Earnings Premium - NPRM

Beginner’s Guide: Why Your Voice
Matters and How to Participate
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What is going on?

The U.S. Department of Education has proposed a new accountability rule that includes an
“Earnings Premium” measure. This measure would be used to decide whether certain
programs can continue to participate in federal student aid programs.

Under this proposal, many beauty, cosmetology, barbering, and wellness programs would
be evaluated and potentially sanctioned based largely on how much graduates earn a few
years after completing training.

Public comment is the only opportunity institutions have to explain their real-world
experience to the Department before the rule is finalized.

You do not need to be a policy expert to participate.

Why This Matters Right Now

In the Department of Education’s own analysis of the proposed rule, it estimates that
approximately 92.5% of cosmetology programs would fail the Earnings Premium measure
as currently designed.

That figure alone should raise concern.

This does not mean that nearly all programs are failing students. Rather, it suggests that the
way earnings are being measured does not reflect how these careers actually work.

If a program fails the Earnings Premium, it may lose access to federal student aid, which
many students rely on to enroll. For access-focused programs, this could significantly
reduce who is able to pursue licensed careers in these fields.

This proposal is not hypothetical. The consequences are real and immediate.
Public commentis the moment to respond.
What the Rule Is Comparing
The proposed rule compares:
o What your program’s graduates earn a few years after completing training, to

e What a broad group of people labeled “high school graduates” earn, based on a
national household survey.

That comparison is treated as a judgment about program quality.

Many institutions recognize this comparison as confusing or misleading, based on what
they see with their graduates.
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Why the National Survey Comparison Is a Poor Fit

The national survey used for comparison reflects a very broad mix of people, including
individuals at many different stages of their working lives.

Institutions may wish to explain that this group includes:

¢ people with many more years of work experience,

¢ people whose earnings have had time to grow and stabilize, and

e people working full-time, even when others work part-time by choice.
By contrast, program graduates are often:

e earlyintheir careers,

o still building skills and clientele, and

e working fewer hours, intentionally or out of necessity.

Comparing early-career graduates to a broad national survey group can create a
misleading picture, even when graduates are working steadily and progressing as expected.

You do not need to critique the survey itself. Simply explaining how career timing and work
patterns differ is enough to show why this comparison does not reflect reality.

How to Use This Beginner Menu
e« Thisis notatemplate.
¢ Please do not copy or paste language.
¢ Youdo not need to address every topic.
e Choose one or two areas where you can speak clearly.
¢ Write in your own words, based on what you see at your school.

Short, honest comments are appropriate and effective.
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Beginner Guide - Menu of Topics
1. Early Earnings Don’t Tell the Whole Story

Many graduates earn less in the first few years, even when they are working consistently.
You could describe:

¢ whatyour graduates earn early on,

e how earnings change with experience and time, and

e why earlyincome does not reflect long-term career value.

2. Part-Time and Flexible Work Is Common
Many graduates choose part-time or flexible schedules, especially early in their careers.
You could describe:

¢ why graduates work fewer hours at first,

¢« how flexibility supports caregiving or physical sustainability, and

¢ why working fewer hours lowers annual earnings without indicating failure.

3. Tips and Client Payments Matter
In many programs, graduates receive income through tips or direct client payments.
You could describe:

¢ howincome is commonly paid in your field,

¢ why some earnings may not appear clearly in records, and

¢ how reported income may differ from actualincome.

4. Careers Take Time to Build
Most graduates do not reach stable earnings immediately.
You could describe:

¢ how graduates build clients over time,
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¢ how some move into independent or self-employed work later, and

¢ why early earnings are not a good measure of success.

5. Students Depend on These Programs to Enter Licensed Careers

Students often cannot enter these professions without completing approved training.

You could describe:
¢ who your students are,
« why federal aid matters for access, and

¢ how reduced program availability would affect future students in your community.

You Don’t Need Perfect Language
The Department is not asking schools to write legal or technical arguments.
What matters most is that institutions:

¢« explain what they actually see,

e describe real student paths, and

e point out where the proposed rule does not match reality.

Plain language is enough.
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Example of Submission [Do not copy and paste]
Opening (1 short paragraph)

e Introduce your institution and programs.

e Explain why you are submitting a comment.
Prompt:

“Our institution offers programs in___. We serve students who ___. We are submitting this
comment because the proposed Earnings Premium does not reflect what we see with our
students and graduates.”

Describe What You See After Graduation (1-2 paragraphs)

o Explain what graduates’ early careers typically look like.

¢ Mention timing, part-time work, or earnings growth if relevant.
Prompt:

“In the first few years after graduation, our students typically ___. Earnings increase over

»

timeas .
Explain Why the Comparison Feels Wrong (1 paragraph)

¢ Explain why comparing early-career graduates to a broad national group does not fit
your field.

Prompt:

“Comparing early-career graduates to a broad group of workers makes it appear that __,

»

even though __ .
Explain Why This Matters for Students (optional, 1 paragraph)

e Explain how federal aid, access, or program availability affects students.
Prompt:
“If programs lose eligibility, students in our community would ___”
Closing (1 sentence)

o Restate your concern and urge the Department to reconsider the metric.

“For these reasons, we are concerned that the proposed Earnings Premium does not
accurately reflect program value or student outcomes.”
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How to Submit a Public Comment (Step-by-Step)

Many people find this process difficult. Here is the simplest way to participate:
Step 1

Go to https://www.regulations.gov

Step 2

In the search bar, enter the rule number:

“ED-2026-OPE-0100"

This is what you will see:

h PROPOSED RULE
Accountability in Higher Education and Access through Demand-Driven Workforce Pell: Student

Tuition and Transparency System and Earnings Accountability

Agency Department of Education Posted Apr 20, 2026 1D ED-2026-0PE-0100-0001

Open for Comments

(© Comment Period Ends: May 20, 2026 at 11:59 PM EDT

Step 3
Click on the rule and select “Comment”
Step 4

Type your comment directly into the text box
(or upload a document if you prefer)

Step 5
Submit before the deadline on May 20", 2026

You do not need attachments or data.
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If You Want to Go Further

If you would like to explain these issues in more detail such as data sources, earnings
timing, or appeals limits, there is an Intermediate Guide that has a Menu of Positions
available.

It builds on the same ideas, with more structure and depth.

Final Thought

If an accountability measure predicts that nearly all programs in a licensed field will fail, it
is reasonable to ask whether the problem lies with the programs or with how the metric is
designed.

Public comment only works if real institutions participate.

If this rule does not reflect how your students build careers, now is the time to say so.
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