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DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

34 CFR Parts 674, 682, and 685 

[Docket ID ED–2025–OPE–0944] 

RIN 1840–AD98 

Reimagining and Improving Student 
Education—Federal Student Loan 
Program Final Regulations 

AGENCY: Office of Postsecondary 
Education, Department of Education. 
ACTION: Final rule. 

SUMMARY: The Secretary amends the 
regulations for the Federal student loan 
programs authorized under title IV of 
the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 
1965, as amended (the title IV, HEA 
programs) to implement the statutory 
changes to the title IV, HEA programs 
included in Public Law 119–21, the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act signed 
into law by President Trump on July 4, 
2025. The Department previously 
referred to the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act as the ‘‘One Big Beautiful Bill 
Act,’’ including in the Notice of 
Proposed Rulemaking published on 
January 30, 2026. These changes include 
establishing new loan limits for 
graduate students, professional 
students, and parents, and phasing out 
the Graduate PLUS (Grad PLUS) 
Program. The Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act also simplifies the current 
broken and confusing myriad of Federal 
student loan repayment plans by 
phasing out the existing Income- 
Contingent Repayment (ICR) plans, 
creating a new Tiered Standard 
repayment plan option, and establishing 
a new income-driven repayment plan 
known as the Repayment Assistance 
Plan. The Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act also enables borrowers in default 
who have previously rehabilitated a 
defaulted loan a second chance to 
rehabilitate their loan(s) and resume 
repayment. 

DATES: This final rule is effective on July 
1, 2026. 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: 
Tamy Abernathy, Office of 
Postsecondary Education, 400 Maryland 
Ave. SW, 5th Floor, Washington, DC 
20202. Telephone: (202) 245–4595. 
Email: Tamy.Abernathy@ed.gov. 

If you are deaf, hard of hearing, or 
have a speech disability and wish to 
access telecommunications relay 
services, please dial 7–1–1. 

A brief summary of these final 
regulations is available at 
www.regulations.gov/docket/ED-2025- 
OPE-0944. 
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I. Abbreviations 
APA: Administrative Procedure Act 
CFR: Code of Federal Regulations 
CIP Code: Classification of Instructional 

Programs Code 
DL: Federal Direct Loans 
E.O.: Executive Order 
FFEL: Federal Family Education Loan 

Program 
FSA: Federal Student Aid 
Grad PLUS: Direct PLUS Loan made to 

graduate or professional students 
HEA: Higher Education Act of 1965, as 

amended 
IBR: Income-Based Repayment 
ICR Plan: Income-Contingent 

Repayment plan 
NPRM: Notice of Proposed Rulemaking 
OIRA: Office of Information and 

Regulatory Affairs 
PRA: Paperwork Reduction Act of 1995 
PAYE: Pay As You Earn plan 
PDF: Portable Document Format 
Parent PLUS: Direct PLUS Loan made to 

parents of dependent undergraduate 
students 

PSLF: Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
RAP: Repayment Assistance Plan 
RFA: Regulatory Flexibility Act 
RIA: Regulatory Impact Analysis 
Title IV, HEA Programs: Student 

financial assistance programs 
authorized under title IV of the HEA 

rtf: Rich Text Format 
RISE: Reimagining and Improving 

Student Education 
SAVE Plan: Saving on a Valuable 

Education plan 
SBREFA: Small Business Regulatory 

Enforcement Fairness Act of 1996 
txt: text format 

II. Executive Summary 

The Secretary implements the 
amendments made to the HEA relating 

to the Federal student loan programs 
made by Public Law 119–21, the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act, through 
these final regulations. 

These regulations revise the Direct 
Loan Program under 34 CFR part 685 by 
amending the annual and aggregate loan 
limits for graduate, professional, and 
parent loan borrowers. The regulations 
also implement two new streamlined 
student loan repayment plans, the 
Repayment Assistance Plan and the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan. The 
regulations also make conforming 
amendments to current regulations on 
consolidation, deferment, forbearance, 
and Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
(PSLF). The regulations also provide 
borrowers in default a second 
opportunity to rehabilitate their loans 
and resume repayment, even if they 
previously rehabilitated a defaulted 
loan. 

1. Summary of Major Provisions of This 
Regulatory Action 

These final regulations: 
• Amend §§ 674.39, 682.215, and 

682.405 to allow loan rehabilitation up 
to twice per each loan borrowed under 
the Federal Perkins Program, Federal 
Family Education Loan Program, and 
the Direct Loan Program, up from only 
one. 

• Amend § 685.102 to include new 
definitions for the following terms: 
expected time to credential, graduate 
student, professional student, and 
program length. 

• Amend § 685.200 to include Direct 
PLUS Loan eligibility for graduate and 
professional students. 

• Amend § 685.201 to establish the 
limited Direct PLUS Loan eligibility for 
a graduate or professional student. 

• Amend § 685.203 to include new 
Direct Loan annual and aggregate limits, 
create a new lifetime maximum 
aggregate limit, establish less than full- 
time reduction of annual loan limits, 
and permit institutions to limit 
borrowing for specific programs. 

• Amend § 685.204 to clarify 
conditions and borrower eligibility for 
the unemployment deferment and the 
economic hardship deferment. 

• Amend § 685.205 to establish the 
modified eligibility criteria for 
borrowers to receive a forbearance. 

• Amend § 685.208 to establish the 
terms for the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan, set the minimum 
payment for the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan, and restructure each 
Fixed repayment plan’s terms under 
their respective plan. 

• Amend § 685.209 to establish terms 
for the Repayment Assistance Plan and 
sunset ICR plans and conditions. 
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• Amend § 685.210 to provide 
information to borrowers about 
choosing a repayment plan. 

• Amend § 685.211 to establish 
miscellaneous repayment provisions 
including the minimum payment 
increase for the Income-Based 
Repayment (IBR) plan. 

• Amend § 685.219 to clarify that 
repaying under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan will qualify for PSLF if 
all other eligibility criteria are met. 

• Amend § 685.220 to provide terms 
and repayment plan eligibility for 
consolidation loans. 

• Amend § 685.221 to clarify when a 
borrower may be eligible for an 
alternative repayment plan. 

• Amend § 685.303 to waive the 
substantially equal disbursement 
requirement for an institution when a 
borrower has less than full-time 
enrollment for the academic year and is 
subject to the schedule of reductions. 

The regulations in this final rule 
consider each change to be a discrete 
change and independent from the other 
changes. Consistent with 34 CFR 
685.109, ‘‘[i]f any provision of this 
subpart or its application to any person, 
act, or practice is held invalid, the 
remainder of the subpart or the 
application of its provisions to any 
person, act, or practice will not be 
affected thereby.’’ 

2. Summary of Costs and Benefits 
As further detailed in the Regulatory 

Impact Analysis (RIA), the Department 
estimates a net budget impact compared 
to the President’s Budget baseline for FY 
2026 of ¥$409.3 billion from cohorts 
1994 to 2035 for all provisions except 
the professional student definition. This 
is equivalent to an annualized reduction 
in transfers of ¥$42.3 billion at 3 
percent discounting and ¥$44.3 billion 
at 7 percent discounting. The 
professional student definition had an 
estimated net budget impact of $537 
million for loan cohorts 2027–2036 
compared to the President’s Budget for 
PB2027 baseline, equivalent to $51 
million and $52 million at 3 percent and 
7 percent discounting, respectively. 
Additionally, we estimate annualized 
cost related to paperwork burden 
($25.0/$37.2 million), administrative 
updates to Government systems ($10.4/ 
$12.1 million), systems maintenance 
and operation costs ($7.4/$7.8 million) 
and staffing ($5.5/$6.0 million) at 3 
percent and 7 percent discounting, 
respectively. 

As also further detailed in the RIA, 
these final regulations provide benefits 
to students, borrowers, and taxpayers. 
These benefits include potentially lower 
tuition costs for students, simplified 

repayment terms for student loan 
borrowers, and lower costs for 
taxpayers. 

III. Purpose of This Regulatory Action 
This regulatory action seeks to 

effectuate regulations that address the 
statutory changes made by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. 

IV. Background 
Public Law 119–21, which the 

Department refers to as the ‘‘Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act,’’ was signed into 
law by President Trump on July 4, 2025. 
This landmark legislation makes 
extensive statutory changes to fix 
broken and unnecessarily complex 
aspects of the Federal student loan 
programs, specifically, in the areas of 
loan limits, repayment plans, and 
related provisions in title IV of the HEA. 
Among other changes, the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act sets a new 
lifetime borrowing cap ($257,500 for 
most borrowers), eliminates the 
authority to disburse new Graduate 
PLUS Loans, limits borrowing under the 
PLUS program for parents, maintains 
current annual limits under the Federal 
Direct Stafford Loan Program for 
undergraduate and graduate students, 
increases annual Federal Direct Stafford 
loan limits for professional degree 
students, establishes aggregate limits for 
graduate students, professional degree 
students, and parents of undergraduates, 
and reduces annual loan amounts for 
students enrolled less than full-time. 
For repayment, the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act simplifies and streamlines 
the current confusing patchwork of 
repayment plan options for future 
borrowers to two flexible options: a new 
Tiered Standard repayment plan for 
fixed monthly payments over a 10 to 25- 
year term, and a new income-driven 
plan called the Repayment Assistance 
Plan that allows borrowers the 
opportunity to actually pay down their 
student loan debt by preventing 
negative amortization over the life of the 
loan. Confusing, outdated (and in some 
cases, unlawful) repayment plans are 
phased out, including the Income- 
Contingent Repayment plan (ICR), Pay 
As You Earn plan (PAYE), and Saving 
on a Valuable Education plan (SAVE), 
which has been held as unlawful in 
Federal court. See Missouri v. Biden, 
112 F.4th 531, 538 (8th Cir. 2024). 

This final rule complies with Section 
492 of the HEA, which requires the 
Secretary to obtain public input and 
conduct negotiated rulemaking before 
issuing proposed regulations for the title 
IV, HEA programs. To meet those 
requirements and implement the new 
statutory directives provided for in the 

Working Families Tax Cuts Act, the 
Department convened the Reimagining 
and Improving Student Education 
(RISE) negotiated rulemaking committee 
(Committee). The Committee was 
composed of representatives from 
institutions, students and borrowers, 
State officials, financial aid 
administrators, loan servicers, and 
consumer and civil rights organizations. 
The Committee met over multiple 
sessions with the first session being 
from September 29 through October 3, 
2025, and the second session being held 
November 3–6, 2025. The Committee 
reached consensus on the entirety of the 
regulatory text. In accordance with the 
protocols established by the Committee, 
the Department incorporated the 
regulatory amendatory text that was 
mutually agreed upon into a Notice of 
Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) 
published on January 30, 2026. Building 
on the statutory and regulatory history, 
the Committee’s consensus language, 
and the public comments received, this 
final rule amends Direct Loan 
regulations to the changes enacted in 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act by 
revising loan limit provisions, 
restructuring repayment options 
(including IBR and adding the new 
Repayment Assistance Plan), updating 
PSLF eligibility and qualifying payment 
rules, and aligning consolidation, 
deferment, forbearance, and borrower 
relief provisions with the revised 
statutory framework. 

V. Authority for This Regulatory Action 
Congress passed legislation that 

amended statutory provisions governing 
programs administered by the 
Department, and this final rule 
implements those changes in the 
Department’s regulations. The Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act amended 
portions of the HEA related to the 
Federal student loan programs 
administered by the Department. The 
Secretary has been granted the broad 
authority by Congress to implement 
Federal student aid programs under title 
IV of the HEA, including amendments 
made by the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act. See 20 U.S.C. 1221e–3, see also 20 
U.S.C. 1082, 3441, 3474, 3471. In order 
to carry out functions otherwise vested 
in the Secretary by law or by delegation 
of authority pursuant to law, and subject 
to limitations as may be otherwise 
imposed by law, the Secretary is 
authorized to make, promulgate, issue, 
rescind, and amend rules and 
regulations governing the manner of 
operations of, and governing the 
applicable programs administered by, 
the Department. See 20 U.S.C. 1221e–3. 
These programs include the Federal 
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student loan programs authorized by the 
HEA. 

Waiver of HEA Master Calendar 
Requirements 

Congress may waive, modify, or 
rescind requirements in the HEA and 
Administrative Procedure Act (APA) 
that require the Department to follow 
certain processes and procedures when 
engaging in informal notice-and- 
comment rulemaking. See, e.g., Asiana 
Airlines v. F.A.A., 134 F.3d 393, 398 
(D.C. Cir. 1998); Methodist Hospital of 
Sacramento v. Shalala, 38 F.3d 1225, 
1237 (D.C. Cir. 1998) (finding that 
certain parts of the APA procedural 
framework had been waived when 
Congress gave an agency direction that 
conflicts with and is irreconcilable with 
the APA). 

At the same time, the court in Asiana 
Airlines made clear that the APA 
requires ‘‘clear intent’’ from Congress to 
justify a departure from the procedural 
requirements in the APA, noting that 5 
U.S.C. 559 requires an explicit waiver of 
APA procedural requirements. Here, the 
Department is complying with all of the 
requirements for informal notice-and- 
comment rulemaking in 5 U.S.C. 553, so 
an express waiver is not needed. The 
explicit waiver standard in 5 U.S.C. 559 
only applies to the procedural 
requirement of the APA and does not 
apply to the Master Calendar provision 
in Section 482(c) the HEA. Had 
Congress wished for the HEA Master 
Calendar provision to have the same 
rule of construction as it does for 
procedural requirements of the APA, we 
would have expected that Congress 
would either cross reference and 
incorporate 5 U.S.C. 559 into the HEA 
or use similar language to 5 U.S.C. 559 
within Section 482(c) of the HEA. 
Congress knows how to create these 
types of special rules of construction 
when they want to, and they declined 
to do so in Section 482(c) of the HEA. 

Absent an explicit rule of 
construction in the HEA, we rely on the 
ordinary tools of statutory interpretation 
to glean the meaning of the statute. The 
Harmonious-Reading Canon provides 
that statutes should, when possible, be 
interpreted in a way that renders them 
compatible, not contradictory, but such 
an approach is not always possible if 
context and other considerations 
(including the application of other 
canons) make it impossible to do so, 
another approach to statutory 
interpretation, such as the General/ 
Specific Canon must be applied. See 
Scalia & Garner, Reading Law, 155 
(2012). The General/Specific Canon 
dictates that, in cases where a general 
prohibition is contradicted by a specific 

permission or a general permission that 
is contradicted by a specific prohibition, 
the more specific of the two provisions 
controls. Id. at 158. Because, as 
discussed below, the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act contains provisions with 
effective dates that cannot possibly be 
implemented in regulation in 
accordance with the HEA’s master 
calendar requirements, and as such, 
implicitly provides a limited waiver of 
the HEA’s master calendar requirement, 
so far as it is necessary to promulgate 
regulations that give effect to those 
provisions. See Dorsey v. United States, 
567 U.S. 260, 274 (2012) (stating that an 
agency’s compliance with an existing 
statute ‘‘cannot justify a disregard of the 
will of Congress as manifested either 
expressly or by necessary implication in 
a subsequent enactment’’ (quoting Great 
Northern R. Co. v. United States, 208 U. 
S. 452, 465 (1908)). 

Here, the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act was enacted on July 4, 2025. The 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act directs 
the Department to implement roughly a 
dozen provisions by July 1, 2026. Many 
of these provisions are not self- 
executing and could not be 
implemented absent the Department 
promulgating regulations to provide 
details for institutions on how to 
comply with the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act. Congress gave the Secretary 
discretion within the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act to implement the 
provisions impacting the title IV, HEA 
programs and knew that its commands 
were not self-executing when directing 
the Secretary to take action. Congress 
expected the Secretary to act via 
rulemaking before July 1, 2026, to 
enable these provisions to actually go 
into effect. 

The master calendar in the HEA 
provides that regulatory changes 
initiated by the Secretary affecting the 
title IV, HEA programs must be 
published in final form by November 1st 
in order for them to go into effect by 
July 1st of the following year. 20 U.S.C 
§ 1089(c)(1). Section 492 of the HEA 
requires the Department to undertake 
negotiated rulemaking as part of any 
regulation under title IV of the HEA. In 
order to conduct negotiated rulemaking 
and meet APA requirements, the 
Department must have a public hearing 
(providing notice to the public), solicit 
nominations from the public to serve on 
a negotiated rulemaking Committee, 
select non-Federal negotiators, hold 
negotiations, develop an NPRM, publish 
an NPRM (with at least a 30-day 
comment period), and then publish a 
final rule that responds to any 
substantive comments received. The 
fastest possible timeframe in which the 

negotiated rulemaking process for the 
rulemaking packages assigned to the 
RISE Committee could have occurred is 
149 days, which is irreconcilable with 
the timeline allowed by the enactment 
of the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
due to the fact that there were 120 days 
from July 4, 2025, (the day the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act was enacted), 
through and including November 1, 
2025, (the publication date of the final 
rule required by the master calendar). 

It would not have been possible for 
the Department to undertake every step 
of the negotiated rulemaking process by 
November 1, 2025, in order to 
implement the provisions that become 
effective in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act by July 1, 2026, which is the 
statutory effective date. Congress was 
aware of this temporal impossibility 
when they passed the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act, yet Congress decided that 
these provisions would still go into 
effect on July 1, 2026. Because these 
provisions are not self-implementing 
and cannot go into effect unless the 
Department promulgates a final rule, the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
implicitly waives the master calendar. 

With important details unanswered 
by the plain text of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act, it is clear that 
the policy scheme set forth in the HEA 
made by the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act cannot be implemented absent 
regulatory action by the Department. At 
the same time, even though the 
requirements of negotiated rulemaking 
are onerous, it is possible to undergo 
negotiated rulemaking and publish a 
final rule at least 30 days prior to the 
effective date of these Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act provisions on July 1, 2026. 
Therefore, the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act does not waive negotiated 
rulemaking nor any provision in the 
APA. For provisions in the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act that become 
effective July 1, 2027, and beyond, 
Congress did not implicitly repeal the 
master calendar because it is possible 
for the Department to publish a final 
rule that complies with the master 
calendar to implement those provisions. 

Severability 
‘‘It is axiomatic’’ that a regulation may 

be invalid in part but not in whole or 
as applied to one set of facts but not 
another. Ayotte v. Planned Parenthood 
of N. New England, 546 U.S. 320, 329 
(2006). If a court finds one part of a 
regulation is unlawful, the ‘‘normal 
rule’’ is to enjoin only that part. Id. 
(quoting Brockett v. Spokane Arcades, 
Inc., 472 U.S. 491, 504 (1985). It is the 
Department’s intent that if any 
provision of this subpart or its 
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application to any person, act, or 
practice is held invalid, the remainder 
of the subpart or the application of its 
provisions to any person, act, or practice 
shall not be affected thereby. Statutes 
and regulations are severable if the 
separate provisions are ‘‘wholly 
independent of each other’’ and can 
operate independently. Brockett v. 
Spokane Arcades, Inc., 472 U.S. 491, 
502 (1985). That is the case here. No 
part herein will be affected if another 
part is found to be unlawful. Nor does 
the Department believe courts or 
regulated parties would be unable to 
apply the rule if one part is held invalid. 
C.f. Dep’t of Educ. v. Louisiana, 603 U.S. 
866, 868 (2024) (per curiam) (denying 
the government’s request to stay a 
preliminary injunction against an entire 
rule where only parts were found to be 
invalid because ‘‘schools would face in 
determining how to apply the rule for a 
temporary period with some provisions 
in effect and some enjoined’’). In 
particular, the Department believes that 
the classification degrees between 
‘‘professional’’ or ‘‘graduate’’ degrees is 
severable. For the reasons discussed in 
the rule, the Department is confident in 
how we classified the degrees that 
commenters and negotiators argued 
were ‘‘professional.’’ However, if a court 
disagrees with our analysis, we believe 
and intend that this portion of the 
regulation is entirely severable and does 
not substantially impact any other 
portion of the regulation or any other 
part of this final rule. Relatedly, if a 
court disagrees with the Department’s 
classification of a particular degree or 
degrees, the Department intends for its 
classification of all other degrees to 
survive and remain in effect. 

VI. Analysis of Public Comment and 
Changes 

On January 30, 2026, the Secretary 
published an NPRM for these 
regulations in the Federal Register (91 
FR 4254) (January 30, 2026). The 
Department received 80,793 comments 
on the proposed regulations. The 
Department has grouped the comments 
by the regulatory section and by similar 
themes. We discuss substantive issues 
under the sections of the regulations to 
which they pertain. In instances where 
individual submissions appeared to be 
duplicates or near-duplicates of 
comments prepared as part of a write- 
in campaign, the Department posted one 
representative sample comment along 
with the total comment count for that 
campaign to www.Regulations.gov, 
which continues to be our standard 
practice. We considered these 
comments along with all the other 
comments received. In instances where 

individual submissions were bundled 
together (submitted as a single 
document or packaged together), the 
Department posted all the substantive 
comments included in the submissions 
along with the total comment count for 
that document or package to 
www.Regulations.gov. Generally, we do 
not address minor, non-substantive 
changes (such as renumbering 
paragraphs, adding a word, or 
typographical errors) within this final 
rule. Additionally, we generally do not 
address changes or comments 
recommended by commenters that the 
statute does not authorize the Secretary 
to make (such as forgiving all student 
loans), or comments pertaining to 
operational processes. Analysis of the 
comments and of any changes in the 
regulations since publication of the 
NPRM (91 FR 4254) follows. 

1. Process for Out-of-Scope Comments 
The Department does not typically 

address comments that are out of scope. 
For purposes of this final rule, out-of- 
scope comments are those that are not 
addressed in the NPRM (91 FR 4254) 
altogether. Generally, comments that are 
outside of the scope of the NPRM (91 FR 
4254) are comments that do not discuss 
the content or impact of the proposed 
regulations or the Department’s 
evidence or reasons for the proposed 
regulations. 

Public Comment Period 
Comments: Several commenters 

requested the Department extend the 
comment period and some requested we 
hold hearings so that students, 
educators, and employers in counseling 
fields can testify regarding real world 
impact of the proposed regulations on 
the mental health profession, students, 
and the public. 

Discussion: Prior to publishing the 
NPRM (91 FR 4254), the Department 
solicited public input through a public 
hearing held on August 7, 2025, from 
9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Eastern Time, 
including a lunch break from 12:00 p.m. 
to 1:00 p.m. All individuals who 
requested to speak were accommodated 
during the hearing. The Department also 
solicited public comments for 30 days 
and received 1,846 comments on the 
public hearing notice, which informed 
the development of the proposed 
regulations. 

Following the public hearing, the 
Department convened a negotiated 
rulemaking Committee in fall 2025, 
consistent with the requirements of the 
HEA. The Department selected non- 
Federal negotiators representing affected 
constituencies and stakeholders. This 
negotiated rulemaking process provided 

additional opportunities for 
stakeholders to offer feedback prior to 
publication of the NPRM (91 FR 4254). 

After publication of the NPRM (91 FR 
4254), the Department provided a 30- 
day public comment period, which is 
consistent with the Department’s 
obligations under the APA. During that 
period, the Department received 80,793 
public comments, many of which 
included detailed and substantive 
feedback. The Department carefully 
reviewed these comments to determine 
whether clarification or revisions to the 
final regulations were appropriate. 

Although some commenters requested 
that the Department extend the 
comment period or hold additional 
hearings, the Department believes that 
the opportunities for stakeholder 
engagement, including the public 
hearing, negotiated rulemaking sessions, 
and the NPRM (91 FR 4254) comment 
period provided the public with 
sufficient opportunity to comment on 
the proposed regulations. 

Changes: None. 

General Agreement With the 
Regulations 

Comments: Many commenters 
supported the Department’s proposed 
rule and its broader efforts to reform the 
Federal student loan system. 
Commenters stated that the current 
system has created long-term financial 
challenges for many borrowers and that 
such reforms are necessary to better 
align repayment structures with 
borrowers’ financial realities. These 
commenters noted that excessive 
student loan debt may affect borrowers’ 
ability to achieve financial stability, 
including purchasing homes, starting 
families, or pursuing certain career 
opportunities. Commenters supported 
reforms that would simplify repayment 
options, improve borrower protections, 
and provide borrowers with clearer and 
more manageable repayment options for 
their Federal student loans. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ support for 
the proposed rule and their perspectives 
regarding the need to improve the 
Federal student loan system. As 
discussed in the NPRM (91 FR 4255), 
the Department proposed these 
regulatory changes to implement the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act’s 
statutory requirements and to improve 
the clarity and administration of Federal 
student loan programs. Simplifying 
repayment choices and improving 
borrower protections helps borrowers 
better understand their repayment 
obligations and remain in good standing 
on their loans. 

Changes: None. 
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Comments: Several commenters 
supported provisions in the regulations 
that would limit or restructure certain 
Federal student loan programs, 
including changes affecting borrowing 
limits and loan availability. These 
commenters stated that unlimited or 
excessive borrowing may contribute to 
rising tuition prices and may result in 
borrowers taking on debt that is difficult 
to repay relative to actual earnings. 
Some commenters noted that certain 
graduate programs may lead to 
relatively modest salaries and suggested 
that establishing reasonable borrowing 
limits may encourage students to make 
more informed borrowing decisions and 
encourage institutions to control 
educational costs. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges commenters’ views 
regarding borrowing limits and the 
relationship between borrowing levels 
and expected earnings. The Department 
notes that the regulatory provisions in 
this rulemaking implement the statutory 
changes in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act and are intended to support 
responsible borrowing while 
maintaining access to Federal student 
loans. Taken together with the other 
important changes made to the title IV, 
HEA programs, the new regulatory 
framework established in these final 
rules supports program integrity while 
continuing to provide the financial 
assistance needed by students pursuing 
higher education. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Other commenters 

discussed the importance of 
maintaining access to Federal student 
aid programs for individuals seeking to 
pursue or advance their education. 
These commenters stated that Federal 
student loan programs play an 
important role in allowing students to 
obtain professional credentials and 
access career opportunities that may 
otherwise be financially out of reach. 
Some commenters also emphasized the 
importance of ensuring that borrowers 
have access to repayment options that 
are understandable and accessible so 
that borrowers can successfully remain 
in repayment and avoid default. Several 
commenters encouraged the Department 
to establish clear guidance and 
implementation support for borrowers 
and institutions. 

Discussion: The Department supports 
continued access to Federal student aid 
for students with financial need and 
helping borrowers successfully repay 
their loans and avoid default. The 
Department believes these regulations 
balance the need to provide financial 
support through the Federal student 
loan programs to students who may 

otherwise be unable to access 
postsecondary education while also 
providing necessary restrictions to 
prevent accumulation of debt a 
borrower may never be able to repay. 
The Department will continue to 
provide guidance and support to 
borrowers and institutions to facilitate 
implementation of the regulatory 
changes, including additional details on 
the two new repayment plans that 
streamline repayment. The Department 
believes that the changes made in these 
final regulations will help improve title 
IV, HEA program administration and 
improve a borrower’s understanding of 
their repayment obligations. 

Changes: None. 

General Opposition to the Regulations 
Comments: Some commenters 

opposed the proposed regulatory 
changes described in the NPRM (91 FR 
4254). Commenters stated that the 
proposed regulations could weaken 
borrower protections, increase financial 
hardship, and make repayment less 
affordable. Commenters also expressed 
concern that these changes could 
disproportionately affect borrowers with 
low incomes and borrowers from 
historically underserved communities. 
Some commenters asserted that the 
proposed changes could discourage 
individuals from pursuing higher 
education or entering certain 
professions. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ views 
regarding the potential impact of the 
proposed regulatory changes on 
borrowers. However, the Department 
proposed these changes to implement 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
statutory requirements and to improve 
the administration and sustainability of 
the Federal student aid programs. The 
Department believes the final 
regulations implement the law while 
appropriately balancing borrower 
support with program integrity 
considerations. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

stated that the proposed changes could 
increase financial hardship for 
borrowers who are also caregivers, 
experiencing unemployment, illness, or 
other economic disruptions. 
Commenters expressed concern that 
limiting borrower relief options could 
reduce borrowers’ ability to manage 
temporary financial challenges. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes that borrowers may 
experience periods of financial hardship 
and acknowledges the importance of 
certain safeguards in the repayment 
process that could provide flexibility. 

The Department notes that the Federal 
student loan programs continue to 
include repayment options designed to 
help borrowers manage repayment 
obligations based on their financial 
circumstances. Depending on the 
borrower’s personal circumstances, 
borrowers may enroll in various 
income-driven repayment plans, 
forbearance, or deferments in 
accordance with the HEA. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters stated 

that the proposed regulatory changes 
could discourage individuals from 
pursuing higher education due to 
concerns about Federal student loan 
borrowing limits, repayment 
affordability, and financial risk. 

Discussion: The final regulations are 
consistent with the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act’s statutory requirements to 
curb excessive borrowing and support 
the improved administration of the 
Federal student loan programs. Contrary 
to the commenters’ claims, the changes 
in this final rule, such as the 
simplification of the confusing myriad 
of borrower repayment plans, other 
complicated requirements, and 
implementation of the new Repayment 
Assistance Plan, address long-standing 
past criticisms and failures of the 
Federal student loan programs. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: A commenter requested 

that the Department align 
implementation of these regulations 
with the Administration’s broader goal 
of supporting American workers. 

Discussion: The proposed regulations 
implement the statutory framework 
enacted in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act and are intended, among other 
objectives, to promote affordability, 
reduce the risk of unmanageable 
borrowing burdens, and deliver 
measurable results, thereby 
complementing and supporting key 
elements of the Administration’s 
America’s Talent Strategy to 
reindustrialize the United States. 

Changes: None. 

Negotiated Rulemaking 
Comments: Some commenters 

expressed concerns about the integrity, 
security, and reliability of the public 
comment submission process and 
questioned whether comments would be 
reviewed in a transparent and impartial 
manner. Commenters stated that some 
stakeholders may fear professional 
repercussions for submitting dissenting 
views, which could chill participation. 
Several commenters who submitted 
comments anonymously requested 
assurances that comments would be 
protected, verified, and meaningfully 
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considered and asked the Department to 
identify the offices responsible for 
reviewing comments, the criteria used 
to evaluate comments, and how the 
Department would demonstrate that 
input was weighed objectively and in 
good faith. 

Discussion: The Department reviewed 
all comments, including comments that 
were submitted anonymously, that were 
received by the deadline in response to 
the NPRM and conducted a multi-step 
review process in which every comment 
was read, cataloged, and analyzed based 
on the issues raised and the supporting 
rationale and evidence provided. In 
addition, Department staff with relevant 
subject-matter expertise, including staff 
from the Office of Postsecondary 
Education, Office of the General 
Counsel, Office of the Under Secretary, 
Office of the Chief Economist, and 
Federal Student Aid, conducted a 
comprehensive review and analysis to 
identify significant comments submitted 
in response to the NPRM. The 
Department’s responses in this preamble 
reflect careful consideration of those 
issues and concise general statements 
explaining how stakeholder input 
informed the Department’s policy 
determinations. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

commended the Department for 
engaging in the negotiated rulemaking 
process and inviting public input for 
these significant changes. One 
commenter believed our proposals 
reflected a reasonable exercise of our 
authority under the negotiated 
rulemaking process. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ support and likewise 
acknowledges the work of the RISE 
Committee in reaching consensus on 
regulatory text, which underlies this 
final rule. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

expressed dissatisfaction with our 
negotiated rulemaking process. Some of 
these commenters believed we 
addressed too many complex issues at 
once. Other commenters believed our 
timeline to make the system and 
operational changes by the 
implementation date to be aggressive 
and unreasonable. 

Discussion: We disagree with these 
commenters. Since the enactment of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act, the 
Department has engaged with the 
community in a transparent manner 
about the statutory changes to the title 
IV, HEA programs. Although there were 
various issues under the RISE 
Committee’s purview, the Department 
believes the scope and breadth of the 

rulemaking process was manageable. 
The Department often negotiates many 
topics during the negotiated rulemaking 
process. In many prior negotiations, the 
Department had a very wide array of 
topics that were negotiated—often 
times, all unrelated to one another. By 
contrast, the RISE Committee’s 
negotiations focused exclusively on 
student loans and related provisions. 
Other changes enacted by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act, such as the 
establishment of Workforce Pell Grants 
and a new accountability standard tied 
to low earning outcomes, were 
considered by a separate negotiated 
rulemaking Committee. 

With respect to system and 
operational changes, as we state in the 
Analysis of Public Comments and 
Changes section of this document, we 
generally do not address changes or 
comments pertaining to operational 
processes. However, we encourage 
affected parties to monitor our websites 
for the latest updates. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter noted 

that we had an inaccessible docket on 
regulations.gov. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
claim that the docket was inaccessible 
on regulations.gov. The Department 
reviewed the docket and determined the 
link that we published in the Federal 
Register (91 FR 4254) was to a summary 
that is required to be included in the 
docket. Specifically, the Providing 
Accountability Through Transparency 
Act of 2023 requires agencies to publish 
the URL where a plain language 
summary of the proposed rules may be 
found. 

Throughout the public comment 
period, over 81,000 other commenters 
were able to successfully submit 
comments. If the commenter believed 
they were unable to submit a comment, 
we provided clear instructions in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4254) that if a commenter 
cannot otherwise submit their 
comments via Regulations.gov, to 
contact regulationshelpdesk@gsa.gov or 
by phone at 1–866–498–2945. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

advocated adding certain constituency 
groups in the negotiated rulemaking 
process, including certain health 
professionals. These commenters urged 
us to engage and consult with experts 
from different backgrounds before 
implementing changes. 

Discussion: On July 25, 2025, the 
Department published a notice in the 
Federal Register (90 FR 31836) 
announcing its intention to establish a 
negotiated rulemaking committee to 
prepare proposed regulations for these 

issues. The notice set forth a schedule 
for the committee meetings and 
requested nominations for individual 
negotiators to serve on the RISE 
Committee. As we stated in that 
solicitation and request for nominations, 
we select individual negotiators with 
demonstrated experience in the relevant 
subjects under negotiation in 
accordance with Section 492(b)(1) of the 
HEA. We established a committee that 
allowed significantly affected parties to 
be represented while at the same time 
keeping the Committee size manageable. 
As with all other Committee 
representatives, each of these 
constituencies had primary 
representatives and alternates. The 
Department believes it identified the 
appropriate constituency groups 
involved in the title IV, HEA program 
regulations being negotiated by the 
Committee. Further, interested parties 
had several opportunities to be involved 
with the rulemaking process, including 
by submitting written comments on the 
proposed rule during the comment 
period we established prior to 
negotiated rulemaking and during the 
public comment period on the proposed 
rule. In fact, the number of written 
comments the Department received, 
including those from the health 
professions community, demonstrates 
the opportunity we provided for public 
participation in the process. 
Additionally, the full negotiated 
rulemaking Committee reached 
agreement on its protocols, including 
the composition of the primary 
negotiators. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters urged 

us to delay implementation of these 
regulations. These commenters stressed 
the need for more time to comply with 
the regulations or to allow for a 
transition to help make certain that 
affected borrowers are not harmed by 
these regulations. 

Discussion: As we stated in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4254), within the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act enacted on July 
4, 2025, the vast majority of the 
regulatory provisions have an effective 
date by July 1, 2026, and Congress 
expected the Secretary to act via 
rulemaking before July 1, 2026, to 
enable the various provisions to go into 
effect in accordance with statutory 
deadlines (91 FR 4254). Affected 
stakeholders will have had nearly a year 
since enactment of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act to assess the 
potential effects of the statutory 
provisions and to begin planning any 
necessary policy and operational 
changes. 

Changes: None. 
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Legal Authority/Department Authority 

Comment: One commenter requested 
that the Department classify this final 
rule as a major rule under the 
Congressional Review Act and allow for 
full congressional review. 

