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February 10, 2023 
 
 
 
James Kvaal 
Under Secretary 
U.S. Department of Education 
400 Maryland Avenue, SW 
Washington, DC 20202 
 
Re: Comments of Career Education Colleges and Universities in Response to the Request for 

Information (Docket ID ED–2022–OUS–0140): Low-Financial-Value Postsecondary Programs 
 
Dear Under Secretary Kvaal: 
 
On behalf of Career Education Colleges and Universities (“CECU”), I submit the following comments in 
response to the U.S. Department of Education (“Department”)’s request for information (“RFI”) 
published in the January 11, 2023, Federal Register (88 Fed. Reg. 1,567).   
 
CECU is a national trade organization with a membership of more than 750 accredited, postsecondary 
educational institutions throughout the United States, most of which participate in the federal student 
financial assistance programs. Our member institutions play a vital role in the pluralistic American higher 
education system, serving over 500,000 students annually. Our institutions provide career-focused 
programs leading to associate, baccalaureate, master’s, and doctoral degrees as well as certificate and 
diploma programs. CECU member institutions educate traditional and nontraditional students, such as 
working adults, first-generation, and single parents.  
 
CECU supports accountability standards based on student outcome metrics for all programs at all 
institutions in ways that protect both students and taxpayers and respect institutional missions. CECU 
advocates for increased transparency of outcomes so that prospective students and families can make 
fully informed decisions about their educational pursuits. We appreciate the opportunity to provide 
written comments on the best ways to identify “low-financial-value postsecondary programs” and 
inform technical considerations.  
 
As an initial matter, the Department should recognize there are many ways to measure postsecondary 
education value. Although economic mobility is an important factor for many students in considering 
whether to pursue higher education, there are also non-economic benefits. For example, individuals 
with postsecondary credentials tend to engage in higher levels of civic participation in their 
communities, are more likely to be in good health, have higher levels of well-being, feel more engaged 
in work, are less likely to rely on social safety-net programs, and are incarcerated less often.1 It is 
indisputable that the value of postsecondary education extends beyond purely financial benefits. To this 
end, the Department should exercise caution when developing and publishing any list of “low-value” 
programs or rating system so as not to discourage students from considering other factors that may be 
important to them or that could otherwise benefit them or society.  

 
1 Baum, S., & Payea, K. (2004). (rep.). The Benefits of Higher Education for Individuals and Society. College Board. Retrieved 
February 7, 2023, from https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/education-pays-2004-full-report.pdf. 

https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/education-pays-2004-full-report.pdf
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The Department’s nomenclature should not mislead students or the public. The RIF suggests that the 
Department intends to include federal student debt as a heavily weighted variable in any low-financial-
value formula. As a result, many programs with otherwise poor value propositions may not appear on 
the Department’s list simply because their students finance a large portion of their education with 
federal grant aid or out-of-pocket funds.2 Whether a program provides financial value cannot be 
determined using such a narrow definition of debt. (For example, see the below section on state and 
local appropriations). Any list title and accompanying description should more accurately characterize 
the list’s primary focus: measuring which programs are expensive relative to federal student loan debt.     
 
The Department’s low-financial-value definition should be applied consistently across all higher 
education sectors. For over a decade, the Department has attempted to indirectly define low-financial- 
value for programs that prepare students for gainful employment in a recognized occupation.3 Although 
the previous administration rescinded the gainful employment rule nearly in its entirety, the current 
administration has signaled its intent to publish new regulations this year that “create value for 
students’ investments in higher education, protect students from acquiring debts they cannot afford to 
repay, and safeguard the interest of taxpayers”4 (emphasis added). These goals are analogous to those 
outlined in Department’s low-financial-value postsecondary program list.5    
 
While we fundamentally disagree that gainful employment programs should be held to a different 
accountability standard for Title IV eligibility, we applaud the Department for recognizing the need for 
better transparency on low-value programs regardless of whether the program prepares students for 
gainful employment. We strongly urge the Department to adopt the same methodology for any low-
financial-value postsecondary programs list as the methodology that will be used to assess eligibility for 
gainful employment programs. Having two different sets of standards to assess economic value for the 
same program is illogical and would create unnecessary confusion for students, institutions, and 
taxpayers.     
 
The Department should publish separate lists by sector and level of institution. Students and taxpayers 
should understand the financial value of any postsecondary education program when considering 
whether to enroll regardless of their choice of institution. To ensure all students benefit from 
understanding which programs fall short of the Department’s chosen metrics, the Department should 
use a similar list structure to the one provided below, which is currently mandated by Congress for the 
College Affordability and Transparency Lists.6  
 

1. Four-year public institutions of higher education. 
2. Four-year private, nonprofit institutions of higher education. 
3. Four-year private, for-profit institutions of higher education. 
4. Two-year public institutions of higher education. 
5. Two-year private, nonprofit institutions of higher education. 

