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The Role of Accountability Policy
in Postsecondary Education 

1. Education can be a vehicle for economic 
opportunity. 

2. But many programs and institutions leave 
their students worse off. 

3. Poor student outcomes are primarily caused 
by low-quality institutions and programs; 
the problem is the school, not the students. 

4. Federal accountability policies are an 
effective way of improving student 
outcomes by shifting enrollment to better 
programs. 

5. Rules based on appropriate and robust 
measures of student outcomes, like debt-
service-to-earnings or student earnings, 
would improve outcomes for students and 
taxpayers. 
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Debt-to-Discretionary Income Threshold 

0  5,000  10,000  15,000  20,000  25,000  30,000  35,000  40,000  45,000  50,000  55,000  60,000 

Note: Assumes 10-year amortization period and 3 percent interest rate. A program Program Earnings needed to pass either threshold. 



 
   

       

    
  

     
    

 
 

   
  

Advantages, disadvantages, and 
uncertainties of the 2014 rule 

• Programs with low earnings and low median 
debt may pass a D/E rule, but still impose large 
costs. 

• Median vs. average debt; opportunity costs of 
enrollment at low-quality program; direct costs of 
time and money of students; costs of grant aid for 
state and federal taxpayers. 

• Completers versus non-completers. 
• Role of unreported income. 

• Interaction with state licensing rules. 
• 3-year reporting timeframe. 
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Scope of the rule and who is affected 
Which Programs Fail Under Alternative GE Rules? 

All Programs % of Programs % of Degrees 

Total 
Programs 

Degrees 
Completed 

GE Programs 
Fail 2014 

Rule 

Fail 2014 + 
$20,000 

Threshold 

Fail 2014 
Rule 

Fail 2014 + 
$20,000 

Threshold 

Fail 2014 
Rule 

Fail 2014 + 
$20,000 

Threshold 

All Programs 
Private, Not-For-Profit 2 To 3 Years 
Private, Not-For-Profit 4 Years Or More 
Private, Not-For-Profit Less Than 2 Years 
Proprietary 2 To 3 Years 
Proprietary 4 Years Or More 
Proprietary Less Than 2 Years 
Public 2 To 3 Years 
Public 4 Years Or More 
Public Less Than 2 Years 

218,077 
879 

70,957 
216 

4,205 
5,692 
4,073 

58,999 
71,071 

1,985 

5,052,702 
30,777 

1,133,930 
13,535 

174,836 
339,158 
186,595 

1,179,098 
1,963,325 

31,448 

8,637 
173 
212 

78 
2,042 
2,174 
1,460 
1,898 

302 
293 

2,149 
49 
35 

9 
720 

1,001 
320 

9 
2 
3 

3,779 
73 
73 
39 

1,104 
1,101 

982 
345 

26 
35 

1.0% 
5.6% 
0.0% 
4.2% 

17.1% 
17.6% 

7.9% 
0.0% 
0.0% 
0.2% 

1.7% 
8.3% 
0.1% 

18.1% 
26.3% 
19.3% 
24.1% 

0.6% 
0.0% 
1.8% 

3.8% 
20.6% 

0.3% 
10.6% 
30.8% 
28.3% 
15.7% 

0.0% 
0.0% 
0.2% 

5.5% 
29.7% 

0.6% 
29.2% 
49.5% 
30.2% 
31.8% 

0.7% 
0.0% 
2.5% 

HBCUs 4,320 51,614 24 - 7 0.0% 0.2% 
Source: 2017 Release of 2015 GE Data and IPEDS 



 

 

 

    

   

  

   
  

 

Which Programs are more likely to fail? 

• Programs with very low 
earnings. 

Programs that fail 2014 + $20k Threshold with Most Students 

Program Name Credential Level 
Cosmetology/Cosmetologist Undergrad Certificate  $ 

Average 
Earnings 

16,297 

• Not “public service” sectors 
like teaching, social work. 

Medical/Clinical Assistant 
Medical/Clinical Assistant 
Massage Therapy/Therapeutic Massage 
Dental Assisting/Assistant 
Culinary Arts/Chef Training 

Undergrad Certificate
Associates Degree
Undergrad Certificate
Undergrad Certificate
Associates Degree

 $ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 

20,397 
23,175 
19,766 
21,860 
28,040 

• Most institutions with failing 
programs also have passing 
GE programs, so students 
often have better options. 

Medical Insurance Coding Specialist/Coder 
Business Administration And Management 
Computer Systems Networking 
Medical Insurance Specialist/Medical Biller 
Barbering/Barber 
Medical Office Assistant/Specialist 
Automobile/Automotive Mechanics 
Medical Administrative/Executive Assistant 
Aesthetician/Esthetician And Skin Care Specialist 

Undergrad Certificate
Associates Degree
Associates Degree
Undergrad Certificate
Undergrad Certificate
Associates Degree
Undergrad Certificate
Undergrad Certificate
Undergrad Certificate

 $ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 
$ 

22,715 
35,059 
36,834 
22,151 
11,995 
24,078 
30,748 
17,535 
19,775 

Medical Office Assistant/Specialist Undergrad Certificate  $ 19,935 
Health Information/Medical Records Associates Degree  $ 25,257 
Criminal Justice/Law Enforcement Administration Bachelors Degree  $ 38,028 
Criminal Justice/Law Enforcement Administration Associates Degree  $ 25,423 
Motorcycle Maintenance And Repair Undergrad Certificate  $ 30,080 
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