Discussion: The Office of Information 
and Regulatory Affairs has already 
classified this final rule as a major rule, 
and as such, will have at least a 60-day 
review period prior to the effective date. 
This information is clearly reflected in 
the preamble in the Regulatory Analyses 
section. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters noted 

their belief that revoking or changing 
the terms of a borrower’s loan after they 
signed an agreement to those terms is 
dishonest and wrong. These 
commenters point out that when 
borrowers took out student loans, they 
signed an agreement with the 
understanding that the terms and 
conditions would remain the same. 

Discussion: We disagree with these 
commenters. We note that the legally 
binding instrument upon origination of 
a Federal student loan is the master 
promissory note (MPN). The MPN 
contains the legally binding terms and 
conditions, including a section on the 
Borrower’s Rights and Responsibilities 
(BRR) stipulated under the HEA. By 
signing the MPN, borrowers agree to the 
terms and conditions of the loans while 
acknowledging that terms and 
conditions of those loans may be 
changed. The MPN explicitly states that 
its terms and conditions ‘‘are 
determined by the HEA and other 
Federal laws and regulations’’ and the 
BRR further clarifies that subsequent 
amendments to the HEA and other 
Federal laws could amend the terms of 
the MPN. Therefore, by signing the 
MPN, and as explicitly stated in the 
BRR section of the MPN, the borrower 
acknowledges amendments to the HEA 
may change the terms of the MPN. The 
borrower also acknowledges that any 
amendment to the HEA that changes the 
terms of the MPN will be applied to the 
borrower’s loans in accordance with the 
effective date of the amendment. 
Depending on the effective date of the 
amendment, amendments to the HEA 
may modify or remove a benefit that 
existed at the time that a borrower 
signed the MPN. 

This is not a new concept as Congress 
has changed the terms and conditions of 
title IV loan programs numerous times, 
including for borrowers who had 
already taken out loans. As we also 
explain in the PSLF final rule (90 FR 
48978), the MPN disclaims the notion 
that terms and conditions of Federal 

student loans are fixed and can only be 
changed through the legal process. The 
legal process here is through the 
legislative changes enacted by Congress 
and signed by the President. Here, the 
statutory changes to the HEA mandate 
that we provide these revised terms and 
conditions. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: For purposes of the interim 

exception, one association requested 
clarification regarding the treatment of 
existing borrowers whose Direct 
Unsubsidized Loan MPNs expire after 
July 1, 2026. This commenter inquired 
if a current borrower signs a new MPN 
on or after July 1, 2026, if that borrower 
would remain subject to the prior terms 
applicable at the time of their original 
borrowing or by the new terms. This 
commenter maintained that clarification 
is necessary to make certain that 
institutions can accurately and 
effectively counsel borrowers. 

Discussion: As stated above, the MPN 
includes information in the BRR that 
clearly informs borrowers that any 
changes or amendments to the HEA 
could change the terms of the MPN and 
the MPN would still be valid. This 
includes MPNs that have previously 
been signed and are fully executable. 
Specifically, we note that any 
amendment to the HEA that changes the 
terms of the MPN would apply to the 
borrower’s loans in accordance with the 
effective date of the amendment and 
that depending on the effective date of 
such amendment, amendments to the 
HEA may modify or remove a benefit 
that existed at the time that the 
borrower signed the MPN. We disagree 
with the commenter’s characterization 
that a borrower who signs a new MPN 
would either be subject to the terms of 
their original MPN or the new MPN; 
both MPNs would have that general 
condition that statutory changes could 
amend the terms of their promissory 
notes, including ones that were signed 
prior to the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act. At the same time, some borrowers 
who have loans that were originated 
before July 1, 2026, are eligible for 
certain legacy repayment plans that 
loans originated after such date are not 
eligible for, as explained below in this 
final rule. We remind institutions that if 
the borrower’s MPN is expiring, the 
institution must obtain a valid MPN 
from the borrower before disbursing a 
new Direct Loan to such borrower. This 
does not have an impact on the 
eligibility for the interim exception; it is 
a requirement to receive additional 
Federal student loans if desired. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters argued 

that we should protect borrowers’ 

reliance interests, especially as they 
relate to PSLF. These commenters 
believed that, at the time a borrower 
signed their MPN, the regulations could 
not be materially altered. One 
commenter recommended that the 
Department implement a grandfathering 
provision, whereby a borrower who was 
on track to receive PSLF would retain 
the right to remain in an income- 
contingent repayment plan until 
forgiveness or paid in full. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenters’ concerns and believe that 
reliance interests are not impacted here. 
Similar to the Department’s statements 
in the PSLF final rule (90 FR 48979) 
with respect to reliance interests, a 
borrower would have to demonstrate 
their detrimental reliance and would 
require proof that a promise or 
representation was made and that 
promise or representation was relied 
upon by the borrower asserting the 
estoppel in such a manner as to change 
his position for the worse, and that the 
promise’s reliance was reasonable and 
should have been reasonably expected 
by the promisor. See L. Mathematics & 
Tech., Inc. v. United States, 779 F.2d 
675, 678 (Fed. Cir. 1985). Much like the 
PSLF final rule, the borrower would fail 
to satisfy the required elements for a 
promissory estoppel claim because they 
expressly acknowledged and agreed to 
the possibility of changes to benefits 
that existed when they signed the MPN. 
The MPN disclaims the idea that the 
terms and conditions of a Federal 
student loan are unalterable, as we 
explain elsewhere in this document, 
meaning that any reliance interest is not 
reasonable. 

We also reject the commenter’s 
recommendation that we grandfather a 
borrower who was on track to PSLF so 
that they may retain the right to remain 
in an income-contingent repayment 
plan until forgiveness or paid in full as 
the statute is clear that these income- 
contingent repayment plans must be 
sunset. Borrowers on track toward 
receiving PSLF will have other PSLF- 
qualifying repayment plans available to 
them. Congress was clear that income- 
contingent repayment plans sunset and 
will be no longer available after July 1, 
2028. The Department has no authority 
to alter this sunset date. 

Changes: None. 

Loan Rehabilitation 

Second Rehabilitation 

Comments: A significant majority of 
commenters expressed strong support 
for the provision allowing borrowers a 
second opportunity to rehabilitate 
defaulted Federal student loans 
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beginning on or after July 1, 2027. 
Commenters characterized this as a 
humane and positive step that 
acknowledges the reality of recurring 
financial hardship. Commenters noted 
that financial situations can change due 
to market factors beyond a borrower’s 
control, such as entering a workforce 
with low job opportunities. Supporters 
argued that giving borrowers a second 
chance encourages repayment rather 
than long-term default and helps bring 
consumers back into the economy. 
Several commenters stated that this 
change strikes an appropriate balance 
between personal accountability and the 
need for a meaningful path back to 
repayment. 

Discussion: The Department, effective 
July 1, 2027, increased the number of 
times a borrower may rehabilitate a 
defaulted Federal student loan made, 
insured, or guaranteed under title IV of 
the HEA from one time to two times to 
reflect the changes made by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. The Department 
agrees that providing a second 
opportunity for loan rehabilitation is a 
balanced and constructive borrower 
protection. Allowing borrowers an 
additional opportunity to rehabilitate a 
loan may assist borrowers in resolving 
default and returning to repayment. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

applauded the alignment of 
administrative wage garnishment 
(AWG) suspensions with the two 
rehabilitation opportunities authorized 
by the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
stating that suspending garnishment 
during voluntary payment periods is 
vital for a borrower’s financial stability 
and their ability to successfully 
complete the rehabilitation agreement. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
that expanding rehabilitation 
opportunities can support borrowers 
seeking to resolve default. Section 
82003(a)(1) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act amended Sections 428F(a)(5) 
and 464(h)(1)(D) of the HEA, which 
permit borrowers to rehabilitate a 
defaulted Federal student loan up to 
two times beginning on or after July 1, 
2027. The Department also agrees that 
suspending AWG while a borrower 
makes voluntary rehabilitation 
payments supports the borrower’s 
transition back to good standing. 
Sections 685.211(f)(11) and (12) reflect 
that on or after July 1, 2027, a borrower 
may obtain both the benefit of an AWG 
suspension, and the rehabilitation 
process itself a maximum of two times 
per loan. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters requested 

regulatory language to clarify whether 

restarting payments after a period of 
enrollment constitutes a continuation of 
the first rehabilitation attempt or the 
start of a second attempt. Specifically, 
these commenters proposed language 
stating that a rehabilitation is 
considered a single attempt if a 
borrower makes six payments, pauses 
for school, and then resumes to 
complete the final three payments. 

Discussion: Under existing 
regulations, a rehabilitation agreement 
is defined by the successful completion 
of the required payment series (nine 
payments within ten months). An 
attempt at rehabilitation that does not 
result in the loan returning to good 
standing does not count against the 
statutory limit on rehabilitations. A 
rehabilitation is only counted toward 
the limit once it is successfully 
completed. Therefore, if a borrower 
makes six payments, stops, and later 
enters into a new agreement to make 
nine payments and successfully 
completes the later agreement, they 
have still only used one of their 
permitted rehabilitations. The 
Department believes the proposed 
regulations at § 685.211(f)(12), which 
distinguish between rehabilitations 
completed before and after July 1, 2027, 
provide sufficient clarity on the limits 
on successful rehabilitations without 
the need for the additional language 
suggested by the commenters and the 
Department declines to make these 
changes. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter 

recommended that the Department 
clarify how the timing of a borrower 
signing a rehabilitation agreement 
should be treated in implementing the 
second rehabilitation opportunity 
established by the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act. The commenter stated 
that borrowers who have already been 
making voluntary payments on a 
defaulted loan prior to July 1, 2027, 
should be able to receive the benefit of 
the second rehabilitation opportunity if 
they sign the rehabilitation agreement 
on or after that date, provided they have 
otherwise satisfied the required 
payment criteria. The commenter also 
suggested that borrowers who have 
already demonstrated good-faith 
repayment through voluntary payments 
should not be required to repeat the full 
series of rehabilitation payments solely 
because of when the rehabilitation 
agreement was signed. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ 
recommendation regarding the 
implementation of the second 
rehabilitation opportunity authorized by 
the Working Families Tax Cut. As 

discussed in the NPRM (91 FR 4259), 
the Department’s loan rehabilitation 
regulations implement the statutory 
changes that allow borrowers to 
rehabilitate a defaulted loan up to two 
times beginning July 1, 2027. The 
Department notes that loan 
rehabilitation is defined by the 
successful completion of the required 
payment series under the statute 
governing rehabilitation. The 
Department believes that the proposed 
regulatory structure provides sufficient 
clarity regarding how rehabilitation 
opportunities are counted and declines 
to make additional regulatory changes 
regarding the timing of rehabilitation 
agreements. As we also explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4288), we note that the 
effective date for the second 
rehabilitation attempt cannot begin until 
July 1, 2027, because the changes to the 
HEA regarding loan rehabilitations take 
effect beginning on July 1, 2027 
[emphasis added] in accordance with 
the statutory deadlines contained in the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act. As 
such, the borrower cannot begin that 
second rehabilitation until on or after 
the effective date. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter 

recommended that the Department 
require borrowers who seek to 
rehabilitate a defaulted loan for a 
second time to complete mandatory 
financial literacy counseling before 
entering into a second rehabilitation 
agreement. The commenter stated that 
counseling could help borrowers better 
understand the consequences of 
repeated default and improve long-term 
repayment success. The commenter 
suggested that such counseling could be 
provided by the Department or an 
approved third-party partner and could 
emphasize the importance of 
sustainable repayment strategies and the 
benefits of avoiding future default. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ 
recommendation regarding mandatory 
financial literacy counseling for 
borrowers seeking a second loan 
rehabilitation. The Department agrees 
that providing borrowers with 
information about repayment options 
and the consequences of default can 
support successful repayment outcomes. 
As discussed in the NPRM (91 FR 4289), 
the Department intends to provide 
borrowers with improved guidance and 
information regarding repayment 
options as they transition out of default 
and into repayment. However, the 
Department declines to adopt a 
regulatory requirement mandating 
counseling as a condition for a second 
rehabilitation. The HEA establishes the 

VerDate Sep<11>2014 21:00 Apr 30, 2026 Jkt 268001 PO 00000 Frm 00009 Fmt 4701 Sfmt 4700 E:\FR\FM\01MYR3.SGM 01MYR3lo
tte

r 
on

 D
S

K
8B

H
N

X
B

4P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
U

LE
S

3



23776 Federal Register / Vol. 91, No. 84 / Friday, May 1, 2026 / Rules and Regulations 

statutory framework governing loan 
rehabilitation, including the 
requirement that borrowers make nine 
voluntary, reasonable, and affordable 
payments within ten months to 
successfully rehabilitate a defaulted 
loan. Requiring a borrower who seeks to 
rehabilitate a defaulted loan a second 
time to complete mandatory financial 
literacy counseling before entering into 
a second rehabilitation agreement is 
inconsistent with the HEA and no 
statutory basis exists to impose such a 
requirement for purposes of loan 
rehabilitation. The Department believes 
that the existing statutory structure, 
combined with borrower 
communications and guidance, is 
sufficient to support borrowers seeking 
to rehabilitate their loans and declines 
to make the commenters’ proposed 
changes. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter 

supported the statutory provision 
permitting borrowers to rehabilitate a 
defaulted loan a second time beginning 
July 1, 2027, stating that the additional 
rehabilitation opportunity could assist 
borrowers who previously rehabilitated 
their loans but later experienced 
circumstances that resulted in another 
default. However, the commenter 
expressed concern that the proposed 
regulations do not describe how 
borrowers eligible for a second 
rehabilitation opportunity will be 
identified or notified. 

The commenter also requested that 
the Department include in regulatory 
text the clarification provided in the 
preamble to the NPRM that 
participation in the Fresh Start Initiative 
does not count as a rehabilitation for 
purposes of the statutory limit on the 
number of rehabilitations permitted. 
The commenter recommended that the 
Department codify this clarification in 
the regulations and establish outreach 
procedures to notify borrowers of their 
eligibility for a second rehabilitation 
opportunity. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenter’s support for 
implementing the statutory provision 
allowing borrowers to rehabilitate a loan 
a second time. As explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4259), the Department is 
amending the loan rehabilitation 
regulatory revisions to implement 
Section 82003 of the Working Families 
Tax Cut, which provides that a borrower 
may rehabilitate a defaulted loan no 
more than two times. The Department 
intends to implement this statutory 
change consistently with existing loan 
rehabilitation processes administered 
through Federal loan servicers and 
Department operational guidance. 

Participation in the Fresh Start 
Initiative does not constitute a loan 
rehabilitation for purposes of the 
statutory limit, as this program 
purported to rely on a different legal 
authority. The Department does not 
believe additional regulatory text 
changes are necessary to implement this 
clarification and declines to make the 
proposed changes. 

Changes: None. 

Streamlining Rehabilitation Process To 
Repayment 

Comments: One commenter requested 
that the Department align the definition 
of full rehabilitation to six months. The 
commenter noted that under current 
regulations, a borrower can regain 
eligibility for new Federal student loans 
after six on-time payments but must 
make nine on-time payments to fully 
rehabilitate the defaulted loan. The 
commenter argued that this discrepancy 
sets borrowers up for failure by allowing 
them to take on new debt before their 
previous default is fully resolved. 
Alternatively, commenters suggested 
that the Secretary consider at least half- 
time enrollment at an eligible institution 
as an approved ‘‘hold’’ on the 
rehabilitation process, allowing 
borrowers to resume their remaining 
three payments within 45 days of their 
enrollment end date without having to 
restart the process. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges the commenter’s concern 
regarding the different timelines for 
regaining title IV eligibility versus 
completing rehabilitation. However, 
under Section 428F(a)(1)(A), the nine- 
payment stipulation is a statutory 
requirement to successfully rehabilitate 
a Federal student loan before a loan is 
returned to non-defaulted status and the 
record of default is removed from a 
borrower’s credit history. 

The Department declines to reduce 
the number of payments required for 
full rehabilitation or to create a 
regulatory ‘‘hold’’ for enrollment. 
Section 428F(a)(1) of the HEA 
specifically requires a borrower to make 
nine payments within ten consecutive 
months to successfully rehabilitate a 
defaulted loan. The Department does 
not have the statutory authority to 
change this requirement through 
regulation. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Members of Congress and 

other commenters requested that the 
Department allow payments made while 
a borrower is in default to count toward 
timed forgiveness under IDR plans. 
Commenters stated that for low-income 
borrowers, timed forgiveness is an 
important safeguard that prevents 

borrowers from remaining in repayment 
indefinitely. Commenters asserted that 
the default collections process may 
result in borrowers paying more through 
wage garnishment or offsets than they 
would otherwise pay under an IDR plan. 
Commenters noted that under current 
regulations at § 685.209, certain 
voluntary payments made during loan 
rehabilitation may count as qualifying 
payments toward forgiveness under the 
IBR plan. Commenters urged the 
Department to maintain or expand this 
approach so that payments made while 
a borrower is in default would count 
toward forgiveness across legacy IDR 
plans and the Repayment Assistance 
Plan. Commenters stated that this policy 
would help borrowers make meaningful 
progress toward forgiveness and reduce 
confusion between repayment and 
default systems. Some commenters also 
urged the Department to implement 
these provisions before restarting 
involuntary collections such as through 
AWG and the Treasury Offset Program 
(TOP). 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates commenters’ perspectives 
regarding the treatment of payments 
made while a borrower is in default and 
their relationship to forgiveness under 
IDR plans. The Department is amending 
§ 685.211 to implement the statutory 
changes made by the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act, including provisions 
establishing the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, clarifying the repayment plans 
that may be designated for borrowers in 
default, and revising the loan 
rehabilitation framework. These 
amendments are intended to provide 
borrowers and servicers with clearer 
rules governing the treatment of 
payments and the repayment options 
available to borrowers who wish to 
resolve their default. The Department’s 
authority regarding how payments may 
count toward forgiveness under IDR 
plans is governed by the HEA and 
applicable statutory requirements that 
does not permit us to count such 
payments toward forgiveness. 
Consistent with the proposed 
regulations, the Department is focusing 
on clarifying the repayment framework 
for borrowers in default and the 
transition from default into repayment. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter 

recommended that the Department 
consider using reliable third-party 
employment and income data sources to 
help determine whether proposed 
rehabilitation payment amounts are 
reasonable and affordable. The 
commenter stated that access to up-to- 
date employment and salary 
information could help servicers 
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1 Public Law 116–91, 133 Stat. 1189. 

2 The Department notes that this specific 
regulatory provision has been vacated in Federal 
court because it was originally promulgated as part 
of the SAVE Rule. See Missouri v. Department, Case 
No. 4:24–cv–00520–JAR (E.D. Mo. March 10, 2026) 
(final order vacating most aspects of the SAVE rule); 
Improving Income Driven Repayment for the 
William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program and 
the Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) Program, 
89 FR 2489 (Jan. 16, 2024). The Department’s final 
rule here is not foreclosed by that court order. 

establish rehabilitation payment 
amounts that better reflect borrowers’ 
current financial circumstances and 
improve the sustainability of 
rehabilitation agreements. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ suggestion 
regarding the use of additional data 
sources to support the determination of 
reasonable and affordable rehabilitation 
payment amounts. Under the HEA, 
rehabilitation payments must be based 
on the borrower’s total financial 
circumstances. The Department 
currently permits borrowers to provide 
income documentation or other 
financial information to establish 
reasonable and affordable payment 
amounts. The Department will continue 
to evaluate operational tools and data 
sources that may assist in administering 
the rehabilitation process consistent 
with statutory requirements and 
borrower privacy protections. However, 
the Department declines to adopt 
specific regulatory provisions governing 
the use of third-party employment data 
at this time. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters requested 

that the Department simplify the loan 
rehabilitation process to eliminate 
administrative barriers for borrowers. 
Commenters noted that the current 
rehabilitation process relies heavily on 
manual and paper-based procedures, 
including submitting documentation by 
mail or fax, which can result in a slow 
process for borrowers seeking to resolve 
their default. Commenters 
recommended several operational 
improvements, including allowing 
borrowers to request and execute 
rehabilitation agreements online, 
enabling electronic submission of 
income documentation, allowing 
borrowers to track their progress toward 
completing rehabilitation payments, and 
facilitating enrollment in income-driven 
repayment plans following 
rehabilitation. Commenters also 
recommended that the Department 
improve outreach to defaulted 
borrowers, streamline the administrative 
steps required to enroll in rehabilitation, 
and explore approaches to make post- 
rehabilitation payments more 
manageable, including potential phase- 
in or transition periods for repayment 
amounts. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates commenters’ 
recommendations regarding 
improvements to increase the 
effectiveness of loan rehabilitation as a 
path out of default. The Department is 
developing a number of operational 
improvements that complement the 
regulations implementing the 

rehabilitation improvements enacted in 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 

We agree with commenters that 
operational improvements to make it 
easier to enroll in income-driven 
repayment plans following 
rehabilitation is important to make a 
seamless transition to repayment for 
borrowers exiting default. Many 
borrowers who rehabilitate their loans 
ultimately redefault if they do not enroll 
in an affordable income-driven 
repayment plan. To that end, the final 
rule will enable the Secretary to create 
a single application for rehabilitation 
agreements for Direct Loans that also 
includes the option to sign up for an 
eligible IDR plan. This single 
application will not be available to 
Perkins Loan or FFEL borrowers. 
Borrowers who only wish to enroll in 
loan rehabilitation will not be forced to 
also sign up for IDR; however, the 
Department believes that giving 
borrowers the option to do so will make 
it easier for borrowers to sign up. This 
all-in-one application will allow 
borrowers to replace multiple 
applications with one single transaction 
that would allow them to become 
enrolled in an affordable payment plan 
after they successfully rehabilitate their 
loan. Borrowers will also have the 
option to sign up for auto-debit for both 
the rehabilitation agreement and the IDR 
plan, making it easy for borrowers to 
make payments without the need for 
additional actions. 

Under this single, all-in-one 
application, the Secretary would be able 
to calculate the borrower’s payment 
under the IDR plan using the Federal tax 
information (FTI) (with the borrower’s 
approval under HEA, as amended by the 
FUTURE Act) 1 to inform the borrower 
what their IDR payment would be after 
rehabilitation. 26 U.S.C. 6103(l)(13); 20 
U.S.C. 1098h. The borrower is not 
required to actually enroll in the IDR 
plan for the Department to be able to use 
its authority (with borrower approval) to 
access FTI and calculate eligible IDR 
payment amounts. 20 U.S.C. 1098h. 
This enables the borrower to compare 
different IDR plans before selecting a 
plan or deciding not to enroll. 

If the borrower elects to see the 
monthly payment under and IDR plan 
through this single application process, 
the Secretary now has the borrower’s 
monthly payment. 

34 CFR 685.211 requires borrowers to 
make 9 monthly payments that are 
reasonable and affordable to rehabilitate 
a loan. The regulations include a 
provision that states that ‘‘The Secretary 
initially considers the borrower’s 

reasonable and affordable payment 
amount to be an amount equal to the 
payment required under the IBR plan.’’ 2 
The Department believes that this 
requirement is too narrow in that it only 
applies to IBR and that monthly 
payment amounts under any eligible 
IDR plan (not including SAVE/REPAYE) 
are reasonable and affordable. These 
payment plans have been designed by 
the Department and Congress to be 
affordable for borrowers. And 
furthermore, under the changes we are 
making to this provision, borrowers can 
pick from among any eligible plan, all 
of which are designed to be affordable. 

When a borrower elects to have their 
FTI pulled for the purposes of 
determining an IDR monthly payment 
rate, the Secretary may use that 
derivative monthly payment rate (with 
the borrower’s approval) as the monthly 
payment rate for the purposes of the 
rehabilitation agreement. 34 CFR 
685.211(f)(1)(ii) currently calls on the 
borrower to submit documentation to 
verify income, but in this limited 
circumstance, the Department believes 
that additional documentation is 
generally unnecessary. As such, the 
Department proposes to give the 
Secretary the option not to require 
additional verification. 

In some circumstances even when FTI 
is used to calculate the IDR rate (which 
becomes the reasonable and affordable 
rate under a rehabilitation), it may be 
appropriate for the Secretary to require 
additional documentation. This may 
include when the borrower represents 
that his or her income is higher or lower 
than what was reported on his or her 
taxes, and when their family size has 
changed. In these circumstances, the 
Secretary may have an interest in 
requesting additional documentation 
from the borrower. 

If the income information is 
unavailable or the Secretary does not 
believe it is accurate, the borrower will 
be required to provide alternative 
documentation of income. This 
approach is consistent with and 
complements the regulations 
implementing the rehabilitation 
improvements enacted in the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. 

In addition, Parent PLUS borrowers 
are no longer eligible to enroll in IDR 
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plans after the statutory changes made 
by the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
For the purposes of the rehabilitation 
process, the Secretary may confirm that 
the borrower is not eligible if they have 
Parent PLUS loans. But the Secretary 
may follow the formulas in this final 
rule under 34 CFR 685.211(f) under the 
IDR plans as if they were eligible in 
order to determine the reasonable and 
affordable payment. 

The Department’s changes in these 
final regulations enable, but do not 
require, the Secretary to provide a single 
application. The Department intends to 
provide a single application to 
borrowers as soon as practical but notes 
that several operational and technical 
changes must be made to Department 
systems to make this possible. As such, 
the Department will not have the single 
application available on July 1, 2026. 
However, as explained in the Paperwork 
Reduction Act section of this preamble, 
the Department will make the draft 
application publicly available and open 
a 60-day and 30-day public comment 
period before being made available for 
use. 

Lastly, the Department notes that 
borrowers who have a defaulted student 
loan are ineligible for any IDR plan. As 
such, if a defaulted borrower were to 
apply for an IDR plan under our current 
regulations, the Secretary would be 
required to deny the application. 
However, we propose changes to the 
regulations that allow the Secretary to 
hold the IDR application, when it is 
submitted in combination with a 
rehabilitation agreement application on 
the single application, until the 
borrower has either: (1) completed the 
rehabilitation, or (2) failed to complete 
the rehabilitation by not making the 
required nine payments in a ten month 
period. 

When a borrower successfully 
completes the rehabilitation, the 
Secretary then approves the IDR plan 
and automatically enrolls the borrower 
into the IDR plan. The single 
application will also enable the 
borrower to sign up for auto-debit such 
that the Secretary may continue the 
auto-debit after automatically enrolling 
the borrower into an IDR plan. If the 
borrower fails to complete the 
rehabilitation, then the Secretary denies 
the IDR application because the 
borrower is ineligible for the plan. 

As a result of these improvements to 
loan rehabilitation, we also make two 
technical corrections to paragraphs (f)(2) 
and (3). In (f)(2), we replace ‘‘account’’ 
with ‘‘loans’’ and in (f)(3), we replace 
‘‘objects to’’ to ‘‘rejects’’. 

Changes: We amend § 685.211(f)(1)(ii) 
to read as follows: (ii)(A) The Secretary 

may calculate the payment amount 
based on information provided orally 
(or through other means) by the 
borrower or the borrower’s 
representative and provide the borrower 
with a rehabilitation agreement using 
that amount. (B) The Secretary may 
provide a single application for the 
purpose of enabling a borrower to apply 
for loan rehabilitation and income 
driven repayment simultaneously, and 
may, with the borrower’s approval, 
calculate the payment amount for any 
income driven repayment plan that the 
borrower would otherwise be eligible 
for (after successful rehabilitation of the 
defaulted loan) to inform the borrower 
of the projected monthly repayment 
amount under such plan after the loans 
are rehabilitated. The Secretary may use 
the calculated payment required under 
any eligible income driven repayment 
plan for the purpose of determining the 
reasonable and affordable payment 
amount under this paragraph (f)(1), with 
the borrower’s approval. Nothing in this 
section prohibits the Secretary from 
accepting an application from a 
borrower for an IDR plan who is 
currently enrolled in a rehabilitation 
agreement but has not yet completed 
such agreement by making the requisite 
payments and holding such application 
until the borrower has completed the 
rehabilitation. (C) The Secretary 
requires the borrower to provide 
documentation to confirm the 
borrower’s AGI and family size, except 
that the Secretary may, in his or her 
discretion, consider such additional 
documentation unnecessary if the 
borrower approves having the payment 
amount calculated by the Secretary for 
an eligible income driven repayment 
plan as the borrower’s reasonable and 
affordable payment. If the borrower’s 
AGI or family size is not available, or if 
the Secretary believes that the 
borrower’s reported AGI or family size 
may be inaccurate, the borrower must 
provide other documentation to verify 
income or family size. If the borrower 
fails to provide acceptable 
documentation to verify family size, the 
Secretary assumes a family size of one. 
If the borrower does not provide the 
Secretary with any income 
documentation requested by the 
Secretary to calculate or confirm the 
reasonable and affordable payment 
amount within a reasonable time 
deadline set by the Secretary, the 
rehabilitation agreement provided is 
null and void. 

We also make two technical 
corrections to §§ 685.211(f)(2) and (3). 

Comments: Commenters generally 
supported the establishment of clear 
minimum payment amounts for 

rehabilitation. However, some sought 
clarification on the difference between 
FFEL and Direct Loan requirements. 

Discussion: To reflect changes made 
by the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
that amended Section 428F(a)(1)(B) of 
the HEA, the Department is establishing 
a $10 minimum monthly payment for 
the rehabilitation of a defaulted Direct 
Loan beginning July 1, 2027. Prior to 
that date, the minimum payment is $5. 
The Department notes that, while the 
Direct Loan minimum monthly 
rehabilitation payment will increase to 
$10, the minimum monthly 
rehabilitation payment for the FFEL 
Program remains at $5 under § 682.405. 
This lack of change is because the 
statute did not amend the minimum 
monthly payment for rehabilitation of a 
defaulted FFEL loan. Section 
428F(a)(1)(B) of the HEA was amended 
only with respect to a borrower who has 
one or more loans made under part D 
[i.e.: Direct Loans] on or after July 1, 
2027, that are being rehabilitated, 
establishing the total monthly payment 
for the borrower with all such loans 
shall not be less than $10. 

When the Secretary determines the 
amount of a borrower’s reasonable and 
affordable payment for loan 
rehabilitation, we initially proposed that 
the loan rehabilitation payment amount 
to be an amount equal to the minimum 
payment required under the IBR plan, 
except if this amount was less than $5 
(or $10 beginning on or after July 1, 
2027), the monthly payment was $5 (or 
$10 beginning on or after July 1, 2027). 
After further review, if the borrower 
avails themself of the rehabilitation 
agreement under § 685.211(f)(1)(ii), the 
loan rehabilitation payment amount will 
be the minimum amount under the IDR 
plan proactively selected by the 
borrower in their application. We note, 
however, that if a borrower’s IDR 
monthly payment is $0, the borrower’s 
loan rehabilitation payment amount will 
be $10 in accordance with the 
aforementioned. 

Section 494(b) of the HEA and 26 
U.S.C. 6103(l)(13) limits the Secretary’s 
authority to obtain FTI from the IRS 
only for purposes of administering the 
FAFSA®, enrollment in an IDR plan, 
and total and permanent disability 
discharge determinations. However, in 
response to the commenters’ desire to 
streamline the rehabilitation process as 
well as an on-ramp to affordable 
repayment, we believe we can 
proactively obtain the borrower’s FTI for 
enrollment in an IDR plan with their 
approval. As such, we are using the IDR 
rate, derived from the borrower’s FTI, to 
determine the reasonable and affordable 
rate for loan rehabilitation. 
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The borrower is not required to 
actually enroll in the IDR plan for the 
Department to be able to use its 
authority (with borrower approval) to 
access FTI and calculate eligible IDR 
payment amounts. 20 U.S.C. 1098h. 
This enables the borrower to compare 
different IDR plans before selecting a 
plan or deciding not to enroll. 

If the borrower elects to see the 
repayment rates through this single 
application process, the Secretary now 
has the borrower’s monthly repayment 
rate. 

The Department may not require 
borrowers to check their IDR payment 
rates using FTI, and even if a borrower 
elects to do so, the Department cannot 
require the borrower to use the 
derivative monthly payment rate as the 
reasonable and affordable rate. 
However, the Department believes that 
we may provide this option to 
borrowers to reduce the need for 
additional documentation of income 
and family size, potentially reducing the 
process that currently takes a few weeks 
down to a matter of minutes. 

Section 494(b) of the HEA limits the 
Secretary’s authority to obtain FTI from 
the IRS only for purposes of 
administering the FAFSA®, enrollment 
in an IDR plan, and total and permanent 
disability discharge determinations. 
However, in response to the 
commenters’ desire to streamline the 
rehabilitation process as well as into 
better facilitate on-ramp to repayment, 
we believe we can proactively obtain 
the borrower’s FTI for enrollment in an 
IDR plan. Since we would have the 
borrower’s income at that point, with 
the borrower’s approval, we could use 
that income information for purposes of 
calculating a reasonable and affordable 
payment for loan rehabilitation which 
will facilitate support a more seamless 
process for struggling distressed 
borrowers. This reasonable and 
affordable payment will align with the 
minimums in § 685.211(f)(1)(i). 

Changes: We amend § 685.211(f)(1)(i) 
to read as follows: (i) Payment Amount. 
(A) Before July 1, 2027, the Secretary 
initially considers the borrower’s 
reasonable and affordable payment 
amount to be an amount equal to the 
payment required under any eligible 
income-driven repayment plan, except 
if this amount is less than $5, the 
borrower’s monthly payment is $5. (B) 
Beginning on and after July 1, 2027, the 
Secretary initially considers the 
borrower’s reasonable and affordable 
payment amount to be an amount equal 
to the payment required under any 
eligible income-driven repayment plan, 
except that if this amount is less than 

$10, the borrower’s monthly payment is 
$10. 

Comments: Non-Federal negotiators 
and other commenters urged the 
Department to automatically enroll 
borrowers in an income-driven 
repayment plan, such as the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, immediately upon 
completion of rehabilitation. 
Commenters expressed concern that 
borrowers might successfully 
rehabilitate but then default again 
because they failed to navigate the 
process required to select an affordable 
repayment plan. 

Discussion: The Department shares 
the goal of ensuring borrowers enter into 
affordable plans post-rehabilitation and 
continue to successfully repay the 
rehabilitated loans. However, under the 
HEA, the Secretary does not have the 
unilateral authority to select a 
repayment plan for a borrower who is 
no longer in default. As discussed in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4288), borrowers who 
rehabilitate a defaulted loan may select 
a repayment plan, including the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, and must 
affirmatively authorize the Department 
to use their FTI to determine their 
monthly payment amounts for plans 
that are based on income. To 
accomplish this, the Department is 
designing improved processes for 
rehabilitation so that borrowers can 
choose their repayment plans earlier 
and can authorize the use of FTI to 
enroll in the new Repayment Assistance 
Plan upon rehabilitation of the 
defaulted loans. Additionally, the 
Department may not move borrowers 
into different repayment plans without 
their consent. 

We believe that regulatory text is 
needed to clarify the borrower’s 
enrollment in an IDR plan after 
rehabilitation. Because we share 
commenters’ concern to make post- 
rehabilitation enrollment in an IDR plan 
as seamless as possible, we will add a 
new paragraph (f)(14) that states a 
borrower who has a defaulted Direct 
Loan that is rehabilitated on or after July 
1, 2026, may be transferred to the 
income-driven repayment plan by the 
Secretary if that borrower applied for 
such plan on a single application. 

Changes: We add § 685.211(f)(14) to 
read as follows: A borrower who has a 
defaulted Direct Loan that is 
rehabilitated on or after July 1, 2026, 
may be transferred to the income-driven 
repayment plan by the Secretary if that 
borrower applied for such plan on a 
single application. 