 
2 Delisle, J., & Cohn, J. (2022). Tuition-to-Earnings Limits: An Alternative to the Gainful Employment Rule for Higher Education 
Accountability. Urban Institute. Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/Tuition-
to-Earnings%20Limits.pdf. 
3 Lederman, D. (2011, June 13). The True Significance of 'Gainful Employment'. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved February 7, 2023, 
from https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/06/13/true-significance-gainful-employment. 
4 U.S. Department of Education, Office of Postsecondary Education, Issue Paper 3: Gainful Employment (2022). Retrieved 
February 7, 2023, from https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2021/3gainfulemployment.pdf. 
5 88 Fed. Reg. 1,567.  
6 20 U.S.C. 1015a(d).  

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/Tuition-to-Earnings%20Limits.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/Tuition-to-Earnings%20Limits.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/06/13/true-significance-gainful-employment
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2021/3gainfulemployment.pdf
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6. Two-year private, for-profit institutions of higher education. 
7. Less than two-year public institutions of higher education. 
8. Less than two-year private, nonprofit institutions of higher education. 
9. Less than two-year private, for-profit institutions of higher education. 

   
The Department should use at least a two-year cohort period and the 6-digit Classification of 
Instructional Programs (CIP) code and level of credential. A two-year cohort period will help minimize 
year-to-year economic fluctuations over which institutions have no control. Additionally, using the 6-
digit CIP provides students and taxpayers with more granular information about the individual program. 
Even within the 4-digit CIP intermediate aggregation, there could be significant variation in program 
performance, and programs would likely be grouped together in a way that could confuse prospective 
students and the public. Programs with less than 10 students over a two-year cohort period would be 
exempt from any financial-value calculation due to student privacy concerns.7    
 
The Department should highlight the lowest-performing programs but make all program data 
available and searchable. A list of the five percent of programs at institutions in each category (sector 
and level of institution) should be identified on the College Navigator website. Additionally, all program-
level variables that comprise the low-value methodology should be made available to the public for all 
Title IV postsecondary education programs with the ability to search and filter. Any data the Department 
uses in its methodology should be equally available for all sectors/institution types.  
 
The Department should consider adopting a value-add model. A top reason students pursue higher 
education is to achieve a better employment outcome than their current one. As a result, exclusively 
using a debt-to-earnings measure may miss the economic prosperity many programs provide. Using an 
economic mobility indicator would take into account how students’ incomes change after enrolling by 
using pre- and post-college earnings.8  
 
The Department should include program-level student completion rates. Although graduating with 
excessive student loan debt is a challenge for many borrowers, a more concerning outcome is for 
students who take on debt but never complete their program. Research shows time and time again 
there are significant economic benefits associated with increased postsecondary attainment.9 For 
example, those who attend college and do not complete recognize smaller benefits and are three times 
more likely to default than those who graduate.10 The Department has recognized the critical 
importance of student persistence and its effect on students’ lives.11   
 
The Department should include appropriations from state and local governments when determining 
program cost. Higher education institutions receive billions annually in state and local appropriations. 

 
7 The Department has previously considered a 10-student n-size appropriate in a public disclosure context. 
8 Chingos, M. M., & Blagg, K. (2015). (rep.). Toward an economic mobility ranking of U.S. colleges. The Brookings Institution. 
Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Download-the-paper-1-1.pdf. 
9 Miller, B. (2015, June 26). The Relationship Between Student Debt and College Completion. Center for American Progress. 
Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-relationship-between-student-debt-and-
college-completion/. 
10 National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators. (2015, August 3). ED Fact Sheet: Non-Completers Face Harsher 
Consequences for Student Debt. Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://www.nasfaa.org/news-
item/5260/ED_Fact_Sheet_Non-Completers_Face_Harsher_Consequences_for_Student_Debt.   
11 Cardona, M. (2022, August 11). A New Vision for College Excellence. The Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved February 7, 
2023, from https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-new-vision-for-college-
excellence?cid2=gen_login_refresh&amp;cid=gen_sign_in. 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Download-the-paper-1-1.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-relationship-between-student-debt-and-college-completion/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-relationship-between-student-debt-and-college-completion/
https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/5260/ED_Fact_Sheet_Non-Completers_Face_Harsher_Consequences_for_Student_Debt
https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/5260/ED_Fact_Sheet_Non-Completers_Face_Harsher_Consequences_for_Student_Debt
https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-new-vision-for-college-excellence?cid2=gen_login_refresh&amp;cid=gen_sign_in
https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-new-vision-for-college-excellence?cid2=gen_login_refresh&amp;cid=gen_sign_in
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For example, in 2019-20, public degree-granting institutions reported receiving $76.6 billion in state 
appropriations and $14.5 billion in local appropriations.12 Despite receiving over $90 billion in state and 
local funding, less than a third of all students and less than 20 percent of Black students at public 2-year 
institutions graduate within three years of starting. Only considering student debt in any low-value 
formula provides a partial picture and hides poor-performing programs that receive enormous non-
federal public investments. To make the list useful for taxpayers, regulators, and public policy 
professionals, including additional funding data from state and local governments is vital to capture the 
holistic public investment in higher education.        
 
