by publishing greater detail on the financial circumstances of students.   70

● Direct the Department of Education to create a privacy-protected version of the statistical 

extract from the National Student Loan Data System (NSLDS), such as the one currently used for 

budget analysis and cost estimation. These updates would aid the public in answering critical 

questions about the federal student aid portfolio.  71

● Solve one of the fundamental challenges of the postsecondary education data landscape by 

creating a common identifier for institutions. Currently, institutions, systems, and campuses are 

recorded differently by different federal data sources—even within the Department of 

Education’s own data systems. For instance, the Federal Student Aid’s data center reports 

information for institutions, while the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System allows 

institutions to report graduation rates and other key information separately for each of its 

campuses or branch locations. This causes major issues in matching data across various sources 

for a particular school, and in understanding what the data mean. Congress should direct the 

Department to develop a single, common identifier system that is used across all federal data 

sources. 

 

Require and Standardize Financial Aid Award Letters  

Over the past few months, New America, in partnership with uAspire, a national college access and 

success nonprofit focused on college affordability, has analyzed thousands of financial aid award letters. 

We have found these letters to be confusing, misleading, or in some cases, downright deceptive. More 

than one-third of the letters in our sample excluded cost information on the page listing financial aid 

awards; many failed to calculate the total costs students would owe; and terminology is often poorly 

explained and difficult to compare.  Congress should require all institutions to provide an award letter 72

to students. In addition, Congress should, at least, standardize the elements included on the letters, if 

not to require the Education Department to create a standard letter like the Financial Aid Shopping 

Sheet that is consumer-tested and required for use at all federal financial aid-participating institutions. 

 

70 https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Moving-on-Up.pdf Chapter 2.3 
71 For more: http://www.ihep.org/sites/default/files/uploads/postsecdata/docs/resources/finaldraftfsaletter.pdf  
72 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/award-letters/  
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Create a Federal Consumer Website That Makes Data Publicly Accessible to Students and Researchers  

The College Scorecard has proven to be a critical resource—both for students and for researchers. To 

students, the Scorecard presents a trusted voice to help parse their college options. To researchers and 

developers, it is a treasure trove of data that has permitted a wave of new analysis about colleges and 

formed the foundation for dozens of other college choice websites. While the College Scorecard should 

continue to be consumer-tested, updated with new features and information, and revised to better 

inform the college decisions of students—especially low-income students—Congress should require that 

it or a comparable resource is always available to the public. 

 

Importantly, any public-facing resource like this website should be carefully consumer tested. Congress 

can direct the Education Department to conduct this testing, but can also facilitate easier 

implementation by relaxing the Paperwork Reduction Act requirements for well-designed focus groups, 

as recommended by the ACE Task Force on Federal Regulation of Higher Education report.   73

 

Reduce Regulatory Burden, While Protecting Students 
 

Eliminate Some IPEDS Surveys and Streamline Data Reporting with a Student-Level Data Network 

While we made a similar recommendation above (“Allow Students and Taxpayers to Get Answers to 

Critical Questions About College Outcomes”), a complementary recommendation is to eliminate the 

student-specific IPEDS reporting surveys, which form some of the most burdensome reporting for 

colleges and universities. In IPEDS, schools report aggregate data for multiple cohorts: first-time 

full-time for graduation rates; all students for enrollment; Title IV recipients for net price; and all four 

combinations of first-time/non-first time and part-time/full-time for the new Outcome Measures 

completion survey, among others. All told, schools now spend more than a million burden hours a year, 

collectively, responding to IPEDS. To answer each new question raised by policymakers, institutions 

must spend thousands more hours each year.  