Comments: Commenters supported 
the Department’s proposal to improve 
the loan rehabilitation process by 
ensuring borrowers are informed of 

repayment options and the ability to 
authorize the use of FTI to enroll in 
affordable repayment plans. 
Commenters encouraged the 
Department to amend § 685.211(f) to 
allow borrowers to consent to sharing 
their FTI at the time they enter into a 
rehabilitation agreement so that they 
may be automatically enrolled in the 
income-driven repayment plan with the 
lowest payment, unless they decline 
such enrollment. Commenters also 
recommended improving the borrower 
experience during rehabilitation by 
allowing borrowers to make 
rehabilitation payments online, enroll in 
automatic payments, and track their 
progress toward completing 
rehabilitation. In addition, commenters 
recommended that the Department 
cease involuntary collections activities, 
including AWG and TOP collections, 
once a borrower executes a 
rehabilitation agreement rather than 
waiting until several rehabilitation 
payments have been made. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates commenters’ support for 
improving the loan rehabilitation 
process and agrees that borrowers who 
successfully rehabilitate their loans 
should have access to clear information 
about their repayment options and 
straightforward pathways to affordable 
repayment. As discussed in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4288), the Department is 
redesigning the rehabilitation process so 
that borrowers are informed of their 
repayment options, may authorize the 
use of FTI to enroll in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, to facilitate borrowers’ 
transition from default into sustainable 
repayment once their loans are 
rehabilitated. As stated earlier, we share 
commenters’ concern to make post- 
rehabilitation enrollment in an IDR plan 
as seamless as possible and will add a 
new paragraph (f)(14) that states a 
borrower who has a defaulted Direct 
Loan that is rehabilitated on or after July 
1, 2026, may be transferred to the 
income-driven repayment plan by the 
Secretary if that borrower applied for 
such plan on a single application. 

With respect to involuntary 
collections during rehabilitation, the 
Department’s regulations reflect the 
statutory framework governing loan 
rehabilitation and the suspension of 
AWG under § 685.211, and therefore, we 
decline to make the commenter’s 
proposed changes. 

Changes: We add § 685.211(f)(14) to 
read as follows: A borrower who has a 
defaulted Direct Loan that is 
rehabilitated on or after July 1, 2026, 
may be transferred to the income-driven 
repayment plan by the Secretary if that 
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borrower applied for such plan on a 
single application. 

Comments: Commenters suggested 
strengthening the Repayment Assistance 
Plan by preserving automatic 
enrollment into an income-driven 
repayment plan after a borrower 
completes loan rehabilitation. 
Commenters stated that this change, and 
others, would help make certain that 
borrowers transitioning out of default 
remain in an affordable repayment plan 
and reduce the likelihood of re-default. 
Commenters emphasized that borrowers 
who successfully complete 
rehabilitation should be able to 
seamlessly transition into the 
Repayment Assistance Plan or another 
IDR plan so that they can maintain 
manageable monthly payments. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates commenters’ 
recommendations regarding the 
Repayment Assistance Plan and the 
transition of borrowers from default into 
repayment. The Department is revising 
§ 685.211 to implement the statutory 
changes made by the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act, including establishing the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, clarifying 
which repayment plans which may be 
used for certain defaulted Direct Loans, 
and expanding the number of times a 
borrower may rehabilitate a defaulted 
loan. The Department recognizes the 
importance of ensuring that borrowers 
who exit default have access to 
affordable repayment options and 
intends to provide opportunities for 
borrowers to select a repayment plan 
earlier during the rehabilitation process, 
consistent with the statutory framework 
governing the use of FTI for IDR plans. 

As stated earlier, we are compelled 
that facilitating enrollment in income- 
driven repayment plans following 
rehabilitation is important to make a 
seamless transition to repayment after 
exiting default. We explained that we 
will create a single application for 
purposes of enrollment in an IDR plan 
as well as a rehabilitation agreement. To 
implement this approach, we will 
amend § 685.211(f)(1)(ii). We explained 
that we will create a single, all-in-one 
application for purposes of enrollment 
in an IDR plan as well as a rehabilitation 
agreement and that, under this single 
application, the Secretary would be able 
to calculate the borrower’s payment 
under the IDR plan using the FTI (with 
the borrower’s approval under the 
FUTURE Act) to inform the borrower 
what their IDR payment would be after 
rehabilitation. Because the borrower 
would have already disclosed their FTI 
to the Secretary, we then can use the 
income information (with the 
borrower’s approval) to calculate a 

reasonable and affordable payment for 
rehabilitation and additional 
documentation would not be necessary. 
To codify this approach that is 
consistent with and complements the 
regulations implementing the 
rehabilitation improvements enacted in 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, we 
will amend § 685.211(f)(1)(ii). 

Changes: We amend § 685.211(f)(1)(ii) 
to read as follows: (ii)(A) The Secretary 
may calculate the payment amount 
based on information provided orally 
(or through other means) by the 
borrower or the borrower’s 
representative and provide the borrower 
with a rehabilitation agreement using 
that amount. (B) The Secretary may 
provide a single application for the 
purpose of enabling a borrower to apply 
for loan rehabilitation and income 
driven repayment simultaneously, and 
may, with the borrower’s approval, 
calculate the payment amount for any 
income driven repayment plan that the 
borrower would otherwise be eligible 
for (after successful rehabilitation of the 
defaulted loan) to inform the borrower 
of the projected monthly repayment 
amount under such plan after the loans 
are rehabilitated. The Secretary may use 
the calculated payment required under 
any eligible income driven repayment 
plan for the purpose of determining the 
reasonable and affordable payment 
amount under this paragraph (f)(1), with 
the borrower’s approval. Nothing in this 
section prohibits the Secretary from 
accepting an application from a 
borrower for an IDR plan who is 
currently enrolled in a rehabilitation 
agreement but has not yet completed 
such agreement by making the requisite 
payments. (C) The Secretary requires the 
borrower to provide documentation to 
confirm the borrower’s AGI and family 
size, except that the Secretary may, in 
his or her discretion, consider such 
additional documentation unnecessary 
if the borrower approves to having the 
payment amount calculated by the 
Secretary for an eligible income driven 
repayment plan as the borrower’s 
reasonable and affordable payment. If 
the borrower’s AGI or family size is not 
available, or if the Secretary believes 
that the borrower’s reported AGI or 
family size may be inaccurate, the 
borrower must provide other 
documentation to verify income or 
family size. If the borrower fails to 
provide acceptable documentation to 
verify family size, the Secretary assumes 
a family size of one. If the borrower does 
not provide the Secretary with any 
income documentation requested by the 
Secretary to calculate or confirm the 
reasonable and affordable payment 

amount within a reasonable time 
deadline set by the Secretary, the 
rehabilitation agreement provided is 
null and void. 

Comments: One commenter 
recommended that the Department 
amend § 685.211(f)(13) to allow 
borrowers who rehabilitate a Direct 
Loan and returns to a repayment status 
on that rehabilitated loan on or after 
July 1, 2024, and who have one or more 
Direct Loans made on or after July 1, 
2026, to be transferred to the Repayment 
Assistance Plan rather than the REPAYE 
plan. The commenter stated that such 
an amendment would align the 
regulation with the repayment options 
that will be available to borrowers under 
the amendments made to the HEA by 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 

Discussion: The Department shares 
the commenter’s goal of ensuring that 
borrowers who exit default are placed in 
the most appropriate repayment plan 
available to them under the HEA and 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. As 
noted in the discussion regarding 
automatic enrollment, the Department 
intends to design rehabilitation 
processes that inform borrowers of their 
repayment options, including the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, and allow 
them to authorize the use of FTI to 
determine their payment amounts for 
plans based on income. 

However, under the HEA, the 
Secretary does not have the unilateral 
authority to select a specific repayment 
plan for a borrower who is no longer in 
default without the borrower’s 
affirmative selection and authorization. 
While the Repayment Assistance Plan 
will be the primary income-driven 
option for new borrowers under the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act, the 
administrative transition into that plan 
is an operational matter. These 
improvements, including the use of 
online self-service tools to facilitate 
enrollment, will be addressed through 
implementation guidance and system 
updates, and, as such, we decline to 
make commenters’ proposed changes to 
paragraph (f)(13). 

However, we believe that regulatory 
text is needed to clarify the borrower’s 
enrollment in an IDR plan after 
rehabilitation. Because we share 
commenters’ concern to make post- 
rehabilitation enrollment in an IDR plan 
as seamless as possible, we will add a 
new paragraph (f)(14) that states a 
borrower who has a defaulted Direct 
Loan that is rehabilitated on or after July 
1, 2026, may be transferred to the 
income-driven repayment plan by the 
Secretary if that borrower applied for 
such plan on a single application. 
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Changes: We add § 685.211(f)(14) to 
read as follows: A borrower who has a 
defaulted Direct Loan that is 
rehabilitated on or after July 1, 2026, 
may be transferred to the income-driven 
repayment plan by the Secretary if that 
borrower applied for such plan on a 
single application. 

Definitions 

Graduate Student (Definition and 
Boundary With ‘‘Professional Student’’) 

Comments: Many commenters asked 
the Department to clarify how the 
definition of graduate student differs 
from the definition of professional 
student. Some commenters argued that 
the Department was creating a hierarchy 
among graduate pathways, while others 
requested greater clarity about how 
programs would be identified for 
placement in the correct category. 

Commenters also raised 
implementation and classification 
concerns regarding how programs will 
be identified for purposes of placing 
borrowers into the correct category, 
including concerns about inconsistent 
institutional labeling and program 
coding. Some commenters asked 
whether doctoral programs could be 
swept into the professional category 
unintentionally, while others urged the 
Department to treat certain graduate 
programs as professional even if they 
were not originally included in the 
definition. 

Discussion: The Department is 
retaining the proposed definition. As 
explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4260), 
§ 685.102 defines a graduate student as 
a student enrolled in a program of study 
above the baccalaureate level that 
awards a graduate credential other than 
a professional degree upon completion. 
Professional student is a narrower 
classification tied directly to the 
incorporated professional-degree 
framework enacted by Congress in its 
amendments to Section 455(a)(4) of the 
HEA, rather than institutional labeling 
or the broader fact that many graduate 
programs lead to professional 
employment. These definitions serve a 
loan-administration function: they 
identify borrower categories for solely 
for the purposes of obtaining the higher 
loan limits for Direct Loan purposes. 
They do not express a value judgment 
about the importance of any occupation 
or field. 

The Department further clarifies that, 
unless a borrower is enrolled in a 
program that satisfies the incorporated 
professional-degree framework, a 
borrower in graduate-level enrollment is 
treated as a graduate student for 
purposes of the Direct Loan regulations. 

This approach provides a clearer and 
more uniform boundary than 
commenter-suggested approaches that 
hinge on program title, generalized 
licensure concepts, or case-by-case 
characterizations of professional status. 

Changes: None. 

Program Length (Definition and Role in 
Applying Transition Concepts) 

Comments: Commenters asked the 
Department to clarify whether the 
definition of program length means the 
institution’s published minimum full- 
time length for a program or a borrower- 
specific estimate based on remaining 
terms, credits, or anticipated graduation 
date. Some commenters argued that a 
published minimum-time standard is 
too rigid for students in sequenced 
curricula, students on academic 
probation who remain full-time, or 
students whose progression is delayed 
by course ordering or other ordinary 
academic variation. 

Commenters also raised process 
questions about uniformity across 
institutions, particularly where 
similarly titled programs have different 
pacing models, and asked whether 
program length is intended to reflect the 
minimum published time for full-time 
enrollment or the typical time a student 
actually takes to complete their degree, 
including for part-time attendance or 
stop-outs. 

Discussion: The Department clarifies 
that, consistent with Section 
455(a)(8)(C) of the HEA, program length 
in 34 CFR 685.102(b) means the 
minimum amount of time in weeks, 
months, or years specified in an 
institution’s catalog, marketing 
materials, or other official publications 
for a full-time student to complete a 
specific program of study. Program 
length is therefore a program-level 
attribute, not a borrower-specific 
projection based on an anticipated 
graduation date, remaining course 
credits, sequencing delays, or other 
individualized circumstances. This 
approach provides a clear, consistent 
reference point that can be applied 
across institutions and programs when 
the regulations rely on program length 
for related concepts. 

The Department further notes that, 
where a borrower enrolls part-time, 
pauses enrollment, or otherwise 
deviates from the standard full-time 
progression, the borrower’s actual time 
to completion may differ from the 
program’s standard length; however, the 
Department does not interpret program 
length to change borrower-by-borrower. 
Rather, program length remains a 
program-level feature used for applying 
the related definitions and transition 

concepts discussed elsewhere in the 
rule. The NPRM (91 FR 4267) further 
explains that the Department included 
the term ‘‘full-time’’ because that 
wording appears in the statutory 
definition. The Department believes the 
statute refers to the institution’s 
published program structure (see 
Section 455(a)(8)(C) of the HEA), 
consistent with how program length is 
used in other title IV contexts. 

The Department believes that an 
objective, published measure is 
necessary because the transition 
provisions use program length as an 
input for related definitions, including 
expected time to credential, and because 
a borrower-specific anticipated- 
graduation-date approach would reduce 
consistency in administration across 
institutions. 

Changes: None. 

Expected Time to Credential (Definition 
and Application) 

Comments: Commenters asked how 
expected time to credential would be 
calculated, who would apply the 
calculation, and how the concept would 
operate in the transition exception for 
continuing borrowers. Commenters 
specifically raised questions about 
whether the calculation depends on 
academic-year definitions, course 
credits completed, class standing, or 
other individualized circumstances, and 
whether borrowers must be able to 
finish within three academic years to 
remain within the transition framework. 

Discussion: The Department is 
retaining the proposed definition of 
expected time to credential as, from July 
1, 2026, the lesser of three academic 
years, as defined in 34 CFR 668.3, or the 
period determined by subtracting from 
the program length the portion of the 
program the borrower has already 
completed. Expected time to credential 
was included in the statute to provide 
a transition period for currently enrolled 
students to maintain eligibility for the 
current loan limits during the length of 
their program. The Department therefore 
declines to replace this program-based 
calculation with anticipated graduation 
date or other individualized approaches. 

The NPRM (91 FR 4261) explains that 
the Department included the July 1, 
2026, date and the cross-reference to 
academic year to provide clarity and 
consistency with other elements of the 
regulations and existing policy. 

Changes: None. 

Professional Student 

Professional Student and Professional 
Degree 

The Department received a substantial 
number of comments concerning both 
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3 Am. Psychol. Ass’n. Serv, Inc., State licensure 
and certification information for psychologists, 
https://www.apaservices.org/practice/ce/State/ 
State-info. 

4 See supra n.1. 
5 See Am. Psychol. Ass’n., Standards of 

Accreditation for Health Service Psychology, at 7 
(rev. approved Feb. 2026), https://www.apa.org/ed/ 
accreditation/standards-of-accreditation.pdf. 

the overall framework for identifying a 
professional student for title IV loan 
limit purposes, and the application of 
that framework to professions, degree 
pathways, and instructional programs. 
The Department addresses those 
comments in two parts. First, we 
address cross-cutting comments 
concerning the statutory and regulatory 
framework, the meaning of the 
incorporated professional degree 
concepts, and commenters’ broad 
arguments regarding licensure required 
to enter practice, workforce need, 
borrowing costs, and program 
identification. 

Second, the Department addresses 
comments concerning specific 
professions and degree pathways, 
applying the same governing framework 
of the definition of professional student 
to the particular fields and programs 
discussed by commenters in order of the 
enumerated list of professional degrees 
as explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4260– 
4266), and then by other degrees not 
specifically mentioned in the NPRM. 
This organization promotes clarity, 
reduces unnecessary repetition, and 
explains the basis for the Department’s 
responses in a consistent and uniform 
manner. 

At the onset, the Department notes 
that our classification of particular 
professions and degree pathways into 
either ‘‘graduate’’ or ‘‘professional’’ does 
not represent a normative judgment 
regarding whether we think the 
underlying career is worthy. The term 
‘‘professional student’’ is used in the 
new amendments to the Higher 
Education Act to classify degrees based 
upon particular characteristics only for 
the purposes of Direct Loan eligibility. 

Conversely, the word ‘‘professional’’ 
is used in common parlance to describe 
how individuals approach their work or 
the nature of their employment. 
Throughout our economy, there are 
many workers who are appropriately 
described as ‘‘professional’’ in that they 
have significant skills and carry out 
their duties in a competent manner. 
This rule does not pass judgment 
regarding the relative worth of those 
careers, nor does it claim that the work 
that many Americans are engaged in is 
not professional. 

The Higher Education Act uses the 
term ‘‘professional student’’ in an 
entirely different context and defines 
that term in a manner that is quite 
different than the common usage of the 
word ‘‘professional.’’ In this rule, we 
interpret the law as written and do not 
claim that degrees that do not meet the 
definition of ‘‘professional student’’ are 
of lesser worth. 

Professional Student Definition— 
General Support, Opposition, and 
Statutory/Regulatory Framework 
General Support 

Comments: Many commenters 
expressed support for the Department’s 
definition of professional degree. These 
commenters emphasized Congress’s 
intent to curb graduate borrowing and 
supported the Department’s decision to 
closely follow the definition contained 
in the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
These commenters also supported the 
Department’s adherence to the 
consensus definition reached by the 
negotiated rulemaking RISE Committee. 

Some commenters also supported the 
Department’s use of a bounded and 
objective framework for implementing 
the statutory distinction between 
graduate students and professional 
students. These commenters generally 
agreed that a clear rule would be easier 
for institutions and borrowers to 
administer, would reduce ad hoc 
expansion pressure, and would better 
align borrowing with the statutory 
structure. A smaller set of commenters 
also supported common sense loan caps 
and bounded classification as a form of 
consumer protection and fiscal 
stewardship. For example, one 
commenter stated that no one should 
borrow more than $100,000 for a non- 
professional master’s degree and stated 
that stronger guardrails would better 
protect future borrowers from 
devastating financial decisions. 
Commenters noted that programs that 
do not meet the definition of 
professional degree have an opportunity 
to better align costs with market need. 

Some commenters supported the 
inclusion of doctoral-level clinical 
psychology within the professional 
student framework. These commenters 
agreed that doctoral-level clinical 
psychology fits within the incorporated 
professional degree definition because it 
signifies completion of the academic 
requirements for beginning practice in a 
distinct profession, requires a level of 
professional skill beyond that normally 
required for a bachelor’s degree, and 
generally requires licensure. 
Commenters also supported the 
Department’s conclusion that inclusion 
of doctoral-level clinical psychology is 
consistent with the structure of the 
incorporated definition and the context 
supplied by the illustrative examples in 
the NPRM (91 FR 4262–63). 

Discussion: As explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4261–63), the final rule 
implements Congress’s decision to tie 
the professional student classification to 
the existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan- 

limit purposes. The Department is 
adopting that approach in the final rule 
to provide a clear, nationally uniform 
framework for administering the 
statutory loan-limit provisions. The 
Department agrees with commenters 
who supported that approach and who 
stated that it will improve clarity and 
consistency in the Federal student loan 
system. 

The Department also agrees with 
commenters who supported inclusion of 
doctoral-level clinical psychology. As 
explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4263– 
64), doctoral-level clinical psychology 
satisfies each element of the 
incorporated framework. First, obtaining 
a doctorate in clinical psychology 
because it signifies completion of the 
academic requirements for beginning 
practice in a distinct profession, as a 
doctorate in clinical psychology is 
explicitly required for licensure (and 
therefore to practice) as a psychologist 
in every State.3 Second, a doctorate in 
clinical psychology requires a level of 
professional skill significantly in excess 
of that normally required for a 
bachelor’s degree, as profession must 
require skill(s) that students who only 
have a bachelor’s degree (or training 
below a bachelor’s degree level) would 
not have. Finally, in every State, a 
license is required to practice in the 
field of clinical psychology.4 

In addition to satisfying the operative 
requirements, a doctorate in clinical 
psychology also shares common 
characteristics with the other degrees 
included in the illustrative list of 
professional degrees in the definition. 
Like nearly all of the other degrees in 
the illustrative list, a Doctor of 
Psychology (Psy. D.) requires a 
minimum of three full-time academic 
years of graduate study (or the 
equivalent thereof) plus an internship to 
graduate from any APA-accredited 
program.5 Like nearly all of the other 
degrees included in the illustrative list, 
this degree is at the doctoral level. 
Finally, like all persons holding those 
degrees included in the illustrative list 
where licensure is explicitly required to 
practice in their field, doctoral-level 
clinical psychology graduates are not 
required to work under the supervision 
of another professional in a different 
profession (so other residencies or 
internships) as a condition of licensure. 
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Therefore, the Department concludes 
that treating doctoral-level clinical 
psychology as a professional degree 
under this framework is consistent with 
the structure of the incorporated 
definition and the context supplied by 
the illustrative examples. 

Changes: None. 

General Opposition 
Comments: Many commenters 

opposed the Department’s approach to 
defining professional student, as they 
believed it to be too narrow. These 
commenters argued that the 
incorporated professional degree 
examples are underinclusive, outdated, 
or tied to historical models of 
professional education that no longer 
reflect modern practice. Some urged the 
Department to treat the enumerated 
examples as illustrative rather than 
bounded. Others argued that the 
Department was adding limitations not 
found in the statutory or regulatory text, 
including by requiring programs to 
resemble the enumerated examples in 
34 CFR 668.2, to fit older historical 
models of professional education, or to 
satisfy a narrower set of licensure and 
practice conditions than commenters 
believed the incorporated definition 
requires. Many commenters specifically 
argued that physical therapy, 
occupational therapy, social work, 
physician assistant, and various 
graduate-level nursing programs satisfy 
the ‘‘three-part test’’ in 34 CFR 668.2: (1) 
the degree signifies both completion of 
the academic requirements for 
beginning practice in a given profession, 
(2) requires a level of professional skill 
beyond that is normally required for a 
bachelor’s degree, and (3) professional 
licensure is generally required. They 
believed that in excluding these 
programs, that the Department is 
improperly narrowing Congress’s 
adopted language. Other commenters 
asserted that additional graduate 
programs should qualify because they 
believed those programs satisfy both the 
operative elements of 34 CFR 668.2 (as 
codified by the Act) and closely 
resemble the listed professional degree 
examples reflected in the incorporated 
framework. 

Similarly, at least one commenter 
stated that the Doctor of Public Health 
(DrPH) functions as the terminal 
professional practice doctorate in public 
health and therefore, should be treated 
as a professional degree. These 
comments also urged the Department to 
move away from a bounded cross- 
reference and toward a broader, more 
contemporary standard linked to 
licensure, professional responsibility, 
and practice expectations. 

Some commenters also stated that the 
Department’s definition of professional 
student does not account for graduate 
pathways that may involve specialized 
professional preparation, occupational 
responsibility, formal accreditation, or 
strong labor-market recognition. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
believe that our approach to defining 
professional student is too narrow nor 
do we believe it should be expanded to 
include more degree programs. Congress 
defined professional student in Section 
455(a)(4)(C)(ii) of the HEA by cross 
referencing the Department’s current 
definition of professional degree in 34 
CFR 668.2 (effectively codifying that 
regulatory definition), and the 
Department is implementing that 
framework in § 685.102 as a loan limit 
classification. 

The Department also does not agree 
with commenters who argued that 
physician assistant, physical therapy, 
occupational therapy, social work, 
graduate-level nursing programs, Doctor 
of Public Health programs, and similar 
graduate programs should qualify 
because they allegedly satisfy the 
operative elements of the incorporated 
definition. The Department is not 
interpreting the cross-referenced 
definition as a free-standing test under 
which any graduate program involving 
advanced study, clinical preparation, 
licensure-related requirements, 
accreditation, or occupational 
responsibility must be treated as a 
professional degree program. Nor is the 
Department treating the enumerated 
professional degree examples in 34 CFR 
668.2 as indicative of an open-ended 
category to be added to at the 
Department’s discretion. Rather, the 
Department is applying the incorporated 
definition as a bounded and uniform 
classification informed by the listed 
examples and the same general class of 
programs reflected in the enumerated 
examples. Applying that interpretation, 
the Department’s conclusion is that the 
additional programs identified by the 
commenters do not qualify. 

As discussed in the NPRM (91 FR 
4261–65) and in the program-specific 
discussions below, the Department 
reviewed these proposals and 
concluded that the cited additional 
programs do not fall within the 
incorporated professional degree 
framework for title IV loan limit 
purposes. 

Changes: None. 

Definition of Professional Student 
Provided by Congress 

Comments: Several commenters 
disagreed with our definition of 
professional student and that we should 

modify our definition of the list of 
degrees that are considered professional 
degrees. These commenters stated that 
we should use the definition provided 
by Congress and that the statute did not 
limit the list of professional degrees 
based on Classification of Instructional 
Programs code (CIP codes), or other 
factors, as we stated in the NPRM. These 
commenters assert adding other criteria 
to the definition is beyond the scope of 
our authority. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
believe further clarifying this definition 
in regulation is outside of our authority 
and believe we based our definition on 
the statute. As we explain in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4261), we added a new definition 
of professional student in § 685.102 for 
the purpose of distinguishing between 
graduate students and professional 
students solely for the new loan limits. 
This definition is consistent with 
Section 455(a)(4)(C)(ii) of the HEA, the 
statutory definition of professional 
student. Specifically, in paragraph (2)(i) 
of our definition of professional student 
in § 685.102, we added a list of 
enumerated professional degrees that is 
consistent with the statute. 

The statute creates an operative 
definition with elements that must be 
applied to all degree programs. In 
addition, the illustrative list of degrees 
in the statute provides context and 
limiting principles that are common 
across all, or substantially all, of the 
illustrative programs listed in the 
definition. Degree programs that meet 
the operative elements and satisfy the 
contextual principles are professional 
degrees; all other programs at the 
graduate level do not. The statute is not 
fixed in the sense that new degree 
programs could, at some point in the 
future, be professional degrees even if 
the program-type was not in existence 
when Congress passed the Act. As the 
economy evolves and new degrees and 
careers are created, it is possible that 
those degree pathways could meet the 
definition of professional student. 
Therefore, our definition of professional 
student in § 685.102 is consistent with 
the HEA, and we use the statutory 
definition as the basis for our regulatory 
definition. 

Although the commenters point out 
that one of the elements of professional 
degree also includes CIP codes, as we 
state in the NPRM (91 FR 4264), it is the 
Department’s view that incorporating 
the four-digit CIP code into the 
definition of professional degree in the 
regulations is not inconsistent with the 
statute. Rather, this is merely an 
outgrowth of Congress giving the 
Executive Branch the authority ‘‘to fill 
up the details’’ of the statutory scheme. 
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6 The list of programs in § 668.2 was based on the 
definition of first-professional degree used by the 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 
which included the same limited 10 fields that are 
listed in § 668.2 today (72 FR 62014). Because the 
Department relied on this NCES definition to 
develop the list in § 668.2, we also used this 
historical definition to inform the incorporated 
definition. 

West Virginia v. Env’t Prot. Agency, 597 
U.S. 697, 737, (2022) (Gorsuch, J., 
concurring) (quoting Wayman v. 
Southard, 10 Wheat. 1, 42–43 (1825)). 
The CIP code taxonomy incorporates the 
Department’s existing classification 
system to make the rule operational for 
institutions and the Department. The 
higher education market is very 
complex with over 4,000 institutions 
and tens of thousands of programs that 
grant numerous types of degrees. Absent 
use of the CIP code system, there could 
be confusion among institutions or even 
at the Department regarding what 
specific programs are eligible for the 
higher loan limits. These ‘‘details’’ may 
seem mundane, but they are critical to 
ensuring that the rule is operationally 
feasible. Congress, through the new 
amendments to the HEA and through 
statutes granting us broad rulemaking 
authority, has empowered the 
Department to prescribe regulations that 
make the underlying statute fully 
operational. Use of the CIP code 
taxonomy makes the loan limits 
established in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act operational. 

In paragraph (1)(iv) of our definition 
of professional student in § 685.102, we 
note that a professional degree is a 
degree that includes a four-digit CIP 
code in the same intermediate group as 
the fields listed in paragraph (2)(i) of the 
definition of professional student. We 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4264) and 
in discussion above our basis for 
adopting a CIP code element in the 
definition of professional student would 
ease administrative burden and remains 
consistent with the statutory framework. 
Statute, and the definition provided by 
Congress, supports our adoption of a 
CIP code standard in the definition of 
professional student. 

Relatedly, in paragraph (1)(ii) of the 
definition of professional student, we 
include a provision that a professional 
degree is generally at the doctoral level 
and requires at least six academic years 
of coursework, including at least two 
years of post-baccalaureate level 
coursework.6 As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4262), the illustrative list 
of professional degrees in § 668.2 
provides contextual signs under which 
we must rely upon as we apply the 
meaning of the operative test to any 
degree program. Contrary to the 

commenters’ assertion that our 
definition goes beyond the scope of the 
HEA, we explain (91 FR 4262), the 
illustrative list of professional degrees 
in § 668.2 provides contextual clues for 
applying the incorporated definition to 
particular degree programs. The list 
shows that the incorporated framework 
is not categorically limited to doctoral 
degrees, but it also shows that the 
category is narrow and specific rather 
than open-ended. The Department 
cannot overlook that, among the 
professional degrees listed in § 668.2, 
only one is not at the doctoral level. The 
Department therefore did not read the 
statute either to require a doctoral-only 
rule or to encompass all advanced non- 
doctoral programs. Paragraph(1)(ii) 
reflects that contextual reading of the 
incorporated definitions and is 
consistent with the statute. 

Changes: None. 

Scope and Legal Effect of Professional 
Student Classification for Title IV Loan 
Limit Administration 

Comments: Many commenters 
objected to the Department’s proposed 
treatment of excluded fields on the basis 
that exclusion of students enrolled in 
such programs from the professional 
student category would trigger 
immediate adverse financial 
consequences beyond the applicable 
Direct Unsubsidized Loan limits. Other 
commenters argued that the 
Department’s use of the term 
professional student carries legal and 
practical implications outside of title IV 
administration by signaling that 
excluded fields are less rigorous, less 
legitimate, or less professionally 
recognized than the programs treated as 
qualifying professional degree programs. 
Some commenters further asserted that 
third parties, including payers, insurers, 
employers, credentialing bodies, and 
malpractice carriers, could rely on the 
Department’s terminology in ways that 
disadvantage excluded professions. 
These comments were especially 
pronounced from commenters with 
vested interests in counseling, marriage 
and family therapy, social work, 
nursing, and other practice-oriented 
fields, who argued that the Department’s 
terminology could be misread as 
relevant to reimbursement, contracting, 
licensure recognition, or broader 
professional standing. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges these comments but 
clarifies that the professional student 
designation is used solely for purposes 
of administering title IV loan limit 
provisions. It is not intended to provide, 
nor does it represent, a normative 
judgment regarding the value of these 

programs. The Department 
acknowledges that many people who 
work in counseling, marriage and family 
therapy, social work, nursing, and other 
practice-oriented fields are professional 
and deserve respect and praise for their 
work. And although we do not think 
that Congress intended to cast aspersion 
on degrees like the Bachelors of Nursing 
(BSN) program, it is likewise clear that 
Congress did not want to make 
undergraduates eligible for professional 
degree loan limits. Congress created 
undergraduate loan limits because it 
wanted those programs to be treated 
distinctly. Indeed, loan limits for 
undergraduates have been around for 
decades, and we do not think we are 
breaking new ground by categorizing 
BSN programs as undergraduate degrees 
rather than professional degrees for the 
purposes of higher loan limits. 
Likewise, the Department has classified 
some degrees as ‘‘professional’’ for 
decades without projecting a normative 
judgment on the degrees that are not 
considered ‘‘professional.’’ For these 
programs, including graduate programs 
that do not meet the operative 
definition, we disagree with 
commenters that by excluding certain 
degree programs that we are degrading 
the normative value of these programs. 
The term professional is long-standing 
and has appeared in the Department’s 
regulations for decades, well before this 
rulemaking. 

In the same way, the taxonomy used 
here for only loan eligibility purposes 
does not rank academic fields, confer 
professional recognition, or determine 
whether a program, occupation, or 
degree carries greater status, worth, 
legitimacy, or public value than another. 
Nor does the Department interpret or 
apply this terminology to govern State 
licensure, scope of practice, payer 
credentialing, insurer recognition, 
reimbursement, contracting, employer 
treatment, or malpractice coverage. 
Those matters arise under separate 
statutory, regulatory, and private 
frameworks and are not controlled by 
the title IV loan classifications adopted 
in this rule. The Department therefore 
does not revise the rule based on 
commenters’ concern that third parties 
might misread title IV terminology for 
purposes beyond Federal student aid 
administration. To the extent 
commenters urged the Department to 
broaden the professional student 
category in order to avoid perceived 
downstream signaling effects, the 
Department declines to do so, because 
that is not a factor Congress directed the 
Department to consider when 
classifying programs for the purpose of 
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higher loan limit eligibility. Indeed, the 
regulation does not create a broader 
designation intended to resolve 
collateral questions of occupational 
status or external professional 
recognition. The Department therefore 
retains the NPRM’s approach. The 
NPRM explains the separate legal 
consequences of the graduate/ 
professional borrowing categories and 
the Department’s implementation of the 
incorporated professional degree 
framework for title IV loan limit 
purposes, as well as the fact that the 
Department does not intend these 
categories to serve any purpose outside 
of loan limits or represent the 
Department’s opinion as to the societal 
value that roles in any given field 
provide. 

Changes: None. 

Mistaken Causal Link Between 
Professional Student Definition and 
Loss of Access to Grad PLUS Loans 

Comments: A few commenters 
objected to the exclusion of their degree 
program from the definition of 
professional degree, stating that it 
prevents them from accessing Grad 
PLUS loans. 

Discussion: The commenters 
misconstrue the new loan limits for 
graduate students and professional 
students and the termination of the Grad 
PLUS Loan for graduate and 
professional students. There are two 
separate Direct Loan programs: the 
Direct Unsubsidized Loan program and 
the Grad PLUS program. The new 
annual and aggregate loan limits for 
graduate students and professional 
students are separate and apart from the 
termination of the authority to make 
Grad PLUS loans to graduate and 
professional students. Section 
81001(1)(C) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act amended Section 455(a)(3)(C) 
of the HEA by terminating eligibility for 
the Grad PLUS Loan program for all 
graduate and professional students for 
any period of instruction beginning on 
or after July 1, 2026. There is no 
difference between graduate and 
professional students with respect to 
their access to Grad PLUS and the new 
loan limits based on whether a student 
is a graduate student or professional 
student. Separately, Section 81001(1)(B) 
of the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
amended Section 455(a)(4) of the HEA 
to include new annual loan limits for 
graduate students and professional 
students ($20,500 and $50,000, 
respectively) for periods of enrollment 
beginning on or after July 1, 2026. 
Section 81001(2) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act amended Section 
455(a)(4)(B) of the HEA to include new 

aggregate loan limits for graduate 
students and professional students 
($100,000 and $200,000, respectively) 
for periods of enrollment beginning on 
or after July 1, 2026. Unlike Grad PLUS 
loans, these Direct Unsubsidized loan 
limits vary based on whether the 
student is a graduate student or 
professional student. 

Changes: None. 

Non-Exhaustive List of Professional 
Degrees 

Comments: Several commenters noted 
that our definition of professional 
student adopts the definition of 
professional degrees in § 668.2 and that 
we acknowledged that the list of degrees 
is illustrative and not exhaustive. These 
commenters believed that we are 
inconsistent between definitions and 
that we treat the list of professional 
degrees as exhaustive for determining 
eligibility for the higher loan limits. 
Some commenters believed that the law 
does not contemplate a narrow or 
exhaustive definition of professional 
degree, while other commenters stated 
that we added clinical psychology to an 
exhaustive list in § 668.2. 

Discussion: The Department believes 
we have remained consistent in our 
definition. To be considered a 
professional degree, a degree must meet 
the three-prong test and be similar in 
character to the degrees Congress 
included in the illustrative list in the 
definition of professional degree. 
Contrary to commenters’ assertion, and 
as we explain in detail in the NPRM (91 
FR 4263), the list of professional degrees 
in the definition of professional student 
need not be exhaustive and is merely an 
illustrative list of degrees. We further 
clarify that we do not assert that the list 
of included professional degrees 
represents all degrees that may be 
professional in nature offered by 
institutions. The list provides those 
degree programs that we have identified 
as meeting the statutory definition of a 
professional degree for the purposes of 
determining who is considered a 
professional student and is subject to 
the higher loan limits. Additionally, the 
definition’s framework provides clear 
clues that, so long as the operative 
definition and context allow, additional 
degrees may be added to the list of 
professional degrees through future 
rulemaking. 

