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Washington, DC 20202 

 

To Whom it May Concern: 

 

On behalf of the members of the New England Council, I write to share comments on the 

Department of Education’s recent Reimagining and Improving Student Education proposed rule. 

We appreciate the significant undertaking of negotiating and drafting rules stemming from the 

One Big Beautiful Bill Act’s changes to the Higher Education Act and the opportunity to 

comment on the proposed regulation. The New England Council is a non-partisan alliance of 

businesses, academic and health institutions, and public and private organizations throughout 

New England with a mission to identify and support federal public policies and articulate the 

voice of its membership regionally and nationally on important issues facing New England. 

Members of the New England Council include businesses and organizations large and small 

from throughout the six New England states and represent a wide variety of industries and 

sectors, including energy, financial services, health care, higher education, technology, 

telecommunications, and transportation.  

This breadth of our membership affords us with insights into the threats and opportunities facing 

many sectors of our economy and society, and, informed by that perspective, we write with 

particular concern that the rulemaking process has too narrowly defined “professional” degree 

programs in the federal graduate lending program, and the far-reaching disruptions such a change 

could have on everything from business productivity to education, healthcare, and youth mental 

health. 

As you are aware, the recent reconciliation package made significant changes to federal graduate 

lending, which our members believe will exacerbate workforce shortages in key professions, 

primarily in the healthcare sector, across the United States, and especially rural areas. The 

legislation eliminated the Grad PLUS loan program, lowered the aggregate cap for direct 

graduate student loans to $100,000, and established the aggregate gap for direct professional 

student loans at $200,000. We are concerned that this change will deter people from entering 

mental health and healthcare professions already facing significant workforce shortages. 
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Graduate and professional students often have to cover the cost of books, living expenses such as 

housing and food, and the cost of their program. The annual caps for graduate and professional 

degrees at $20,500 and $50,000 respectively make this particularly challenging for students in 

high-cost-of-living areas. Additionally, we are concerned about the reduction in the annual loan 

limits for students who are enrolled less than full-time.  

We are deeply concerned that the Department of Education seeks to narrowly define 

“professional” degree as only applying to 11 programs: Medicine, Dentistry, Veterinary 

Medicine, Law, Pharmacy, Optometry, Podiatry, Chiropractic, Theology, Osteopathic Medicine, 

and Clinical Psychology. This leaves out many critical programs, such as social work, nursing, 

physician’s assistant, teaching, physical therapy, business, and many others, that would be 

excluded from the “professional” category. Specifically, as it pertains to healthcare, we are 

concerned that this change will have negative impacts and add to the already existing healthcare 

worker shortage.  

The Department of Education should ensure the definition of “professional” is flexible enough to 

meet the nation’s workforce needs. The New England Council urges you to explicitly include all 

post-baccalaureate health and clinical professions programs that are generally required for 

licensure or certification within the definition of “professional degree programs” as these 

programs are rigorous, practice-based, and include substantial clinical training to build up the 

future healthcare workforce and to broaden the definition of professional in a way that accounts 

for workforce shortages and innovation across various industries.  

Students should be incentivized to pursue advanced degrees in high need areas, rather than 

limiting their access to professional development opportunities. The Department also should 

delay implementation of these changes until July 1, 2027 to bring it in line with the statutory 

requirements of the Master Calendar. The Master Calendar rules require that any changes to Title 

IV of the HEA be finalized and published before November 1 in order to take effect the 

following July 1. As we are in March 2026, that would mean the changes would take effect July 

2027. 

We appreciate your attention to this important issue.  If you have any questions, please contact 

Mariah Healy, Director of Federal Affairs, at mhealy@newenglandcouncil.com. 

Sincerely, 

mailto:mhealy@newenglandcouncil.com
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James T. Brett  

President and CEO  

 