 

However, institutions already have the underlying data needed to calculate those cohorts. Instead, by 

reporting the minimum necessary amount of underlying, student-level information, the federal 

government can calculate metrics like completion rates, taking some burden off of institutions without 

sacrificing the amount of information available for policymakers and students. In total, nearly two-thirds 

of IPEDS reporting burden could be eliminated and then replaced with more streamlined, student-level 

reporting. In the report of the Task Force on the Regulation of Higher Education, asked for by Chairman 

Alexander, IPEDS and other data-related burden were mentioned again and again. The report calls out 

the unnecessary and burdensome duplication of having the Department of Education ask for 

information that is already collected by other federal agencies (e.g. information on service member or 

veteran benefits), saying “Instead, the Department should be required to work with other federal 

agencies to obtain the necessary information.”   Dr. William “Brit” Kirwan, Chancellor Emeritus of the 74

University System of Maryland and co-chair of the task force, has also said he believes establishing a 

73 http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Pages/Task-Force-on-Government-Regulation-of-Higher-Education-Main 
.aspx (See page 29). 
74 http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Pages/Task-Force-on-Government-Regulation-of-Higher-Education-Main. 
aspx  
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student-level data network “would be an important tool for improving the performance of higher 

education.”  

 

Eliminate Drug Convictions Limitations and the Drug Policy Notification 

Current law states that any student who receives a conviction for a drug-related offense while enrolled 

in higher education and receiving federal financial aid may not continue to receive such aid. Logically, 

the law also requires that students be notified of this policy upon their initial enrollment and following 

any relevant conviction. Congress should eliminate both of these requirements. Aside from creating 

additional burden to assess student eligibility, these rules likely target low-income and minority students 

who are more likely to receive a conviction following a charge and create a class of crimes—drug-related 

offenses—that places undue importance on such matters. They are unfair, irrational, and ineffective at 

preventing problems in the federal student aid program.  Moreover, given the national opioid epidemic, 

such policies may do more harm than good in an affected student’s path to recovery. 

 

Streamline or Eliminate Requirements That Are Not Related to Students’ Outcomes or Taxpayer 

Protections 

Under current law, institutions are required to comply with dozens of requirements. However, many of 

those are unrelated to students’ outcomes, the protection of taxpayer dollars, or the fundamental 

missions of higher education. Congress can and should eliminate or streamline those 

requirements—which include eliminating annual reporting on campus and fire safety in favor of 

retaining regular logs,  breaking the link between Title IV eligibility and Constitution Day, eliminating 75

file-sharing oversight,  and eliminating the requirement for Selective Service verification —to better 76 77

focus the requirements an institution is subject to under the Higher Education Act.  

 

Teacher and Leader Preparation 
 

There is wide, bipartisan agreement, backed by research,  that the quality of a school’s teachers and 78

leaders is the most significant school factor in promoting student learning. We therefore recommend 

that any HEA reauthorization strengthen educator preparation by 1) reauthorizing  the Teacher Quality 

Partnership (TQP) Grant program, 2) improving data collection and reporting requirements related to 

teacher preparation programs, 3) enhancing educator preparation for teachers in high-need areas, such 

as special education and instruction for English learners. 

 

Reauthorize Teacher Quality Partnership Grants 

TQP grants competitively fund teacher-preparation programs to partner with high-need districts with 

the goal of better meeting students’ needs within these districts. The $43 million program has supported 

innovations in the teacher preparation field, including the expansion and evaluation of teacher 

75 https://dev-edcentral.pantheon.io/stop-drop-measure-institutional-outcomes/; and 
https://dev-edcentral.pantheon.io/reporting-burden-in-higher-education-the-case-of-the-clery-act/  
76 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/burden-become-law-part-iii/  
77 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/low-income-transgender-students-face-systematic 
-barriers-applying-federal-aid/  
78 http://econ.ucsb.edu/~jon/Econ230C/HanushekRivkin.pdf  
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residencies, and provides the opportunity for the field to learn and improve.  We encourage Congress 79

to reauthorize TQP grants and to ensure that grants can be used for school leader preparation as well. 

 

Improve Data Collection, Retain Reporting Requirements for Educator Preparation Programs 

Currently, data collected on educator preparation programs are focused on inputs to educators’ 

preparation that provide little insight into which aspects of educator candidates and their preparation 

programs are most related to strong in-service performance. As we’ve previously recommended,  80

states and teacher/principal preparation programs should collect and report meaningful data that are 

focused on program graduate outcomes—such as job placement and retention rates, graduates’ 

performance in the classroom, including some measure that reflects impact on student growth, 

graduate preparedness to enter the profession, and employer feedback. These measures should replace 

the current data collection requirements that create unnecessary burden while failing to provide value 

to stakeholders.  