By stating that the law does not 
contemplate a narrow or exhaustive 
definition of professional degree, we 
believe that commenters 
mischaracterize our approach in 
defining professional student. The 
Department provides key context to the 
statute in the NPRM (91 FR 4263); we 

explain our use of the interpretive 
canon noscitur a sociis as an instructive 
canon to determine the universe of 
professional degrees that are eligible for 
the higher loan limits. (‘‘we rely on the 
principle of noscitur a sociis—a word is 
known by the company it keeps—to 
‘‘avoid ascribing to one word a meaning 
so broad that it is inconsistent with its 
accompanying words, therefore giving 
unintended breadth to the Acts of 
Congress.’’ (quoting Gustafson v. Alloyd 
Co., 513 U.S. 561, 115 S.Ct. 1061, 131 
L.Ed.2d 1 (1995)) Yates v. United States, 
574 U.S. 528, 543, 135 S. Ct. 1074, 1085, 
191 L. Ed. 2d 64 (2015)). 

Here, we rely on the illustrative list of 
degrees provided by Congress, as well as 
the historical context in which that list 
was originally developed by the 
Department, to identify common 
characteristics of those degrees. We 
further explain each of those 
commonalities and attributes of these 
professional degrees. 

With respect to adding the doctorate 
in clinical psychology to an illustrative 
list of professional degrees, we explain 
in the NPRM (91 FR 4263–4264) how, 
during negotiated rulemaking, the 
Committee was able to determine that 
the doctorate in clinical psychology met 
all of the criteria in the definition of 
professional degree in § 668.2 and was 
substantially similar to the other 
professional degrees in the definition. 
Although the commenters are correct 
that the list of degrees in § 668.2 is non- 
exhaustive, the professional degrees in 
paragraph (2) of the definition of 
professional student is exhaustive and 
the basis for including clinical 
psychology, as mentioned earlier, is 
because that program meets all the 
criteria of the definition. 

Changes: None. 

CIP Code at the Two-Digit Level 
Comments: Some commenters 

believed our definition of professional 
student should include programs at the 
two-digit CIP code level, specifically, 
CIP code 51 (Health Professions and 
Related Clinical Sciences). These 
commenters believed that nursing, 
naturopathy, speech pathology, 
audiology, rehabilitation and 
therapeutics, public health, nutrition, 
and other allied health professions with 
a two-digit CIP code of 51 should be 
considered professional degrees 
alongside medicine, dentistry, 
pharmacy, chiropractic, and optometry, 
which are established professional 
degrees under § 668.2 that share the 
same two-digit CIP code. 

Discussion: We do not believe our 
definition of professional student 
should include programs at the two- 

VerDate Sep<11>2014 21:00 Apr 30, 2026 Jkt 268001 PO 00000 Frm 00019 Fmt 4701 Sfmt 4700 E:\FR\FM\01MYR3.SGM 01MYR3lo
tte

r 
on

 D
S

K
8B

H
N

X
B

4P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
U

LE
S

3



23786 Federal Register / Vol. 91, No. 84 / Friday, May 1, 2026 / Rules and Regulations 

7 The Department acknowledges that there are 
alternative pathways to become licensed in a 
profession for a few of the degrees on the on the 
enumerated list. These circumstances are narrow. 
For example, the State of California does not require 
individuals to earn a law degree prior to sitting for 
the bar in narrow circumstances. However, the 
overwhelming number of jurisdictions require a law 
degree prior to being eligible to become a licensed 
attorney. In addition, the Department acknowledges 
that the pathway to being in the clergy varies 
widely among religions with some faiths requiring 
theology degrees while others do not. The 
Department does not think these minor deviations 
overcome the general principle that the enumerated 
degrees typically require a specific pathway where 
a degree is earned prior to licensure. 

digit CIP code level. As we explain in 
the NPRM (91 FR 4264), the CIP code 
taxonomy for instructional programs is 
organized on three levels: (1) A two- 
digit series of 48 general fields that 
groups a larger number of related 
programs; (2) A four-digit series nested 
within each two-digit series, which 
represents groupings of programs that 
have comparable content and objectives 
within those two-digit fields; and (3) A 
six-digit series that assigns unique six- 
digit codes to specific instructional 
programs. We further explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4264) why we believe the 
four-digit grouping is the more 
appropriate level for classifying 
programs: two-digit groupings, as the 
commenters propose, would be far too 
inclusive of programs that are not 
connected to professional practice at 
that two-digit level. As an illustrative 
example, we highlighted the CIP code 
for veterinary medicine (CIP code 01.80) 
and how veterinary medicine was 
categorically different from the other 
CIP codes at that same two-digit level of 
01 (91 FR 4264). Therefore, it would be 
inappropriate to include professional 
degrees based upon their classification 
at the two-digit CIP level, as these 
would include certain programs that are 
categorically different from the 
programs Congress included in its 
statutory definition. 

Changes: None. 

Professional Student Definition— 
Licensure, Entry-to-Practice, Degree 
Characteristics, and Historical Degree 
Evolution 

Degree Not Required for Initial Entry, 
But Required for Entry to Practice 

Comments: Some commenters argued 
that the Department incorrectly applied 
the first part of the operative test, which 
requires ‘‘completion of academic 
requirements for beginning practice in a 
given profession’’ for a program to be a 
professional degree. These commenters 
claimed that their programs should be 
professional degrees on the basis that 
they are required for initial entry into 
their chosen profession and that there is 
no lower academic pathway that begins 
practice. These commenters believed 
the Department mistakenly equates 
‘‘beginning practice’’ with the lowest 
entry point in the field, rather than the 
start of practice within the specific 
profession represented by the degree. 
They said that this unfairly collapses 
two different professional tiers with 
different licensure, certification, scopes 
of work, and legal responsibility. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
that many degrees are required for entry 
into a profession, but that this argument 

alone is not sufficient to be a 
professional degree; these programs 
must meet each element of the 
definition of professional student 
independently. Ultimately, we disagree 
that ‘‘beginning practice’’ can be used 
for the specific profession represented 
by the degree, rather than initial entry 
into the field. These types of degrees 
train students for things that are beyond 
‘‘beginning practice,’’ and therefore they 
do not meet the definition. As we 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4265), 
programs that lead to degrees that are 
not necessary for entrance into a 
profession cannot be considered 
professional degrees under the 
definition in § 668.2. This approach 
aligns with the historical basis that 
underpins the definition in § 668.2 (72 
FR 62014). 

Changes: None. 

Degree Includes Post-Baccalaureate 
Professional Training 

Comments: Many commenters 
pointed to their programs’ advanced- 
level curriculum as evidence that they 
satisfy the second part of the operative 
test, which ‘‘requires a level of 
professional skill beyond that is 
normally required for a bachelor’s 
degree’’ and therefore should be 
included in the list of professional 
degrees. One commenter argued that 
this specific wording in 34 CFR 668.2 
does not imply that a degree would not 
be a professional degree simply because 
one can obtain a license after earning 
only a bachelor’s degree. Instead, the 
commenters argued that the definition 
allows for professional degrees to 
include bachelor’s degrees that require 
‘‘a level of professional skill beyond that 
is normally required for a bachelor’s 
degree,’’ including additional hours of 
field education on top of a bachelor’s 
degree. 

Discussion: As with other elements of 
the operative test, many graduate 
programs fulfill the requirement that the 
program require ‘‘a level of professional 
skill beyond that is normally required 
for a bachelor’s degree.’’ However, 
programs where their graduates obtain 
work in the profession after earning 
only a bachelor’s degree (91 FR 4266) 
would not require post-baccalaureate 
training and would therefore fail this 
aspect of the three-part operative test. 
Therefore, such programs do not meet 
the definition of professional degree 
because they fail one part of the three- 
part operative test. 

Changes: None. 

Degree Is Generally Required for 
Professional Licensure 

Comments: Many commenters 
claimed that additional programs 
should qualify as professional degrees 
because they align with the third part of 
the operative test: ‘‘generally requires 
professional licensure’’ (91 FR 4262). 
They emphasized that graduates cannot 
enter the profession without completing 
an accredited program, passing a 
national board or State licensure exam, 
and in many fields, maintaining ongoing 
certification or continuing education. As 
a result, they claimed that licensure 
should be an essential gatekeeping 
mechanism to determine whether a 
program is a professional degree. A few 
commenters equated State permits and 
Federal qualification standards to 
licensure, and that this lack of uniform 
licensure should not disqualify the field 
from being treated as a professional 
degree. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes many graduate programs 
prepare students to obtain professional 
licensure; however, this alone is not 
sufficient to be a professional degree. 
Additionally, preparation for licensure 
does not always correspond to a 
licensure requirement as the operative 
test in § 668.2 necessitates. In many 
instances, licensure provides 
individuals with the possibility of 
career advancement or additional 
responsibility but is not a requirement 
to enter the profession (91 FR 4265). In 
other instances, the regulatory 
landscape around licensure is 
inconsistent, so it is not clear that 
licensure is required to enter those 
professions (91 FR 4265). Finally, in 
many fields, there are multiple 
pathways students may take to qualify 
to sit for licensure exams. All of the 
programs on the enumerated list have 
generally one pathway toward 
licensure,7 which includes earning the 
requisite degree first prior to sitting for 
a licensure exam. Since these pathways 
divert from the enumerated list of 
professional degrees, programs where 
there are alternate pathways to licensure 
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are unlikely to be considered 
professional degrees (91 FR 4265). 

Changes: None. 

Supervision Should Not Be a 
Dispositive Factor in Whether Program 
Is Professional Degree 

Comments: Some commenters 
objected to what they understood as the 
Department’s reliance on supervision, 
collaboration, or the absence of 
immediate independent practice as a 
reason to exclude certain programs from 
the professional degree category. These 
commenters argued that the 
incorporated definition in 34 CFR 668.2 
does not refer to supervision, 
independent practice, or collaborative 
practice arrangements and therefore 
does not permit the Department to treat 
those concepts as freestanding 
disqualifying criteria. In their view, the 
relevant question is whether the degree 
signifies completion of the academic 
requirements for beginning practice in a 
licensed or regulated profession, not 
whether the graduate may later practice 
under some form of supervision, 
collaboration, or transitional oversight. 

Some commenters also asserted that 
the Department’s reliance on 
supervision in some States overlooks 
the dynamic and evolving nature of 
State licensure frameworks and wrongly 
treats supervision as equivalent to 
subordinate status, even though many 
jurisdictions recognize broader 
Advanced Practice Registered Nurses 
(APRN) authority, for example. Other 
commenters argued that the proposed 
rule’s supervision rationale is internally 
inconsistent because clinical residency 
in medicine and postgraduate training 
in clinical psychology are also forms of 
supervised practice. Still others 
maintained that State-by-State variation 
in supervision or collaborative-practice 
requirements should not determine a 
nationwide, Federal classification, 
particularly where commenters believed 
nurse practitioner programs otherwise 
meet the incorporated elements of 34 
CFR 668.2. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
agree that these comments warrant 
revision of the final rule. The NPRM (91 
FR 4264–66) did not adopt supervision, 
collaboration, or the absence of 
immediate independent practice as 
freestanding disqualifying criteria. 
Rather, the Department explained that it 
was applying the incorporated 
professional degree framework in light 
of the contextual significance of the 
illustrative list and, in that context, was 
not persuaded that degrees leading to 
employment that ordinarily must be 
supervised by a licensed professional in 
a different occupation and cannot be 

performed independently fit within that 
framework. Commenters’ analogies to 
medical residency, clinical psychology 
internships or postdoctoral experience, 
and similar forms of supervised 
professional development, do not alter 
that conclusion. Those examples show 
only that supervised practice may exist 
within recognized professional 
pathways as part of the training process 
for those professionals. Supervision in 
this context is temporary, and after the 
training is complete, supervision is no 
longer required. Medical residents and 
medical fellows become attending 
physicians; clinical psychology interns 
become clinical psychologists. The 
relevant inquiry is how the degree 
ordinarily functions within the 
incorporated framework, not whether 
some supervision exists somewhere 
after degree completion. 

The Department likewise does not 
agree that variation in State supervision 
and practice-authority is relevant to 
determining whether a program may be 
considered a professional degree. To 
implement Section 455(a)(4)(C)(ii) of the 
HEA, the Department used the tools of 
statutory construction to determine 
what programs were substantially 
similar to the list outlined in § 668.2. 
Supervision, collaboration, and practice 
authority is consistent among the list of 
professional degrees in 
§ 685.102(b)(ii)(A) in that people who 
practice these professions may obtain a 
license and practice without 
supervision of another licensed 
professional, and, to the extent they are 
supervised at the beginning of their 
careers, it is by someone who holds the 
same degree and practices the same 
profession; it is not for the degrees 
mentioned with varying State 
supervision and practice authority. We 
decline to amend the regulations to 
create a dynamic classification keyed to 
a certain numerical court of State laws, 
as this would undermine clarity, 
predictability, and nationally uniform 
administration. 

Changes: None. 

Specialization and Concentration 

Comments: Several commenters 
disagreed with our exclusion of their 
field as a professional degree and stated 
that these programs prepare graduates 
for a distinct profession, not just 
specialization or a concentration. These 
commenters argued that although an 
individual with a bachelor’s degree may 
gain an entry-level position in their 
field, independent clinical practice 
requires an advanced post-baccalaureate 
degree from an accredited program 
followed by supervisory practice and 

successful completion of a licensing 
exam. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenters’ assertion. In at least one 
field, in the NPRM (91 FR 4266), we 
acknowledge that an individual who 
obtains an advanced degree may assume 
a supervisory role in that field or take 
on more responsibilities. While such 
work is different from that in a lower 
role, we do not believe that the statute 
permits classification of a specialization 
or concentration as a separate and 
distinct profession in most 
circumstances. Indeed, the profession in 
which the graduate is entering is still 
generally the same profession, 
regardless of the specialty associated 
with that advanced degree. There are, of 
course, exceptions to this general rule. 
For example, a nurse practitioner is a 
distinct profession from being a 
registered nurse (which generally 
requires a bachelor’s or associate 
degree). Relatedly, we also disagree with 
the commenters’ argument that 
independent clinical practice requires 
these advanced degrees. However, a 
person may obtain work in some of 
these fields after earning only a 
bachelor’s degree; therefore, the 
additional advanced degree in these 
fields is beyond what is required for 
‘‘beginning practice in a given 
profession’’ as stated in paragraph (1)(ii) 
of the definition of professional student. 
In some fields, individuals who are 
licensed with a bachelor’s degree may 
later obtain an advanced degree with 
only one year of additional coursework 
for a total of five years of education 
compared to six years as provided for in 
paragraph (1)(ii) of our definition of 
professional student. Therefore, these 
programs do not meet our definition. 

Changes: None. 

Evolution of the Profession to Advanced 
Degrees 

Comments: Several commenters 
disagreed with the Department’s 
approach to put significant weight on 
the historical treatment of ‘‘first- 
professional degrees’’ and the 
illustrative list derived from the 
National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES) classifications when 
determining the list of professional 
degrees, rather than considering the 
degrees that are required for lawful 
entry into a profession today (91 FR 
4266). These commenters asserted that 
it is not relevant that the Department 
has never previously included these 
degrees in the definition of professional 
degree if they are now the only degrees 
available for students to enter that 
profession. These commenters noted the 
evolution of their profession: formerly, 
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one only needed a master’s degree to 
enter the field but now, one needs a 
doctoral level degree. These 
commenters argued that this progression 
of needing a higher credential occurred 
in other health professions that are 
already on the list of professional 
degrees. 

Discussion: The Department believes 
the former inclusion of such programs 
in the definition of professional degree 
is relevant. As we state in the NPRM (91 
FR 4266), the Department must adhere 
to the decisions in Loper Bright Enters., 
603 U.S. 369, 386 (2024) and NLRB v. 
Noel Canning, 573 U.S. 513, 525 (2014), 
which limits how we may expand the 
interpretation of a professional degree. 
Some commenters contended that 
certain fields have shifted over time to 
higher entry credentials and that the 
Department should account for that 
evolution in identifying professional 
degrees. As explained in the NPRM (91 
FR 4266), later movement of a field to 
a higher credential level does not itself 
alter the incorporated definition in 
§ 668.2 or provide a basis to expand that 
definition beyond its text. Where 
programs later migrated to higher 
credential levels but were not 
incorporated into the existing definition 
over time, the Department does not treat 
that later credential escalation alone as 
a basis for inclusion. Since some degree 
programs progressed to higher 
credential levels after the creation of the 
list of ‘‘first professional degrees,’’ but 
were not adopted into the definition in 
intervening years, we believe we cannot 
include these programs and remain 
‘‘consistent over time’’ and represent 
‘‘the longstanding practice of the 
government,’’ which is what Loper 
Bright cautions against. 

Changes: None. 

Transparency, Predictability, and 
Implementation Clarity in 
Administration of the Professional 
Student Provisions 

Comments: Some commenters argued 
that the Department should provide 
greater transparency and clearer criteria 
regarding which programs qualify. 
These commenters generally sought a 
rule that institutions and borrowers 
could apply consistently without 
needing to infer eligibility field by field 
or program by program. A recurring 
theme was that ambiguity in program 
identification could create uneven 
treatment across institutions, confusion 
for borrowers, and operational difficulty 
for financial aid administrators. For 
example, commenters from the 
architecture field emphasized that 
degree pathways have multiple naming 
conventions. Other commenters 

requested clearer signals, broader 
publication of qualifying groupings, or 
some form of predictable inclusion 
methodology so that students could 
know in advance whether a program 
would be treated as graduate or 
professional for loan limit purposes. 
Institutions also raised broader 
implementation concerns and asked the 
Department to provide as much clarity 
and transparency as possible so they 
could update policies, systems, 
communications, and advising before 
the 2026–2027 award year. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges these comments and 
agrees that transparency, predictability, 
and clarity in implementation are 
important. The Department also 
recognizes that institutions and students 
benefit from a framework that can be 
applied consistently across programs 
and institutions without requiring 
repeated case by case judgments. The 
Department believes, however, that the 
bounded approach reflected in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4263–65) is itself the 
clearest and most consistent way to 
implement the statutory cross reference 
because it avoids an open-ended system 
in which institutions or commenters 
would continually seek individualized 
additions, exceptions, or 
reinterpretations. At the same time, the 
Department recognizes the value of clear 
implementation signals and may 
provide additional clarification, as 
appropriate, regarding how the final 
rule is applied. The Department believes 
the use of the CIP code taxonomy will 
also help to make it clearer to 
institutions and students the way each 
program is classified. 

Changes: None. 

Directed Questions 

Analysis Relating to Professional 
Degrees in Professional Student 

Comments: Several commenters 
responded to our request for comments 
in the NPRM (91 FR 4261) regarding our 
analysis of professional degrees 
included in or excluded from the 
definition of professional student. In the 
NPRM (91 FR 4261), we specified that 
it would be useful to have feedback on 
how we applied the operative definition 
of professional student and utilized the 
context of the illustrative list of degrees 
when interpreting the definition. 

Several commenters believed that 
various graduate-level nursing 
programs, such as the Master of Science 
in Nursing (MSN), Doctor of Nursing 
Practice (DNP), Doctor of Nurse 
Anesthesia Practice (DNAP) lead to 
employment in distinct professions 
(nurse practitioners, clinical nurse 

specialists, certified nurse midwives, 
and certified registered nurse 
anesthetists), sometimes collectively 
referred to APRNs). These commenters 
stated that these programs were 
fundamentally distinct from that of 
Registered Nurse and met the operative 
definition’s three-part test and argued 
that completion of these programs 
signifies completion of academic 
requirements for beginning practice; 
requires skill beyond the baccalaureate 
level; and leads to licensure. Another 
commenter provided a detailed analysis 
and believed that our definition of 
professional student departed from the 
statutory framework Congress enacted 
in the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
Finally, one commenter from a 
professional association representing 
naturopathic medicine claimed that we 
made an ultra vires reinterpretation and 
unlawful narrowing of an ‘‘included but 
not limited to’’ definition for 
professional student; and alleged that 
naturopathic medical programs met the 
statutory three-part test; naturopathic 
medical programs have been classified 
as a first-professional degree since 1999; 
and, that our exclusion of the 
naturopathic medical programs from 
professional degrees imposed a 
‘‘majority of States’’ requirement that is 
beyond our authority. 

Discussion: Although we appreciate 
the feedback from these commenters, we 
disagree with these assertions. 

With respect to the commenters who 
argued that APRNs should be 
considered to hold a distinct 
professions, the Department agrees that 
nurse practitioners, clinical nurse 
specialists, certified nurse midwives, 
and certified registered nurse 
anesthetists, hold unique roles that are 
specialized in nature and all require 
training at the graduate level—a MSN or 
Doctor of Nursing Practice DNP in the 
case of nurse practitioners, clinical 
nurse specialists, and certified nurse 
midwives; a DNP or a DNAP in the case 
of certified registered nurse anesthetists. 
Therefore, as a result, the Department 
acknowledges that nurse practitioners, 
clinical nurse specialists, and certified 
nurse midwives, and certified registered 
nurse anesthetists can all be considered 
to hold a fundamentally distinct 
profession, both in respect to other 
APRNS, as well as to Registered Nurses. 

In response to commentors’ assertions 
that the MSN, DNP, and DNAP meet the 
operative definition’s three-part test, we 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4262) that, 
in addition to the operative test, the 
definition of professional student also 
provides for an illustrative list of 
advanced degrees that are professional 
degrees and meet our definition. 
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8 Scalia & Garner, Reading Law, 176 (2012) (‘‘If 
possible, every word and every provision is to be 
given effect. None should be needlessly given an 
interpretation that causes it . . . to have no 
consequence.’’); see also Straub v. BNSF Ry. Co., 
909 F.3d 1280, 1287 n.8 (10th Cir. 2018). 

Graduate-level nursing programs 
meeting the operative definition’s three- 
part test, alone, would not constitute 
that program satisfying all elements of 
the definition of professional student. 
As we explain more fully in the Section 
titled ‘‘Graduate-level nursing (Master of 
Science in Nursing (MSN), Doctor of 
Nursing Practice (DNP), Doctor of Nurse 
Anesthesia Practice (DNAP) degree 
programs’’, while these programs may 
satisfy the operative definition’s three- 
part test, they do not satisfy the 
contextual requirements provided by 
the illustrative list of advanced degrees 
included within the definition of 
professional student. 

We also disagree with the second 
commenter who asserted our definition 
of professional student departed with 
the statutory framework. Throughout 
the NPRM (91 FR 4262–67), we explain 
our basis on how we crafted the 
definition of professional student to 
comport with the statute. As noted in 
Section 455(a)(4)(C)(ii) of the HEA, we 
highlight that Congress borrowed and 
codified the Department’s definition of 
professional degree in § 668.2. We 
further explain that we must identify 
the best reading of the statute using the 
tools of statutory construction. In 
addition to the noscitur a sociis, canon, 
which, as discussed above, requires us 
to determine what the enumerated 
degrees have in common and take that 
into account when determining whether 
another degree should be considered a 
professional degree, the Department also 
considers the surplusage canon when 
making this determination. The canon 
against surplusage holds that every part 
of a statute should be given meaning 
and effect.8 Here, we would not 
presume Congress provided a merely 
illustrative list of degrees without 
intending that list to have some legal 
consequence. The purpose of the list is 
to help distinguish professional degrees 
from graduate degrees. We give effect to 
this provision by identifying the 
common characteristics of those 
degrees, examining the historical 
context that underpins the list, and 
evaluating other degrees in light of those 
commonalities. The Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act limited our authority to 
distribute student loans by capping the 
amount of loans each student could take 
out. Congress specified different caps 
for different post-bachelor’s degrees. 
Indeed, § 81001(C) distinguishes 
between graduate credentials and a 

professional degree. Interpreting the 
provided list of professional degrees as 
merely a list of degrees Congress 
specifically considered professional 
degrees with no further legal effect 
would allow circumvention of these 
caps by allowing a number of graduate 
programs to take advantage of the higher 
loan limits allotted to professional 
degrees. Construing the list as we have 
done furthers general policy set forth in 
the statute to set higher loan limits for 
a narrow group of programs. If Congress 
had intended to expand the list 
substantially beyond the programs 
enumerated in § 668.2, it would have 
directed the Department to do so. 
However, it did not. The Department 
cannot write a regulation to reflect a 
meaning that commenters wish it had, 
however popular, but must instead 
interpret the statute based on its 
wording and established methods of 
statutory interpretation. 

Finally, with respect to the third 
commenter, we disagree with the 
assertions made. Contrary to the 
commenter’s argument, the proposal 
would not have unlawfully narrowed 
the definition of professional degree. 
The Department did not claim that the 
proposed definition was fixed and 
unalterable. To the contrary, the degree 
programs that are developed in the 
future have the opportunity to satisfy 
the definition of a professional degree if 
they meet the operative test and the 
program is consistent with the 
contextual elements. We address the 
commenter’s concern in the NPRM (91 
FR 4263), and we specify that the list of 
degrees in the professional student 
definition is not exhaustive and 
includes an illustrative list of degrees; 
and we assert that so long as the 
operative definition and context allow, 
we could add additional degrees to the 
list of professional degrees through 
future rulemaking. However, the context 
definition limits overly broad 
interpretations. Indeed, the interpretive 
canon noscitur a sociis provides that the 
vague or ambiguous terms are often 
given a more precise meaning when 
read in the context of the broader 
provision in the statute. And to the 
degree the definition is ambiguous, we 
look for commonalities between the 
enumerated list of professional degrees 
to provide clarity when considering if 
other degrees should be classified as 
‘‘professional degrees.’’ Therefore, we 
do not find credence in the commenter’s 
assertion that we unlawfully narrowed 
the definition of professional student. 

To the degree the commenter is 
suggesting that the Department lacks the 
authority to regulate on defining 
professional degree, we disagree. In 

Section 81001 of the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act, Congress adopted the 
regulatory definition of professional 
student that was currently in the 
regulations. Specifically, the Act states 
‘‘the term ‘professional student’ means a 
student enrolled in a program of study 
that awards a professional degree, as 
defined under section 668.2 of title 34, 
Code of Federal Regulations (as in effect 
on the date of enactment of this 
paragraph), upon completion of the 
program.’’ Congress essentially used a 
copy-and-paste function whereby the 
statute means what the regulation said 
on the date of enactment. Congress did 
not permanently enshrine the regulation 
itself, rather it directed the Department 
to consider the words of that regulation 
at the time of enactment as if it were a 
statute. This is a static reference, not a 
dynamic reference, and the Department 
has no power to change or alter the 
statute. The statute is invariably the text 
of the regulation on the date of 
enactment; and the Department may 
regulate to expound upon the meaning 
of the statute, as we have done in this 
rule. 

Commenters are confused about this 
fundamental point in that they seem to 
assert that Congress enshrined the text 
of the regulation in 34 CFR 668.2 and 
made it unalterable by the Department. 
Congress did nothing of the sort: they 
created a new statute but chose not to, 
for whatever reason, paste the words of 
the regulation into the Act and used a 
cross reference instead. Had Congress 
wished to halt the Department from 
making regulatory changes in the CFR, 
they would have been explicit like they 
did in Section 85001 and Section 85002, 
where they enshrined previous versions 
of other Department regulations for a 
period of time. Instead, Congress 
incorporated the words of the regulation 
into the statute through a reference to a 
text to the regulation. Congress’s 
decision to create binding statutory text 
through this reference has no bearing on 
the Department’s authority to regulate. 
Commenter’s attempt to glean 
interpretive meaning from this 
typographical drafting choice is 
misplaced. 

The regulation itself is vague and begs 
to be expounded upon. Millions of 
students who are enrolled in tens of 
thousands of programs participate in the 
Direct Loan program every year. All 
those students must have clear 
information regarding how much they 
are eligible to borrow from the 
Department. Because professional 
students can borrow up to $50,000 
annually, while graduate students may 
borrow up to $20,500 annually, it is 
important that students know which 
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9 Nat’l Council of Architectural Registration Bd.s, 
Licensing Requirements Tool, Ncarb.com https://
www.ncarb.org/get-licensed/licensing-requirements- 
tool (last visited Apr. 15, 2026). 

category their program is in. The new 
statute provides some clarity. We know 
for certain that if a student is enrolled 
in one of the 10 programs explicitly 
listed in 34 CFR 668.2, then they are 
eligible for up to $50,000 in loans each 
year. But the statute does not preclude 
programs not explicitly listed in the 
existing regulation from being 
considered professional degrees in 
certain circumstances. If the Department 
does not regulate on this issue, there 
will be profound confusion as to which 
students are eligible for the higher loan 
limits. As such, it is clear that the 
Department is not foreclosed from 
regulating to fill in the details regarding 
which programs are considered 
professional degrees, and which are not. 

In regard to the commenter’s assertion 
that naturopathic medical programs 
have been classified as first-professional 
degrees in NCES for the purposes of 
IPEDs, that is not relevant here. Instead, 
we are interpreting the statute provided 
under the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act, which does not reference IPEDS 
reporting classification. Rather, the 
statute has an operative test and there is 
contextual information in the 
illustrative list of degrees that helps to 
further interpret the definition. 

Naturopathic medicine is illegal in 
several States. See Fla. Stat. § 458.305, 
S.C. Code Ann. § 40–31–10, and Tenn. 
Code Ann. § 63–6–205. The definition 
requires, among other things, that the 
degree signifies the beginning of 
practice in a profession where 
‘‘[p]rofessional licensure is also 
generally required.’’ Here, professional 
licensure is not ‘‘generally required’’ 
because the practice is altogether 
prohibited in certain States. In contrast, 
every degree on the illustrative list leads 
to professions that are legally 
permissible in every State. Naturopathic 
Medicine cannot legally operate in any 
capacity in certain States and therefore 
they do not meet the definition of 
professional degree for purposes of 
higher loan limits. As we state 
throughout this final rule, the 
Department does not make a normative 
judgment regarding the practice of 
professions that it does not classify as 
professional for loan limit purposes, 
including Naturopathic Medicine. 

Changes: None. 

Pre-Existing Interest on Prior Use of 
Professional Degree 

Comments: A few commenters 
responded to our directed question that 
asked commenters to identify any 
interest in the prior use of the term 
professional degree that will be 
impaired by the definition’s adoption in 
this rule (91 FR 4262). One commenter 

claimed that this definition of 
professional degree will reduce access 
to the funding needed for students to 
pursue their education and exacerbate 
healthcare workforce shortages. 

Another commenter claimed that our 
definition of professional degree would 
affect the architecture profession, where 
licensure is required to practice. To be 
licensed as an architect, students must 
pass an exam after completing what 
accredited architecture schools deem 
are ‘‘first professional degrees,’’ which 
includes both the five-year Bachelor of 
Architecture and the two-year to three- 
year Master of Architecture. This 
commenter believed that changing the 
definition of professional degree as it 
relates to the licensure process may 
negatively affect the field. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for addressing our question in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4262) but decline to make 
any changes to the definitions in 
§ 685.102(b). As for the first commenter, 
we do not believe that the potential for 
reduced access or workforce shortages is 
relevant in how we interpret the term 
professional student. Although we share 
the commenters concern broadly about 
workforce shortages, the kind of 
analysis the commenter is calling for is 
outside the scope of this rule. There is 
nothing in the operative definition or 
the illustrative list that would suggest 
that Congress wanted the Department to 
consider workforce shortages. 

The Department notes that the paths 
to becoming a licensed architect differ 
from State-to-State and, while some 
require an individual to hold a 
bachelors or master’s degree in 
architecture, this is not universally the 
case, as some States allow applicants for 
licensure to substitute work experience 
in place of a degree (in some cases, 
allowing even individuals with no 
higher education at all to obtain 
licensure as architects).9 As such, 
completion of a bachelor’s or master’s 
programs does not necessarily signify 
beginning practice in the architect 
profession because there are alternative 
pathways (without a degree) to 
becoming an architect. 

We also disagree with the second 
commenter’s supposition that the use of 
professional degree in this rule will 
impact how the architecture profession 
screens applicants for examination. 
Their argument proves to be too much. 
The term professional student in 
§ 685.102(b) only affects the maximum 
amount that eligible individuals may 

borrow under the Direct Loan program. 
Furthermore, architecture degrees have 
never been classified as professional 
degrees under the Department’s 
regulatory definition in § 668.2. 
Commenters do not claim to have 
suffered reputational damage from that 
longstanding regulation, but suddenly 
now that the Department is 
promulgating a rule for loan eligibility 
purposes, reputational injury will flow. 
The Department finds this to be 
rhetorical hyperbole. But even if we 
assumed there would be reputational 
harm, Congress did not direct the 
Department to take into account such 
harm when classifying degree programs 
as professional degrees or graduate 
degrees. 

Changes: None. 

Enumerated List of Professional Degrees 

Preservation of Included Professional 
Degree Classifications 

Comments: Some commenters 
referenced fields already recognized as 
professional degrees under current 
§ 668.2. These commenters urged the 
Department to keep these as 
professional degree programs in the 
final rule. Other commenters urged the 
Department to include additional fields 
that were not specified in the NPRM so 
that these borrowers could receive 
higher loan limits. Specifically, 
commenters referenced medicine, 
osteopathic medicine, dentistry, 
pharmacy, chiropractic, optometry, 
podiatry, veterinary medicine, theology, 
law, and clinical psychology as 
examples of programs that remain 
within the existing incorporated 
framework and argued that those fields 
should continue to be treated as 
professional degree programs and that 
excluded fields should be analyzed 
more analogously to them. 

Commenters stated that, similar to 
chiropractic, optometry, podiatry, 
veterinary medicine, and clinical 
psychology, other fields were also 
licensed or practice-oriented fields. 
These commenters stated we were being 
underinclusive and internally 
inconsistent. Some commenters more 
specifically emphasized that medicine 
and osteopathic medicine require 
doctoral level education, extensive 
supervised clinical training, national 
licensing examinations, State licensure 
for independent practice, and ongoing 
professional competency requirements, 
and they urged the Department to 
preserve those programs as professional 
degree programs. 

Other commenters likewise 
highlighted podiatry and veterinary 
medicine as already included 
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10 See John W. Wade, Public Responsibilities Of 
The Learned Professions, 21 La. L. Rev 130 (‘‘What 
do we mean when we speak of the learned 
professions? . . . We think of law, medicine, the 
ministry and teaching. . . The State licenses the 
admission to the particular learned professions— 
all, that is, except ministers, for reasons which are 
obvious.’’). 

professional pathways involving 
intensive clinical preparation, national 
examinations, direct patient or public 
health responsibility, and significant 
workforce importance. Other 
commenters discussed the importance 
of veterinary medicine, and, in 
particular, emphasized the cost and 
intensity of veterinary education and its 
importance to animal health, food 
safety, zoonotic disease response, rural 
practice, and broader public health. 

A smaller number of commenters 
pointed to chiropractic specifically as 
an example of what they viewed as 
internal inconsistency, arguing that 
retaining chiropractic while excluding 
other contemporary licensure leading 
programs was arbitrary and 
unsupported. 

