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October 24, 2025 

 
Senator Bill Cassidy 
Chair 
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, & Pensions 
United States Senate 
428 Senate Dirksen Office Building 
Washington, DC 20510 
 

Dear Chair Cassidy,  

The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) appreciates the opportunity to provide 
feedback in response to the Committee’s Request for Information (RFI) on increasing transparency 
around college costs and value. AACC represents the nation’s 1,024 community colleges and their 10 
million students. 

Community colleges are a great American success story. They provide an inexpensive, convenient, high-
quality on-ramp to higher education for more than 8 million credit students each year, with another 4.7 
million students enrolled in non-credit programs. Community colleges are engines of upward mobility 
that simultaneously provide the skilled workers the ever-evolving economy needs to thrive. 

Community colleges are also affordable and strive to keep tuitions as low as possible—just $4,050 for a 
full-year, full-time student (College Board: Trends in College Pricing, 2024). More than 41% of all 
community college students receive federal aid to help cover these costs. Less than 12% of community 
college students rely on federal loans. Community college students who do borrow only take out an 
average of $4,800 in debt to finance their degree or credential (National Postsecondary Student Aid 
Study 2020; NPSAS:20).  

Community college students bring a diversity of life experiences and needs to our campuses. The 
average community college student is 27 years old. Sixty-six percent of community college students 
attend part time. Almost one-third are the first in their family to attend college. Only 1.8% of community 
college students live on campus. The overwhelming majority of community college students are working, 
with 40% of community college students working full time (NPSAS:20). 

Our federal higher education system’s data frameworks were not designed for these varied students. Too 
many of our existing consumer tools are still best equipped to help first-time, full-time young adult 
students compare between different residential colleges. For the most part, community college students 
are not choosing between different colleges. Rather, they are making an assessment—based on price 
and expected value—of whether to attend college at all and what to study at the college nearest them. 
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Financing remains a critical, often dispositive, issue for community college students, but program choice 
is of tremendous importance as well, as it is throughout higher education. 

Community colleges deliver a strong value proposition, and we welcome the Committee’s commitment 
to improving transparency and education around costs and outcomes. These efforts should be 
thoughtful, well-designed, and tailored to provide all students in all circumstances with the most useful 
information—rather than just more information—to inform institutional selection, program choice, and 
student borrowing, with the ultimate goal of delivering stronger postsecondary outcomes.  

Institutions are required to undertake a wide range of reporting and disclosure activities under Section 
485 of the Higher Education Act (HEA), designed, at least in theory, to inform and empower student 
choices. Despite the high institutional burden and cost associated with these activities, especially on 
smaller colleges, it is not clear the extent to which many of these mandatory disclosures are reaching 
students, influencing their enrollment behavior, or providing information that aligns with the 
Committee’s priorities under college cost and value transparency. The Committee has a significant 
opportunity to reexamine current disclosure requirements on institutions and to streamline them in the 
interest of delivering the most relevant and useful information to students and families.  

AACC looks forward to working closely with the Committee to pursue commonsense solutions in this 
area. Responses for the Committee’s consideration are below.   

Policy Goal #1: Price Transparency 

Community colleges share a mission of being open-access, affordable, and transparent in their pricing 
models. We strive to keep tuition and fees as low as possible and, with federal, state, and institutional 
aid, many community college students effectively pay no tuition and fees. However, non-tuition costs, 
including housing, food, childcare, and transportation, have continued to increase substantially. 

When students underestimate the full cost of college, unexpected expenses can derail their college 
success. At the same time, when students overestimate the cost of college, they may choose not to 
enroll, or they may decrease the number of classes they take each semester (delaying their time to 
graduation and introducing more opportunities to stop out). Ensuring that students have a clear and 
accurate understanding of their individualized cost assessment is critical.  

