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Federal Financial
Aid: How the New

Earnings Accountability
Framework Reshapes
Institutional Strategy

The U.S. Department of Education’s (ED) final rule establishing the Student Tuition and Transparency System
and the Earnings Accountability Framework creates a new accountability model. For the first time, the
post-graduation earnings of completers from individual academic programs will determine whether those
programs remain eligible to participate in the Federal Direct Loan Program.

The rule represents a fundamental shift in how the federal government evaluates academic programs.
Rather than focusing solely on institutional eligibility, compliance, or educational quality, it introduces a
standardized, earnings-based measure to assess whether graduates obtain economic value from their
education. Programs that repeatedly fail to meet the federal earnings measures may lose access to Federal
Direct Loans, while institutions with a concentration of Low-Earning Outcome Programs may face broader
consequences under ED’s administrative capability requirements.

For institutional leaders, the implications extend well beyond financial aid administration. The framework
introduces a new dimension of enterprise risk that intersects academic program offerings, enroliment
planning, financial sustainability, governance, and institutional mission. Decisions about program investment,
expansion, consolidation, and student support will increasingly require a clearer understanding of workforce
outcomes and the external labor market.

The challenge is that most colleges and universities have never had comprehensive visibility into their
graduates’ post-graduation earnings. The federal government now possesses outcome data that institutions
themselves often cannot readily access or analyze. As a result, institutional leaders must prepare to manage
accountability for outcomes that have not historically been part of their decision-making framework.

This is ultimately an institutional capability challenge. Colleges and universities will need the governance,
data, and analytical capacity to identify and understand emerging risks, strengthen program outcomes, and
make informed decisions about their academic portfolios before federal accountability measures impose
financial consequences.



Understanding the New Accountability Framework

The Student Tuition and Transparency System establishes the federal infrastructure for collecting, matching,
and reporting program-level information across higher education. Within that system, the Earnings
Accountability Framework introduces a new method for evaluating post-graduation earnings from individual
academic programs using federal earnings data.

Programs that repeatedly fail to meet the federal earnings premium measure may be designated as Low-
Earning Outcome Programs and ultimately lose eligibility to participate in the Federal Direct Loan Program.
The rule also expands the concept of administrative capability by evaluating whether an institution has a
significant concentration of Low-Earning Outcome Programs, elevating what begins as a program-level
determination into an institutional governance issue.

For institutional leaders, this represents a meaningful departure from previous accountability models. The
focus is no longer limited to institutional compliance with federal financial aid requirements. Instead, the
federal government is evaluating the long-term economic outcomes of individual academic programs and
using those outcomes to determine continued access to one of higher education’s most important sources
of student financial aid.

Although ED will calculate and report earnings measures using federal data, institutional leaders remain
responsible for responding to the results. Leadership’s understanding of which programs may be at risk —
and why — will become an essential component of institutional planning and decision-making now and into
the future.

From Academic Performance to Enterprise Risk

The Earnings Accountability Framework changes more than how academic programs are evaluated. It
changes where accountability resides within the institution. What begins as a program-level assessment of
graduate earnings has implications across the institution. As a result, academic program review will require
a broader perspective. Institutional leaders must understand not only student demand and educational
quality, but also how programs align with labor market outcomes, regional workforce needs, and long-term
economic opportunity. Programs that are central to an institution’s mission may nonetheless require hew
strategies to improve student outcomes, strengthen employer partnerships, or curriculum redesign with
employer input in response to changing workforce expectations.

Addressing these challenges requires coordinated leadership across the institution. Presidents, provosts,
CFOs, CIOs, enroliment leaders, institutional research, financial aid, and academic departments all have
a role in understanding emerging risks and making informed decisions. The framework reinforces that
accountability for student outcomes is no longer confined to a single administrative function. It is an
enterprise responsibility that requires shared governance, reliable data, and coordinated action.

Institutions that view the Earnings Accountability Framework solely as a regulatory requirement may find
themselves reacting to federal determinations after they occur. Those who treat it as an enterprise planning
issue will be better positioned to identify emerging risks, evaluate program performance proactively, and
make strategic decisions that strengthen both student outcomes and institutional resilience.
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Building Institutional Capability

Preparing for the new accountability framework requires more than understanding a new federal regulation.
It requires institutions to strengthen the capabilities that support informed decision-making across the
academic enterprise. The objective is not simply to respond to federal determinations but to identify
emerging risks early enough to improve program performance before those determinations are made.

That begins with governance. Decisions about academic programs can no longer be evaluated solely
through the lens of enroliment demand, instructional cost, or completion. They must also consider the long-
term economic outcomes of graduates and the potential implications for institutional financial sustainability.

Institutions also need stronger data and analytical capabilities. While the federal government calculates
the earnings premium measure using federal earnings data, colleges and universities can strengthen their
ability to anticipate risk by integrating labor market intelligence, student success indicators, enrollment
trends, program costs, and regional workforce demand into academic planning. These insights can

help identify potential vulnerabilities and support more informed decisions about program investment,
curriculum modernization, employer partnerships, and student support.

Equally important is establishing a disciplined process for continuous program return on investment. Rather
than treating federal accountability as a periodic compliance exercise, leading institutions will incorporate
workforce outcomes into ongoing strategic planning and academic portfolio management. This enables
leaders to respond proactively to changing labor market conditions while preserving institutional mission
and expanding opportunities for student success.

Ultimately, institutions that build these capabilities will be better positioned to navigate a policy environment
that places greater emphasis on measurable student earnings outcomes. The organizations that succeed
will not simply understand the new accountability framework — they will have the governance, data, and
institutional capacity to act on it.



A Strategic Partner for the New Accountability Landscape

The Student Tuition and Transparency System and the Earnings Accountability Framework establish a
new accountability model that requires institutions to connect student outcomes, academic strategy, and
enterprise decision-making. Success will depend on more than understanding the regulation. It requires
modern technology, trusted data, and coordinated institutional leadership.

Ellucian is a trusted partner that colleges and universities can depend on to help build that foundation
with an Al-native platform purpose-built for higher education. By connecting student information,
financial aid, finance, analytics, and planning, Ellucian enables institutions to develop a more complete
understanding of program performance, strengthen cross-functional collaboration, and make more
informed strategic decisions.

Ellucian’s technology and professional services help institutions modernize data governance, improve
reporting and analytics, enhance institutional research capabilities, and establish the governance
processes needed to respond to evolving accountability requirements. Whether preparing for the
transparency requirements of the Student Tuition and Transparency System or evaluating the institutional
implications of the Earnings Accountability Framework, Ellucian provides the expertise, technology, and
strategic guidance to help institutions navigate change with confidence.

As federal accountability continues to place greater emphasis on measurable student outcomes,
institutions that invest in connected systems, integrated data, and enterprise-wide decision-making will be
better positioned to strengthen program performance, protect access to federal student aid, and advance
their mission. Ellucian is committed to helping higher education leaders build those capabilities today
while preparing for the accountability expectations of tomorrow.

Ready To Find Out More?

Schedule a tailored federal workforce-readiness review with Ellucian Grants Services today. Our
team will map your grants, data, and academic strategy to federal workforce priorities, identify
gaps and quick wins, and deliver an actionable roadmap that strengthens compliance, improves
funding competitiveness, and demonstrates clear student and employer impact. Request your
complimentary consultation now to start proving the public value of your institution and securing
the resources to sustain it.
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