Discussion: The Department is 
retaining the professional degree 
classifications already recognized under 
the incorporated framework, including 
all the degree programs referenced by 
the commenters in the summary directly 
above. As explained in the NPRM (91 
FR 4260–63), Congress referenced the 
Department’s current definition of 
professional degree in § 668.2 when 
writing the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act. Because Congress inserted a cross- 
reference to professional degree, the ten- 
degree categories in the illustrative list 
of advanced degrees are professional 
degrees and meet the definition. The 
statute explicitly includes such degrees 
in the definition and therefore the 
Department is foreclosed, by statute, 
from removing them. And as explained 
above, the Department believes that 
even though it is not explicitly 
referenced on the list, clinical 
psychology meets the operative test and 
satisfies the contextual elements of 
professional degree. No further 
interpretive work is required for these 
degree programs to be classified as 
professional degrees. The Department 
therefore considers professional degrees, 
such as medicine, osteopathic medicine, 
dentistry, pharmacy, chiropractic, 
optometry, podiatry, veterinary 
medicine, theology, law, and clinical 
psychology as professional degrees 
whose students are considered 
professional students for purposes of 
higher loan limits. 

To the extent commenters referenced 
psychiatry, the Department understands 
those programs relating to medicine or 
osteopathic medicine, not a separate 
degree category. Students pursuing an 
M.D. or D.O. are considered professional 
students for the purposes of the 
definition regardless of the specialty 
they enter, including psychiatry. 

The Department likewise declines to 
adopt commenters’ argument that 

excluded programs should be treated 
similarly to chiropractic, optometry, 
podiatry, veterinary medicine, clinical 
psychology, or other already included 
fields merely because commenters view 
those programs as analogous in rigor, 
licensure structure, clinical 
responsibility, or public importance. As 
explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4262–65) 
and elsewhere in this final rule, among 
other requirements, the Department 
considers a three-part operative test to 
determine if a degree is a professional 
degree. 

The Department therefore retains the 
NPRM’s (91 FR 4261) treatment of the 
enumerated included fields while 
declining, for the reasons discussed 
elsewhere in this section, either to 
remove legacy included fields or to 
broaden the category beyond the 
incorporated framework. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

argued that chiropractic and theology 
should not be classified as a 
professional degree, especially if fields 
such as nursing, engineering, and public 
health are excluded. Commenters 
frequently described chiropractic as 
lacking a strong evidence base, calling it 
‘‘pseudoscience’’ or ‘‘quackery,’’ and 
asserted that its scientific rigor does not 
compare to excluded licensed health 
professions. Similarly, numerous 
commenters challenged the inclusion of 
theology as a professional degree, 
arguing that theological degrees do not 
require State licensure, are not 
mandatory for entry into ministry, and 
therefore fail the operative test in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4262). 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to remove these degrees from inclusion 
in the definition. Congress amended 
Section 455(a)(4) of the HEA to add the 
definition of professional student as 
defined in § 668.2 as of the time of 
enactment. Consequently, the 
Department does not have the authority 
to reclassify these programs as graduate 
degrees, as they must retain their 
professional classification. 

As explained above, the statute 
explicitly includes such degrees in the 
definition and therefore the Department 
is foreclosed, by statute, from removing 
them. No further interpretive work is 
required for these degree programs to be 
classified as professional degrees. 

In promulgating the definition of 
professional degree in 34 CFR 668.2, the 
Department did not consider the lack of 
State licensure for individuals with 
theology degrees to be dispositive. The 
First Amendment would not permit a 
State or the Federal government to 
require professional clergy to be 
licensed to act as religious leaders. The 

Free Exercise Clause of the First 
Amendment prevents excessive 
government entanglement in the 
exercise of religion. Indeed, even 
broadly applicable and facially neutral 
labor laws do not apply to the 
employment of clergy under what is 
known as the ministerial exception. See 
Kedroff v. St. Nicholas Cathedral of 
Russian Orthodox Church, 344 U.S. 94, 
116 (1952) (‘‘Freedom to select the 
clergy, where no improper methods of 
choice are proven, we think, must now 
be said to have Federal constitutional 
protection as a part of the free exercise 
of religion against State interference’’); 
Hosanna-Tabor Evangelical Lutheran 
Church & Sch. v. EEOC, 565 U.S. 171, 
188–189 (2012) (‘‘By imposing an 
unwanted minister, the State infringes 
the Free Exercise Clause, which protects 
a religious group’s right to shape its own 
faith and mission through its 
appointments.’’) Additionally, the 
Department notes that the fact that 
professional clergy have long been 
considered an exception to the rule that 
licensure is part of what defines a 
profession.10 

Changes: None. 

Business, Master’s in Business 
Administration (MBA), and Accounting 

Comments: The Department received 
comments from business school 
stakeholders, accounting faculty, 
accounting organizations, State certified 
public accountant (CPA) societies, and 
students urging it to treat certain 
business and accounting graduate 
programs as professional degree 
programs. Commenters generally argued 
that the MBA and related graduate 
business programs are practice oriented, 
may be accreditation driven, and often 
function as career entry, career critical, 
or leadership credentials. Some 
commenters, including institutions, 
emphasized that MBA and executive 
MBA programs serve working 
professionals, regional leadership 
pipelines, and workforce needs in 
business, healthcare, agriculture, 
education, government, and nonprofit 
management, and argued that restricting 
access to higher borrowing limits would 
reduce educational access and economic 
mobility in underserved regions. Other 
commenters urged the Department to 
expand professional degree treatment to 
doctoral business programs, including 
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the Doctor of Business Administration 
(D.B.A.) and business-related Ph.D. 
programs, arguing that those degrees 
prepare future faculty, business leaders, 
and administrators, and are increasingly 
expected for academic and leadership 
roles. 

A subset of commenters urged the 
Department to treat accounting 
pathways, particularly those intended to 
prepare students for CPA licensure, like 
other included professional programs. 
These commenters emphasized public 
protection responsibilities, ethical 
obligations, State licensure 
requirements, and the central role of 
CPAs in attestation, auditing, tax, and 
financial reporting. Several State CPA 
societies argued that graduate 
accounting programs remain a critical 
and widely used route to CPA licensure, 
even where States now provide more 
than one educational pathway. For 
example, commenters emphasized that 
their State allows either a bachelor’s 
degree plus two years of experience, or 
a master’s degree plus one year of 
experience, both coupled with the 
passage of the Uniform CPA 
Examination and satisfaction of ethics 
and competency standards as pathways 
to licensure. 

Other commenters argued that even 
where a master’s degree is not 
universally required, accounting should 
still qualify, as graduate study is often 
the practical route to meet the 150- 
credit hour expectation, the profession 
is heavily regulated, and the work 
implicates public trust and economic 
stability. Some commenters also urged 
the Department to either include 
accounting expressly or to retain non- 
exclusive phrasing that would preserve 
flexibility for inclusion of accounting 
and similarly situated programs. 

Some also requested clarification 
regarding accounting concentrations 
housed within business schools and 
how program identification would be 
administered for business-related 
degrees. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising § 685.102 to treat MBA, 
graduate accounting, or related business 
programs as professional degree 
programs. As explained in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4260–65), the final rule 
implements Congress’s cross-reference 
to the existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan 
limit purposes by applying the 
incorporated framework Congress chose, 
rather than treating that cross-reference 
as an open-ended basis for expanding 
the category to additional fields. 

The Department does not adopt 
commenters’ requests because, as the 
NPRM (91 FR 4265) specifically 

explained, an MBA does not satisfy the 
incorporated professional degree 
definition where it is not required for 
entrance into a specific profession and 
does not itself carry accompanying 
licensure. The NPRM (91 FR 4265) 
further explained that even if MBA 
coursework may satisfy certain 
prerequisite requirements relevant to 
another licensed field, that does not 
make the MBA itself a licensure 
qualifying professional degree. Put 
plainly, there is no single recognized 
profession that an MBA prepares 
students to enter. For the same reason, 
the Department declines to consider 
other business programs, such as an 
executive MBA, D.B.A., or related 
business doctoral study as professional 
degrees. The Department does not 
contest that these programs may have 
career value or otherwise assist students 
in satisfying certain prerequisite 
licensure requirements. But, for 
example, to obtain licensure as a 
certified public accountant, an applicant 
must have completed 150 credit hours 
of coursework but is not required to 
have earned a specific post- 
baccalaureate degree, which is relevant 
when the Department determines 
whether a specific degree is a 
professional degree. 

The Department also disagrees with 
commenters that advanced accounting 
degrees beyond the baccalaureate level 
should be considered professional 
degrees. As the commenters themselves 
concede, these master’s degrees are not 
required, in general, to become a 
Certified Public Accountant (CPA). Even 
though students must have completed 
150-credit hours or 225 quarter hours to 
sit for the Uniform CPA Examination, 
there is no specific requirement to earn 
a master’s degree. In other words, the 
master’s degree does not signify the 
beginning of practice in a given 
profession, because earning 150 credit 
hours is the primary determinate. In 
general, undergraduate accounting 
students can take all of the requisite 
coursework required to sit for the exam 
as part of their baccalaureate 
coursework, although the Department 
acknowledges that most institutions 
require less than 150 credit hours to 
graduate. 

Changes: None. 

Education (M.Ed./Ed.D./Ed.S./MAT and 
Teacher-Preparation Concerns) 

Comments: The Department received 
many comments urging it to treat 
educator-preparation degrees and 
related graduate education programs as 
professional degree programs or 
otherwise to provide greater borrowing 
capacity for educators. These 

commenters emphasized teacher 
shortages, supervised field and clinical 
components, and the importance of 
graduate study to licensure 
advancement, leadership, and 
specialization in education. 

Many commenters argued that the 
Department’s approach understates the 
role of graduate and post-baccalaureate 
education in modern educator 
preparation, particularly for school 
leadership, specialized instructional 
support, endorsements, and career 
change pathways. Commenters also 
argued that limiting graduate borrowing 
for educators will disproportionately 
burden lower income, first generation, 
and part time students and weaken the 
teacher pipeline, including in 
specialized teaching fields and 
underserved communities. In discussing 
education related pathways, 
commenters repeatedly referenced the 
Master of Arts in Teaching (MAT), 
Master of Education (M.Ed.), Education 
Specialist (Ed.S.), Master of Library 
Sciences (MLS), and Doctor of 
Education (Ed.D.) programs associated 
with certification, licensure 
advancement, specialization, or 
leadership roles in education. 

Another commenter asserted that 
many graduate education programs 
provide initial certification for school 
administrators or other specialized roles 
and that those positions often require 30 
to 60 graduate credit hours, supervised 
clinical practice, and licensure 
assessments beyond a bachelor’s degree. 
Individual educator commenters 
similarly argued that the Department’s 
focus on entry into classroom teaching 
is too narrow, because school leadership 
and certain specialized roles require a 
completed master’s degree as a 
gatekeeping credential. 

Other commenters argued that many 
individuals who change careers pursue 
master’s level programs for initial 
certification, particularly in high need 
fields, and that degree titles vary across 
institutions and States even where the 
programs lead to regulated professional 
roles. Still, others urged the Department 
to include post-baccalaureate 
certificates and other educator 
preparation programs, including 
programs leading to initial certification 
or additional educator endorsements, 
arguing that the proposed framework 
does not fit how educator preparation 
operates for working adults, part time 
students, and mid-career professionals. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising § 685.102 to treat education 
pathways, including the M.Ed., Ed.D., 
Ed.S., MAT, MLS, and related educator- 
preparation or educator advancement 
programs, as qualifying professional 
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11 See Burton Bollag, Credential Creep, Chron. of 
Higher Educ. (June 22, 2007), https://
www.chronicle.com/article/credential-creep/. 

degree programs. As explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4260–63), the final rule 
implements Congress’s cross-reference 
to the existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan 
limit purposes. In applying that 
incorporated definition, the Department 
looks to the structure of the three-part 
operative test, and the context supplied 
by the enumerated examples. The 
characteristics of the program, and the 
requirements of the profession, rather 
than broader workforce need, public 
importance, or the general professional 
value of the work. 

The NPRM (91 FR 4260–63) then 
specifically concluded that the M.Ed. 
and Ed.D. do not satisfy the 
incorporated professional degree 
definition because they are not required 
for entrance into a specific profession or 
for licensure. It further explained that, 
although several States ultimately 
require teachers to obtain a master’s 
degree to maintain a license, no State 
requires an M.Ed. or similar master’s 
degree to begin work as a teacher, and 
an Ed.D. may offer career advancement 
but is not required for entrance into a 
specific profession or as a prerequisite 
for licensure in a field. Many schools 
may require these upper-level degrees 
for career progression through school 
administration. However, these jobs do 
not require licensure nor is there a 
specific pathway that must be followed 
in order to become a school 
administrator. 

The Department does not agree with 
commenters’ arguments that the NPRM 
(91 FR 4265) focuses too narrowly on 
entry into classroom teaching and does 
not adequately account for school 
leadership, specialized instructional 
support, certain administrative roles, or 
master’s level initial certification 
pathways for career changers. Because 
these advanced roles are not required to 
enter into the profession, as required by 
the first part of the operative test (91 FR 
4262), these programs are not 
professional degree programs for the 
purposes of Direct Loan eligibility. 

Changes: None. 

Rehabilitation and Therapy Fields 
(Physical Therapy (PT/DPT), and 
Occupational Therapy (OT/MSOT/ 
OTD)) 

Comments: The Department received 
numerous comments urging it to treat 
physical therapy, occupational therapy, 
and related rehabilitation and therapy 
pathways as qualifying professional 
degree programs. These commenters 
argued that such programs are licensed 
health-professions pathways that 
require graduate or doctoral education, 

extensive clinical training, national 
examinations, and State licensure. 

Some commenters who discussed 
physical-therapy emphasized that the 
Doctor of Physical Therapy (DPT) is 
now the current entry-to-practice 
credential for physical therapists 
nationwide and argued that the 
Department should not rely on older, 
historical treatment from periods when 
physical therapy was not a doctoral- 
entry field. 

Other commenters who discussed 
occupational-therapy similarly argued 
that, for U.S.-educated students, 
graduation from an accredited MSOT or 
OTD program by the Accreditation 
Council for Occupational Therapy 
Education (ACOTE) is the route to 
certification from the National Board for 
Certification in Occupational Therapy 
(NBCOT) and State licensure as an 
occupational therapist, and they further 
argued that the NPRM misread the 
occupational-therapy entry pathway by 
treating the Occupational Therapist 
Eligibility Determination (OTED) 
process as though it created an 
alternative domestic route into the 
profession. 

Commenters across both fields also 
argued that these programs are clinically 
intensive, cohort-based, and difficult to 
complete while working, and that lower 
Federal loan limits would increase 
reliance on private loans, create front- 
loaded funding gaps, reduce access for 
lower-income and first-generation 
students, and worsen workforce 
shortages and access-to-care problems in 
rural, school-based, disability, home- 
health, hospital, and other underserved 
settings. A subset of commenters further 
argued that the Department’s approach 
is inconsistent with the statute because 
DPT, MSOT, and OTD programs satisfy 
what commenters described as the 
operative functional criteria in 34 CFR 
668.2 and are comparable to other 
modern health-professions pathways 
that commenters view as paradigmatic 
professional education. 

Discussion: The final rule implements 
Congress’s cross-reference to the 
existing professional-degree framework 
in 34 CFR 668.2 as a limited title IV 
loan-limit classification rule. The 
Department therefore does not accept 
commenters’ proposed interpretation 
that physical therapy, occupational 
therapy, and related rehabilitation and 
therapy pathways must be treated as 
qualifying professional degree programs 
based on current entry-to-practice 
requirements, clinical intensity, 
workforce importance, or the evolution 
of those professions since the earlier 
examples reflected in the incorporated 
framework were incorporated. 

Commenters emphasized that the DPT 
is now the current entry-to-practice 
credential for physical therapists 
nationwide and argued that the 
Department therefore should not rely on 
earlier historical treatment from periods 
when physical therapy was not a 
doctoral-entry field. 

The Department does not agree with 
that argument. The fact that the PT 
profession has evolved to a doctoral- 
entry model establishes that the 
profession’s educational requirements 
have changed over time; it does not 
establish that PT must therefore be 
treated as falling within the 
incorporated professional-degree 
framework. The Department does not 
treat PT as falling within the 
incorporated profession degree 
framework solely because the profession 
later moved to a doctoral-entry model 
tied to licensure and clinical training. 
That later shift in credential level shows 
that entry requirements changed over 
time; it does not itself alter the 
incorporated definition in § 668.2. 

In addition, many States provide for 
licensure for individuals who have 
obtained a master’s degree in physical 
therapy. Where there are multiple 
pathways to licensure, like here, the 
Department finds that the degree is not 
professional because that feature makes 
the profession dissimilar to the features 
of the program in the illustrative list of 
degrees in the definition of professional 
degree. 

The Department is specifically 
concerned that recognizing this shift 
from the master’s level credential to the 
doctoral level credential as a 
professional degree could create a moral 
hazard to incentivize unnecessary 
degree inflation, which has been a 
documented problem for many years.11 
Since May 1, 2026,none of the degrees 
on the illustrative list have a history of 
degree inflation, where a lower-level 
degree at some point enabled the 
student to become credentialed, but 
now only a doctoral level degree can 
qualify an individual for licensure. This 
context is dispositive and the 
Department therefore does not think the 
statute authorizes classification of 
physical therapist programs as 
professional degrees. 

This conclusion is likewise 
dispositive for OT. Commenters argued 
that, for U.S.-educated students, 
graduation from an ACOTE-accredited 
MSOT or OTD program is the route to 
NBCOT certification and State licensure 
as an occupational therapist, and they 
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further argued that the NPRM misread 
the occupational-therapy entry pathway 
by treating the OTED process as though 
it created an alternative domestic route 
into the profession. The Department 
does not accept the conclusion 
commenters draw from it. At most, that 
argument establishes that OT is a 
graduate-entry licensed clinical field for 
U.S.-educated students. It does not 
establish that OT therefore must be 
treated as falling within the 
incorporated professional-degree 
framework, nor does it require the 
Department to classify every field with 
an accredited graduate-entry licensure 
pathway as substantially similar to the 
illustrative examples in 34 CFR 668.2. 
OT therefore does not qualify here 
simply because the current domestic 
pathway runs through ACOTE- 
accredited graduate education, NBCOT 
certification, and State licensure. 

The Department does not treat 
accreditation, national board eligibility, 
front-loaded tuition, or the existence of 
strong workforce demand as 
independently sufficient to establish 
professional degree status. The statute 
instead directs the Department to 
implement the incorporated 
professional degree framework Congress 
chose to reference for title IV loan limit 
purposes. 

Changes: None. 

Naturopathic Medicine (ND) 
Comments: The Department received 

many comments urging it to explicitly 
include the Doctor of Naturopathic 
Medicine (ND) as a professional degree. 
These commenters argued that 
naturopathic medical education is 
comparable in rigor and structure to 
other medical pathways, and that entry 
to practice in regulating jurisdictions 
requires graduation from a four-to-five- 
year Council on Naturopathic Medical 
Education (CNME) accredited doctoral 
naturopathic medical program, passage 
of the Naturopathic Physicians 
Licensing Examinations (NPLEX), and 
State or jurisdictional licensure. 
Commenters repeatedly argued that ND 
programs satisfy the three-part operative 
test: they meet the academic 
requirements necessary for entry into 
practice; require knowledge and clinical 
skill beyond the bachelor’s level, 
including over 4,000 hours of didactic 
and clinical training; and lead to 
licensure in the jurisdictions that 
regulate the profession. 

With respect to the licensure 
requirement in the three-part test, some 
commenters further argued that the 
Department is improperly reading 
‘‘generally required’’ to mean licensure 
in a majority of States, or some other 

threshold not found in the regulation, 
and asserted instead that licensure in 26 
jurisdictions representing more than 
half the U.S. population is sufficient to 
satisfy that concept. They claimed that 
the Department should not weigh the 
prohibitions in three jurisdictions over 
the 26 States and territories with 
licensure frameworks and that the 
prohibitions in these three jurisdictions 
are irrelevant to the three-part operative 
test. Furthermore, since licensure 
remains the legal gateway to 
professional practice, these commenters 
argued that the Department’s 
interpretation to exclude ND programs 
from the definition of professional 
degrees improperly penalizes regulated 
States, licensed practitioners, and 
students in accredited programs based 
on the decisions of unregulated States. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to include the Doctor of Naturopathic 
Medicine in the list of professional 
degrees in § 685.102. As we explained 
in the NPRM (91 FR 4262), Congress 
borrowed and codified the Department’s 
definition of professional degree in 
§ 668.2 in the definition of professional 
student in § 685.102, which includes a 
three-part operative test, among other 
requirements. Under the HEA’s tools of 
statutory construction, ND cannot be 
included in the list of professional 
degrees because it does not pass all 
parts of the operative test. 

As we explain in the NPRM (91 FR 
4265), the Department determined that 
an ND would not satisfy the first and 
third part of the professional degree 
definition because less than half of 
States license NDs and some States ban 
the practice of naturopathy altogether. 
As such, the ND is not required to for 
entry into the profession and licensure 
is not ‘‘generally required.’’ 

As explained above, the definition for 
professional student requires, among 
other things, that the degree signifies the 
beginning of practice in a profession 
where ‘‘[p]rofessional licensure is also 
generally required.’’ Here, obtaining a 
Doctor of Naturopathic Medicine does 
prepare students to begin practice in 
naturopathic medicine; however, 
professional licensure is not possible in 
certain States because the practice is 
altogether prohibited. In contrast, every 
degree listed in the illustrative list leads 
to professions that are legal in every 
State. Naturopathic Medicine cannot 
legally operate in any capacity in certain 
States and therefore they do not meet 
the definition of professional degree. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: A few commenters 

disagreed with the Department’s 
characterization of the regulatory 
landscape surrounding ND as 

‘‘unsettled’’ and believed the field to be 
emerging and growing, with 21 States 
introducing or passing laws to license 
NDs. They added that osteopathic 
medicine and chiropractic both faced 
historical State prohibitions before 
being ultimately included in the list of 
professional degrees to draw parallels to 
how naturopathy may similarly 
develop. As such, they recommended 
including ND in the list of professional 
degrees. 

Discussion: We continue to consider 
naturopathy ‘‘unsettled’’ and do not 
believe that the history of other degree 
programs is relevant to this analysis. 
Indeed, this claim is a red herring and 
there is no predictive value to 
commenters comparison because 
Naturopathy is entirely different from 
osteopathic medicine and chiropractic. 
Naturopathy is not and has never been 
included in the list of professional 
degree programs in § 668.2 and is not 
substantially similar to the programs 
mentioned, so it cannot be considered a 
professional degree. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

pointed to NCES classifications in 
1999–2021 IPEDS data tables and 
terminology in the Federal Student Aid 
Handbook that refer to the ND as a ‘‘first 
professional degree’’ as evidence that 
the Department has long treated 
naturopathic medicine as a professional 
degree. These commenters believed it 
would be historically inconsistent to 
exclude ND from the definition of 
professional degree since it has been 
treated as a ‘‘first professional degree’’ 
since 1999. These commenters argued 
that reversing that treatment now would 
be arbitrary and destabilizing. 

Discussion: The Department also 
declines to adopt the commenters’ 
argument that prior NCES/IPEDS ‘‘first 
professional degree’’ classifications and 
language in the Federal Student Aid 
Handbook affect which degrees are 
included in the definition of 
professional degree. As we explain in 
the NPRM (91 FR 4262–3), the 
definition of professional student 
references the definition of professional 
degree in § 668.2 as it was codified on 
the date of the law’s enactment. Since 
the Department dropped ‘‘first’’ from 
‘‘first professional degree’’ in 2007 and 
promulgated the definition of 
professional degree in 34 CFR 668.2, 
naturopathy has never been included. 
Congress could have, but declined to, 
adopt the older definition referenced by 
the commenters. We must assume this 
choice was intentional. Inclusion in 
NCES data tables is irrelevant when 
determining if ND students would be 
considered professional students. 
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Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter claimed 

that naturopathy programs (CIP 51.3303) 
should be considered professional 
degrees because they are defined using 
the same language as chiropractic 
programs (CIP 51.0101) in the NCES CIP 
definitions. Both are programs that 
‘‘prepare individuals for the 
independent professional practice.’’ 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes the similarity that the 
commenter mentioned but declines to 
add ND to the list of professional 
degrees in § 685.102 accordingly. As 
previously mentioned, the Department 
analyzed degrees not included in 
§ 668.2 to only add ones that are 
substantially similar to those already on 
the list. Comparable language between 
two NCES CIP code definitions does not 
alone make the two programs 
substantially similar, nor does it make 
the ND similar enough to the full list of 
professional degrees. 

Changes: None. 

Graduate-Level Nursing (Master of 
Science in Nursing (MSN), Doctor of 
Nursing Practice (DNP), Doctor of Nurse 
Anesthesia Practice (DNAP) Degree 
Programs 

Comments: Many graduate nursing 
students, advanced practice nurses, 
nurse educators, nurse anesthesia 
stakeholders, and professional 
associations urged the Department to 
include graduate-level nursing programs 
in the list of professional degree 
programs. Commenters stated that 
programs such as the MSN, DNP, DNAP, 
and related advanced practice programs 
are clinically intensive, competency- 
based, highly regulated, and essential to 
the Nation’s health care system. Many of 
these commenters focused on nurse 
anesthesia programs and stated that 
nurse anesthesia education is at the 
doctoral-level, academically rigorous, 
directly tied to national certification and 
continuing professional requirements, 
and designed to prepare graduates for 
immediate high responsibility clinical 
practice. These commenters further 
stated that these programs require 
extensive full-time clinical preparation, 
frequently preclude outside 
employment, and entail substantial 
program costs associated with 
simulation, specialized equipment, 
malpractice coverage, clinical 
placement infrastructure, and 
specialized faculty. Some commenters 
also stressed that certified registered 
nurse anesthetists are primary or sole 
anesthesia providers in many rural and 
underserved communities and argued 
that lower graduate borrowing limits 
would weaken the nurse anesthesia 

workforce pipeline and reduce access to 
care. 

Other commenters argued that the 
Department’s nursing analysis is 
inconsistent because we state that 
graduate education is not required to 
enter nursing generally, rather than 
whether graduate education is required 
to enter an advanced role in the nursing 
field, such as a nurse practitioner, 
clinical nurse specialist, a certified 
registered nurse anesthetist, and a 
certified nurse midwife. These 
commenters argued that advanced roles 
in the nursing field requiring 
completion of a graduate-level nursing 
program are a distinct profession, not 
merely a specialization within 
registered nursing, and that the 
Department’s reasoning gives 
insufficient weight to the regulatory 
term ‘‘generally.’’ 

Finally, other commenters took issue 
with the Department’s position that the 
fact that many States require APRNs to 
practice under the supervision by a 
physician as a basis for not designating 
graduate-level nursing programs to be 
professional. Some commentors arguing 
that this factor was irrelevant, dismissed 
the fact that APRNs have full, 
independent practice authority in some 
States, and ignored the fact that other 
professions, such as physicians, are 
required to be supervised by other 
professionals during their required 
residencies. 

Discussion: As we stated in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4254), the designation or lack 
thereof, of a program as professional 
does not reflect a value judgment by us 
regarding whether a graduate from the 
program is considered a professional. 
Relatedly, while these commenters list 
attributes as to why these nursing 
programs need higher loan limits and 
the importance of nursing in society, 
our task is to differentiate between 
graduate students and professional 
students for determining the new loan 
limits under Section 455(a) of the HEA. 
These attributes such as nursing 
programs’ cost, the academic rigor, and 
others, have no bearing on our 
determination whether these graduate- 
level nursing programs are eligible for 
the higher loan limits. Congress did not 
direct us to consider those factors as we 
contemplated the definition of 
professional student. 

The Department has further 
considered commenters’ arguments that 
reduced Federal borrowing capacity 
may increase reliance on private loans, 
deter qualified applicants, and constrain 
the pipeline of advanced practice nurses 
and certified registered nurse 
anesthetists, including in rural and 
underserved communities. Those 

concerns are not relevant for these 
purposes because the law does not 
permit us to use those bases as 
considerations in determining whether a 
program is a professional degree. 

With respect to commenters’ points 
that graduate nursing programs are 
academically rigorous, licensure linked, 
and in some cases doctoral entry 
programs that lead directly to high 
responsibility clinical practice, we note 
that these factors cannot be used as 
considerations whether a program is a 
professional degree as the statute does 
not support that. While, as discussed 
previously, these factors do support the 
conclusion that nurse practitioner, 
clinical nurse specialist, certified 
registered nurse anesthetist, and 
certified nurse midwife are all distinct 
professions, these factors do not fully 
support treating the MSN, DNP, or 
DNAP as being eligible for the higher 
professional loan limits, due to the 
contextual requirements imposed by the 
illustrative list of credentials included 
in the definition of professional degree. 
The Department’s specific rationale for 
excluding each of the graduate nursing 
credentials mentioned by commentors is 
set forth below: 

Master of Science in Nursing (MSN) 
The MSN appears to satisfy the three 

parts of the operative test but fails to 
satisfy the contextual requirements 
imposed by the illustrative list of 
credentials included in the definition of 
professional degree. 

In regard to the operative test factors, 
first, the MSN signifies completion of 
the academic requirements for 
beginning practice in a given profession, 
as it is the minimum requirement for 
licensure as a nurse practitioner, or to 
obtain certification and/or licensure as a 
certified nurse midwife or clinical nurse 
specialist. Second, the professions that 
graduates of MSN programs enter 
require a level of professional skill 
beyond what is normally required for a 
bachelor’s degree, as nurse practitioners, 
clinical nurse specialists, and certified 
nurse midwives all perform specialized 
roles that require unique training that 
exceeds the type of training provided to 
holders of a BSN. Third, the professions 
that a holder of an MSN may enter after 
graduating generally require 
professional licensure, or they must 
obtain additional authorization to begin 
practicing in all States. 

However, while the MSN appears to 
satisfy the three parts of the operative 
test, it fails to satisfy the contextual test 
provided by the illustrative list of 
degrees included in the definition of 
professional degree because (1) it is at 
the master’s-level, (2) it can be obtained 
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12 Am. Ass’n of Colleges of Nursing, Master’s 
Education, aacnnursing.org, https://
www.aacnnursing.org/students/nursing-education- 
pathways/masters-education (last visited Apr. 15, 
2026); see, e.g., Duke University, Master of Science 
in Nursing (MSN), Duke.edu, https://
nursing.bulletins.duke.edu/allprograms/msn (last 
visited Apr. 15, 2026) (an example of a program. 

13 See Am. Ass’n of Colleges of Nursing, Master’s 
Education, aacnnursing.org, https://
www.aacnnursing.org/students/nursing-education- 
pathways/masters-education (last visited Apr. 15, 
2026); Am. Nurses Ass’n, ANA Nursing Resources 
Hub: Accelerating Your Nursing Career: The 
Comprehensive Guide to RN-to-MSN Programs, 
https://www.nursingworld.org/content-hub/ 
resources/becoming-a-nurse/guide-to-rn-to-msn- 
programs/ (last visited Apr. 15, 2026). 

14 See Charmaine Robinson, RN Diploma vs. ADN 
vs. BSN Degree: What’s the Difference? 
NurseJournal.org, https://nursejournal.org/degrees/ 
bsn/rn-and-bsn-degree-differences/ (Updated Jan. 
23, 2026); see, e.g., Herzing Univ., FAQ: What’s the 
difference between a diploma in nursing and an 
associate degree in nursing?, Herzing.edu, https:// 
www.herzing.edu/faq/difference-rn-diploma- 
associate (last visited Apr. 15, 2026) (example of a 
nursing diploma program advertised ‘‘as few as 12 
months’’). 

15 See, e.g. Herzing Univ., Accelerated RN to 
MSN, Herzing.edu, https://www.herzing.edu/ 
nursing/rn-to-msn-program (last visited Apr. 15, 
2026) (example of an RN to MSN program 
advertised as taking as ‘‘few as 20–28 months, 
depending on specialty’’). 

16 Certified nurse anesthetists are described 
separately from other APRNs, under ‘‘Doctor of 
Nursing Practice (DNP) in Nurse Anesthesia or 
Doctor of Nursing Anesthesia Practice (DNAP)’’)’’ 
due to the degree being the minimum required 
degrees to enter that specific APRN profession. 

17 See Nat’l Conference of State Legislatures, 
Nurse Practitioner Practice and Prescriptive 
Authority, NCSL.org, (last visited Apr. 15, 2026), 
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/ 
practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/ 
nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive- 
authority https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice- 
policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered- 
nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive- 
authority. Am. Ass’n of Nurse Practitioners, State 

Practice Environment, AANP.org, https://
www.aanp.org/advocacy/State/State-practice- 
environment (last visited Apr. 15, 2026). See Nat’l 
Conference of State Legislatures, Nurse Practitioner 
Practice and Prescriptive Authority, NCSL.org, (last 
visited Apr. 15, 2026), https://www.ncsl.org/scope- 
of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice- 
registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and- 
prescriptive-authority. Am. Ass’n of Nurse 
Practitioners, State Practice Environment, 
AANP.org, https://www.aanp.org/advocacy/State/ 
State-practice-environment (last visited Apr. 15, 
2026). 

18 See Nat’l Conference of State Legislatures, 
Certified Nurse Midwife Practice and Prescriptive 
Authority, NCSL.org, (last visited Apr. 15, 2026), 
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/ 
practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/ 
certified-nurse-midwife-practice-and-prescriptive- 
authority. 

with as little as three years of total 
postsecondary study, and (3) in many 
States, nurse practitioners, certified 
nurse midwives, and clinical nurse 
specialists are subject to career-long 
supervision or otherwise may be 
required to practice under the 
supervision of (or in collaboration with) 
a licensed professional in a different 
profession physicians for a period of 
time;. 

First, the MSN is a master’s-level 
degree, while the illustrative list 
suggests that a professional degree must 
generally be at the doctoral-level. As 
noted in the NPRM (91 FR 4262), the 
illustrative list of degrees contains only 
three non-doctoral degrees—the L.L.B. 
(a law degree no longer conferred by 
American institutions of higher 
education), as well as the two listed 
theology degrees (the M.Div. and the 
M.H.L.). 

