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When students start college, they expect their program to prepare them to graduate and get a good

job earning enough to pay down their student loan debt. But that doesn’t always pan out—in fact,
at least 1,700 career education programs left their graduates earning less than the federal poverty
line as recently as 2017.1 Fortunately, the US Department of Education (Department) is rewriting
the Gainful Employment (GE) rule, a federal regulation that will hold career programs accountable
for graduates’ debt and earnings outcomes and protect students from programs that are likely to
leave them worse off than before they enrolled. The new GE regulations are set to drop in spring
2023, and they offer an opportunity to inject much-needed outcomes-based accountability into our

higher ed system. 2

The Gainful Employment Rule is Broadly Popular
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The original GE rule, finalized in 2014 but rescinded by the Trump Administration in 2019,
measured whether career programs left graduates with a yearly income that would allow them to
reasonably pay down their student loans after completing the degree. A school was marked as either
passing or failing the rule using a debt-to-earnings metric that compared graduates’ average loan
payment to their mean or median earnings (whichever was higher). Failing programs would lose
access to Title IV federal financial aid dollars—protecting students from programs that weren’t
serving them well. This consumer protection guardrail was lauded by advocates and student
organizations, but since it was rescinded before it fully went into effect, the public paid little

attention to the policy change.

Now that GE is back on the table, we wanted to see how voters might react to a new rule. We worked
with Global Strategy Group to ask 1,000 likely voters nationwide, as well as 200 higher education
institution leaders, about their views on the subject. The results were clear: more than three-
quarters of voters and similar rates of institution leaders support the rule. There’s also intense
support among voters for connecting higher education to positive student outcomes, especially
related to job prospects (91% support) and loan repayment (90% support), as well as a clear
acknowledgment that the federal government needs to do more to protect students from predatory
programs (91% support). Institution leaders also see the benefits of connecting higher ed to the job
market (97% support), ensuring that graduates can earn enough to repay their student loans (90%
support), and protecting students from programs that could leave them worse off than when they
enrolled (92% support).
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As you may or may not know, the Department of Education is considering new requirements to determine if higher
education programs should lose access to taxpayer-funded grants and loans if they have consistently poor student
outcomes. The purpose of these requirements, called the “gainful employment rule,” is to hold federally-funded higher
education programs accountable for the quality of their degrees, so that graduates can find employment, earn more
than the average high school graduate, and repay their federal student loans after graduation. Based on what you just
read, do you support or oppose the gainful employment rule?

Strongly support Somewhat support | Not sure M Somewhat oppose M Strongly oppose % Net % Total
Support Support

Likely Voters +64 77%
Democrats +76 83%
Independents 13% 8% 5% +61 74%
Republicans +53 71%
Institution Leaders 8% 12% +60 80%

Source: Third Way/Global Strategy Group survey of 1,000 likely voters nationwide. The survey was conducted June 1 through June 7, 2022.

And it turns out that the more respondents heard about GE, the more they liked it. When asked
about the debt-to-earnings metric from the original rule, 73% of voters supported it after seeing a

longer, more detailed explanation (up 11 points compared to the shorter description). The devil is



often in the details when it comes to federal policy, and it is clear that further reflection on this

topic only increases its popularity with voters.
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One proposal would compare how much debt the typical graduate has compared to their average earnings a few years
out of school. If most graduates from that program don’t earn enough money to start paying down the debt they had to
take on to earn their degree, that program would “fail” and lose access to taxpayer dollars. The thinking is that in order
to have access to taxpayer funding, a program should prepare students for employment that allows them to pay off
their student loans. Based on what you just read, do you support or oppose this idea?

% Net % Total

Strongly support Somewhat support W Not sure [ Somewhat oppose M Strongly oppose Support Support

Likely Voters +56 73%
Democrats 10% 12% 5% +56 73%
Independents 18% 9% 5% +55 69%
Republicans 8% 1% A +57 75%
Institution Leaders 4% 9% 15% +49 73%

Another proposal would make higher education programs ineligible for taxpayer funding if most of their graduates
aren’t able to repay their student loans a few years out of school. Based on what you just read, do you support or
oppose this idea?

% Net % Total

Strongly support Somewhat support W Not sure M Somewhat oppose M Strongly oppose Support Support

Likely Voters +36 62%
Democrats +44 67%
independents as e
Republicans +29 60%
Institution Leaders 20% 3% +52 75%

Source: Third Way/Global Strategy Group survey of 1,000 likely voters nationwide. The survey was conducted June 1 through June 7, 2022.

