
March 2, 2026

The Honorable Nicholas Kent 
Under Secretary of Education
U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Ave SW
Washington, DC 20202

Re: Reimagining and Improving Student Education [Docket ID ED–2025–OPE–0944] 

Dear Under Secretary Kent:  

We write regarding the Department of Education’s notice of proposed rulemaking to implement 
the student financial aid provisions included in Public Law 119–21. As Members of Congress 
who have championed legislation to strengthen the nursing workforce, we write with 
disappointment over the Department’s decision to omit post-baccalaureate nursing degrees from 
the regulatory definition of “professional degree.” As such, we strongly urge you to categorize 
all post-baccalaureate nursing degrees (MSN, DNP, PhD) as “professional degrees.” 

Nurses comprise the largest health care workforce in the United States, with more than 5 million 
registered nurses nationwide, including over 500,000 advanced practice registered nurses 
(APRNs). Nurses provide high-quality care to patients in all communities, including rural and 
urban areas, yet we are in the midst of a nursing workforce crisis in this country. According to 
the 2024 National Nursing Workforce Study, more than 138,000 nurses have left the workforce 
since 2022 due to stress, burnout, and retirement, and by 2029, almost 40 percent of nurses 
intend to leave the workforce. Post-baccalaureate prepared nurses are essential for patients to 
have access to high-quality health care in the United States, and for educating and providing 
clinical training for the next generation of nursing students. Given this trend, we have a strong 
interest in bolstering the nursing workforce, and the nursing faculty that educate them. This 
support extends to legislation and regulations that will make it easier for nurses to enter the field.

The Department’s interpretation of the term “professional degree” will make it more difficult for 
nurses to join the health care workforce because the Department explicitly said that a Master of 
Science in Nursing (MSN) or a Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) would not satisfy the 
“professional degree” definition. This will make it harder for nursing students to access the loans
that they need. Moreover, it is important to note that the original regulation cited by Congress, 
which the Department recognizes, describes a professional degree as a degree that “signifies both
completion of the academic requirements for beginning practice in a given profession and a level
of professional skill beyond that normally required for a bachelor’s degree.” That regulation also 
states that “professional licensure is also generally required.” Post-baccalaureate nursing degrees 
satisfy these criteria, as all APRNs must have a graduate degree, such as an MSN or a DNP, and 
require national certification and state licensure to practice. 

The Department also omits nursing from its definition of a “professional degree” due to its 
troubling explanation that degrees that may be required under state law to have a supervisory 
agreement or relationship with another licensed professional cannot be professional degrees. 
However, this particular characterization goes far beyond how professional students are defined 
in § 685.102 and the definition of “professional degree” in § 668.2 as intended by Congress. 



According to that definition, students must possess “a level of professional skill beyond that 
normally required for a bachelor’s degree.” These qualifications are clearly satisfied by an MSN,
a DNP, a PhD in nursing. The additional limits the proposed rule places on health professionals 
are arbitrary and unprecedented. 

Furthermore, this new proposed limit to exclude professions that may be required under state law
to have a supervisory agreement or relationship with another provider was never part of 
discussions by the Reimagining and Improving Student Education (RISE) Committee. Similarly, 
when defining the term “professional student,” the text of H.R. 1 pointed to “section 668.2 of 
title 34, Code of Federal Regulations (as in effect on the date of enactment of this paragraph).” 
That regulation gives specific examples of a professional degree but explicitly says that those 
examples “include but are not limited to” a list of professions. Congress specifically pointed to a 
broader regulation, but the Department has circumvented the text of H.R. 1 by including a fixed 
list of degrees rather than a larger group or a recognition that these examples “include but are not
limited to,” as Congress intended.  

Post-baccalaureate nursing students also have a demonstrated need to access the higher 
borrowing limits for professional degrees set in Public Law 119–21. The law states that students 
earning professional degrees may borrow up to $50,000 annually and $200,000 aggregate, in 
contrast to students earning graduate degrees, whose borrowing limits are capped at $20,500 
annually and $100,000 aggregate. In a recent survey on the impact of federal loan limits on post-
baccalaureate nursing education, 81% of nursing students surveyed indicated that the $100,000 
aggregate federal loan cap will negatively impact their ability to finance their education.1 

Similarly, the current graduate level loan cap would not meet the need of most Certified 
Registered Nurse Anesthetist (CRNA) programs, which can cost over $200,000, thereby 
restricting the pipeline of CRNAs and further limiting an anesthesia workforce that is suffering 
from shortages across all provider types. For example, a recent survey of nurses showed that 
75% of those surveyed reported that CRNA education would no longer be financially feasible 
under the new loan caps.2 CRNA programs have shown to be a critical return on investment, 
with default rates near zero percent, and a workforce that overwhelmingly provides anesthesia to 
rural and underserved communities where higher cost physicians do not practice. 

