
December 5, 2025

The Honorable Linda McMahon
Secretary of Education
U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue SW
Washington, D.C. 20202

Dear Secretary McMahon,

We write with deep concern regarding recent policy changes that impose strict federal student 
loan limits on advanced healthcare degree programs. As a result of provisions in H.R. 1, the 
Department of Education’s (Department) most recent negotiated rulemaking introduces new 
distinctions between graduate programs in determining federal loan eligibility. These distinctions
will directly undermine the ability of nurses, physical and occupational therapists, social 
workers, public health workers, mental health counselors, and other essential healthcare 
professionals to finance their education. Federal aid is one of the most effective tools for 
ensuring a stable and accessible healthcare workforce. This inequitable restructuring of graduate 
loan access places careers - in healthcare and a range of other professions - out of reach for 
middle-class students, deepens existing workforce shortages, and further strains a healthcare 
system already in crisis. We urge the Department to immediately reverse this harmful policy
and ensure equal access to federal loans for all graduate degrees.

Historically, most graduate and professional students across disciplines have had access to the 
same federal borrowing limits. However, H.R. 1 made disastrous changes to these programs, 
creating disparities in how much certain graduate students can borrow for direct unsubsidized 
loans.1 Subsequently, on November 6, 2025, the Department moved forward with a proposal that
compounds these disparities by failing to classify nursing, occupational therapy, physical 
therapy, and other graduate medical degrees as “professional programs.”2 As a result of the 
Department’s failure to classify these professions appropriately, students pursuing these degrees 
will be permitted to borrow only half as much in federal loans compared to their counterparts in 
other fields. This reduction, combined with the elimination of the Grad PLUS program, 

1 Congressional Research Service. Amendments to the Higher Education Act Made by P.L. 119-21, the FY2025 
Budget Reconciliation Law. September 29, 2025. https://crs.gov/Reports/R48727?source=search 
2 “U.S. Department of Education Concludes Negotiated Rulemaking Session to Implement the One Big Beautiful 
Bill Act’s Loan Provisions.” U.S. Department of Education. November 6, 2025. 
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-concludes-negotiated-rulemaking-
session-implement-one-big-beautiful-bill-acts-loan-provisions 
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represents a dramatic and destabilizing shift in how individuals pursue necessary advanced 
training for healthcare professions.3 

In practice, this policy undermines the future and stability of our healthcare system at a time of 
unprecedented workforce need. Across hospitals, clinics, and community health centers, the 
warning signs are clear. Nursing units are short-staffed, mental health providers are 
overwhelmed, and rehabilitation clinics cannot hire therapists fast enough to meet soaring patient
needs. Federal labor projections paint a stark picture of what these shortages look like on the 
ground. The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that the U.S. will need to fill roughly 194,500 
nursing positions every year through 2033, and demand for social workers and mental health 
counselors is expected to require nearly 123,000 new professionals annually. In rehabilitation 
fields, where patients rely on consistent access to physical and occupational therapy, demand for 
providers is projected to grow at rates nearly triple the national average, leaving thousands of 
unfilled positions each year.4

These are not abstract numbers; they represent real patients waiting longer for care, communities
losing vital services, and exhausted providers being stretched beyond capacity. By restricting 
access to federal loans, the Department is narrowing the pathway into these critical healthcare 
professions at the very moment that the need is surging, placing these degree programs out of 
reach for millions of prospective students. The result will be immediately felt in clinics already 
contending with staffing shortages and, over time, in teaching hospitals and training programs 
where shrinking graduate cohorts will weaken the pipeline of future practitioners. This policy 
only worsens the workforce crisis that is already compromising care and threatens to destabilize 
the nation’s entire healthcare infrastructure for generations to come. 

Aside from the workforce shortage this policy will create, it puts up yet another barrier to the 
middle class in the midst of our nation’s ongoing cost-of-living crisis. For tens of thousands of 
students, federal aid is the only viable pathway to afford the advanced training required for these 
medical professions, as well as those outside healthcare, including education, accounting, and 
architecture. By arbitrarily capping support, the Department is effectively pulling up the ladder 
of opportunity, forcing aspiring healthcare professionals to take on predatory private debt or 
abandon their calling altogether. This decision is the height of hypocrisy by an administration 
that claims to support the middle class, while actively penalizing working-class students seeking 
to serve their communities. 