A New Earnings Threshold has Broad Public
Support

A new potential GE rule has been robustly debated, in part because it is expected to add a new
metric—an earnings threshold—to the oversight of career education programs in addition to the
Obama-era debt-to-earnings measure that the Trump administration shelved. That means if a
career program leaves its graduates making less on average than a certain threshold (for example,
the average salary of a high school graduate in that state), it could fail the new rule, no matter how
much debt its graduates are saddled with. This idea received even more widespread support from
the public: 89% of voters and 90% of institution leaders agreed in general that higher education
programs receiving federal funds should leave graduates able to get jobs that earn more than the
average high school graduate. And 60% of voters and 76% of institution leaders identified that

principle as important when deciding which career programs should have access to federal student



loans. Again, hearing more about the details increased support for an earnings threshold, with a
longer explanation boosting support for such a rule by 6 points (64% with a short description and
70% with a longer one). While voters may not be familiar with GE to start, the more they hear, the
more they like.
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One proposal would measure the average earnings of graduates from career education programs and compare those
to the earnings of people with only a high school degree in the same state. If most graduates of a program do not earn
more than the typical high school graduate, that program would “fail” and lose access to taxpayer dollars. The
thinking is that in order to have access to taxpayer funding and student loans, a program should leave students better
off than someone who never enrolled in higher education in the first place. Based on what you just read, do you
support or oppose this idea?

% Net % Total

Strongly support Somewhat support M Not sure M Somewhat oppose M Strongly oppose Support Support

Likely Voters 1% 14% 6% +50 70%
Democrats 10% 9% 5% +62 76%
Independents 17% 1% 3% +56 70%

Republicans 9% 20% 7% +37 64%
Institution Leaders 5% 9% 14% +50 73%

Another proposal would make higher education programs ineligible for taxpayer funding if most of their graduates
don’t earn more than the typical person with only a high school degree in their state. Based on what you just read,
do you support or oppose this idea?

Oy L)
Strongly support Somewhat support W Not sure M Somewhat oppose M Strongly oppose % Net % Total
Support Support

Likely Voters 12% 17% 7% +40 64%
Democrats 12% 15% 5% +49 69%
Independents 22% 14% 8% +33 55%
Republicans 10% 20% 9% +32 61%
Institution Leaders 18% 12% +38 68%

Source: Third Way/Global Strategy Group survey of 1,000 likely voters nationwide. The survey was conducted June 1 through June 7, 2022.

Voters Prioritized Gainful Employment Over Other
Higher Education Reforms

GE’s popularity continued to hold up when voters were asked about their top higher ed policy
priorities. Notably, 60% of voters stated that requiring higher education programs to show a track
record of graduates getting good jobs before they can receive taxpayer dollars was an important
priority, compared to only 43% who said the same about cancelling student loan debt and 51%
wanting policymakers to prioritize making higher education free. The numbers are clear: voters
support the principles behind the Gainful Employment rule, they like the rule even more when they
hear the details, and they believe implementing this guardrail should be a top priority for
policymakers.
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How important of a priority should each of the following be for your member of Congress?

Strongly support Somewhat support W Notsure M Somewhat oppose M Strongly oppose % Total Support

Likely Institution

.. . . Voters Leaders
Requiring higher education programs demonstrate a

track record of its graduates getting good jobs before 24% 1% 5% 60% 67%
they can recieve taxpayer dollars like grants and loans

Requiring programs to leave most graduates with . .
manageable student loan debt in order to gain 24% 10% 6% 60% 76%

access to federal student loans

Cancelling all student loan debt 18% 13% 27% 43% 67%

Requiring accreditors to consider student outcomes,

such as loan repayment rates and post-college
earnings, before providing higher education programs 28% N% 6% 54% 66%

access to taxpayer dollars like grants and loans

Giving students complete freedom to decide where they . .
use federal taxpayer-funded student grants and loans 26% 13% 8% 53% 71%
for higher education

Requiring programs to leave most graduates earning
more than the typical high school graduate in their 27% 15% 7% 51% 70%
state to gain access to federal student loans

Source: Third Way/Global Strategy Group survey of 1,000 likely voters nationwide. The survey was conducted June 1 through June 7, 2022.

Conclusion

In sum, there is broad public support for both reinstating the debt-to-earnings metric and adding a
new earnings threshold. And more voters want policymakers to prioritize implementing guardrails
like GE than want the same about debt cancellation or free college. Voters are calling for greater
accountability in higher ed, and a strong GE rule would advance that goal by ensuring taxpayer
dollars are not flowing to programs that leave most students worse off than if they had never
enrolled. Reinstating this guardrail and strengthening it with an earnings threshold will
demonstrate to voters that policymakers are doing what they can to ensure students are prepared
for success post-college.

Methodology

Global Strategy Group conducted an online survey of 1,000 likely voters nationwide with
oversamples of 200 Hispanic likely voters, 200 African American likely voters, and 200 institution
leaders. The survey was conducted June 1 through June 7, 2022. The precision of online surveys is
measured using a credibility interval and, in this case, the interval at the 95% confidence level is

+3.1%. The margin of error on sub-samples is greater.

To view the topline results, click here.


https://thirdway.imgix.net/downloads/why-the-gainful-employment-rule-is-a-political-winner/Gainful-Employment-Full-Data-Toplines.pdf
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