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Federal higher education update: 
loan rules, accountability, and 
accreditation in flux

-

BY FRANK M. YAMADA

While these federal developments warrant close atten-

tion, they are unfolding alongside broader challenges and 

opportunities that are reshaping theological education. 

Schools are navigating financial pressures, changing 

student demographics, evolving vocational pathways, and 

increasing regulatory complexity. Yet one truth remains 

clear: the value of theological education has not dimin-

ished. In many ways, it has become more urgent. ATS 

remains committed to supporting our member schools as 

they continue the important work of forming leaders for 

communities of faith and the broader public.

Professional program definition
One important dOne important development concerns the federal defini-

tion of a “professional program” for purposes of graduate 

student loan limits. On June 24, a federal district court 

temporarily halted the US Department of Education’s 

new, narrower definition of a “professional program” for 

graduate loan-limit purposes, finding serious legal prob-

lems with the rule. The prior, broader definition applies 

for now while litigation continues.for now while litigation continues.

What this means for member schools:

• The Department’s interim guidance recognizes 

    Master of Divinity (MDiv) and rabbinical studies pro-

Federal higher education policy has moved fast 
this summer. Since our last update, several sig-
nificant actions have taken place involving fed-
eral student aid, program accountability, and 
graduate student loan eligibility. More is still to 
come related to accreditation and civil rights. 
This update provides a high-level summary of 
what member schools need to know and why it 
matters for the work we do together.

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/electronic-announcements/2026-06-29/update-list-professional-degree-programs-due-court-order
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/student-aid-policy/2026/06/25/judge-tosses-professional-degree-definition
https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/39284/Following_Legal_Action_ED_Publishes_EA_Temporarily_Adds_New_CIP_Codes_Eligible_for_Professional_Degree_Designation_Removes_Others
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Earnings-based accountability 
and Title IV aid eligibility

The Department has also finalized new earnings-based 

accountability regulations that will help determine which 

academic programs keep access to federal student loans.

What’s changing:

• • Schools will face new annual reporting requirements  
    through the Student Tuition and Transparency System 
    (STATS). Beginning October 1, 2026, institutions must 
    annually report program-level information, including 

    CIP code, credential level, program length, cost of atten-

    dance, private education loan data, and completion or 

    withdrawal status for students. The final rule also 

    reduces certain     reduces certain existing reporting requirements by 

    eliminating data elements already collected through 

    other federal systems.

• Graduate programs will be judged partly on graduates' 
    earnings. The federal government will compare the 
    earnings of graduates from a master's or doctoral 

    program to the earnings of a typical person whose 

    highest credential is a bachelor's degree.      highest credential is a bachelor's degree.  

• Programs must demonstrate an "earnings premium." In 
    practical terms, graduates must earn more than a bach- 

    elor's degree holder in the same or similar program sub- 

    ject to some geographic limitations. If they do not, the 

    program may be considered a "low-earning outcome 

    program." 

• • A graduate seminary could lose access to federal direct 
    loans for a specific program. If a program fails the earn-
    ings test in two out of three consecutive award years, 
    that program can lose eligibility for the federal direct 

    loan program. This is the most immediate consequence. 

    The first reporting year is 2027, and the earliest a pro-

    gram could potentially lose access would be summer 2028.

• • Persistent failure could bring broader Title IV consequences. 
    After three years of consistently failing the earnings 

    measure, the Department could remove all Title IV 

    eligibility for low-earning programs, potentially 

    affecting access to federal student aid associated with 

    those programs. 

• Religious schools are not exempt simply because they are  
    nonp    nonprofit or faith-based. One of the major changes is that 

https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-issues-final-rule-hold-all-colleges-and-universities-accountable-low-earning-programs
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/fact-sheet-trump-administration-implements-accountability-provisions-of-working-families-tax-cuts-act-june-29-2026-114288.pdf
https://www.nasfaa.org/ge_2026
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/student-aid-policy/2026/06/29/6-charts-breaking-down-new-federal-earnings-test
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/student-aid-policy/2026/06/29/6-charts-breaking-down-new-federal-earnings-test
https://www.regulations.gov/comment/ED-2026-OPE-0100-3158
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https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-reaches-consensus-reform-and-strengthen-americas-higher-education-accreditation-system
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-reaches-consensus-reform-and-strengthen-americas-higher-education-accreditation-system
https://www.chea.org/negotiated-rulemaking-accreditation-2026
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/2026-provincial-territorial-allocations-under-international-student-cap.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/2026-provincial-territorial-allocations-under-international-student-cap.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2026/07/imposing-additional-duties-to-offset-canadian-discrimination-against-the-commerce-of-the-united-states-with-respect-to-motor-vehicles/
https://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/eAgendaMain
https://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/eAgendaMain
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• Insঞtuঞonal accountability and public confidence: The  
    Department is placing increased emphasis on institu-

    tional accountability beyond traditional compliance re-

    quirements. In an August 2026 letter to college and uni-

    versity leaders, Secretary Linda McMahon called on in-

    stitutions to publicly outline steps they will take to 

    strengthen admissions t    strengthen admissions transparency, free expression, 

    intellectual pluralism, affordability, student outcomes, 

    academic rigor, and research integrity. Although the ini-

    tiative is not currently a regulatory requirement, it re-

    flects broader federal concerns about the public value 

    of higher education and aligns with several areas 

    already appearing in the Department's regulatory agenda.

None of this requires immediate action from member None of this requires immediate action from member 

schools, but it underscores how quickly the regulatory 

landscape keeps shifting. ATS will track these initiatives 

and flag anything with real implications for member 

schools.

https://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/eAgendaMain
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-secretary-of-education-linda-mcmahon-issues-national-call-action-university-presidents-and-governing-boards
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