In the richest country in the world, the Department’s proposal saddles an already overburdened 
health workforce with tremendous financial and staffing challenges. At a critical inflection point 
in the future of our nation’s healthcare, the administration must be advancing policies that 
address pressing workforce shortages and the cost of delivering care rather than exacerbating 
them. Given the need to correct this issue, we are actively considering policy options to ensure 

3 Ibid.
4 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook. https://www.bls.gov/ooh/healthcare/registered-
nurses.htm; https://www.bls.gov/ooh/community-and-social-service/social-workers.htm; 
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/community-and-social-service/substance-abuse-behavioral-disorder-and-mental-health-
counselors.htm; https://www.bls.gov/ooh/community-and-social-service/marriage-and-family-therapists.htm  
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/healthcare/physical-therapists.htm; https://www.bls.gov/ooh/healthcare/occupational-
therapists.htm; https://www.bls.gov/emp/
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equal treatment of federal loans for graduate degrees. We urge you to reverse course 
immediately to prevent irreversible damage to critical medical workforces.

Sincerely,

Timothy M. Kennedy
Member of Congress

Troy A. Carter, Sr.
Member of Congress

Jill Tokuda
Member of Congress

Veronica Escobar
Member of Congress

Lauren Underwood
Member of Congress

Mary Gay Scanlon
Member of Congress

Gilbert Ray Cisneros, Jr.
Member of Congress

Rashida Tlaib
Member of Congress

Deborah K. Ross
Member of Congress
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Adriano Espaillat
Member of Congress

Norma J. Torres
Member of Congress

John W. Mannion
Member of Congress

Suhas Subramanyam
Member of Congress

Greg Landsman
Member of Congress

Kim Schrier, M.D.
Member of Congress

Melanie Stansbury
Member of Congress

Yvette D. Clarke
Member of Congress

Chris Pappas
Member of Congress

Mike Quigley
Member of Congress

Debbie Dingell
Member of Congress

Nanette Diaz Barragán
Member of Congress
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Shomari Figures
Member of Congress

Cleo Fields
Member of Congress

Jim Costa
Member of Congress

Madeleine Dean
Member of Congress

Eleanor Holmes Norton
Member of Congress

Laura Friedman
Member of Congress

Joe Neguse
Member of Congress
Ranking Member, 
Subcommittee on Federal 
Lands

Frederica S. Wilson
Member of Congress

Brendan F. Boyle
Member of Congress

Dan Goldman 
Member of Congress

George Latimer
Member of Congress

Mark Pocan
Member of Congress
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Ted W. Lieu
Member of Congress

Sylvia R. Garcia
Member of Congress

Lori Trahan
Member of Congress

Raja Krishnamoorthi
Member of Congress

Sam T. Liccardo
Member of Congress

Danny K. Davis
Member of Congress

Summer L. Lee
Member of Congress

Maxine Dexter
Member of Congress

John B. Larson
Member of Congress

LaMonica McIver
Member of Congress

Thomas R. Suozzi
Member of Congress

James P. McGovern
Member of Congress
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Juan Vargas
Member of Congress

Jennifer L. McClellan
Member of Congress

Nikema Williams
Member of Congress

Jan Schakowsky
Member of Congress

Bennie G. Thompson
Member of Congress

Dina Titus
Member of Congress

Jared Huffman
Member of Congress

Jimmy Panetta
Member of Congress

Suzan K. DelBene
Member of Congress

Adelita S. Grijalva
Member of Congress

Emily Randall
Member of Congress

Diana DeGette
Member of Congress
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Pramila Jayapal
Member of Congress

Ami Bera, M.D.
Member of Congress

Andrea Salinas
Member of Congress

Chrissy Houlahan
Member of Congress

Chellie Pingree
Member of Congress

William R. Keating
Member of Congress

Lateefah Simon
Member of Congress

Mike Levin
Member of Congress

Greg Stanton
Member of Congress

Adam Smith
Member of Congress

Kelly Morrison
Member of Congress

Pablo José Hernández
Member of Congress
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