In addition, many post-baccalaureate nursing programs hit the annual limit of $20,500, including 
some programs that may be under the aggregate limit. For instance, many nurse practitioner and 
other post-baccalaureate academic programs operate year-round across three full-time semesters,
as opposed to the traditional two-semester academic calendar, and thus cost more than $20,500 
per year. A recent survey also found that 82% of nursing students reported that the $20,500 
annual loan limit would negatively affect their ability to finance their education. These same 
students reported an average annual cost of approximately $38,500, nearly double the new 

1Assessing the Impact of Federal Loan Limits on Post-Baccalaureate Nursing Education: Perspectives from Deans 
and Students, American Association of Colleges of Nursing (December 2025),  
https://www.aacnnursing.org/Portals/0/PDFs/Data/AACN-Data-Loan-Cap-Survey-Report-December-2025.pdf. 
2 Impact of Proposed Federal Loan Limits on the CRNA Workforce: Findings from AANA’s Pulse Survey on the 
Affordability of CRNA Education, American Association of Nurse Anesthesiology (January 2026), 
https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Impact-of-Proposed-Federal-Loan-Limits-on-the-CRNA-
Workforce-1.pdf. 

https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Impact-of-Proposed-Federal-Loan-Limits-on-the-CRNA-Workforce-1.pdf
https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Impact-of-Proposed-Federal-Loan-Limits-on-the-CRNA-Workforce-1.pdf
https://www.aacnnursing.org/Portals/0/PDFs/Data/AACN-Data-Loan-Cap-Survey-Report-December-2025.pdf


annual graduate borrowing cap.3 Classifying these programs as graduate programs would result 
in these students having to take out additional student loans to cover the remainder of their 
tuition, which will limit the ability for students to complete their advanced degree. 

At a time when our nation is facing a health care shortage, especially in primary care, now is not 
the time to cut off the student pipeline to these programs. According to the Medicare Payment 
Advisory Commission (MedPAC), fifty-seven percent of Medicare beneficiaries received a 
primary care service from an NP or physician associate (PA), and sixty-six percent of rural 
Medicare patients received a primary care service from an NP or PA. Consequently, we believe 
that post-baccalaureate nursing degrees should be included in the department’s definition of a 
“professional degree.”

Nurses and nurse faculty make up the backbone of our health system, and post-baccalaureate 
nursing degrees lead to demonstrated outcomes, with a recent study from the Foundation for 
Research on Equal Opportunity showing that nursing was one of the top three master’s degrees 
for return on investment.4 As such, post-baccalaureate nursing degrees should be treated equally 
to other accredited post-baccalaureate health profession degrees. 

Thank you for your attention to this matter, and we implore you to work with us to improve and 
expand the nursing workforce across the country. 

Sincerely,

Jeffrey A. Merkley
United States Senator

Roger F. Wicker
United States Senator

Jen A. Kiggans
Member of Congress

Suzanne Bonamici
Member of Congress

3 Assessing the Impact of Federal Loan Limits on Post-Baccalaureate Nursing Education: Perspectives from Deans 
and Students, American Association of Colleges of Nursing (December 2025),  
https://www.aacnnursing.org/Portals/0/PDFs/Data/AACN-Data-Loan-Cap-Survey-Report-December-2025.pdf.
4 Preston Cooper, Is Grad School Worth It? A Comprehensive Return on Investment Analysis, Foundation for 
Research on Equal Opportunity, https://freopp.org/whitepapers/is-grad-school-worth-it-a-comprehensive-return-
on-investment-analysis/. 
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United States Senator
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United States Senator
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United States Senator
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Member of Congress

Brian K. Fitzpatrick
Member of Congress

Lauren Underwood
Member of Congress

Amy Klobuchar
United States Senator

Christopher A. Coons
United States Senator
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Member of Congress
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United States Senator