Speaking very generally across our millions of students, institutional net price calculators are not nearly 
as relevant to community college students as they can be for students enrolling in other types of 
institutions. While non-tuition costs are the largest share of the presented net cost for community 
college students, most community college students are already covering these expenses prior to 
enrollment. Ongoing living expenses, like housing and food, generally do not change when they 
matriculate in a community college. If poorly presented or communicated to students, net price 
calculators can lead non-traditional students—especially adult students and first-generation students—
to overestimate the additional costs associated with enrolling in college.  

Net price calculators can be useful in helping students “comparison shop” between two institutions 
offering different aid packages with different types of institutional awards, but they are not often 
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relevant to community college students. Community colleges do not engage in tuition discounting. On 
the other hand, non-Title IV government financial programs and related benefits often provide essential 
support to community college students, at least as or even more important than student aid. The fact 
that net price calculators are not designed to capture this support limits its utility and relevance to 
community college students, regardless of any refinements that may be developed. 

While net price calculators are not currently well-suited to inform most community college students with 
respect to college and program costs, enhancements could be made to improve their value to our 
students. First, any enhancements to net price calculators (including a universal net price calculator) 
should clearly state which costs are 

• paid directly to the institution; 
• not paid to the institution but are directly connected to enrollment at the college (e.g., books 

and equipment); and  
• not paid to the institution and represent the average cost of living for the area in which the 

college is located.  

These improvements would be particularly valuable for non-residential students. Further enhancements 
could improve cost estimates for students attending less than full time and incorporate additional 
information about government programs and non-Title IV sources of aid that may be available to them. 

Policy Goal #2: Value Transparency 

The linchpin of an effective higher education system is comprehensive data that accurately represents 
student success while students are enrolled and as they move into the workforce. AACC is eager to work 
with the Committee to improve data transparency, particularly around return on investment and value. 
There are enormous opportunities to improve the quality and availability of outcomes data in capturing 
measures of success for community college students.  

AACC has long supported the College Scorecard and urges the Committee to formally authorize the tool 
in any viable legislative vehicle. The Scorecard has served as an excellent consumer-facing source of data 
to help students and families make informed college decisions. Under three administrations, the 
Department of Education (ED) has worked to refine and append the data presented on the Scorecard in 
service of these goals, incorporating feedback from key stakeholders and results from consumer testing. 
That said, the Committee should balance the burden on institutions of additional reporting that may 
inform the Scorecard with the overall goals of the tool.  

The greatest strengths of the Scorecard are the availability of institution- and program-level outcomes 
data and the overall ease of use for students and families. The Scorecard provides students with a clear 
and easily digestible picture of student access, costs, and success. It helps students explore and navigate 
a complicated and complex higher education landscape by presenting them with the most important 
information. To that end, we urge the Committee to improve the quality of the data elements used on 
the Scorecard, rather than simply increasing the amount of information displayed on the consumer-
facing tool.   



 

4 
 

Community colleges also greatly appreciate enhancements to the Scorecard that incorporated the 8-year 
Outcomes Measure (OM) as the default measure of success on the initial institution snapshot. The 
standard federal Graduation Rate (GR) used in the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) had been the previous standard. That measure only counts first-time, full-time students who 
start in the fall and graduate within 150% of normal time, while the OM measures all degree-seeking 
students’ credential attainment after 8 years. We urge the Committee to ensure that this selection is 
permanent, alongside other reforms to how graduation rates are measured overall.  

To this end, AACC also strongly supports efforts to modify the existing required graduation rate measures 
to better reflect community college students’ pathways to degree completion, including transfer. The 
bipartisan Graduation Reporting for Accuracy and Decision-Making (GRAD) Act, last introduced in 2023, 
and the Time for Completion Act, last introduced in 2024, would serve as useful templates for these 
improvements. This legislation formalizes measures that are consistent with the OM measure and that 
have been adopted by community colleges as appropriate standards of student success. 

