Congress of the Wuited States
MWashington, AC 20515

January 7, 2019

The Honorable Betsy DeVos
Secretary of Education

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Ave., SW
Washington, DC 20002

Re: Docket ID ED-2018-ICCD-0120
Dear Secretary DeVos:

We write to submit comment on the U.S. Department of Education’s (“Department’) proposed
2019 Disclosure Template for gainful employment programs. Implementing regulations for
gainful employment (GE) requires the Department to produce a disclosure template informed by
consumer testing to serve as the basis for the disclosure of program-level outcomes data to
inform consumer choices. The proposal lacks justification to support changes to the template
that would dramatically reduce the amount of available information and mask poor performance
of career programs. Our concerns with key areas to the proposed disclosure template are detailed
below.

It is unclear whether the Department conducted consumer testing that justifies changes to
the proposed template, as required by the implementing regulation.

Any change in the GE disclosure requirements must comply with the current regulatory
framework, which requires the Secretary to “‘conduct consumer testing to determine how to make
the disclosure template as meaningful as possible.”! While consumer testing was done to inform
the initial 2017 GE disclosure template, the Department has not indicated that it has conducted
testing for the 2019 disclosure template, the results of which would justify proposed changes to
the template as useful to students and families interested in career education programs.? Without
consumer testing that justifies its proposed changes to the template, the Department would not
have met its legal obligation, as articulated in the effective regulation.

The removal of key data elements will make it harder for students to make informed
decisions.

The Department should publish all key outcome measures students deem most important on the
final disclosure template. Unless results of the Department-conducted consumer testing indicate
otherwise, evidence shows that the five data elements removed from the template are essential.
In two national surveys of prospective and recently-enrolled students, respondents noted that the
five data elements the Department is proposing to remove were critical for college choice.’

e Completion rate — This metric offers an important indicator of students’ chances of
success in a program and their attainment of a credential that carries value in the labor
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market. Seventy-four percent of survey respondents said graduation rates were important
when selecting a college. Additionally, because GE metrics only examine the results of
program graduates, completion rates provide important context for understanding how
many students were captured in the GE metrics. Students should know, for instance, that
when a program only graduates 15 percent of its students, the program’s debt and
earnings only apply to the share of students who completed.

Median (typical) debt of program graduates — Given the central role that student loan
debt plays in a student’s evaluation of a program’s return on investment, the typical loan
amount owed upon graduation should be shared with students through the disclosure
template.* Students also want to evaluate their debt relative to prospective earnings, but
the Department removed median earnings data in its 2018 template.” Meanwhile, 70
percent of survey respondents cited the average starting salary for graduates and average
amount of money borrowed as key factors in selecting a college.

Median (typical) monthly loan payments — This metric helps borrowers contextualize the
implications of debt and allows them to better budget for their futures. The survey found
that while 90 percent of students thought borrowing for college was reasonable, they did
not have a good sense as to what level of debt was reasonable and what estimated
monthly loan payments should be. This indicates that students need clear information to
understand exactly how student loan repayment — on a monthly basis — is structured
compared to how much they’re borrowing overall.

Typical career fields upon graduation — This disclosure is critical in helping students
connect programs and coursework with prospective employment, particularly if
institutions suggest their programs will lead to better — or better-paying — jobs. Seventy-
eight percent of survey respondents said that the number of graduates who find full-time
employment in the field within six months was an important or very important factor in
selecting a college.

Job placement rate —Job placement rates present the best available information on
employment outcomes, aside from earnings information. Since some states and
accreditors already require institutions to calculate job placement rates by program, the
data should also be made available to students. Nine in ten respondents said that
improving employment opportunities was an important or very important reason for
going to college.

The College Scorecard is an insufficient replacement for GE disclosures.

It appears the Department is proposing to add a link to the institution’s College Scorecard profile
in exchange for eliminating important data elements from the GE disclosure template. While the
College Scorecard is a valuable tool, it cannot serve as a replacement for program-level GE
student disclosures for several reasons.

First, the College Scorecard does not include program-level data on any student outcomes,
including median earnings. The Department has made clear that program-level earnings data
will not be available at any point in 2019 when the revised GE disclosure template is scheduled
to be implemented. In fact, 2021 will be the earliest any program-level earnings data can be
made available, after the Department is able to match 2019 federal tax data to complete program
data for the 2014-2015 award year.®
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Second, requiring students to visit an additional website to view key outcomes makes it less
likely that students will access the data. To drive behavior and impact enrollment decisions,
research states that a disclosure must contain attention-grabbing, comparative, and salient
information upfront or students will ignore the disclosure entirely.” In particular, the federal
government, including the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), has issued user
experience best practices and guidelines, including for higher education disclosures, that
recommend websites adopt the “three-click approach.” This approach minimizes the chances for
users to abandon a website if they are unable to find the desired information within three mouse
clicks of the home page.® The proposed template disregards this NCES-recommended best
practice, as students would have to navigate to a school’s website, the program website, a
consumer information website, the GE Disclosure website, and finally the College Scorecard.
Even when program-level outcomes become available, students should not have to click to a
fourth website to see vital program information.

Finally, this Administration has already diminished the value of the College Scorecard by
removing critical national comparison data that assisted students in understanding institutional
cost and outcome metrics.” Replacing GE disclosures with a link to a diminished College
Scorecard will only exacerbate the lack of clear and relevant information for students. For
example, students who may be interested in pursuing an undergraduate certificate in Automotive
Technology with the Universal Technical Institute will not be able to see that only 15 percent of
title IV students complete the program on time, with the typical graduate leaving with nearly
$18,000 in debt and a $182 monthly loan payment, and contextualize those outcomes with
national comparison data.! Moreover, because the College Scorecard currently excludes
information for foreign institutions, students attending for-profit foreign graduate medical and
veterinary schools will not receive comprehensive information regarding student outcomes.'!

In closing, both the lack of consumer testing to support the proposal and content of the proposed
2019 GE disclosure template are cause for significant concern. We urge the Department to
publish the results of the required consumer testing with accompanying explanation for the
Department’s proposed changes to satisfy the requirements of the implementing regulation.
Upon such publication, the Department should provide an additional 30 days for public
comment prior to finalizing the 2019 template. By stripping the gainful employment disclosure
template of its most central data elements, the Department is denying students the transparency
afforded to them by the rule and permitting poor-performing institutions to obfuscate their
outcomes for students.

Sincerely,
Gipbott "R Cloan,
ROBERT C. “BOBBY” SCOTT PATTY)MURRAY O
Chairman Ranking Member
Committee on Education and Labor Committee on Health, Education, Labor
U.S. House of Representatives and Pensions

U.S. Senate
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