John B. Larson
Member of Congress

Lisa Blunt Rochester
United States Senator



Joe Courtney
Member of Congress

Jill Tokuda
Member of Congress

David P. Joyce
Member of Congress

Rashida Tlaib
Member of Congress

Mike Thompson
Member of Congress

Elissa Slotkin
United States Senator

Eleanor Holmes Norton
Member of Congress

Jan Schakowsky
Member of Congress

Lloyd Doggett
Member of Congress

Bennie G. Thompson
Member of Congress

Val Hoyle
Member of Congress

James C. Moylan
Member of Congress

Gilbert Ray Cisneros, Jr.
Member of Congress

Rich McCormick, MD, MBA
Member of Congress



Andrea Salinas
Member of Congress

Michael V. Lawler
Member of Congress

Sanford D. Bishop, Jr.
Member of Congress

Yvette D. Clarke
Member of Congress

Ron Wyden
United States Senator

Chris Van Hollen
United States Senator

Andy Kim
United States Senator

Suzan K. DelBene
Member of Congress

Stephen F. Lynch
Member of Congress

Rob Bresnahan, Jr.
Member of Congress

Ed Case
Member of Congress

Raphael Warnock
United States Senator

Zoe Lofgren
Member of Congress

Edward J. Markey
United States Senator



Kathy Castor
Member of Congress

Nanette Diaz Barragán
Member of Congress

Scott H. Peters
Member of Congress

Emily Randall
Member of Congress

Chris Pappas
Member of Congress

Janelle S. Bynum
Member of Congress

James R. Walkinshaw
Member of Congress

Danny K. Davis
Member of Congress

Dina Titus
Member of Congress

Sarah Elfreth
Member of Congress

Shri Thanedar
Member of Congress

Elizabeth Warren
United States Senator

Delia C. Ramirez
Member of Congress

Frank Pallone, Jr.
Member of Congress



Terri A. Sewell
Member of Congress

SETH MOULTON
Member of Congress

Alma S. Adams, Ph.D.
Member of Congress

Tina Smith
United States Senator

Dan Goldman 
Member of Congress

Johnny Olszewski, Jr.
Member of Congress

Joseph D. Morelle
Member of Congress

Chris Deluzio
Member of Congress

Angie Craig
Member of Congress

Jasmine Crockett
Member of Congress

Tammy Duckworth
United States Senator

Christopher S. Murphy
United States Senator

Kim Schrier, M.D.
Member of Congress

Bill Foster
Member of Congress



Sharice L. Davids
Member of Congress

Frederica S. Wilson
Member of Congress

Marilyn Strickland
Member of Congress

Grace Meng
Member of Congress

Ritchie Torres
Member of Congress

Richard Blumenthal
United States Senator

Kirsten Gillibrand
United States Senator

Jared Huffman
Member of Congress

Brittany Pettersen
Member of Congress

Adelita S. Grijalva
Member of Congress

Rick Larsen
Member of Congress

Eric Swalwell
Member of Congress

Jack Reed
United States Senator

Mark Pocan
Member of Congress



James P. McGovern
Member of Congress

Morgan McGarvey
Member of Congress

Peter Welch
United States Senator

Madeleine Dean
Member of Congress

Valerie P. Foushee
Member of Congress

Emanuel Cleaver, II
Member of Congress

Ted W. Lieu
Member of Congress

Sarah McBride
Member of Congress
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Member of Congress
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Member of Congress
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United States Senator
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United States Senator
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Member of Congress

Kelly Morrison
Member of Congress

Jeanne Shaheen
United States Senator

Richard J. Durbin
United States Senator

Pramila Jayapal
Member of Congress

Chellie Pingree
Member of Congress

Cory A. Booker
United States Senator

Nicole Malliotakis
Member of Congress

Jack Bergman
Member of Congress

Suhas Subramanyam
Member of Congress

Greg Landsman
Member of Congress

Angus S. King, Jr.
United States Senator

Michael Guest
Member of Congress

Debbie Dingell
Member of Congress



Gabe Amo
Member of Congress

Robin L. Kelly
Member of Congress

Cynthia M. Lummis
United States Senator

Derrick Van Orden
Member of Congress

Betty McCollum
Member of Congress

Marc A. Veasey
Member of Congress

Dwight Evans
Member of Congress

Jimmy Panetta
Member of Congress

Jim Himes
Member of Congress

Summer L. Lee
Member of Congress

Jahana Hayes
Member of Congress

Thomas R. Suozzi
Member of Congress

Ilhan Omar
Member of Congress

Steve Cohen
Member of Congress



Dave Min
Member of Congress

Maggie Goodlander
Member of Congress

Andrew R. Garbarino
Member of Congress

Linda T. Sánchez
Member of Congress

Sheldon Whitehouse
United States Senator

Jennifer L. McClellan
Member of Congress

Patty Murray
United States Senator

Jamie Raskin
Member of Congress

Darren Soto
Member of Congress

Sheila Cherfilus-McCormick
Member of Congress

Jim Costa
Member of Congress

Alex Padilla
United States Senator

Judy Chu
Member of Congress

Mark R. Warner
United States Senator



Julia Brownley
Member of Congress

Maxine Dexter
Member of Congress

Melanie Stansbury
Member of Congress

Eric Sorensen
Member of Congress

John Garamendi
Member of Congress

Jerrold Nadler
Member of Congress

Al Green
Member of Congress

Haley M. Stevens
Member of Congress

Gary C. Peters
United States Senator

Debbie Wasserman Schultz
Member of Congress

Josh Gottheimer
Member of Congress

Mark DeSaulnier
Member of Congress

Teresa Leger Fernández
Member of Congress

Adam B. Schiff
United States Senator



Lisa Murkowski
United States Senator

Laura Friedman
Member of Congress

CC: The Honorable Linda McMahon, Secretary of Education 