 

Any HEA reauthorization should promote the use and reporting of program performance measures to 

rate program quality. States should have autonomy and freedom in determining how to rate 

preparation program quality, while benefiting from federal guidance on which measures will best assess 

preparation program performance. Retaining a federal role will ensure data consistency and 

comparability across programs in different states, which would benefit hiring school districts and 

prospective educators.  

 

States should use findings from data collection to design and implement a system to assess educator 

preparation program performance, and states should provide a description of the state’s rating system 

criteria, as well as how those criteria are combined in the assessment system for overall preparation 

program performance. The assessment systems should clearly define criteria for at least three 

performance categories with the bottom category being “low-performing.” The ratings should be based 

on a set of program performance measures, with a significant part based on graduates’ impact on 

preK-12 student learning outcomes. States should also engage stakeholders, particularly teachers and 

administrators, in determining criteria to determine performance levels of teacher/leader preparation 

programs in the state in order to better align with the work and goals of states’ preK-12 systems. 

 

States should also be required to evaluate the capacity of the state longitudinal data system to report 

outcome indicators on program graduates and share program graduate data with the appropriate 

preparation program in order to facilitate reporting and learning, and minimize data collection burden. 

 

Enhance Educator Quality for High-Need Teachers 

The reauthorization of HEA should include competitive grant funding for the recruitment, training, and 

retention of high-need teachers, including diverse teacher candidates and those qualified to teach 

STEM, special education, and English learner education. Competitive grant funding should also target 

79 https://education-first.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Ensuring-High-Quality-Teacher-Talent.pdf  
80 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/time-improve-federal-state-educator-preparation- 
policies/  
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teacher preparation programs that embed dual certification in special education and/or instruction for 

English learners for teacher candidates. 

 

Registered Apprenticeships and Workforce Development 
 

Expand Access to High-Quality Apprenticeships  

Apprenticeship is a highly effective strategy for equipping individuals with valuable knowledge, skills, 

and work experience. A high percentage of apprenticeship completers transition directly into jobs with 

average earnings of over $50,000 per year. And they finish their program with zero student loan debt, 

compared to an average of $30,000 for today’s college students. But so far, American apprenticeship has 

not grown to scale. In 2016, only around 500,000 people were enrolled in the Registered Apprenticeship 

system. Compare that to academic higher education, where 2 million new students enroll in community 

college every year. 

 

Part of the reason for this disparity is the failure of apprenticeship to connect to the higher education 

system. This has meant that successful apprentices don’t have access to the degrees that are necessary 

to advance in most careers. In fact, outside of the skilled trades, career advancement in the United 

States increasingly requires an associate’s or bachelor’s degree – which only colleges and universities 

can award. The following reforms in the Higher Education Act would help begin to align the systems. 

 

Congress should create a special class of student that is also an apprentice and a special class of 

postsecondary academic degree that includes the core features of apprenticeship, using the following 

definitions. A “student-apprentice” meets the definition of “regular student” as defined by the 

regulations for the Higher Education Act (34 CFR 600) and “apprentice” as defined by the regulations for 

the National Apprenticeship Act (29 CFR 29); and a “Degree Apprenticeship” is an apprenticeship 

program that meets the standards established in 29 CFR 29.5 and the requirements of a postsecondary 

degree program as established by the relevant state education agency in the state where the program is 

delivered. 

 

Congress should also develop a process for expanding the definition of “Registration Agency” (29 CFR 

29) to include state education agencies that meet a set of established criteria. Those criteria should 

include formal recognition from the U.S. Secretary of Labor, demonstrated capacity to verify the 

standards of apprenticeship laid out in the National Apprenticeship Act, and demonstrated capacity to 

collect and report performance data on apprentices and apprenticeship programs. 

 

To finance expanded apprenticeships, Congress could create an annual discretionary grant program to 

support the development of Degree Apprenticeship programs. Grants would fund partnerships among 

employers and/or industry associations, institutions of higher education, and other intermediaries as 

appropriate. Additionally, it could expand and reform the Federal Work-Study program to allow funds to 

cover the tuition and fees of “student-apprentices” as defined in the earlier section.   81

81 For more: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/eight-strategies-integrating-apprenticeship- 
and-college/  
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