Secondly, an MSN does not require 
the same amount of post-graduate 
training as other degrees included in the 
illustrative list of degrees. The degrees 
included within that list generally 
require at least six academic years of 
postsecondary education coursework for 
completion, including at least two years 
of post-baccalaureate level coursework. 
By comparison, a traditional MSN 
(where the student already has a BSN) 
may be completed in 18 months, with 
programs requiring as few as 36 credit 
hours to complete (though this can vary 
substantially, based on the institution), 
meaning that a traditional MSN student 
may be able to earn the degree while 
only having completed five and one-half 
academic years of postsecondary 
education coursework for completion, 
with only 18 months of post- 
baccalaureate level coursework.12 
Additionally, MSNs may be earned 
through RN to MSN programs, which 
allow nurses holding associate degrees 
(or even a nursing diploma) to earn an 
MSN without having first obtained a 
BSN and can generally be completed in 
two to four years.13 Because a nursing 
diploma can be earned in as little as one 

year,14 this means that it is conceivably 
possible for a student to obtain an MSN 
with a total of three years or less of 
postsecondary education coursework— 
half of the minimum suggested by the 
illustrative list of degrees.15 

Third, the MSN leads to employment 
in professions which may require 
career-long supervision by persons in a 
different profession, as a condition of 
licensure and practice, in some States, 
physician oversight is often required for 
APRNs to be allowed to practice. This 
is true for all APRN professions, with 
State-level requirements differing based 
on each individual profession: 16 

Nurse Practitioners: Thirty-five States 
(as well as the District of Columbia and 
Guam) grant nurse practitioners full 
independent practice and prescriptive 
authority, allowing them to practice 
completely independent of a physician’s 
supervision (though, in some States, 
nurse practitioners may only transition 
to such full independent practice and 
prescribing authority after undergoing a 
period of physician supervision). Two 
States allow nurse practitioners to 
practice independently of physician 
supervision but require a relationship 
with a physician to be permitted to 
prescribe medications. Thirteen States 
(as well as Puerto Rico, American 
Samoa, and the U.S. Virgin Islands) 
require a nurse practitioner to have a 
relationship with a physician that 
outlines procedures the nurse 
practitioner may perform and 
procedures for consulting with the 
physician, including outlining the nurse 
practitioner’s prescribing authority.17 

Certified Nurse Midwives: Thirty-one 
States (as well as the District of 
Columbia and Guam) grant certified 
nurse midwives full independent 
practice and prescriptive authority, 
allowing them to practice completely 
independent of a physician’s 
supervision (though, in some States, 
certified nurse midwives may only 
transition to such full independent 
practice and prescribing authority after 
undergoing a period of physician 
supervision). Four States allow certified 
nurse midwives to practice 
independently of physician supervision 
but require a relationship with a 
physician to be permitted to prescribe 
medications. Fifteen States (as well as 
Puerto Rico, American Samoa, and the 
U.S. Virgin Islands) require a certified 
nurse midwife to have a relationship 
with a physician that outlines 
procedures the certified nurse midwife 
may perform and procedures for 
consulting with the physician, 
including outlining the certified nurse 
midwife’s prescribing authority.18 

Clinical Nurse Specialists: Nineteen 
States (as well as the District of 
Columbia) grant clinical nurse 
specialists full independent practice 
and prescriptive authority, allowing 
them to practice completely 
independent of a physician’s 
supervision (though, in some States, 
clinical nurse specialists may only 
transition to such full independent 
practice and prescribing authority after 
undergoing a period of physician 
supervision). Nine States allow clinical 
nurse specialists to practice 
independently of physician supervision 
but require a relationship with a 
physician to be permitted to prescribe 
medications. Ten States allow clinical 
nurse specialists to practice 
independently of physician supervision 
but require a relationship with a 
physician to be permitted to prescribe 
medications (or do not allow clinical 
nurse specialists to prescribe 
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https://nursejournal.org/degrees/bsn/rn-and-bsn-degree-differences/
https://nursejournal.org/degrees/bsn/rn-and-bsn-degree-differences/
https://www.aanp.org/advocacy/State/State-practice-environment
https://www.aanp.org/advocacy/State/State-practice-environment
https://nursing.bulletins.duke.edu/allprograms/msn
https://nursing.bulletins.duke.edu/allprograms/msn
https://www.herzing.edu/nursing/rn-to-msn-program
https://www.herzing.edu/nursing/rn-to-msn-program
https://www.nursingworld.org/content-hub/resources/becoming-a-nurse/guide-to-rn-to-msn-programs/
https://www.nursingworld.org/content-hub/resources/becoming-a-nurse/guide-to-rn-to-msn-programs/
https://www.nursingworld.org/content-hub/resources/becoming-a-nurse/guide-to-rn-to-msn-programs/
https://www.herzing.edu/faq/difference-rn-diploma-associate
https://www.herzing.edu/faq/difference-rn-diploma-associate
https://www.herzing.edu/faq/difference-rn-diploma-associate
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.aanp.org/advocacy/State/State-practice-environment
https://www.aanp.org/advocacy/State/State-practice-environment
https://www.aanp.org/advocacy/State/State-practice-environment
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/nurse-practitioner-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/certified-nurse-midwife-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/certified-nurse-midwife-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/certified-nurse-midwife-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
https://www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/certified-nurse-midwife-practice-and-prescriptive-authority
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19 Nat’l Ass’n of Clinical Nurse Specialties, CNS 
Scope of Practice and Prescriptive Authority as of 
7.31.2020, (Jul. 31, 2020) https://nacns.org/wp- 
content/uploads/2020/08/PractPrescAuthority7.
31.2020.pdf. The Department notes that, despite its 
age, this report is the most recent released by the 
National Associations of Clinical Nurse SP. 

20 The Department notes that States do not 
license, supervise, or regulate the practice of 
religion, including the licensure of clergy who may 
earn degrees in theology (M.Div., or M.H.L.). 

medications at all). Twenty-two States 
require clinical nurse specialists to have 
a relationship with a physician that 
outlines procedures the clinical nurse 
specialists may perform and procedures 
for consulting with the physician, 
including outlining the clinical nurse 
specialists prescribing authority, or 
otherwise do not recognize clinical 
nurse specialists as APRNs.19 

The Department notes that, due to the 
unsettled practice authority landscape 
discussed above, the MSN differs 
substantially from the other degrees 
which are included within the 
illustrative list of degrees, as none of 
those degrees lead to employment in a 
profession that requires career-long 
supervision, much less by individuals 
with a different profession.20 All of 
those degrees, with appropriate 
licensure, are sufficient for independent 
and unsupervised practice, in every 
State, in the relevant profession. While 
the Department acknowledges that some 
of the degrees included within the 
illustrative list of degrees lead to 
employment in professions where a 
residency or a fixed period of 
supervised practice is required as a 
condition of licensure, we believe that 
it is significant that this is only a 
temporary requirement and is not 
required for the entirety of the degree- 
holder’s career. Additionally, the 
Department notes that, in those 
professions where a residency or a fixed 
period of supervised practice is required 
as a condition of licensure, such 
supervision is provided by another 
licensed professional in the same 
profession. 

By contrast, the professions that an 
MSN leads to employment in lack a 
nationwide, uniform standard for 
practice and prescriptive authority. In a 
significant proportion of States, nurse 
practitioners, certified nurse midwives, 
and clinical nursing specialists, are 
subject to career-long supervision or are 
otherwise required to enter into formal 
relationships with physicians as a 
condition of their authority to practice 
their profession. As noted previously, 
no State imposes a comparable 
requirement in regard to the professions 
requiring the degrees included within 
the illustrative list of professional 
degrees. We additionally note that, in 

several of the States in which nurse 
practitioners, certified nurse midwives, 
and clinical nursing specialists are able 
to obtain full independent practice 
authority, a period of physician 
supervision is required before that 
practice authority is granted. Again, no 
State imposes a comparable requirement 
in regard to the professions requiring 
the degrees included within the 
illustrative list of professional degrees, 
and insofar as those professions require 
a residency or fixed period of 
supervised practice as a condition of 
licensure, the supervision is provided 
by individuals holding the same 
profession. 

Therefore, because no State imposes 
restrictions on professions requiring the 
degrees included within the illustrative 
list of professional degrees which are 
comparable to the restrictions some 
States impose on nurse practitioners, 
certified nurse midwives, and clinical 
nursing specialists, the MSN cannot be 
said to fit within the context of those 
degrees. That any State imposes any 
restrictions is determinative because all 
of the degrees in the illustrative list of 
professional degrees grant unrestricted 
ability for holders of those degrees to 
practice that profession in every State 
without supervision by a professional 
licensed in another profession. That is 
therefore an implied requirement of 
professional degrees. And insofar as a 
residency or some fixed period of 
supervised practice is required, the 
supervision during that period is 
provided by members of the same 
profession. Imposing supervision by a 
member of another profession, all of the 
professions that the MSN leads to 
fundamentally precludes treating the 
MSN as a professional degree. 

Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) 
Programs Leading to APRN Professions 
Other Than Certified Nurse Anesthetist 

Like the MSN, the DNP appears to 
satisfy the three parts of the operative 
test but fails to satisfy the contextual 
requirements imposed by the illustrative 
list of credentials included in the 
definition of professional degree. 

The DNP appears to satisfy the three 
parts of the operative test. First, the DNP 
signifies completion of the academic 
requirements for beginning practice in a 
given profession, the degree enables the 
holder to obtain licensure as a nurse 
practitioner, as well as to obtain 
certification as a clinical nurse 
specialist and certified nurse midwife. 
Second, the professions that graduates 
of DNP programs enter require a level of 
professional skill beyond what is 
normally required for a bachelor’s 
degree, as nurse practitioners, clinical 

nurse specialists, and certified nurse 
midwives all perform specialized roles 
that require unique training that exceeds 
the type of training provided to holders 
of a BSN. Third, the professions that a 
holder of a DNP may enter after 
graduating require professional 
licensure and/or additional 
authorization to begin practicing in all 
States. 

However, while the DNP appears to 
satisfy the three parts of the operative 
test, it fails to satisfy the contextual test 
provided by the illustrative list of 
degrees included in the definition of 
professional degree because (1) in many 
States, nurse practitioners, certified 
nurse midwives, and clinical nurse 
specialists are subject to career-long 
supervision or otherwise may be 
required to practice under the 
supervision of (or in collaboration with) 
a licensed professional in a different 
profession for a period of time; namely 
physicians and, (2) the DNP exceeds the 
minimum credential level required for 
an individual to begin practice as a 
nurse practitioner, certified nurse 
midwife, and clinical nurse specialists. 

First, as discussed more fully in the 
‘‘Master of Science in Nursing (MSN)’’ 
section the APRN professions that a 
DNP leads to employment in the same 
professions that the MSN leads to, as 
well as that of certified registered nurse 
anesthetist (discussed separately) lack a 
nationwide, uniform standard for 
practice and prescriptive authority. In a 
significant proportion of States, nurse 
practitioners, certified nurse midwives, 
and clinical nursing specialists, are 
subject to career-long supervision or are 
otherwise required to enter into formal 
relationships with physicians as a 
condition of their authority to practice 
their profession. As noted previously, 
no State imposes a comparable 
requirement in regard to the professions 
requiring the degrees included within 
the illustrative list of professional 
degrees. We additionally note that, in 
several of the States in which nurse 
practitioners, certified nurse midwives, 
and clinical nursing specialists are able 
to obtain full independent practice 
authority, a period of physician 
supervision is required before that 
practice authority is granted. Again, no 
State imposes a comparable requirement 
for the professions requiring the degrees 
included within the illustrative list of 
professional degrees, and, insofar as 
those professions require a residency or 
fixed period of supervised practice as a 
condition of licensure, the supervision 
is provided by individuals holding the 
same profession. 

Therefore, because no State imposes 
restrictions on professions requiring the 
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21 Dentistry (D.D.S. or D.M.D.), Chiropractic (D.C. 
or D.C.M.), Podiatry (D.P.M., D.P., or Pod.D.), 
Theology (M.Div., or M.H.L.). 

22 Several States allow individuals to satisfy the 
educational requirements necessary to take the bar 
exam by ‘‘reading law’’—essentially an extended 
internship or apprenticeship under the supervision 
of an experienced lawyer, sometimes in conjunction 
with some formal legal education—instead of 
obtaining a J.D. Debra Cassens Weiss, Students try 
to avoid law school costs with ’reading law’ path 
to law license, ABAJournal.com (Jul. 30, 2014, 5:53 
p.m.), https://www.abajournal.com/news/article/ 
want_to_avoid_the_costs_of_law_school_these_
students_try_reading_law_path_t. However, while 
someone may obtain licensure as an attorney in a 
specific jurisdiction through these pathways, they 
would not satisfy the requirements to sit for a bar 
in any State other than the one in which they read 
law. Additionally, even in States where reading law 
is permitted, individuals who have read law make 
up only a minute fraction of attorneys. See Nat’l 
Conference of Bar Examiners, Persons Taking and 
Passing the 2023 Bar Examination by Source of 
Legal Education, NCBEX.org: The Bar Examiner, 
https://thebarexaminer.ncbex.org/2023-statistics/ 
persons-taking-and-passing-the-2023-bar- 
examination-by-source-of-legal-education/ (last 
visited Apr. 28, 2026). 

23 See Nat’l Conference of State Legislatures, 
Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetists Practice and 
Prescriptive Authority, NCSL.org, (https://
www.ncsl.org/scope-of-practice-policy/ 
practitioners/advanced-practice-registered-nurses/ 
certified-registered-nurse-anesthetists?maptype=
tile#31091 (last visited Apr. 16, 2026). 

Note that, while the prescriptive authority of 
certified registered nurse anesthetist’s varies by 
State, certified registered nurse anesthetists are not 
required to have prescriptive authority to provide 
anesthesia care and may order and directly 
administer controlled substances and other drugs 
perioperatively within their scope of practice. 
Therefore, because the prescriptive authority does 
not impact a certified registered nurse anesthetist’s 
ability to carry out their core profession of 
providing anesthesia care, the Department did not 
take prescriptive authority into consideration in 
this situation. 

24 The Department notes that States do not 
license, supervise, or regulate the practice of 
religion, including the licensure of clergy who may 
earn degrees in theology (M.Div., or M.H.L.). 

degrees included within the illustrative 
list of professional degrees which are 
comparable to the restrictions some 
States impose on nurse practitioners, 
certified nurse midwives, and clinical 
nursing specialists, the DNP cannot be 
said to fit within the context of those 
degrees. 

Secondly, the DNP (except in the case 
of DNPs in nurse anesthesia) exceeds 
the minimum credential level required 
for an individual to begin practice as a 
nurse practitioner, certified nurse 
midwife, and clinical nurse specialists, 
as an MSN is the minimum degree 
required to obtain the licensure/ 
certifications necessary to begin practice 
in those fields. With a sole exception, 
for each profession with multiple 
degrees included in the illustrative list 
of professional degrees, the degrees 
leading to employment in that 
profession are at the same credential 
level.21 The only exception to this rule 
is law, as both the L.L.B. and J.D. are 
included as professional degrees, 
however, as noted previously, the L.L.B. 
is no longer conferred by American 
institutions of higher education, 
meaning that the J.D., practically, is the 
only degree leading to employment in 
the profession of law in most States.22 
In addition, in the case of all degrees 
included in the illustrative list of 
professional degrees where licensure is 
necessary to begin practice in a 
profession, it is not possible to obtain 
licensure in that profession by virtue of 
holding another degree in that field. 

With the exception of certified 
registered nurse anesthetist, the MSN 
leads to employment in same 
professions as the DNP. Likewise, with 
the exception of certified registered 

nurse anesthetist, the DNP does not 
enable its holders to obtain any 
additional professional licensure or 
certification necessary to practice in a 
given field beyond that which an 
individual holding an MSN is able to 
obtain. Therefore, the Department 
believes DNP degrees (outside of those 
awarded in nurse anesthesia DNP 
programs) fail to satisfy a contextual 
requirement which can be inferred from 
the degrees included in the illustrative 
list of professional degrees. 

Furthermore, the Department believes 
that it would be illogical to treat a DNP 
leading to employment as a nurse 
practitioner, certified nurse midwife, or 
clinical nurse specialist as satisfying the 
requirements of the illustrative list of 
professional degrees when it has already 
determined that the MSN, which leads 
to employment in those same 
professions, does not. Such disparate 
treatment of degrees leading to the same 
ultimate outcome could be interpreted 
as the Department’s endorsement of one 
degree over another and could 
encourage students to pursue a DNP 
instead of an MSN solely because of the 
higher loan limits available to 
professional students. 

Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) in 
Nurse Anesthesia or Doctor of Nursing 
Anesthesia Practice (DNAP) 

The DNP in Nurse Anesthesia and 
DNAP appear to satisfy the three parts 
of the operative test but fail to satisfy 
the contextual requirements imposed by 
the illustrative list of credentials 
included in the definition of 
professional degree. 

First, both degrees signify completion 
of the academic requirements for 
beginning practice in the certified 
registered nurse anesthetist profession. 
Second, the professions that graduates 
of the DNP in Nurse Anesthesia and 
DNAP programs enter require a level of 
professional skill beyond what is 
normally required for a bachelor’s 
degree, as certified registered nurse 
anesthetists perform specialized roles 
that require unique training that exceeds 
the type of training provided to holders 
of a BSN. Third, the professions that the 
holder of a DNP in Nurse Anesthesia or 
DNAP may enter after graduating 
require professional licensure in all 
States. 

However, while the DNP in Nurse 
Anesthesia and DNAP appear to satisfy 
the three parts of the operative test, both 
fail to satisfy the contextual test 
provided by the illustrative list of 
degrees included in the definition of 
professional degree because in the vast 
majority of States, certified registered 
nurse anesthetists are subject to career- 

long supervision or otherwise may be 
required to practice under the 
supervision of (or in collaboration with) 
physicians for a period of time. 

Seventeen States (as well as the 
District of Columbia, Guam, and the 
Northern Mariana Islands) grant 
certified registered nurse anesthetists 
independent practice authority, 
allowing them to practice independent 
of a physician’s supervision (though, in 
some States, nurse practitioners may 
only transition to such full independent 
practice authority after undergoing a 
period of physician supervision). By 
contrast, thirty-three States (as well as 
Guam, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands) require a certified registered 
nurse anesthetist to have a relationship 
with a physician that outlines 
procedures the certified registered nurse 
anesthetist may perform and procedures 
for consulting with the physician, 
including outlining the certified 
registered nurse anesthetist’s 
prescribing authority.23 

The Department notes that, due to the 
unsettled practice authority landscape 
discussed above, a DNP in Nurse 
Anesthesia and DNAP differ 
substantially from the other degrees 
which are included within the 
illustrative list of degrees, as none of 
those degrees lead to employment in a 
profession that requires career-long 
supervision, much less by individuals 
with a different profession.24 We 
additionally note that, in one of the 
States in which certified registered 
nurse anesthetists are able to obtain full 
independent practice authority, a period 
of physician supervision is required 
before that practice authority is granted. 
Again, no State imposes a comparable 
requirement in regard to the professions 
requiring the degrees included within 
the illustrative list of professional 
degrees, as, insofar as those professions 
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require a residency or fixed period of 
supervised practice as a condition of 
licensure, the supervision is provided 
by individuals holding the same 
profession. 

Therefore, because no State imposes 
restrictions on professions requiring the 
degrees included within the illustrative 
list of professional degrees which are 
comparable to the restrictions the 
majority of States impose on certified 
registered nurse anesthetists, a DNP in 
Nurse Anesthesia and a DNAP cannot 
be said to fit within the context of those 
degrees. That any State imposes such 
restrictions is determinative because all 
of the degrees in the illustrative list of 
professional degrees grant unrestricted 
ability for holders of those degrees to 
practice that profession in every State 
without supervision by a professional 
licensed in another profession. That is 
therefore an implied requirement of 
professional degrees. And insofar as a 
residency or some fixed period of 
supervised practice is required, the 
supervision during that period is 
provided by members of the same 
profession. Imposing supervision by a 
member of another profession all of the 
professions that the DNAP leads to 
fundamentally precludes treating the 
DNAP as a professional degree. 

Finally, the Department likewise 
declines to adopt commenters’ position 
that doctoral entry, national 
certification, extensive clinical training, 
or comparisons to physician anesthesia 
education are sufficient by themselves 
to consider DNP nurse anesthesia 
programs or DNAP programs as 
professional degrees, as these are also 
not bases under which we may consider 
a program is a professional degree 
program. 

Nursing Graduate Certificate 
Programs: Several commentors 
suggested that students in nursing 
graduate certificate programs in nursing 
should be eligible to receive the higher 
professional student loan limits. The 
Department believes that this is 
fundamentally and definitionally not 
permitted, as the statute specifically 
referenced the definition of professional 
degree. Certificate programs are distinct 
from degree programs. Therefore, 
regardless of the details of the specific 
program, students enrolled in a graduate 
certificate program are not eligible for 
the higher professional student loan 
limits. 

Comments: Some commenters urged 
us to explicitly include graduate nursing 
programs that are in the four-digit CIP 
code series 51.38 in the list of 
professional degrees in paragraph (2) of 
the definition of professional student. 
Specifically, these commenters urged us 

to include in paragraph (2)(i) of the 
definition of professional student, 
‘‘Nursing (MSN, DNP, Ph.D.).’’ 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to include nursing programs at the four- 
digit CIP code series 51.38 in the list of 
professional degrees. In crafting the list 
of professional degrees in paragraph 
(2)(i) of the definition of professional 
student, and as we explain in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4263), we used the list of degrees 
in § 668.2 as the baseline and the 
interpretive canon noscitur a sociis to 
determine what those degrees had in 
common. As we considered the 
characteristics these professions in 
§ 668.2 have in common, we noted that 
these characteristics do not include the 
degrees that lead to employment that 
must be supervised by a licensed 
professional in another profession and 
cannot be performed independently. 
Therefore, these cannot be considered 
professional degrees within our 
definition; nursing being one of those 
degrees requiring supervisory oversight. 
For these reasons, the Department 
cannot include nursing in the paragraph 
(2)(i) of the definition of professional 
student. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

stated that nursing programs meet the 
three-part test. These commenters 
asserted that these nursing programs 
allow completion of the academic 
requirements for beginning practice in 
the nursing profession; these programs 
are above the baccalaureate degree; and 
the nursing specialization that these 
graduates would enter generally 
requires professional licensure. 

Discussion: While certain graduate 
nursing programs may meet some or all 
of the three-part operative test, we 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4262) that 
in addition to the operative test, the 
definition of professional student also 
provides for an illustrative list of 
advanced degrees that are professional 
degrees and meet our definition and 
requires additional consideration 
beyond the three-part test. Graduate- 
level nursing programs, do not satisfy 
all elements of the definition of 
professional student. As we explain 
more fully in the Section titled 
‘‘Graduate-level nursing (Master of 
Science in Nursing (MSN), Doctor of 
Nursing Practice (DNP), Doctor of Nurse 
Anesthesia Practice (DNAP) degree 
programs’’, while these programs may 
satisfy the operative definition’s three- 
part test, they do not satisfy the 
contextual requirements provided by 
the illustrative list of advanced degrees 
included within the definition of 
professional student. 

Changes: None. 

Comments: Some commenters 
believed we departed from the plain 
language of the law by introducing 
criteria for determining professional 
degree status pertaining to the 
supervision of that profession. These 
commenters asserted that adding criteria 
surrounding unsupervised practice after 
licensure to the definition is being 
selectively applied to nursing and that 
by adding this criterion, we narrow the 
definition of professional degree 
without statutory authority. Other 
commenters asserted that nurses, 
indeed, had more autonomy and could 
practice independently without 
supervisory oversight. 

Discussion: We state in the NPRM (91 
FR 4263) that the professional degrees 
listed in § 668.2 are not exhaustive and 
are illustrative. However, we also 
qualify that context is key; as we 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4263), 
using the list of professional degrees in 
§ 668.2 as the baseline and applying the 
interpretive canon noscitur a sociis, we 
determined what those degrees had in 
common. Among them, a profession 
must not be supervised by a licensed 
professional from a different profession. 
As we explain in the NPRM (91 FR 
4265), we are hesitant to include in this 
list of professional degrees any degrees 
that must be supervised by a licensed 
professional from another profession 
and cannot be performed 
independently. Therefore, we believe 
this approach is consistent with the 
HEA and does not narrow the definition 
of professional degree. We also do not 
believe that this supervisory 
requirement is being applied selectively 
to nursing; elsewhere in the NPRM (91 
FR 4266), we explain other how we 
apply these criteria to other fields, such 
as physician assistants/associates, in 
which another professional supervises 
another practice and further explain this 
factor prevents us from considering PA 
masters programs as professional 
degrees. Finally, we disagree with the 
commenters who claimed that nurses 
have broad autonomy and can practice 
independently without supervisory 
oversight. As we cite in the NPRM (91 
FR 4265), practice authority for some of 
these nurses differs from State to State, 
and, as such, prevents us from 
considering this profession to generally 
practice autonomously. 

Changes: None. 

Physician Assistant/Physician Associate 
(PA) Degree Programs 

Comments: The Department received 
numerous comments asserting that PA 
programs should be treated as qualifying 
professional degree programs. These 
commenters described PA education as 
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a graduate entry, licensure-leading 
pathway that prepares students directly 
for regulated clinical practice. These 
commenters argued that it is among the 
clearest contemporary examples of a 
post-baccalaureate professional program 
in health care. Commenters emphasized 
that PA programs are tightly structured 
around accreditation requirements, 
sequenced didactic and clinical 
education, supervised rotations across 
multiple practice settings, and national 
credentialing tied to State licensure. 
Many argued that these programs satisfy 
the incorporated professional degree 
framework because graduates in all 50 
States and the District of Columbia must 
complete an accredited PA program, 
obtain a master’s degree, and pass the 
Physician Assistant National Certifying 
Examination (PANCE) to obtain State 
licensure. 

Some commenters further argued that 
the NPRM’s (91 FR 4266) reliance on 
variation in collaboration or supervision 
is overstated because post-degree 
supervision structures exist in other 
medical professions included in the 
Department’s definition of professional 
degree, namely medicine, pharmacy, 
and psychology. These commenters 
stated that Congress did not intend to 
condition professional student status on 
independent practice criteria, nor did it 
suggest that professions operating under 
statutory or regulatory relationships 
with other providers be excluded from 
the definition. They claimed that the 
Department did not raise the topic of a 
scope-of-practice requirements during 
negotiated rulemaking and therefore did 
not gain consensus on its use but 
nonetheless included it in the preamble 
of the NPRM without statutory basis. 
Therefore, according to these 
commenters, the Department is 
exceeding its authority in adding this 
scope-of-practice requirement. 

Some commenters described this rule 
as misaligned with Congressional and 
Trump Administration priorities for 
primary care and rural health workforce, 
which they say views PAs as a solution 
for rural health workforce shortages via 
the Rural Health Transformation 
program. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to include PA programs as professional 
degree programs. As explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4263–66), the final rule 
implements Congress’s cross reference 
to the existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan 
limit purposes. The Department 
likewise does not interpret the existence 
of a master’s level entry credential, 
national examination, or formal 
licensure structure as sufficient to be 
considered a professional degree. 

The Department disagrees with the 
commenters’ argument that we 
unlawfully added extra statutory criteria 
by discussing variation in credential 
level, licensure, scope of practice, 
prescribing authority, collaboration 
requirements, or supervision structures. 
In context, those observations do not 
create a new regulatory test. Rather, they 
help explain why the Department does 
not view PA pathways as fitting within 
the incorporated professional degree 
framework Congress chose to reference. 
The Department likewise is not 
persuaded by commenters’ comparisons 
to other licensed professions. An MSPA, 
which is a master’s level credential that 
enables the graduate to sit for licensure. 
But after the graduate becomes licensed, 
their practice must generally be 
supervised by medical doctors. With 
just a few exceptions, States do not 
provide for independent practice 
authority for licensed physician 
assistants. As explained in more detail 
in the section on ‘‘Loan Limits,’’ 
Congress did not ask the Department to 
align the definition of professional 
student to any workforce 
transformation, shortage, or relative 
importance of such program, so we 
decline to consider this argument here. 

Changes: None. 

Public Health (MPH/DrPH and Related 
Programs) 

Comments: The Department received 
many comments urging it to treat Master 
of Public Health (MPH), DrPH, and 
related public health pathways as 
qualifying professional degree programs. 
These commenters described those 
degrees as practice oriented, 
accreditation governed, and essential to 
public service, emergency preparedness, 
and population health leadership. Many 
commenters argued that public health 
differs from more traditional, licensed 
clinical fields, because professional 
authority in public health often derives 
from governmental, institutional, and 
statutory public health functions rather 
than from a single universal 
professional license. They therefore 
argued that the Department’s analysis is 
too narrow to the extent it treats the 
absence of a uniform individual license 
as effectively disqualifying. Commenters 
also argued that MPH and DrPH 
programs are already treated as 
professional credentials by accreditors, 
employers, universities, and 
government entities, and they 
emphasized that the Council on 
Education for Public Health (CEPH) 
distinguishes MPH and DrPH pathways 
from research-oriented MS and Ph.D. 
pathways in public health. 

Several commenters advanced more 
specific examples. Other commenters 
argued that accredited MPH and DrPH 
programs include structured practica, 
capstones, and applied training 
designed to prepare graduates for direct 
public health practice, rather than 
research alone. APHA and related 
commenters argued that professional 
public health degrees prepare graduates 
for emergency preparedness, disease 
prevention, health promotion, and 
leadership in public health systems and 
that public health credentialing 
structures, including the Certified in 
Public Health (CPH) credential, show 
that the field has recognized practice 
standards even without a single 
universal license. Several individual 
commenters also argued that the DrPH, 
in particular, functions as the terminal 
professional practice doctorate in public 
health and should be treated differently 
from research doctorates as it is oriented 
toward applied leadership, policy 
implementation, emergency response, 
and public health governance. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising § 685.102 to treat MPH, DrPH, 
or related public health pathways as 
qualifying professional degree programs. 
As explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4260– 
63), this final rule implements 
Congress’s cross reference to the 
existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan 
limit purposes. The Department is 
applying that incorporated definition, 
rather than treating the statute as 
authorizing an open-ended basis for 
expanding the category to additional 
fields. Under that incorporated 
framework, the Department does not 
adopt commenters’ requests to treat 
public health pathways as professional 
degree programs based on workforce 
need, public value, employer 
preference, or the practical importance 
of the field to emergency response, 
disease prevention, or community 
health. The Department likewise does 
not adopt a broader standard under 
which graduate pathways qualify as 
professional degree programs because 
they are costly, socially valuable, or 
associated with substantial public need. 
The NPRM (91 FR 4265–66) specifically 
explained that the Department was not 
defining professional degree by 
reference to workforce conditions; we 
concluded that the MPH would not 
satisfy the incorporated definition 
because it is not required for entrance 
into a specific profession and does not 
itself lead to licensure. 

Congress did not authorize the 
Department to adopt a broader standard 
under which graduate pathways become 
qualifying professional degree programs 
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25 See Association of Social Work Boards, 
Licensing Requirements by State or Province, 
https://www.aswb.org/licenses/how-to-get-a-license/ 
licensing-requirements-by-State-or-province/ (last 
accessed Apr.15, 2026). 

26 See, e.g., New York University Silver School of 
Social Work, Advanced Standing, available at 
https://socialwork.nyu.edu/a-silver-education/ 
degree-programs/msw/degree-pathways/advanced- 
standing.html (last accessed Apr. 15, 2026); 
UCONN School of Social Work, Advanced 
Standing, available at https://
socialwork.uconn.edu/advanced-standing/ (last 
accessed Apr. 15, 2026); Baylor University Diana R. 
Garland School of Social Work Advanced Standing 
Online MSW Program, available at https://
socialwork.web.baylor.edu/admissions/online-msw/ 

Continued 

whenever accreditors, employers, or 
commenters describe them as 
professional, practice oriented, or 
terminal within a modern field. These 
classifications have no bearing on the 
definition of professional student for the 
purposes of loan limits. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

emphasized that MPH and DrPH degrees 
are the standard entry or preferred 
qualifications for epidemiologists and 
public health analysts in State, local, 
and Federal agencies, with civil service 
rules and hiring requirements explicitly 
listing them as minimum credentials. At 
the same time, they argued that 
excluding these degrees from the 
‘‘professional’’ category directly 
contradicts existing Federal norms and 
accreditation standards, since CEPH 
already defines MPH and DrPH 
programs as professional practice 
degrees, rather than academic or 
research-oriented degrees. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4262), the third part of the 
operative test to be considered a 
professional degree is that graduates of 
that program would be generally 
required to obtain professional licensure 
before beginning practice. While it is 
true that many employers, including the 
ones mentioned by the commenters, 
may prefer an MPH or Master’s in 
Epidemiology for the positions they are 
hiring for, this is a matter of preference 
rather than licensure requirements for 
the profession. Since licensure is not 
required for epidemiology or other 
public health positions, the MPH, DrPH, 
and related Master’s in Epidemiology 
are not considered professional degrees. 

Additionally, the term professional 
student in § 685.102(b) only affects the 
Direct Unsubsidized loan amounts that 
those students can receive for their 
studies; it does not affect the names that 
schools or accreditors use to refer their 
programs. Therefore, we decline to alter 
the list of professional degrees based on 
the commenter’s argument. 

Changes: None. 

Social Work (Master of Social Work 
(MSW)/Doctor of Social Work (DSW) 
and Related Pathways) 

Comments: The Department received 
extensive comments urging it to treat 
MSW and DSW pathways as 
professional degree programs. These 
comments often came from current 
students, practitioners, faculty, and 
advocates for behavioral health, as well 
as healthcare, child welfare, school- 
based, and community service systems. 
Commenters emphasized that social 
work is central to mental health, public 
welfare, and case management systems 

and argued that graduate social work 
education is necessary for independent 
clinical licensure, insurance billing, 
supervision, and accountable 
professional practice. Many commenters 
argued that the MSW/DSW satisfies all 
three criteria of the Department’s 
‘‘professional degree.’’ (These 
commenters also disputed the 
Department’s claim that the BSW may 
later obtain an MSW with only one year 
of additional coursework, for a total of 
five years of education compared to six 
years as provided for in the professional 
degree definition (91 FR 4266), as this 
is a rare option for ‘‘advanced standing’’ 
tracked students. The commenters noted 
that most students complete the typical 
two-year (600-credit) graduate program. 
These commenters further claimed that 
advanced standing does not redefine the 
standard credential for the profession 
any more than accelerated or combined 
pathways do in medicine, law, or 
pharmacy. 

Many commenters argued that the 
Department improperly conflated the 
possibility of some social work 
employment with a bachelor’s degree 
with whether graduate education is 
required for independent clinical social 
work practice, including psychotherapy, 
diagnosis, and autonomous practice 
under Licensed Clinical Social Worker 
(LCSW) or similar clinical licensure 
frameworks. These commenters further 
claimed that the existence of BSW 
licensure does not change the fact that 
the licensure entry point requirement 
for independent practice is the graduate 
degree. They also explained that 
students who earn the Licensed 
Bachelor of Social Work (LBSW) are 
limited to specific roles, such as case 
manager and patient navigator, and are 
unable to perform the independent work 
of a licensed professional without at 
least a master’s degree. 

Some commenters also argued that 
clinical social work should be treated as 
a distinct professional pathway, rather 
than as a mere specialization within 
broader social work, and pointed to 
State licensure structures, supervised 
postgraduate practice, examination 
requirements, and Federal recognition 
of clinical social workers as 
independent providers. They stated that 
CMS (Medicare/Medicaid), State laws, 
the Association of Social Work Boards 
(ASWB), and the Social Work Licensure 
Compact all treat clinical social work as 
a separate professional category with its 
own licenses, exams, and scope, like 
clinical psychology, which the 
Department recognizes as a professional 
degree. A few commenters pointed out 
that the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 
affirms that clinical social work requires 

a master’s degree and State licensure, 
directly contradicting the Department’s 
claim that a bachelor’s degree is 
sufficient to practice. One commenter 
highlighted clinical social workers’ 
independence by citing Section 
1861(hh)(1)(A) of the Social Security 
Act, which defines a ‘‘clinical social 
worker’’ as an individual who possesses 
a master’s or doctors’ degree in social 
work, has completed at least two years 
of supervised clinical social work, and 
is licensed or certified as a clinical 
social worker. 

Some commenters also made a legal 
argument that the Department’s 
reasoning focuses too heavily on 
beginning practice in a given profession 
and not enough on qualification for 
independent professional practice, 
which they argued more accurately 
reflects the operative concept of a 
professional degree. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising § 685.102 to treat MSW or DSW 
pathways as professional degree 
programs. As the NPRM explains (91 FR 
4266), MSW and DSW pathways do not 
satisfy the incorporated framework. The 
Department recognizes that licensed 
social work is a distinct profession, 
however, that has no bearing on the 
definition of professional degree. We 
note that States have different 
requirements for social work 
licensure.25 Some license social workers 
at the bachelor’s level (LBSW), while 
others require a master’s degree 
(LMSW). No State requires a doctorate 
degree to enter the profession. 
Therefore, a DSW is not generally 
required to enter the profession, and the 
Department cannot say an MSW is 
generally required either. In addition, 
the MSW fails the operative test for two 
reasons: (1) it can be completed in as 
few as five years of postsecondary 
education and (2) it is at the master’s 
level, not the doctorate level. We note 
that schools offer advanced standing 
MSW degree pathways to students with 
BSW degrees, which may only require 
one additional year of study.26 For 
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advanced-standing-online-msw-program (last 
accessed Apr. 15, 2026); Syracuse University 
Advanced Standing Master of Social Work (MSW) 
| Online, available at https://
onlinegrad.syracuse.edu/social-work/advanced- 
standing-msw/ (last accessed Apr. 15, 2026). 

27 University of Kentucky School of Social Work, 
Online Master of Social Work (MSW), available at 
https://info.socialworkonline.uky.edu/msw/ (last 
accessed Apr. 15, 2026). 

