Congress of the United States

Washington, DEC 20515

May 4, 2026

The Honorable Linda McMahon
Secretary

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Ave, SW
Washington, D.C. 20202

Secretary McMahon,

We write to share our concerns regarding aspects of the Department of Education’s recent negotiated
rulemaking conducted through the AHEAD Committee and encourage you to reevaluate the rulemaking in light
of this information.

First, we thank the Secretary and the Committee for the work done to establish a level playing field across
higher education that holds all institutions accountable. For too long, federal aid has flowed to programs that
saddle students with excessive debt while failing to meaningfully improve their income. This long-running
trend has led to the disastrous current state of student debt which is estimated to exceed $1.6 trillion, according
to the Congressional Research Service.! American taxpayer dollars should be used responsibly, and for that we
applaud the progress made to implement the changes enacted by the Working Families Tax Cuts Act.

However, the proposed rulemaking on accountability measures for certificate programs deserves careful and
intentional reconsideration. Under the proposed rulemaking, programs risk losing access to federal student
loans if their graduates do not exceed the median earnings of high school graduates, which is defined as
working adults with high school degrees in the age range of 25-34, after four years. Programs can then lose
access to Pell Grants if they continue to underperform this metric. While we recognize the need to hold
programs and institutions accountable, we do not think that the application of these measures to certificate
programs under the proposed rulemaking recognizes the unique circumstances of these programs.

Certificate programs are often utilized by students who are young, female, low-income, and the first in their
family to seek postsecondary education. This student population depends on certificate programs to quickly
gain valuable skills without spending the time or money that degree programs require. The flexibility offered by
certificate programs allows students to upskill rapidly and enter the workforce quickly upon completion. Many
of these programs also directly prepare students for their careers and thereby minimize the time needed for on
the job training, which is not always the case with degree programs.

Furthermore, many certificate graduates may intend to only work part-time or to self-employ as they strive to
meet family obligations such as caring for children or siblings. Certificates allow these individuals to make the
most of the limited time they have to work each week while still increasing their household income.

Moreover, comparing the income of these individuals four years after graduation to the median income of those
aged 25-34 includes the earnings data of adults who may have over 10 years of work experience if they began
working immediately after high school. This creates an unfair metric that compares the wages of workers over
the age of 30 when certificate graduates may have their earnings measured as young as the age of 22. Workers

1 https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF10158




Page 2

above the age of 30 with more than 10 years in the workforce are almost undoubtedly outearning workers in
their early twenties that have only four years of experience.

Considering that the Department of Education has determined that as many as 92% of Title IV Cosmetology
and related programs would risk losing access to federal student financial aid, this student population, of which
over 90% are women,”> may be forced to forego postsecondary education altogether if federal aid is unavailable.
Revoking access to federal student financial aid could ultimately limit the ability of female, low-income, and
first-generation postsecondary students to further their education and increase their long-term earnings.

Given these unique circumstances for undergraduate certificate programs, we ask that they be granted the
following additional considerations:

* A full-time equivalency formula so that graduates working part-time can have their earnings calculated
as if they are full-time employees

* Areasonable appeals process which permits education institutions to submit additional information to
demonstrate the value of these programs and therefore avoid losing access to federal student financial
aid

o Submissions can include, but are not limited to, information on graduate earnings collected by
the institution, loan default rates, and median graduate debt

* An adjustment of the age range for the median earnings calculation to allow for fairer comparisons

between postsecondary graduates and high school graduates

We believe that these measures should be included in the rulemaking to maintain fairness for certificate
programs that serve a unique population. For example, creating a full-time equivalency formula would establish
parity for certificate programs that prepare workers for industries where part-time work is more common and in
the best interest of both the worker and employer. Institutions and future students should not be punished for
delivering the outcome desired by both the graduate and employer.

Regarding the appeals process, a number of certificate programs prepare members of the workforce whose
income includes compensation from tips or through self-employment. These transactions, which are often
conducted by cash or through money transfer services like Venmo, can lead to graduates underreporting their
income due to the nature of their revenues. In cases like these, institutions should be able to conduct their own
data collection on graduate earnings and use it to demonstrate the success of their students. Supplementary data
might also be included about loan default rates and student debt to illustrate that these programs do not create
long-term financial burdens for students.

Lastly, reducing the age range for the median earnings calculation will allow for fairer comparisons between
graduates of certificate programs and those who entered the workforce after high school. Graduate earnings
should be compared to workers with more similar ages and length of work experience. Including the earnings of
workers who are over 30 will create unfair comparisons between recent graduates and workers who potentially
have over 10 years of work experience.

As the rulemaking process continues, we urge you to consider adopting these recommendations that will
maintain accountability in higher education programs while also fairly evaluating certificate programs given

2 https://datausa.io/profile/soc/hairdressers-hairstylists-cosmetologists ?redirect=true
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their unique circumstances. Let us work together to ensure a strong future for cosmetology and other critical
industries that depend on certificate programs to prepare and educate workers.
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