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Dear Mr. Martin:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (Docket ED-2024—
OPE—0050) regarding the Department of Education’s proposed rules for distance education, return of
Title IV (R2T4) dollars, and TRIO program eligibility. The Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS) is
a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization working to advance affordability, accountability, and equity in
higher education. Both organizationally and in collaboration with a diverse set of partners, TICAS has
long advocated for stronger student and borrower protections in the form of institutional accountability
measures.

As an organization dedicated to expanding opportunity through higher education, we support the
Department’s proposal — which reached consensus approval during negotiated rulemaking — to expand
TRIO program eligibility. Accordingly, we have joined a comment letter submitted by UnidosUS
expressing this support and reasons for it.

For detailed comments in support of the Department’s distance education proposal, we refer you to the
Protect Students and Taxpayers (PSAT) Coalition’s comments, which we join in full. To complement
those comments, we reiterate here our longstanding support for more detailed data collection and
reporting concerning students enrolled online.

As we noted in a July 2020 report, “The Department of Education is charged with collecting and
disseminating information about higher education, and it should lead the way in improving the



landscape of information in online higher education.”? In that report, we recommended the
Department:

e Collect data on online attendance for federal aid recipients within the National Student Loan
Data System (NSLDS).

e Add a flag for distance education enrollment reporting to track the movement and, ultimately,
outcomes for online students and programs. Consistent with the existing data collection efforts
of the National Center on Education Statistics, for which colleges must already track and report
students’ online status, it should specify three statuses: exclusively online, partially online, and
in-person.?

We were heartened by the support of the Department and the negotiators for such a proposal during
negotiated rulemaking. TICAS believes that building on existing data reporting requirements would
reduce administrative burdens associated with these changes on colleges. We welcome the
Department’s proposal in the NPRM to amend § 668.41 and require institutions to report each recipient
of Title IV assistance by enrollment status in distance education or correspondence course.

According to a recent survey by industry groups, two-thirds of institutions report “prioritizing the
development of online versions of both on-campus courses (69%) and on-campus degrees (65%) in
order to meet demand.”® As a large share of college students continue to expect at least some of their
programs to have online courses, this kind of data will provide critical evidence of quality and show
where improvements should be made.

This requirement will offer a much better understanding of how online programs are meeting student
needs and affecting student outcomes. As online programming continues to expand dramatically, having
this data will be a major benefit for students, student advocates, and institutions.

We also support the Department’s R2T4 proposal. We direct you to the comments of the PSAT Coalition
to also serve as our organizational comments on those proposed regulatory changes. Within the
Department’s R2T4 proposal, we appreciate the consideration of students enrolled in a prison education
program (PEP) whose course of study may be interrupted because of circumstances beyond their
control. The proposed changes to leave-of-absence regulations under § 668.22(d) allowing incarcerated
students who face an involuntary interruption to their studies to return to their PEP at a different point
in the program should support students’ academic momentum and retention.

1 B. Robertson, Untangling the Web: How to Monitor the Risks of Online Education, The Institute for College Access
& Success, July 2020, https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/untangling-the-web.pdf.

2 National Center for Education Statistics, IPEDS 2019-20 Data Collection System, 2019-20 Survey Materials
Instructions webpage, accessed June 29, 2020. https://bit.ly/3idP92R.

3 Quality Matters, Eduventures Research, & Educause, Changing Landscape of Online Education (CHLOE) Report 9,
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However, advocates working with incarcerated students have shared with us that the proposed changes
do not fully address situations in which a student cannot return to their PEP after an involuntary
interruption. For example, a student may be transferred to a different correctional facility and unable to
resume studies at their PEP, causing them to be absent from their program beyond 180 days in a 12-
month period allotted by an approved leave of absence. Institutions must then treat the student as a
withdrawal and perform R2T4 calculations. We encourage the Department to consult with correctional
education practitioners to ensure that neither students nor institutions are financially penalized for
involuntary interruptions to education that extend beyond the approved leave of absence timeframe.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on behalf of TICAS, as well as for your work to serve
the interests of students and student loan borrowers. If you have any questions or need any further
clarification on any of the above responses to the Department’s Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, please
contact Dr. Kyle Southern from our team at ksouthern@ticas.org.

Sincerely,

Sameer Gadkaree
President



