DEMOCRATIC WOMEN'S CAUCUS

March 2, 2026

The Honorable Linda E. McMahon Ms. Tamy Abernathy

Secretary Director, Policy Coordination Group
U.S. Department of Education Office of Postsecondary Education
400 Maryland Ave. SW 400 Maryland Ave. SW, 5th Floor
Washington, DC 20202 Washington, DC 20202

RE: Reimagining and Improving Student Education, RIN 1840-AD98 [Docket ID ED-2025-
OPE-0944]

Dear Secretary McMahon:

As Members of the Democratic Women’s Caucus, we are committed to building an economy
where women have access to quality education, equal job opportunities, and support in any
career path they choose. That’s why we write to express our deep concerns regarding the
Department of Education’s [the Department] proposed rule, RIN 1840-AD98, which would
narrow the definition of ‘professional students’ to implement the student loan provisions of the
ironically named One Big Beautiful Bill Act, signed into law in July 2025. This reclassification
would disproportionately harm women, who make up the majority of the professional students
losing access to student loans in this rule—registered nurses, physician assistants, physical
therapists, educators, and social workers.' Students pursuing these demanding and essential
professions would no longer qualify for greater loan assistance under proposed rule RIN 1840-
AD9S8. We urge the Department to immediately modify this rule and expand the definition
of professional students in a way that does not indiscriminately leave professions that are
dominated by women without adequate access to funding.

The poorly named One Big Beautiful Bill Act, launched an unprecedented attack on women
graduate students’ ability to pay for their education. This law eliminated Grad PLUS Loans,
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instituted arbitrary loan caps, and established exclusionary definitions to classify degrees under
those limits. Prior to this law, all graduate students had access to different types of loans to
finance their education regardless of their degree. Specifically, through Grad PLUS Loans, a
student could borrow equal to the amount of their cost of attendance minus any financial aid.>
Following the enactment of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, proposed rule RIN 1840-AD98 would
separate ‘professional’ and ‘graduate’ students under the law’s new degree definitions to enforce
the new loan caps. Notably, the rule would define students in women dominated fields, like
nursing, education, and social work as ‘graduate students’ rather than ‘professional students.” As
a result, these ‘graduate students’ would have a cap of $20,500 per year with a lifetime
maximum of $100,000 in student loans. In comparison, ‘professional students’ can borrow up to
$50,000 a year with a $200,000 lifetime maximum.® This rule both undervalues the rigor of these
degree programs and restricts the financial assistance available to women graduates to pursue
these in-demand jobs.

Women will face outsized financial hardship due to this rule because the degrees reclassified for
lower loan caps are predominantly pursued by women including registered nurses, educators, and
social workers. Women pursuing these degrees dedicate two or three years of their lives and
thousands of dollars to achieving them, while managing significant time commitments outside
the classroom. Unlike undergraduate programs, these degrees include intense field work by
placing nursing students in clinicals and prospective educators in classrooms. The intensive
demand for these programs leaves little time for alternative financial options. The One Big
Beautiful Bill Act’s graduate student loan limit of $20,500 per year will prevent women from
affording their multi-year programs that cost more than the new student loan limit. For example,
the average cost of graduate nursing school each year is $30,000.* With the new loan cap, nurses
would be left to pay the remaining $9,500 each year or take out additional private student loans
that are less attractive than federal loans.

To cover the remainder of their tuition, the Department’s proposed rule pressures women to
navigate private student loans. Private student loans greatly differ depending on the situation of
the borrower. Private loans tend to have higher interest rates, less flexibility with repayment
plans, and require an established credit score or a cosigner. As a result of the One Big Beautiful
Bill Act, 4 in 10 graduate students may be unable to secure a private loan with a lower interest
rate.” Additionally, private lenders can employ deceptive billing statements and engage in
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discriminatory lending practices.® Women already hold two-thirds of the country’s $1.54 trillion
student debt.” This proposed rule will worsen women’s financial security and force them out of
these professions.

Without women pursuing these fields, the workforce shortages will intensify and limit access to
critical services in our communities. Women constitute 89% of registered nurses,® 73% of
teachers,’ and 83% of social workers." Yet, each field faces significant shortages.' '* ** The
women in these jobs keep our families healthy, our communities safe, and teach our kids
valuable lessons and skills. We must bolster the number of women entering these professions.
Instead, the Department is going to worsen the workforce shortages in these women dominated
fields and limit access to quality health care and education for our communities.

The Democratic Women’s Caucus is dedicated to building a future where all women and
families can thrive. Women must have access to affordable education and have the freedom to
pursue their chosen career. Similarly, essential workforces, like health care and education, must
be bolstered to effectively serve our communities. We call on the Department of Education to
modify proposed rule RIN 1840-AD98 and maintain women’s access to student loans.

Sincerely,
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