A significant challenge associated with the Scorecard is its relative lack of use by students and families as 
they make decisions. While modifying some of its data elements may improve its utility for certain 
students and increase uptake marginally, this major shortcoming of the Scorecard has nothing to do with 
its quality, but, rather, stakeholders’ awareness of the product. The Committee should require robust 
consumer testing of the Scorecard that includes recommendations on how to better socialize the tool 
with its intended users.  

An additional shortcoming of the Scorecard is that the outcomes information presented counts only a 
fraction of community college students. Current law prohibits the federal government from collecting 
student-level data across the board and limits reporting to students participating in the Title IV 
programs. As a result, current data fail to generate complete, accurate, and timely information about 
student progress and success. By limiting reporting to Title IV recipients, more than half of all community 
college students are not reflected in the data. This deeply undermines the utility of federal consumer 
tools, especially for community college students, but for policymakers as well. Another unfortunate 
byproduct of this limitation is that, while program-level outcomes data are among the most important 
Scorecard data, too many earnings cells are empty because of privacy issues due to the small number of 
Title IV recipients in completing cohorts. If the Department of Education could collect outcome measures 
for all students—rather than just Title IV-aided students—fewer  programs would be excluded from 
outcomes reporting on the Scorecard and more information would be available to potential students 
who may want to compare outcomes across programs or institutions.  

AACC has long supported the bipartisan, bicameral College Transparency Act (S. 2511). The bill would 
create a secure, privacy-protected federal student-level data network (SLDN) within the National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES) that finally counts all students and will generate accurate, meaningful data 
on postsecondary outcomes, including measures related to return on investment and college value. We 
urge the Committee to make this a top legislative priority, as it will enhance both transparency and 
accountability in the higher education system. 
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Finally, the Committee should consider new ways to capture non-credit education in existing consumer 
tools, like the Scorecard. Community college enrollments have generally decreased since the Great 
Recession, exacerbated by the pandemic, and are only now beginning to recover. However, these 
enrollment statistics, which measure credit enrollment, tell only part of the story. Some data indicate 
that an increasing share of students, especially male students, are instead enrolling in non-credit 
education, particularly short-term programs. Some data also indicate that these programs have strong 
enrollment interest in more rural communities, where enrollment declines have been even more 
precipitous than general declines in recent years. However, IPEDS does not currently collect information 
on these programs and, as a result, information on them is not available on the Scorecard. Community 
colleges urge the Committee to require ED to begin collecting data that will shed light on this crucial and 
growing area of postsecondary education and to incorporate it into consumer tools. 

Policy Goal #3: Financial Aid Offers 

In 2022, AACC joined the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA) and nine 
other higher education associations to form the “College Cost Transparency (CCT) Initiative.” The goal of 
the initiative was to improve the clarity, consistency, and accuracy of financial aid offers and other 
financial aid communications to students across institutions and sectors. This effort produced a set of 
shared definitions and standards for each financial aid offer. Among these standards, participating 
institutions ensure that Cost of Attendance captures  

• which costs are paid to the institution and which are paid to other entities; 
• the type and source of each form of offered financial aid and whether they must be repaid; 
• estimated net price for the student; 
• information on whether each form of financial aid is ongoing, renewable, or one-time, 
• clear labeling on all loans as “loans”; and 
• improved communication on the terms and conditions for student employment, federal student 

loans, and other forms of aid that have student requirements. 

These are all positive approaches that AACC endorses.   

While it is critical that financial aid offers are clear, understandable, and accurate, universalizing financial 
aid offers is not of signal importance for most community college students. Our students are generally 
not “comparison shopping” between two institutions offering different aid packages with different types 
of institutional awards. Instead, our students need common definitions and standards used among 
community colleges, created through the CCT Initiative, and enhanced, individualized communications to 
best reach students and their families. Due to these factors, community colleges do not see a particular 
benefit for our sector or our students in federal activity in this area.  