28 University of Maryland School of Social Work, 
36-Credit Online Advanced Standing MSW, 
available at https://www.ssw.umaryland.edu/ 
admissions/msw-admissions/36-credit-online- 
advanced-standing-msw/ (last accessed Apr. 15, 
2026); 

example, one school offers an advanced 
standing MSW degree pathway that 
requires thirty hours of study,27 and 
another offers a 36-hour MSW pathway 
that can be completed in eleven 
months.28 So, a student may obtain an 
MSW in as few as five years, not the six 
years required by the definitional test. 
Finally, an MSW fails the contextual 
test in that, unlike the degrees that lead 
to licensure, an MSW is a master’s level 
degree. 

The Department rejects the 
commenters’ position that the MSW and 
DSW should be treated like clinical 
psychology based on asserted functional 
similarity. As we explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4263, 4265), the 
Department treated clinical psychology 
as within the incorporated professional 
degree framework based on the 
definition of professional degree and the 
contextual support discussed there. By 
contrast, the Department concluded the 
MSW and DSW do not satisfy that 
framework because those degrees are 
not generally required to obtain entry- 
level licensure or to begin practice in 
social work, and because clinical social 
work is better understood as a 
specialization within social work rather 
than a separate profession. 

Changes: None. 

Pilot Training, Including Federal 
Aviation Administration (FAA) 
Certificated Part 141 Flight Education 
and Training Programs 

Comments: Commenters who 
represented the aviation industry and 
pilot training, including accredited, 
FAA certificated Part 141 flight 
education and training programs, argued 
that FAA Part 141 programs combine 
academic instruction, intensive skills 
based training, and mandatory licensure 
pathways to prepare students for entry 
into a highly regulated, safety critical 
occupation. Commenters emphasized 
that these programs are subject to dual 
oversight, in that they are regulated by 
the FAA at the programmatic level and 
by the Department and recognized 
accreditors at the institutional level. 
They further argued that the cost of 

required flight training commonly adds 
approximately $80,000 to $100,000 
beyond standard tuition and fees. 
Commenters argued that these costs are 
not discretionary because they reflect 
Federally mandated flight hour 
requirements, certified instructors, 
simulator time, aircraft operation and 
maintenance, testing, and related 
compliance obligations. 

These commenters stated that FAA 
certified Part 141 programs function like 
graduate education in substance, even 
when they remain structured as 
undergraduate or non-graduate 
programs. Commenters argued that 
students in these programs complete 
extensive postsecondary, profession 
specific training; obtain licenses, 
certificates, and ratings while enrolled; 
and enter a Federally regulated 
profession in which licensure is 
required for employment. Commenters 
also argued that these programs 
intentionally remain undergraduate or 
non-graduate in structure to avoid 
credential inflation, unnecessary 
coursework, additional time to 
completion, and higher student cost. On 
that basis, commenters urged the 
Department to treat FAA Part 141 
programs as graduate degree programs. 
Some commenters proposed specific 
amendments to the definition of 
graduate student and related loan limit 
provisions, while others urged an 
interpretive clarification in the 
preamble if the Department declined to 
revise the text. 

Commenters also argued that 
excluding these programs from higher 
borrowing limits would undermine the 
pilot pipeline, worsen regional and rural 
air service constraints, and impose 
particularly acute burdens on low- and 
middle-income students, because 
training costs are front loaded while 
students are still enrolled in 
undergraduate or non-graduate 
programs. Other commenters framed 
their request as a narrow clarification, 
rather than a request for special 
treatment, and argued that pilot training 
represents a high return workforce 
investment associated with strong 
earnings and repayment capacity. These 
commenters requested that we clarify 
the treatment of accredited flight 
training programs under our definition 
of graduate student and the loan limits. 
These commenters urged that we permit 
flight students enrolled in these flight 
programs to be considered graduate 
students. 

Discussion: The Department 
understands that while flight training 
programs have some specialized 
credentialing pathways, pilot training 
programs generally do not require the 

completion of or training beyond what 
is normally provided for in a 
baccalaureate degree. Individuals can 
become credentialed as a pilot without 
having first earned a baccalaureate 
degree and therefore fail the second part 
of the operative test. Indeed, these 
programs are not even graduate 
programs because a graduate program 
requires, as a prerequisite for 
enrollment, a bachelor’s degree. That 
term is defined as a student enrolled in 
a program of study that is above the 
baccalaureate level and awards a 
graduate credential (other than a 
professional degree) upon completion of 
the program. Accordingly, because pilot 
training programs are awarded at the 
baccalaureate level and no higher, the 
Department cannot include these 
programs in the definition of graduate 
student due to statutory constraints. 

Changes: None. 

Other Professional Degree Field-Specific 
Comments Concerning Professional 
Student Classification 

Architecture, Urban Planning, Interior 
Design 

Comments: The Department received 
extensive comments from deans of 
architecture programs, accrediting and 
professional organizations, students, 
and practitioners urging us to include 
architecture, and in some instances, 
landscape architecture, in the list of 
professional degrees. These commenters 
emphasized that architecture is a 
licensed profession with accredited 
educational pathways, supervised 
experience requirements, examinations, 
and legally protected titles tied to public 
health, safety, and welfare. Many 
commenters argued that the M.Arch. is 
the post-baccalaureate professional 
degree specifically designed to meet 
licensure requirements and should be 
treated as within the same general class 
as the enumerated professional degree 
programs. Several commenters also 
made parallel arguments regarding the 
master’s in landscape architecture 
(M.L.A.), asserting that it is the 
Landscape Architectural Accreditation 
Board (LAAB) accredited graduate 
professional degree that fulfills the 
academic prerequisites for licensure in 
that field. Commenters frequently 
argued that these graduate degrees 
satisfy each element of the incorporated 
professional degree definition because 
they complete the academic 
requirements for beginning practice, 
necessitate professional skill beyond 
what is normally required for a 
bachelor’s degree, and lead to 
professions in which licensure is 
generally required. 
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Many commenters argued that the 
post-degree experience and exam 
requirements in architecture and 
landscape architecture are analogous to 
medical residency, rather than 
additional academic coursework; 
therefore, completing the M.Arch. or 
M.L.A. meets the academic 
requirements for beginning practice. 
Some argued that the Department’s use 
of law and theology as comparable 
fields reveals inconsistency because, in 
their view, the J.D. is not universally 
required for initial licensure in every 
jurisdiction and professional licensure 
is not generally required in theology, 
while architecture and landscape 
architecture satisfy the operative test 
more cleanly. Other commenters 
emphasized that many States have no 
in-State B.Arch. option and that 
graduate architecture pathways now 
constitute a substantial share of 
accredited architecture graduates, and 
they urged the Department to, at 
minimum, recognize NAAB accredited 
architecture programs, among other 
post-baccalaureate State licensed 
professions, as professional degrees. 
Commenters also stressed that the high 
costs associated with the structure of 
studio-based design education, 
including dedicated studio space, 
fabrication, software, computing, and 
extended building access, and argued 
that lower borrowing limits would delay 
degree completion, defer licensure, and 
weaken the architecture and design 
workforce supporting housing, 
infrastructure, and economic 
development. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising § 685.102 to treat architecture, 
landscape architecture, or related design 
fields as qualifying professional degree 
pathways. As explained in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4260–65), the final rule 
implements Congress’s cross reference 
to the existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan 
limit purposes. 

As reflected in the NPRM (91 FR 
4260–65), the Department does not 
conclude that architecture fits that 
framework where a graduate 
architecture degree is not generally 
required across jurisdictions for entry 
into the profession and where a five- 
year Bachelor of Architecture commonly 
serves as the academic predicate for 
licensure. In that circumstance, the 
M.Arch. does not function as the single 
graduate level academic threshold to 
begin practice in the profession the way 
commenters propose; therefore it cannot 
be considered a professional degree. The 
same basic structural concern applies to 
commenters’ arguments regarding 
landscape architecture, where multiple 

undergraduate and graduate pathways 
exist. 

The Department likewise declines to 
adopt commenters’ requests for a 
broader criteria-based rule that would 
include architecture, landscape 
architecture, or other post-baccalaureate 
licensed professions that do not satisfy 
the operative test or contextual 
requirements for what constitutes a 
professional degree. 

Changes: None. 

Counseling, Marriage and Family 
Therapy, and Related Behavioral Health 
Pathways 

Comments: The Department received 
many comments urging it to treat 
clinical mental health counseling, 
professional counseling, marriage and 
family therapy, art therapy, and related 
applied behavioral health pathways as 
professional degree programs. These 
commenters generally described 
counseling as graduate entry, licensure 
leading pathways that require 
supervised practicum and internship 
training, post degree supervised clinical 
hours, and examination for independent 
licensure. Many commenters 
emphasized that these pathways 
culminate in a master’s degree that they 
view as the terminal credential for 
independent practice, diagnosis, 
treatment, and other core behavioral 
health functions. Commenters also 
pointed to accreditation and 
professional standard frameworks, 
including programs accredited by the 
Council for Accreditation of Counseling 
and Related Educational Programs 
(CACREP), and argued that those 
frameworks demonstrate that these are 
not general academic degrees but 
structured professional preparation for 
regulated clinical practice. Several 
commenters further argued that 
excluding counseling while continuing 
to include clinical psychology creates 
an arbitrary or internally inconsistent 
distinction because, in their view, these 
are similarly situated licensed 
professions requiring graduate 
education, supervised clinical 
preparation, and independent practice 
authority after licensure. 

Commenters also urged the 
Department to adopt more explicit 
criteria for professional degree 
classification, such as accreditation 
standards, terminal degree status, 
supervised clinical training 
requirements, licensure mandates, and 
scope of independent practice. Some 
argued that the proposed rule fails to 
apply such criteria consistently across 
similarly situated programs and instead 
draws distinctions that undervalue 
modern behavioral health professions. 

Some also raised a separate concern that 
classifying counseling and related 
mental health clinicians as non- 
professional could be misread by third- 
party payers, credentialing entities, or 
employers as signaling that these 
pathways are less rigorous or less 
legitimately clinical than included 
professions. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to treat counseling as a professional 
degree program. The final rule 
implements Congress’s cross reference 
to the existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 through a 
bounded framework for title IV loan 
limit administration, rather than 
through a new, open-ended 
classification system based on 
contemporary accreditation, licensure 
structure, terminal degree status, 
workforce need, or parity with other 
graduate clinical fields. Additionally, as 
we mention in the NPRM (91 FR 4277), 
the definition of professional student is 
not a judgment regarding the relative 
value of the profession, so third-party 
payers, credentialing entities, or 
employers should not change their 
practices with these occupations. We 
expand on the reasons why these 
counseling professions are not 
substantially similar to the list of 
professional degrees in § 668.2 and 
therefore cannot be included in the 
definition of professional student in 
§ 685.102 in the following sections. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Many commenters stated 

that marriage, MFT, and applied 
behavior analysis (ABA) are 
professional degrees because they 
prepare practitioners for State-regulated 
licensure and require a graduate-level 
curriculum accredited by the 
Commission on Accreditation for 
Marriage and Family Therapy Education 
(COAMFTE) or the Association for 
Behavior Analysis International (ABAI). 
Commenters emphasized that MFT 
programs require extensive supervised 
clinical training, and graduates must 
complete national competency 
examinations governed by the 
Association of Marital & Family 
Therapy Regulatory Boards (AMFTRB). 
These commenters disputed the NPRM’s 
claim that a master’s or doctoral degree 
is not specifically required to enter the 
field for U.S. educated students, 
claiming that graduate education is not 
optional for U.S.-educated individuals 
entering the MFT profession. 
Commenters also highlighted that 
excluding the MFT, while including 
fields such as theology, is internally 
inconsistent, because inclusion should 
logically follow licensure-based criteria 
that the MFT clearly satisfies. 
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29 MFT License Requirements in the District of 
Columbia: https://www.mft-license.com/States/ 
district-of-columbia-mft-license/. 

30 How to become a Board Certified Behavior 
Analyst (BCBA): https://
www.counselingpsychology.org/psychology/careers/ 
board-certified-behavior-analyst/. 

31 Licensed Marriage & Family Therapist (LMFT) 
Degree & Licensing Requirements: https://
www.marriagefamilytherapist.org/careers/lmft/. 

32 Genetic Counseling State Licensure Map: 
https://www.nsgc.org/Advocacy/State-Licensure/ 
States-Issuing-Licenses. 

33 Becoming an Art Therapist: https://
arttherapy.org/becoming-art-therapist/. 

34 Licensure Requirement by State: https://
atcb.org/State-licensure-lp/licensure-requirement- 
by-State/. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NRPM (91 FR 4265), degree programs 
that are not specifically required to 
enter a field, such as the MSOT or OTD 
for occupational therapy, would not be 
considered professional degrees, even if 
they are one possible condition for 
eligibility for licensure. It is true that 
most States require an MFT from an 
accredited institution prior to licensure, 
but some States allow degrees in related 
counseling fields, such as psychology, 
psychiatry, social work, or professional 
counseling.29 Additionally, one can 
become a certified behavior analyst with 
a variety of master’s degrees or a 
graduate certificate.30 Therefore, neither 
the MFT nor the Master’s in ABA are 
specifically required for entry and 
cannot be considered a professional 
degree.31 

Changes: None 
Comments: Some commenters argued 

that the Master’s in Genetic Counseling 
is a professional degree because it 
requires completion of a rigorous, full- 
time, and clinically intensive graduate 
program accredited by the Accreditation 
Council for Genetic Counseling (ACGC), 
which prepares students for 
independent entry into practice in a 
specialized healthcare profession. They 
emphasized that genetic counseling is a 
regulated clinical field in which 
practitioners must pass the American 
Board of Genetic Counseling (ABGC) 
national certification exam to become a 
Certified Genetic Counselor (CGC) and 
obtain State licensure in many 
jurisdictions. Commenters noted that 
these programs meet all three prongs of 
the longstanding Federal definition of 
professional degree. They also noted 
that this degree is not a steppingstone to 
another credential but is instead the 
required credential for entry into the 
profession. 

Discussion: As of January 2026, 12 
States still do not require Genetic 
Counselors to be licensed.32 As 
explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4262), 
the third part of the operative test for a 
program to be considered a professional 
degree is that graduates of that program 
would be generally required to obtain 
professional licensure before beginning 
to practice. Given the continuous 

change in requirements for genetic 
counseling, it cannot be considered 
professional given that licensure is an 
unsettled area. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

opposed art therapy being excluded 
from the list of professional degrees. 
They claimed that art therapy is a 
licensed mental health profession 
requiring a master’s degree (accredited 
by CAAHEP) or higher, national 
credentialing through the Art Therapy 
Credentials Board (ATR or ATR–BC), 
and 700–1,000+ hours of supervised 
clinical training, with many States also 
requiring dual mental-health licensure 
(e.g., LPC, LMFT) for practice. They 
emphasized that this graduate-level 
clinical preparation qualifies art therapy 
as a practice-entry professional degree, 
comparable to other recognized 
therapeutic and healthcare professions, 
because art therapists provide regulated 
psychotherapeutic services to 
individuals with trauma, mental illness, 
developmental differences, and complex 
emotional needs. Commenters also 
argued that excluding art therapy from 
professional-degree status contradicts 
Federal criteria, since the degree leads 
directly to licensure, requires advanced 
clinical competencies, and prepares 
practitioners for roles essential to the 
mental-health workforce during a 
national provider shortage. 

Discussion: We disagree. As we 
explain in the NRPM (91 FR 4265), 
degree programs that are not specifically 
required to enter a field, such as the 
MSOT or OTD for occupational therapy, 
would not be considered professional 
degrees, even if they are one possible 
condition for eligibility for licensure. It 
is true that most States require students 
to obtain a master’s in art therapy from 
an accredited institution prior to 
licensure, but some States allow degrees 
in related mental health counseling 
fields.33 Additionally, licensure is 
inconsistent from State to State.34 
Therefore, a master’s in art therapy is 
not specifically required for entry into 
the field and cannot be considered a 
professional degree. 

Changes: None. 

Modern Health Profession Pathways 
Comments: The Department received 

comments concerning a group of smaller 
but increasingly formalized health 
profession pathways that commenters 
argued should be treated as qualifying 
professional degree programs, including 

athletic training, certified 
anesthesiologist assistant programs, 
respiratory therapy, medical laboratory 
science, orthotics and prosthetics, 
cardiovascular perfusion, and similar 
graduate entry or clinically intensive 
health pathways. These commenters 
generally argued that such programs are 
offered at the post-baccalaureate or 
graduate level, accreditation driven, 
clinically intensive, and tied to formal 
certification, examination, or licensure 
requirements for practice. They 
contended that these pathways function 
as modern entry-to-practice professional 
education even if they are not among 
the historical examples most closely 
associated with the incorporated 
professional degree framework in 34 
CFR 668.2. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising 34 CFR 685.102 to treat these 
modern health profession pathways as 
qualifying professional degree programs. 
As explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4260– 
63), the final rule implements 
Congress’s cross reference to the 
existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan 
limit purposes. The Department is 
applying that incorporated definition, 
rather than treating the statute as 
authorizing an open-ended basis for 
expanding the category to additional 
fields. We expand on the reasons why 
these modern health professions are not 
substantially similar to the list of 
professional degrees in § 668.2 and 
therefore cannot be included in the 
definition of professional student in 
§ 685.102 in the following sections. That 
framework is applied to specific degrees 
below. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: A few commenters 

discussed that allied health professional 
programs should be considered 
professional because their field is 
licensed, clinically intensive, and 
requires advanced postsecondary 
education and credentialing. They 
explain that allied health programs are 
accredited by specialized accrediting 
bodies recognized by the Council for 
Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) 
and lead to eligibility for national 
certification or licensure exams. These 
programs meet rigorous educational 
standards comparable to other 
healthcare professions that receive 
adequate loan support. The commenters 
emphasized that allied health 
professionals are essential frontline 
clinicians whose expertise is vital to the 
national workforce and to provide safe 
patient care, particularly during 
emergencies and high-acuity 
hospitalizations. One commenter 
highlighted that radiologic assistant 
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35 State Licensure: https://www.abcop.org/State- 
licensure. 

36 ABC Orthotics & Prosthetics Practitioner Guide: 
https://studylib.net/doc/8166393/untitled--- 
american-board-for-certification-in-orthotics- 
...?p=7. 

37 CAATE: Find an Accredited Program: https:// 
caate.net/Search-for-Accredited-Programs. 

38 Athletic Trainer: https://college.mayo.edu/ 
academics/explore-health-care-careers/careers-a-z/ 
athletic-trainer/. 

programs (RA programs) require a 
minimum of three years of clinical 
experience and a master’s degree, in 
addition to a national board requirement 
to actively practice, and so should be 
included as professional degrees. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes that these fields often require 
significant post-secondary education 
and licensure, but we disagree that they 
should be considered professional 
degrees on that basis alone. As we 
mention in the NPRM (91 FR 4265), 
supervision by a licensed professional 
from a different profession, namely 
physicians, dentists, and other medical 
professionals who have more education, 
training, and qualifications, as required 
by their license and degree, disqualifies 
a student from being considered 
professional for the purpose of loan 
limits. Additionally, many of these 
programs, namely medical laboratory 
scientists and dental hygienists, are 
eligible for certification and entry into 
the field with only an associate or 
bachelor’s degree. Therefore, these 
graduate-level programs cannot be 
professional degrees, as they do not 
satisfy all parts of the three-part 
operative definition. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters emphasized 

that Orthotics and Prosthetics (O&P) 
should be a professional degree because 
it meets all three requirements of the 
Department’s operative test. They noted 
O&P is a regulated clinical healthcare 
profession requiring a master’s degree 
(MPO) from a Commission on 
Accreditation of Allied Health 
Education Programs (CAAHEP)- 
accredited program, followed by a 
supervised National Commission on 
Orthotic and Prosthetic Education 
(NCOPE) residency, national board 
certification via the American Board for 
Certification (ABC), and, in many States, 
licensure, which are the same structural 
hallmarks used to define other Federally 
recognized professional degrees. They 
further stressed that excluding O&P 
from professional-degree status is 
inconsistent with existing Federal and 
accreditation frameworks, noting that 
O&P programs are assigned a dedicated 
CIP code (51.2307), and that 
certification and licensure requirements 
already place O&P squarely within 
regulated professional practice. 

Discussion: O&P master’s programs 
are not considered professional degrees 
because they are not required for entry 
into the profession and licensure is only 
required in 15 States.35 According to the 
American Board for Certification in 

Orthotics, Prosthetics & Pedorthics, Inc., 
there are multiple pathways to 
certification, including bachelor’s 
programs, when combined with 
certificates and residencies.36 
Additionally, the existence of a CIP 
code does not in and of itself attribute 
a program to inclusion in the illustrative 
list; rather the program must match the 
4-digit CIP code of a program already 
listed in 34 CFR 668.2 (91 FR 4264). For 
all these reasons, master’s programs in 
O&P do not pass the operative test and 
cannot be considered professional 
degrees for the purpose of title IV loan 
limits. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters emphasized 

that a Master’s of Science in Athletic 
Training and Master of Athletic 
Training (MAT) should be professional 
degrees, as entry into practice requires 
completion of a master’s degree from a 
Commission on Accreditation of 
Athletic Training Education (CAATE)- 
accredited program, with no alternate 
pathway to becoming eligible for the 
Board of Certification (BOC) exam or for 
State licensure. They noted that the 
profession demands rigorous graduate- 
level preparation, including extensive 
clinical hours, competency-based 
assessments, and advanced medical 
training well beyond the bachelor’s 
level. Because athletic trainers must also 
obtain national certification and are 
required to be licensed in 49 States and 
DC, commenters argued that athletic 
training clearly satisfies all three 
elements of the longstanding Federal 
definition of professional degree: it is 
the required academic preparation for 
practice, it requires professional skills 
beyond a bachelor’s degree, and it 
generally requires certification or 
licensure to practice. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes that, since 2022, students 
who want to become certified and 
licensed athletic trainers across the 
country are no longer able to complete 
only a bachelor’s degree and instead 
must complete a master’s degree 
program.37 We also recognize that they 
meet the operative test, as described by 
the commenters. However, these 
programs are not considered 
professional degrees for the purposes of 
loan limits because, similar to the 
nursing profession (91 FR 4265), athletic 
trainers are typically supervised by a 
licensed professional from a different 
profession, namely physicians who have 

more education, training, and 
qualifications as required by their 
license and degree.38 Therefore, athletic 
trainers do not meet the criteria 
necessary to consider such programs a 
professional degree for the purposes of 
loan limits. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

disagreed with the exclusion of Certified 
Anesthesiologist Assistants from the 
professional student definition because 
they complete rigorous, clinically 
intensive CAAHEP-accredited master’s 
programs that include demanding 
didactics, simulation training, and 
thousands of supervised anesthesia care 
hours. They must also obtain national 
certification (NCCAA) and State 
licensure, meeting the same regulatory 
and competency standards required of 
other licensed clinical providers. These 
commenters believed CAA education 
clearly satisfies the Department’s 
definition of professional degree— 
requiring advanced skills beyond a 
bachelor’s, specialized preparation for 
clinical practice, and mandatory 
certification/licensure—making CAA 
programs equivalent in structure and 
purpose to other recognized 
professional health degrees. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges the immense training 
required to become a CAA but declines 
to consider these master’s programs as 
professional degrees. While these 
master’s programs meet the three-part 
operative test, CAAs do not operate 
independently and instead are 
supervised by anesthesiologists. As we 
mention in the NPRM (91 FR 4265), 
supervision by another professional 
licensed in another profession, namely 
physicians who have more education, 
training, and qualifications, as required 
by their license and degree, disqualifies 
a program from being considered 
professional for the purpose of loan 
limits. 

Changes: None. 

Nutrition and Dietetics 

Comments: The Department received 
comments urging it to treat nutrition 
and dietetics programs that lead to 
Registered Dietitian Nutritionist (RDN) 
credentialing as qualifying professional 
degree programs. These commenters 
argued that RDN preparation is now a 
structured graduate entry pathway 
requiring a master’s degree, accredited 
supervised practice, and subsequent 
credentialing before entry into the RDN 
workforce. Many commenters 
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39 Comm’n on Dietetic Registration, RD 
EXAMINATION—ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS, 
cdrnet.org (last visited on Apr. 16, 2026), https:// 
www.cdrnet.org/RDNeligibility/. 

40 See, e.g., Univ. of DC, Nutrition and Dietetics— 
MS, https://www.udc.edu/causes/academics/ 
nutrition-dietetics/ms-in-nutrition-and-dietetics 
(last accessed Apr. 16, 2026); Univ. of Tenn. 
Knoxville, Clinical Nutrition & Dietetics, https://
cehhs.utk.edu/nutrition/graduate-programs/ms-in- 
nutrition/clinical-nutrition/#:∼:text=The%20Master
%20of%20Science%20in,features%20
make%20our%20program%20novel: (last accessed 
Apr. 16, 2026). 

emphasized that the required 
supervised practice and clinical training 
are not optional components of later 
professional advancement, but 
mandatory elements of the pathway to 
RDN eligibility. Commenters also 
stressed that nutrition and dietetics 
programs are rigorous, full time, and 
costly, and that students often cannot 
work while completing the combined 
academic and supervised practice 
requirements. A recurring argument was 
that the graduate borrowing limits do 
not reflect the real cost of required RDN 
preparation and would therefore force 
students to rely on higher interest 
private loans, delay or prevent 
completion of training, or abandon the 
profession altogether. Commenters 
further argued that RDNs are licensed or 
otherwise regulated health professionals 
who play essential roles in hospitals, 
long term care, chronic disease 
management, food insecurity, 
preventive care, and community health, 
and that excluding these pathways 
would weaken an already strained 
workforce and reduce diversity in the 
future nutrition workforce. 

Several commenters offered more 
specific examples. Program directors 
and faculty commenters emphasized 
that ACEND accredited master’s, plus 
supervised practice programs, are now 
the required educational route to RDN 
credentialing, and argued that the 
financial structure of those programs is 
comparable to other graduate health 
pathways already treated as 
professional. The Academy of Nutrition 
and Dietetics argued that RDNs are 
licensed healthcare professionals who 
complete a master’s degree, supervised 
practice, and extensive clinical training 
before entering the workforce and that 
lower borrowing limits will worsen 
shortages in hospitals, long term care, 
community health, and rural settings. 
Individual commenters similarly 
stressed that their internships required 
full-time clinical or hospital rotations of 
40 or more hours per week, that outside 
employment was impracticable during 
their time to credential, and that they 
relied on Federal loans to complete their 
training. Other commenters argued that 
RDNs reduce health care costs through 
disease prevention, nutrition 
counseling, and medical nutrition 
therapy and that Federal student aid 
policy should reflect the structure of 
modern dietetics training, rather than 
older assumptions about the field. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising § 685.102 to treat nutrition and 
dietetics pathways that lead to RDN 
credentialing as qualifying professional 
degree programs. As explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4260–65), this final rule 

implements Congress’s cross reference 
to the existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for title IV loan 
limit purposes. 

In applying that incorporated 
definition, the Department considers the 
structure of the existing regulation, the 
context supplied by the enumerated 
examples, the characteristics of the 
program, and the requirements of the 
profession, rather than broader 
workforce need, public health value, or 
the general importance of the work. 
Under that framework, the Department 
does not adopt commenters’ request to 
treat nutrition and dietetics pathways as 
professional degree programs because 
the RDN pathway now requires a 
master’s degree, accredited supervised 
practice, and credentialing. 

That is the core reason the 
Department is not revising the rule here. 
The incorporated framework does not 
ask whether a graduate credential has 
become the preferred or current route to 
a valued healthcare credential, or 
whether a profession now uses a 
master’s degree plus supervised practice 
as part of one important pathway into 
regulated work. It asks, in substance, 
whether the degree itself functions as 
the graduate level academic threshold 
for beginning practice in the profession 
within the framework Congress chose to 
incorporate. The Department concludes 
that the RDN pathway does not satisfy 
that framework where the graduate 
credential at issue is not the basis for 
entry into the broader nutrition or 
dietetics field as a whole, and where 
commenters’ arguments depend heavily 
on the structure of one credentialing 
pathway within a broader field of 
nutrition related practice. The 
Department therefore does not revise the 
rule merely because the RDN pathway is 
now graduate entry, supervised practice 
based, and professionally significant. 

The Department has considered 
commenters’ argument that required 
supervised practice is not optional 
advancement, but a mandatory 
component of qualifying for RDN 
credentialing, and that RDNs therefore 
should be treated more like other 
clinically oriented, graduate entry 
health professions. The Department 
does not dispute that supervised 
practice and credentialing are 
mandatory features of the RDN pathway. 
However, the various degrees that 
enable the holder to become 
credentialed as an RDN do not meet the 
necessary criteria to be for eligibility for 
the higher professional student loan 
limits. 

To obtain credentialing as an RDN, an 
individual is required to pass the 
Registered Dietitian examination 

administered by the Commission on 
Dietetic Registration (CDR). To be 
eligible to take the examination (among 
other requirements), an individual must 
hold a graduate degree from an 
Accreditation Council for Education in 
Nutrition and Dietetics(ACEND)— 
accredited didactic program in dietetics, 
an ACEND-accredited coordinated 
program, an ACEND-accredited graduate 
program, or, alternatively, a doctorate 
from an institution that is accredited by 
an institutional accreditor recognized by 
the Department.39 No State requires a 
doctorate degree to enter the profession 
and the CDR only requires a doctorate 
degree if an applicant to take the 
Registered Dietitian examination does 
not have a graduate degree from an 
ACEND-accredited program, which may 
well be at the master’s-level. Therefore, 
a doctorate (in dietetics or otherwise) is 
not generally required to enter the 
profession, 

In addition, masters degrees leading 
to RDN certification fail the operative 
test for two reasons: (1) it is possible to 
complete some degrees that confer 
eligibility to take the Registered 
Dietitian examination in as few as five 
years of postsecondary education and 
(2) to the extent that they take six years 
or longer, such degrees are at the 
master’s level, not the doctorate level. 
We note that it is possible to obtain a 
master’s degree from an ACEND- 
accredited program in as little as one 
year.40 As a result, a student may obtain 
the necessary education to sit for the 
Registered Dietitian examination in as 
few as five years, not the six years 
required by the definitional test. The 
Department likewise declines to revise 
the rule based on commenters’ 
arguments that RDNs are essential to 
chronic disease management, food 
insecurity, preventive care, and 
community health, or that lower loan 
limits will increase reliance on private 
loans, reduce diversity, and worsen 
shortages in nutrition care. The 
Department recognizes the seriousness 
of those concerns, including 
commenters’ descriptions of full-time 
internship demands, inability to work 
during a borrowers’ time to completion, 
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41 A Chronology of Changes in ASHA’s 
Certification Standards: https://www.asha.org/ 
certification/CCC_history/. Au.D. History: https://
www.audiologist.org/about/leadership/aud-history. 

42 Does Your Scope of Practice for Physical 
Therapists Allow Dry Needling? The Regulation of 
the Practice of Acupuncture by Physicians in the 
United States: https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ 
articles/PMC5512332/. 

and the role of loans in permitting 
students with limited financial means to 
complete required training. But those 
are not factors that Congress directed 
the Department to consider when 
classifying degrees as professional 
degrees or graduate degrees, and, as 
such, the Department cannot consider 
these programs to be included in the 
definition of professional degree. 

Changes: None. 

Speech-Language Pathology (SLP) and 
Audiology (AuD) 

Comments: Many commenters stated 
that SLPs and audiologists should be 
considered professional students 
because entry into both fields requires 
advanced, specialized graduate 
education, extensive supervised clinical 
training, national certification, and State 
licensure-credentials that align with the 
operative test and each additional 
Federal criterion for a professional 
degree. SLPs must earn a master’s 
degree, and audiologists must complete 
a doctoral degree (AuD), with both 
programs requiring hundreds of hours of 
clinical practicum, rigorous academic 
coursework in areas such as anatomy, 
neuroscience, communication sciences, 
and swallowing, and successful 
completion of national Praxis board 
examinations. These are not optional 
enhancements but mandatory pathways 
to practice in all 50 States and the 
District of Columbia. These commenters 
claimed that SLPs and audiologists 
therefore pass the Department’s 
operative test to be considered 
professional students. One association 
argued that SLPs demonstrate similar 
patient care processes to many programs 
included in the illustrative list of 
enumerated professional degrees. They 
also noted the Department’s language in 
the NPRM (91 FR 4265) that claims that 
professional degrees that ‘‘ . . . lead to 
employment that must be supervised by 
a licensed professional and cannot be 
performed independently . . .’’ to argue 
that speech-language pathology must be 
a professional program because SLPs 
practice without supervision once 
licensed. Another commenter 
emphasized that SLPs and audiologists 
use autonomous clinical judgement 
within interdisciplinary teams when 
evaluating, diagnosing, and providing 
evidence-based intervention to patients. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges that SLPs and 
audiologists meet the operative test, as 
do many graduate programs. However, 
like physical therapists (91 FR 4266), 
advanced degree, licensure, and 
certification requirements for SLPs and 
audiologists are a recent development 
and therefore were not included in the 

original list of professional degrees.41 
This degree progression pre-dates the 
changes made to the professional degree 
definition in 34 CFR 668.2, yet the 
Department did not update definition to 
include SLP or audiology. 

Changes: None. 

Acupuncture and Herbal Medicine/ 
Chinese Medicine (AHM) 

Comments: Several commenters 
requested that we treat AHM programs 
as professional degree programs. 
Commenters repeatedly describe AHM 
programs as accredited, graduate-level, 
licensure-leading clinical training that 
includes thousands of hours of didactic 
coursework, supervised patient care, 
national board exams, and State 
licensure as the gateway to practice. 
They framed these as not enrichment 
degrees but the required pathway into a 
regulated healthcare profession. Because 
graduates treat patients directly 
(including needle insertion and herbal 
pharmacology), commenters argued that 
the high educational and clinical 
standards safeguard competency, ethics, 
and scope-of-practice. 

Many pointed out that Medicare 
covers acupuncture for chronic low 
back pain, and the U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs integrates acupuncture 
in its Whole Health model—evidence; 
therefore, commenters argue that 
Federal health systems view it as 
legitimate, regulated care. Several also 
noted major insurers reimburse 
acupuncture services. Commenters 
added that the CIP code 51.3301 
(‘‘Acupuncture’’) explicitly describes 
preparation for independent 
professional practice, which they 
believed aligns with the Department’s 
own professional degree definition. 

Discussion: Although licensure and 
the completion of a graduate-level 
master’s or doctoral program are 
required to legally practice as a licensed 
acupuncturist, these credentials are not 
the only way people enter the field of 
acupuncture. In many States, related 
modalities such as dry needling 
performed by physical therapists and 
medical acupuncture performed by 
physicians with comparatively short 
supplemental training allow individuals 
to work in overlapping therapeutic 
spaces without completing the full 
accredited AHM curriculum.42 As a 

result, the profession has multiple entry 
points, and not all of those require the 
rigorous, multi-year clinical education 
that licensed acupuncturists must 
complete. As we stated in the NPRM, 
and similar to Occupational Therapy (91 
FR 4266), the AHM would not satisfy 
the professional degree definition 
because the degree is not specifically 
required to enter the field. 

Changes: None. 

Master of Public Policy (MPP)/Master of 
Public Administration (MPA) and Other 
Academic, Research, or General 
Graduate Fields 

Comments: The Department received 
a comparatively smaller and less 
substantiated set of comments 
concerning additional graduate fields 
that do not fit squarely within the major 
clinical, behavioral-health, or other 
licensure-centered categories addressed 
elsewhere in this preamble. These 
commenters argued that graduate 
education in highly specialized or 
professionally oriented fields should not 
be disadvantaged simply because those 
fields do not resemble older or narrower 
models of professional education. 
Commenters referenced public policy 
and public administration programs, 
engineering, anthropology, archaeology, 
and faculty- or professor-oriented 
graduate pathways as examples of fields 
requiring advanced expertise, 
specialized training, and significant 
professional responsibility, even where 
they do not culminate in a licensure 
model similar to other health 
professions or traditionally recognized 
professional degrees. 