The Department should consider the impact of student demographics and geography. Any low-value 
list should not penalize institutions that do the most to help students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Any list should be based on measures considering the percentage of students receiving Pell Grants and 
accounting for wage inequities based upon student demographics and regional pay differences. Any 
formula that does not recognize these differences could yield unequal effects because of gender, 
racial/ethnic, and geographic earnings disparities.13      
 
The Department should distribute draft low-value rates to schools and provide an ability to challenge 
the data before official rates are issued. Being included on any name and shame list and characterized 
as low-value could result in reputational damage and give rise to scrutiny from recognized accreditors, 
states, or the public. Given the potential consequences of being branded low-value by an institution’s 
primary federal regulator, for any program the Department intends to put on its annual list, the 
institution should be provided any draft low-value rate 180-days in advance of it being published and be 
provided an opportunity to correct any erroneous data. A timely submitted challenge would toll 
inclusion on any low-value list until the challenge process concludes. The Department provides a similar 
challenge and adjustment process for cohort default rates.14   
 
The Department should consumer test any list before public dissemination. In addition to several 
third-party tools for disclosing information about the value of higher education, the Department and 
other federal agencies maintain various disclosure policies and tools. As a result, students from low-
income and disadvantaged communities are often overwhelmed with the information colleges are 
already required to provide.15 Additionally, research shows similar-type information-based lists 
published by the Department do little to nothing to change institutional behavior or help students.16  
 
To improve the effectiveness of any list, we encourage the Department to conduct extensive field 
testing with a variety of stakeholders, including students, parents, and financial aid administrators, to 
ascertain the strengths and weaknesses of the Department’s approach in making students and taxpayers 
aware of the information. The success of any informational disclosure depends on whether the 

 
12 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS), "Finance Survey" (IPEDS-F:FY91); and Spring 2002 through Spring 2021, Finance component. (This table was prepared 
January 2022.) Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d21/tables/dt21_333.30.asp.   
13 Carnevale, A. P., Campbell, K. P., Gulish, A., Cheah, B., & Strohl, J. (2022). (rep.). How Racial and Gender Bias Impede Progress 
toward Good Jobs. Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce. Retrieved February 7, 2023, from 
https://cewgeorgetown.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/chase-uncertain_pathway_2-fr.pdf. 
14 § 668.204. 
15 Steffel, M., Kramer, D. A., McHugh, W., & Ducoff, N. (2020). (rep.). Information disclosure and college choice. The Brookings 
Institution. Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ES-11.23.20-Steffel-et-
al-1.pdf. 
16 Baker, D. J. (2020). “Name and Shame”: An Effective Strategy for College Tuition Accountability? Educational Evaluation and 
Policy Analysis, 42(3), 393–416. https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373720937672  

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d21/tables/dt21_333.30.asp
https://cewgeorgetown.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/chase-uncertain_pathway_2-fr.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ES-11.23.20-Steffel-et-al-1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ES-11.23.20-Steffel-et-al-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373720937672
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information is disseminated in a manner that makes it easy for students and taxpayers to access, 
communicated in a way that makes the information easy to understand, and is presented in an unbiased 
manner that makes it easy to evaluate.17             
 
The Department should work with higher education leaders and lawmakers to pass legislation that 
would identify low-performing programs. Defining value in postsecondary education is complex and 
controversial. Historically, the Department’s attempts to assign value to institutions or programs have 
been met with swift backlash and have failed.18 We urge the Department to work with higher education 
leaders and both sides of the aisle in Congress to pass legislation that would implement lasting 
accountability and transparency standards for all programs at all institutions.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide these comments and share our insights regarding how to 
identify low-financial-value postsecondary programs. Should you require any additional information or 
further clarification, please contact Nicholas Kent, Chief Policy Officer, at Nicholas.Kent@career.org or 
571-800-6524.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
Jason Altmire, DBA      
President and CEO 

 
17 Steffel, M., Kramer, D. A., McHugh, W., & Ducoff, N. (2020). (rep.). Information disclosure and college choice. The Brookings 
Institution. Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ES-11.23.20-Steffel-et-
al-1.pdf. 
18 Shear, M. D. (2015, September 12). With Website to Research Colleges, Obama Abandons Ranking System. The New York 
Times. Retrieved February 7, 2023, from https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/13/us/with-website-to-research-colleges-obama-
abandons-ranking-system.html. 
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