Policy Goal #4: Informed Borrowers 

Less than 12% of all community college students take out federal loans, but for those who do, too many 
struggle with successful loan repayment and experience default. For community college student 
borrowers, the most important information they can receive is a specific delineation of the serious 
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consequences of student loan default. Several dynamics have complicated the repayment process: the 
extended “pause” in repayment during the pandemic and months of confusing and often-changing 
information about repayment scenarios. Although the terms and conditions included in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan enacted by Congress are not as borrower friendly as some of those in effect earlier, 
overall, the new framework should facilitate repayment and reduce defaults. 

In addition, every effort needs to be undertaken to ensure that students understand how they can, and 
must, stay connected to loan servicers. In this regard, the government has a responsibility to ensure that 
servicers provide clear, consistent, and strategic communications with borrowers to ensure that they 
understand the full implications of their obligations.   

Loans play a complicated role in student financing. Because the vast majority of community college 
students work as they pursue higher education, they are already generating income that loans 
complement. Therefore, the impact of these loan funds on student success can be difficult to identify 
discretely. In certain instances, borrowing can enable students to work less and take on heavier credit 
loads, thereby accelerating completion. However, in most cases, a single Direct Loan is not large enough 
to allow a student to make significant changes in employment.    

Colleges must retain the discretion to choose to participate in the federal loan programs. The basic 
reason for this is that many institutions have financing structures that enable students to avoid relying 
on federal loans altogether. AACC has taken this same position in formal comments that the Association 
is submitting to the Department of Education on its proposed regulatory revisions to the Application for 
Approval to Participate in the Federal Student Aid Programs (E-App).   

We commend Congress for granting institutions the authority to loan maximums on a programmatic 
basis, which was initiated by the FY 2025 reconciliation legislation. AACC has long supported giving 
campuses this option. It is not clear to what extent this new authority will be used—it depends to some 
extent on the ongoing regulatory process—but it is clear that different programs of study produce, on 
average, dramatically different average earnings by completers. In certain cases, institutions may want to 
exercise their ability to institute different loan maximums. 

While it is appropriate, and the law, for institutions to inform students about their loan eligibility, aid 
offers should be structured so that colleges are not required to package loans.  

The Workforce Pell Grant program created in the FY 2025 reconciliation bill stands to further expand 
opportunities to career advancement and sustained participation in higher education. Community 
college leaders have consistently stated that financial barriers prevented thousands of would-be 
students from enrolling in programs that now stand to be eligible for Pell Grants. This is a significant 
achievement that we commend. However, this legislative change alone is not enough to catalyze 
enrollment in programs, expand career options, and increase earnings. Information about the programs 
needs to be effectively communicated, and this activity is made more challenging by the fact that most 
of the individuals who might benefit from the Workforce Pell are adult students who have busy lives and 
many roles that demand their time and attention.   
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As the new Workforce Pell Grant eligibility takes hold, campus officials will want to think carefully about 
strategies for making potential beneficiaries aware of these programs. Naturally, these strategies will be 
informed by ongoing campus efforts for all their programs. A key element of the marketing of these 
programs will be to emphasize that, for many students, the Workforce Pell program can provide more 
than a step toward a better job, but, rather, a gateway to further higher education and brighter long-
term career prospects. Colleges will also want to help potential students understand the data that will be 
used to determine program eligibility.   

Federal disclosures required in Section 485 should be reviewed. The list is so long the information can 
lose students’ attention, and these requirements have accrued over time without stakeholder activity 
reevaluating their import and relevance.   

Conclusion 

As the Committee works to improve transparency around college costs and value, Congress should 
ensure that student-facing tools and the data that populate them accurately reflect the educational 
paths and experiences of community college students. We look forward to working with you to enact 
common sense reforms that better position all students for success.  

For more information, please contact AACC Senior Vice President of Government Relations David Baime 
(dbaime@aacc.nche.edu) or Government Relations Manager Kathryn Gimborys 
(kgimborys@aacc.nche.edu). 

 

Sincerely, 

 

DeRionne P. Pollard, Ph.D. 

President and CEO 
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