Some commenters argued that MPP 
and MPA programs, in particular, 
should receive treatment more 
comparable to professional degree 
pathways because they prepare students 
for specialized public-sector, 
institutional, or policy-facing roles 
involving substantial responsibility 
even without a traditional licensure 
model. More generally, commenters 
suggested that advanced graduate study, 
specialized expertise, and the 
institutional, scholarly, civic, or public 
value of research-oriented, knowledge- 
intensive, or policy-facing disciplines 
should be enough to warrant treatment 
more comparable to professional degree 
pathways for borrowing purposes. 

Discussion: As explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4254, 4260–65), this final 
rule implements Congress’s cross 
reference to the existing definition of 
professional degree in 34 CFR 668.2 for 
title IV loan limit purposes. As we 
stated in the NPRM (91 FR 4262), 
programs may not be considered 
professional degrees unless they meet 
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the conditions of a three-part operative 
test: (1) signifies both completion of the 
academic requirements for beginning 
practice in a given profession, (2) 
requires a level of professional skill 
beyond that normally required for a 
bachelor’s degree; and (3) professional 
licensure is generally required. While 
the commenters mention graduate 
programs that are advanced, specialized, 
rigorous, institutionally central, policy- 
facing, civic-facing, or otherwise 
socially valuable, these programs do not 
meet all of the conditions of the three- 
part operative test. Generally speaking, 
individuals can enter the public policy 
or public administration fields and 
civic-oriented or public-facing roles 
without an advanced degree (or any 
type of degree), and licensure is not 
required to enter such fields. Therefore, 
the Department cannot consider such 
programs as professional degree 
programs. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: A smaller set of 

commenters urged the Department to 
treat certain engineering fields, 
particularly civil, structural, and related 
engineering pathways, as professional 
degree programs. These commenters 
argued that graduate engineering 
education is closely tied to public 
health, safety, welfare, infrastructure, 
and regulated professional practice. 
They asserted that graduate engineering 
study may provide specialized 
competencies needed for high- 
responsibility practice, may be relevant 
to Professional Engineer (P.E.) licensure 
pathways, and in some cases may 
substitute for or accelerate experiential 
requirements associated with P.E. 
licensure. 

Some commenters further argued that 
lower Federal borrowing limits could 
constrain the pipeline for engineering 
and infrastructure-related professions 
and that the Department’s approach 
gives insufficient weight to the public- 
safety and licensure-adjacent features of 
these fields. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising the rule to include engineering 
fields as professional degree programs. 
This final rule implements Congress’s 
cross-reference to the existing 
professional-degree framework in 
§ 668.2 as a limited title IV loan-limit 
classification rule; programs must 
satisfy all parts of the operative-test and 
be substantially similar to the list of 
programs provided in 668.2 to be 
considered professional degrees. The 
Department does not doubt that some 
engineering fields involve substantial 
responsibility, that graduate engineering 
education may provide highly 
specialized preparation, or that such 

education may lead to P.E. licensure; 
however, this training is not required to 
enter the engineering profession. As 
such, engineering master’s programs 
cannot be considered professional 
degrees as they do not meet the 
requirements of the three-part test. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters argued 

that archaeology is a professional field 
because it requires advanced graduate 
training, including a master’s or 
doctoral degree in archaeology or 
anthropology, intensive field and 
laboratory preparation, and adherence 
to professional standards such as those 
established by the U.S. Department of 
the Interior, which many States and 
Federal agencies use to determine 
eligibility for archaeological work. They 
emphasized that archaeology is heavily 
regulated even without traditional 
licensure, as practitioners must meet 
Federal and State permitting 
requirements, comply with laws such as 
the National Historic Preservation Act 
(NHPA), Archeological Resources 
Protection Act (ARPA), the Native 
American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), and the 
National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA), and often obtain certifications 
from the Register of Professional 
Archaeologists (RPA) to work 
independently. Archaeologists play a 
crucial role in infrastructure 
development, cultural resource 
management, and environmental 
compliance, ensuring that Federally 
funded construction and land-use 
projects meet legal mandates and avoid 
delays caused by insufficient qualified 
staff. Commenters asserted that 
excluding archaeology from 
professional-degree loan eligibility 
would shrink the pipeline of trained 
specialists and undermine the nation’s 
capacity to preserve cultural heritage, 
protect archaeological sites, support 
Tribal consultation, and safeguard 
irreplaceable historical resources. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4262), the third part of the 
operative test to be considered a 
professional degree is that graduates of 
that program would generally be 
required to obtain professional licensure 
before beginning practice. While it is 
true that many employers, including the 
ones mentioned by the commenters, 
may prefer a master’s or doctorate in 
archeology or anthropology, this is a 
matter of preference rather than 
licensure standards for the profession. 
Additionally, these programs are not 
required for entrance into the 
profession, nor require 
postbaccalaureate training. Since these 
programs do not meet all the conditions 

of the three-part operative test, master’s 
and doctoral programs in archaeology 
and anthropology will not be considered 
professional degrees. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter requested 

we include master’s degree and graduate 
certificate programs that prepare 
students for nonprofit and public-sector 
roles, such as the Master of Public 
Policy (MPP) Master of Public 
Administration (MPA), the Graduate 
Certificate in Nonprofit Management, 
and the Graduate Certificate in Public 
Management, in the definition of 
professional student. They claimed that 
the current definition does not reflect 
the rigorous, practice-oriented nature of 
public administration and nonprofit 
management graduate programs. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4262), to be considered a 
professional degree, programs must pass 
a three-part operative test: prepare 
graduates to begin practice in a given 
profession, require a level of 
professional skill beyond that normally 
required for a bachelor’s degree, and 
generally require professional licensure 
to begin practice. The MPA, MPP, and 
related graduate certificates cannot be 
considered professional degrees because 
they do not meet any of these 
conditions. 

Changes: None. 

Undergraduate Pathways Raised in the 
Professional Student Comments 

Comments: Some commenters 
referenced undergraduate pathways, 
including bachelor’s level social work 
pathways, dental hygiene, and mixed 
undergraduate/graduate design 
pathways, in challenging the 
Department’s interpretation of 
beginning practice and professional 
entry. These commenters generally used 
undergraduate pathways as 
comparators, either to argue that the 
Department was reading ‘‘beginning 
practice’’ too narrowly or to show that 
some professions involve layered 
educational structures not captured by a 
simple undergraduate versus graduate 
distinction. For example, some social 
work commenters argued that the 
existence of bachelor’s level social work 
roles should not control the 
Department’s analysis where 
independent clinical social work 
practice requires graduate education 
and licensure. Some dental hygiene 
commenters similarly used 
undergraduate entry structures to argue 
that the Department’s framework does 
not adequately account for fields in 
which professional responsibility may 
attach at multiple educational levels. 
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Architecture and landscape 
architecture commenters made a related 
point, arguing that the existence of 
professional undergraduate degrees 
such as the B.Arch. should not 
disqualify post baccalaureate pathways 
such as the M.Arch. or M.L.A. where 
graduate study is, in their view, the 
principal or most realistic route to 
licensed practice for many students. 
These commenters generally urged the 
Department to adopt a more flexible 
reading of the incorporated framework 
that would better accommodate mixed 
entry or layered professional pathways. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
revising the rule on this basis. As 
explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4260– 
65), the final rule implements 
Congress’s cross reference to the 
existing definition of professional 
degree in 34 CFR 668.2 through a 
bounded framework for title IV loan 
limit administration. That framework 
does not turn simply on whether a field 
has both undergraduate and graduate 
educational pathways. Rather, the 
Department applies the incorporated 
definition by considering the structure 
of the existing regulation, the context 
supplied by the enumerated examples, 
the characteristics of the program, and 
the requirements of the profession. The 
existence of layered or mixed 
undergraduate and graduate pathways 
can therefore be relevant context, but it 
does not itself require the Department to 
classify a graduate pathway as a 
qualifying professional degree program 
whenever commenters believe the 
graduate credential better reflects 
modern practice. 

That is the core reason the 
Department is not revising the rule here. 
The Department continues to consider 
whether the graduate degree itself 
functions within the incorporated 
framework as the academic threshold 
for beginning practice in the relevant 
profession. Where commenters rely on 
undergraduate pathways as comparator 
evidence, whether to show that a field 
includes multiple tiers of practice or to 
argue that a graduate pathway should 
still qualify despite the existence of an 
undergraduate professional route, the 
Department has considered those 
arguments but does not view them as a 
basis to depart from the incorporated 
framework. 

The Department therefore does not 
revise the rule based on commenters’ 
references to bachelor’s level social 
work, dental hygiene, or mixed 
undergraduate/graduate design 
structures. Those comments underscore 
that some professions have layered 
educational and licensure models. They 
do not alter the Department’s 

conclusion that this rule implements a 
title IV classification tied to the 
incorporated definition of professional 
degree for graduate and professional 
borrowing purposes. Nor does this 
rulemaking revise the separate statutory 
and regulatory framework governing 
undergraduate Direct Loan limits. 

To the extent commenters relied on 
bachelor’s-level or otherwise 
undergraduate pathways, those 
programs remain governed by the 
undergraduate Direct Loan limit 
framework and are not eligible for the 
graduate or professional annual loan 
limits addressed by this rule. For these 
reasons, the Department retains the 
NPRM’s (91 FR 4260–65) approach to 
the extent commenters invoked 
undergraduate pathways as part of 
broader arguments about beginning 
practice, mixed entry professions, or 
graduate level professional recognition. 

Changes: None. 

Loan Limits 

General Support for Loan Limits 

Comments: Some commenters 
supported the termination of the Grad 
PLUS Program and establishment of 
additional loan limits to rein in 
excessive borrowing and enhance fiscal 
discipline in the Federal student loan 
system. A few commenters agreed that 
these limits will restore cost 
accountability by protecting borrowers 
whose future incomes would not 
support repayment of large debt loads 
after graduation, ultimately contributing 
to financial stress and discouraging 
others from entering the profession. 
Some commenters suggested that 
universities will adapt by addressing 
tuition and fee structures, improving 
cost efficiency, and enhancing the value 
of their programs. These commenters 
also appreciated that taxpayers will not 
have to shoulder the debt incurred by 
borrowers who will be unable to repay 
these loans. Commenters applaud the 
Department for aligning Federal student 
loan borrowing with responsible 
financing principles while still 
preserving access to higher education. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ support 
and agrees with their analysis of how 
these limits will affect the student loan 
system. 

Changes: None. 

General Opposition to Loan Limits 

Comments: Most commenters 
opposed the termination of the Grad 
PLUS program and implementation of 
new loan limits and stated that higher 
borrowing allowances have enabled 
many borrowers to obtain graduate 

degrees. These commenters expressed 
their concern that removing graduate 
and professional students’ access to 
Grad PLUS on or after July 1, 2026, will 
serve as a barrier to students continuing 
and completing their education, 
especially in high-cost programs where 
reducing cost may compromise 
accreditation or patient safety. Since 
these fields often require program 
completion to enter, many students 
must make a substantial upfront 
investment to afford tuition and 
expenses without the guarantee of high 
early-career earnings. These 
commenters claimed that without Grad 
PLUS or higher Unsubsidized loan 
limits, low and middle-income students 
without independent wealth will be 
forced to abandon their educational 
goals and dreams or turn to private 
loans. Some commenters opposed being 
restricted to the graduate student loan 
limit, while others oppose any limit on 
Federal loans, including the 
professional loan limit and borrowing 
up to the cost of attendance as allowed 
under Grad PLUS. Many other 
commenters opposed limits for 
healthcare programs specifically, noting 
them as essential for society to function. 
Other commenters recommended the 
Department improve access to college 
through grants and other funding 
mechanisms, rather than restrict Federal 
student loans. A few commenters 
requested the Department cap loan 
interest rates, rather than the loan itself. 
A few commenters requested that the 
implementation date for these loan 
limits be delayed past July 1, 2026, to 
at least July 1, 2027. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ concerns and recognize 
that many students have relied on 
higher Federal student loan allowances 
to complete their education. However, 
the Department is tasked with 
implementing Sections 81001(1)(A), (B), 
and (C) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, which amended Section 
455(a) of the HEA to terminate graduate 
and professional students’ access to 
Grad PLUS loans and set new loan 
limits. Congress did not task the 
Department to make certain tuition 
decreases take place prior to 
implementation nor did they permit the 
Department to change the terms of Grad 
PLUS loans extend the implementation 
date of this change. The Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act also did not 
include the authority for the Department 
to create any new grant programs or 
other financial mechanisms to increase 
college access. The authority was 
limited specifically to the requirement 
to implement new graduate and 
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professional student borrowing limits 
for all applicable students and 
programs, without exceptions for 
healthcare or other essential careers. 
Lastly, interest rates are set by Congress 
through statute, and the Secretary has 
no authority to cap interest rates. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

disputed the notion that tuition will be 
reduced by implementing these loan 
limits. One commenter asked that the 
Department make certain tuition 
decreases before implementing this 
regulation. Another commenter claimed 
that tuition prices are unlikely to fall in 
response to Federal student loan 
lending restrictions in healthcare 
education where clinical placements, 
accreditation requirements, and faculty 
costs drive expenses. Without directly 
addressing why tuition and other 
expenses keep rising or how schools set 
prices with very little constraint, some 
commenters indicated that eliminating 
access to Federal funding would create 
‘‘financial aid deserts’’ that shift the 
financial burden onto students who 
already face substantial economic 
pressure. Some commenters highlighted 
that these limits may worsen financial 
stress, leading to higher attrition. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenters. Congress included these 
loan limits in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act to prevent borrowers from 
being saddled with debt they will 
struggle to repay. As we acknowledged 
in the NPRM (91 FR 4297), while these 
loan limits could make it more difficult 
for some students to afford their 
education without turning to non- 
Federal sources of financing, Congress 
believed this will make college more 
affordable for all students by placing 
downward pressure on institutions to 
adjust tuition in programs where cost is 
inflated and where students can reap 
the benefits of increased ROI in a 
program. The Department does not agree 
with the claim that these limits will 
shift the economic burden to students or 
worsen financial stress. In fact, the 
opposite is the case. Programs should 
become more affordable as a result for 
students. Further discussion regarding 
classification into graduate and 
professional loan limits can be found in 
the ‘‘Professional Student’’ section of 
this final rule. 

Changes: None. 

Dependence on Private Lending 
Comments: Some commenters were 

concerned that the new loan limits and 
elimination of Grad PLUS without 
viable or affordable alternatives may 
push more students into the private loan 
market. They argued that unlike Federal 

loans, private loans do not offer 
favorable interest rates, borrower 
protections, income-driven repayment 
options, or loan forgiveness. 
Additionally, one commenter argued 
that replacing Federally regulated 
lending with private credit increases 
default risk at the individual level while 
reducing transparency and consumer 
protection—outcomes that run counter 
to the stated goals of borrower 
protection and systemic stability. They 
claim that these benefits allow graduates 
to pursue careers in lower paying, but 
essential, public service roles that do 
not allow them to secure outside 
employment while enrolled in these 
programs. These commenters say that 
eliminating Grad PLUS creates an 
opportunity for private lenders to 
exploit borrowers without much 
oversight. They assert that certain 
borrowers rely on Federal loans because 
they face systemic barriers to building 
credit; therefore, many students will 
either be denied private loans or be 
forced to accept higher interest rates, 
fewer protections and predatory terms. 
One commenter expressed concern that 
many first-generation and international- 
background students will not be able to 
obtain private loans because private 
lenders frequently require higher credit 
scores that these borrowers may have, 
and sometimes domestic co-signers. 
Ultimately, commenters argued that 
implementing these limits will restrict 
access to graduate education based on 
financial privilege rather than academic 
merit or professional commitment. In 
consideration of a potential shift toward 
the private loan market, one commenter 
requested we provide institutions 
further training on existing Preferred 
Lender List regulations. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges that there may be a 
transition from Federal to private 
lending that corresponds with the 
elimination of Grad PLUS. However, 
Sections 81001(1)(A)(B) and (C) of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act amend 
Section 455(a) of the HEA to terminate 
graduate and professional students’ 
access to Grad PLUS loans and set new 
loan limits without consideration of 
alternate sources of financing. As we 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4299), we 
believe this is a positive shift for 
borrowers, as private lenders set rates 
based on expected return on their 
capital; therefore, these borrowers will 
be guided to programs with stronger 
earnings. Regarding the comment 
requesting we provide further training 
on preferred lender arrangements and 
other private loans, we note that the 
Preferred Lender Arrangements and 

other regulations under 34 CFR part 601 
have not changed. 

Changes: None. 

Programs’ Financial Viability and 
Continuance 

Comments: Some commenters stated 
that the elimination of Grad PLUS loans 
and the implementation of new loan 
limits will directly threaten existing 
programs’ financial viability, hurting 
both colleges and students. These 
commenters claimed that many 
qualified students will be unable to 
afford graduate education if these 
regulations are implemented, leading to 
reduced enrollment in certain programs 
and eventual program closures, 
particularly at community-based, rural, 
and regional institutions without 
endowments or State subsidies needed 
to offset these changes. One commenter 
noted that limiting program options 
could lead students to pursue different 
career paths or select programs based on 
affordability rather than quality to 
obtain the training required to practice, 
potentially undermining the long-term 
stability of their profession. 

Discussion: Sections 81001(A), (B) 
and (C) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act instruct the Department to 
amend Section 455(a) of the HEA to 
eliminate the Grad PLUS program and 
set new loan limits for borrowers with 
new loans made on or after July 1, 2026. 
We agree with the commenters’ 
speculation that some programs may be 
eliminated or closed if they do not 
reduce tuition, or students are unable to 
access alternative methods of funding 
that may include a number of options, 
such as institutional aid, scholarships, 
use of endowment funds, or external 
funding. The Department reminds 
commenters that ultimately, Congress 
intended these changes to put 
downward pressure on tuition and 
reduce costs to decrease the debt burden 
on students and align with new, 
statutory loan limits. Additionally, 
Congress did not ask the Department to 
consider impacts to program viability 
when implementing these regulations. 
As we mentioned in the NPRM (91 FR 
4299), we believe both borrowers and 
taxpayers will benefit if low-value 
programs are eliminated. Students will 
be incentivized to enroll in programs 
that produce earnings that allow a 
borrower to pay off their loans upon 
graduation, rather than saddling the 
borrower with enormous levels of debt. 

Changes: None. 

Disproportionate Effect on 
Underrepresented Groups 

Comments: Many commenters 
criticized the new loan limits and 
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elimination of Grad PLUS on the basis 
that this change would limit the ability 
for certain groups of borrowers, 
including underrepresented 
populations, first-generation students, 
women, students of color, and 
individuals with disabilities from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds to receive 
advanced degrees that often lead to 
higher incomes. Many commenters 
claimed that these loan limits are 
deliberately targeting female-dominated 
programs. They assert that without the 
ability to self-fund or qualify for private 
loans, Federal loans are the only viable 
mechanism to finance their education. 

These commenters claimed that these 
loan limits will reduce the overall 
diversity of degree seekers in these 
careers and increase existing racial and 
gender wealth gaps, making higher 
education less accessible to students 
from historically marginalized 
communities. One commenter opposed 
the proposed rule because they believe 
limiting access to graduate education for 
low-income and minority students 
violates the spirit of civil rights laws 
aimed at ensuring equal access to 
educational opportunities. A few 
commenters claimed that this will 
reverse years of progress toward 
building a workforce that reflects the 
population it serves. Several 
commenters requested that the 
Department preserve Grad PLUS for 
students who serve communities with 
high needs. Many of these commenters 
urge the Department to reconsider 
implementing these loan limits and 
eliminating Grad PLUS to uphold the 
values of equity and access in 
education. 

Discussion: Congress enacted Sections 
81001(1)(A), (B) and (C) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act to eliminate Grad 
PLUS and set new loan limits loans for 
all students, regardless of race, gender, 
or socioeconomic background. The 
Federal student loan program is race- 
neutral and was not designed with any 
specific targeting of benefits to 
borrowers from underrepresented or 
economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Federal student loans 
enable students of all backgrounds to 
pursue their educational goals. As we 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4299), we 
believe that eliminating Grad PLUS and 
implementing loan limits is consistent 
with statute and require institutions to 
implement cost discipline and increase 
affordability of their programs for all 
students. 

Changes: None. 

Labor Shortage in Key Fields 
Comments: Many commenters 

speculated that without access to higher 

loan limits or Grad PLUS loans, 
students will be discouraged from 
pursuing certain careers. They argue 
that decreased enrollment and 
graduation from certain graduate and 
professional programs as a result of loan 
limits or lack of Grad PLUS loans will 
negatively impact the labor market in 
key industries. They highlighted 
occupations such as nursing, education, 
and medicine as the most likely to 
experience less diversity in providers, 
weakened workforce pipelines, and 
staffing shortages of qualified providers, 
especially for small businesses and in 
rural and underserved communities 
where there is acute need. One 
commenter mentioned that this change 
will risk restricting entry into licensed 
roles and leadership positions that are 
already facing staffing and succession 
challenges. Some commenters suggest 
that this labor shortage will undermine 
Federal and State efforts to improve 
workforce development, health equity, 
and access to coordinated care, straining 
an already overburdened healthcare 
system. One commenter claims this 
change will lead to an increase in 
medical expenditures as communities 
rely on more expensive provider 
models. Another commenter claims that 
workforce shortages would increase 
recruitment and turnover costs for 
public agencies, and these weakened 
service systems would ultimately raise 
costs for taxpayers. One commenter 
urged the Department to reconsider the 
elimination of Grad PLUS or, at 
minimum, create targeted protections or 
increased loan limits for fields 
experiencing demonstrated workforce 
shortages. 

Discussion: Congress enacted Section 
81001(A), (B), and (C) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act to amend Section 
455(a) of the HEA to eliminate the Grad 
PLUS program and implement new loan 
limits. As we explain in the NPRM (91 
FR 4264), Congress did not instruct the 
Department to consider need for 
workers in a given field when applying 
the definition of professional degree in 
34 CFR 668.2, which determined 
eligibility for the higher loan limits. 
Therefore, these changes are statutory 
and must be implemented as written, 
without consideration of how degree 
attainment affects labor market 
conditions or adjacent markets such as 
healthcare. The statutory language also 
does not implore the Department to 
implement any increased loan limits or 
protections for fields experiencing 
workforce shortages. Lastly, tying access 
to higher loan limits or Grad PLUS loans 
to the labor market would result in 
excessive change and uncertainty for 

schools and regulators. We further 
discuss the macroeconomic issues with 
the labor market in the Regulatory 
Impact Analysis (RIA) section of this 
document. 

Changes: None. 

Good Return on Investment 
Comments: A few commenters argue 

that programs where students always 
repay their loans should not be subject 
to these loan limits. These commenters 
claim that these programs have a very 
strong return on investment (ROI) and 
low default rates, so there is no reason 
to limit their students’ access to loans. 
Some commenters highlight that in 
addition to high personal ROI, these 
programs represent a strong public 
investment that is associated with 
equally strong health outcomes and 
reduced medical expenditures. 

Discussion: The statute limits 
borrowing across many program 
categories, irrespective of a program’s 
ROI. While it is true that many programs 
produce a high ROI, nothing in Section 
455(a) of the HEA permits the 
Department to consider a program’s 
default rate or return on investment 
(individual or societal) as a basis for 
higher loan limits. 

Changes: None. 

Distorts Students’ Career Decision- 
Making 

Comments: A few commenters 
claimed that setting new loan limits and 
eliminating Grad PLUS will discourage 
students from pursuing careers in 
dental, nursing, occupational therapy, 
physical therapy, and others since 
tuition costs for these programs are 
above the Unsubsidized loan limits 
determined under this rule. These 
commenters argue that if students are 
forced to take out private loans with 
immediate repayment obligations, they 
will be pushed toward higher-paying 
positions rather than community health 
centers, rural practices, or Federally 
qualified health centers serving high- 
need populations. They claim that this 
distorts career decision-making based 
on Federal loan policy rather than 
individual calling or workforce need. 

Discussion: Congress enacted Sections 
81001(1)(A), (B), and (C) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act to set new loan 
limits and eliminate Grad PLUS loans 
with the knowledge that large numbers 
of professional students utilize Grad 
PLUS to afford their education. Tables 
5.2 (91 FR 4315) and 5.3 (91 FR 4316) 
in the RIA section of the NPRM (91 FR 
4292) show that a significant number of 
borrowers borrow more than the new 
Unsubsidized loan limits. Congress 
intended for these limits to put pressure 
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on institutions to lower tuition for these 
programs so that students may pursue 
careers in areas of high need without 
accumulating huge debt burdens. 

Changes: None. 

General Comments on Interim 
Exceptions 

Comments: Some commenters 
expressed concern that they would not 
be eligible for loans for their current 
program of study due to the caps set by 
§§ 685.200, 685.201, or 685.203. One 
commenter urged the Department to 
consider longer phase-in periods, higher 
interim loan limits, and broader 
eligibility for higher caps to mitigate the 
adverse equity and workforce impacts of 
this statutory change. They urged the 
Department to maintain unlimited 
access to Grad PLUS so graduate and 
professional students can finish their 
degrees without having to resort to 
private loans, regardless of minor 
enrollment status fluctuations like 
summer terms, approved leaves of 
absence, or program milestones. One 
commenter requested confirmation that 
students who are eligible for the interim 
exception have access to Grad PLUS 
even if they have exceeded previous 
aggregate loan limits. 

Further, one commenter requested 
that the Department consider 
transitional provisions for current and 
near-term students who planned to go to 
graduate school with the expectation 
that the Grad PLUS program and the 
ability to borrow up to the cost of 
attendance would be available. Another 
recommended that the interim 
exceptions apply to all students for 
three years, regardless of whether they 
remain continuously enrolled 
throughout that period. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the opportunity to clarify 
the conditions for which graduate, 
professional, or parent borrowers are 
eligible for the interim exceptions to the 
new loan limits and are therefore 
subject to the pre-July 1, 2026, 
regulations. Section 81001(8) of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
amended Section 455(a)(8) of the HEA 
to set interim exceptions for the loan 
changes in this rule. As such, the 
Department added §§ 685.200(b)(2)(ii), 
685.203(b)(2)(iv)(B), 685.203(e)(6), 
685.203(f)(2)(ii), 685.203(g)(3), and 
685.203(j)(3) to explain that a graduate 
student or professional student is not 
subject to the new loan limits during the 
period of the student’s expected time to 
credential, as described in § 685.102, as 
so long as the student is enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution as of 
June 30, 2026; and, a Direct Loan was 
made to the student for such program of 

study prior to July 1, 2026. Therefore, 
all students currently enrolled in a 
program of study with an existing Direct 
Loan as of July 1, 2026, will retain 
eligibility for Grad PLUS and the other 
loan limits established in Section 455 of 
the HEA prior to the implementation of 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
Graduate and professional students 
eligible for Grad PLUS will maintain 
access to the program during their 
expected time to credential, even if they 
have exceeded the previous aggregate 
loan limits. Congress did not authorize 
the Department to amend these interim 
exceptions in the ways the commenters 
recommend. We discuss specific 
comments related to summer terms, 
approved leaves of absence, and other 
enrollment-related situations later in 
this section. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter asked the 

Department to clearly communicate a 
phase out timeline so borrowers can 
make informed financial decisions, and 
another asked for clear transition 
guidance and borrower protections to 
prevent unintended financial hardship 
during implementation. One commenter 
expressed concern that the Department 
has not explained how servicers will 
reliably obtain and verify enrollment 
information to execute these exceptions, 
as they believe the National Student 
Loan Data System (NSLDS) does not 
currently track enrollment at the 
program of study level with sufficient 
granularity to implement these 
provisions. One commenter requested 
additional clarification regarding the 
treatment of students who satisfy all 
eligibility requirements for a pre-July 1, 
2026, Direct Loan disbursement, but 
whose disbursement posting is delayed 
due to institutional processing factors 
beyond the student’s control. 

Discussion: The Department 
recommends borrowers communicate 
with their loan services with any 
questions regarding timelines. 
Additionally, requirements for data 
collection in this area are addressed 
operationally and not in regulation. 
With respect to the treatment of 
students who could experience a 
delayed loan disbursement and 
requested clarification on their 
eligibility for the interim exception, we 
believe the regulations are clear: a 
student may receive the legacy loan 
limits during the period of the student’s 
expected time to credential, if the 
student is enrolled in a program of 
study at an institution as of June 30, 
2026; and, a Direct Loan was made to 
the student for such program of study 
prior to July 1, 2026. In the commenter’s 
example, we do not consider the student 

to have met the interim exception 
requirements if the first Direct Loan 
disbursement for said graduate program 
occurred on or after July 1, 2026. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter disagreed 

with phasing out the Grad PLUS Loan 
Program but strongly supported the 
proposed interim exception that 
protects current students from losing 
funding mid-degree. They urged the 
Department to maintain the exception, 
exempt current students from new loan 
limits for their ongoing program, and 
provide clear and flexible guidance on 
the definition of expected time to 
credential to account for students in 
rigorous programs that may require 
adjustments to their graduation 
timeline. 

Discussion: The definition of expected 
time to credential is defined in Section 
455(a)(8)(B) of the HEA as the lesser of 
three academic years and the difference 
between the student’s program length 
and the period of their program that 
they have completed as of July 1, 2026. 
Since it is statutory, this definition is 
not flexible. Students who enroll in a 
new program of study on or after July 
1, 2026, may not receive a new Grad 
PLUS loan and are subject to the new 
loan limits. 

Changes: None. 

Eligibility for the Interim Exception 
When a Loan Is ‘‘Made’’ 

Comments: Several commenters 
requested that we clarify the language 
for the interim exception, specifically 
what is meant by the phrase ‘‘a Direct 
Loan was made prior to July 1, 2026.’’ 
One commenter asked if a cancelled or 
repaid loan made to the student or 
parent for the same program of study at 
the same institution satisfies this 
eligibility requirement or if a balance 
must remain on the loan. 

Discussion: Consistent with Section 
455(a)(8) of the HEA, the only 
requirements to meet the interim 
exception are that the student is 
enrolled in a program of study at an 
institution as of June 30, 2026; and a 
Direct Loan was made for such program 
of study prior to July 1, 2026. Here, the 
Department uses the terms ‘‘made’’ and 
‘‘disbursed’’ interchangeably in the 
context of the interim exception 
provision. A Direct Loan that was 
canceled is not considered to have been 
made in this limited context. Further, a 
Direct Loan would be considered to 
have been made if that loan was 
disbursed before July 1, 2026, but 
repaid. 

Changes: None. 
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Students Enrolled Beyond Program 
Length 

Comments: Some commenters 
requested clarification regarding 
students’ eligibility for the interim 
exceptions if their enrollment in a 
program of study extends beyond that 
program’s established program length. 
Given the definition of expected time to 
credential, they have determined that 
these students—whether they are 
enrolled part-time or have required 
additional time to complete their 
degree—will be subjected to the new 
loan limits on July 1, 2026. One 
commenter requested that a student’s 
expected time to credential should 
reflect their own enrollment patterns, 
rather than full-time enrollment. They 
claim that the current application of the 
definition of program length understates 
the length of time many current 
students and parents need to access 
Federal student loan programs to 
complete their degree program. Instead, 
this commenter recommended that the 
remaining time to credential should not 
be static but redetermined whenever a 
student gets a new loan based on their 
own progress, up to a maximum of three 
years. 

Discussion: The Department disagrees 
with the commenters. In § 685.102, 
expected time to credential is defined as 
the lesser of three academic years or the 
difference between the student’s 
program length and the period of such 
program of study that such individual 
has completed as of June 30, 2026. 
Section 685.102 also defines program 
length as the minimum amount of time 
in weeks, months, or years that is 
specified in the catalog, marketing 
materials, or other official publications 
of an institution for a full-time student 
to complete the requirements for a 
specific program of study. As such, part- 
time students, who enroll in fewer 
credits per academic term, may have an 
expected time to credential equal to zero 
on July 1, 2026. These students would 
not be eligible for the interim exception 
and would be subject to the new loan 
limits on or after July 1, 2026. We 
remind institutions that they are 
responsible for defining program length 
for their programs. 

Disruption of Long-Term Planning and 
Expectations 

Comments: Several commenters 
argued that establishing loan limits and 
eliminating Grad PLUS loans is 
fundamentally unfair because students 
made multi-year educational and career 
plans with the reasonable expectation 
that Federal financing up to the 
program’s cost of attendance would 

remain available. They note that 
pursuing a graduate or professional 
program often requires years of 
preparation, and sudden policy changes 
introduce financial uncertainty that can 
derail carefully built plans and deter 
students from the careers they have long 
intended to pursue. For example, a few 
commenters described their intent to go 
straight from their bachelor’s program 
into a master’s program but that they 
will no longer be able to after these 
regulations take effect. 

Discussion: The Department 
understands that many students make 
multi-year educational and career plans 
based on the continued availability of 
Federal student loans as a full-cost 
financing option. However, the statutory 
changes to the HEA require us to impose 
these loan limits. Congress used its 
authority to eliminate the Grad PLUS 
program and change various loan limits 
in the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
so the Department must implement this 
change. Consistent with the changes the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act made to 
the HEA, to ease the transition, we 
included §§ 685.200(b)(2)(ii), 
685.203(b)(2)(iv)(B), 685.203(e)(6), 
685.203(f)(2)(ii), 685.203(g)(3), and 
685.203(j)(3) as interim exceptions for 
graduate and professional students 
during the period of the student’s 
expected time to credential, if the 
student is enrolled in a program of 
study at an institution as of June 30, 
2026; and, a Direct Loan was made to 
the student for such program of study 
prior to July 1, 2026. 

Changes: None. 

Withdrawals or Change of Programs 
Prior to July 1, 2026 

Comments: Some commenters 
expressed concern that if they withdraw 
from their program or change programs 
within their institution, they will lose 
the ability to borrow under the legacy 
limits under the interim exception, even 
if they subsequently return. A few 
commenters expressed concern that 
students could lose eligibility for the 
interim exception to the new loan limits 
if they must take time off for personal 
reasons; they believe it will be difficult 
for institutions to monitor the students’ 
status. One commenter claimed that 
imposing a continuous enrollment 
requirement would create redundancy 
with existing title IV regulations 
including Leave of Absence (LOA), 
Return of title IV Funds, and 
Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) 
standards, so adding a separate 
continuous enrollment condition would 
create confusion and potentially hurt 
students. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4268), Section 455(a)(8) of 
the HEA contains an interim exception 
under which loan limits that are 
effective July 1, 2026, do not apply. In 
§§ 685.200(b)(3), 685.203(b)(2)(C), 
685.203(e)(7), 685.203(f)(2)(iii), 
685.203(g)(4), and 685.203(j)(4), we 
explain the terms and conditions for 
borrowing loans under this exception. A 
borrower who officially withdraws or 
otherwise ceases to be enrolled would 
lose continued eligibility under the 
interim exception. Students who must 
take time off for personal reasons must 
remain enrolled or be approved for 
official leaves of absence (in accordance 
with § 668.22) to remain eligible for the 
interim exception. We provide an 
example of this in the NPRM (91 FR 
4268): a borrower, such as a 
servicemember-borrower, may be called 
to active-duty and receive a leave of 
absence from their institution because of 
military orders. As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4275), the servicemember 
would not be subject to the new loan 
limits and would be eligible for the 
interim exception. Borrowers who 
switch to a different graduate or 
professional program within the same 
institution or withdraw and re-enroll in 
the same program are also considered to 
have withdrawn for the purposes of 
these regulations. Nothing in this rule 
amends the other provisions in the 
Student Assistance General Provisions 
(34 CFR part 668), such as returning title 
IV funds or satisfactory academic 
progress. 

Changes: None. 

Change of Modality 
Comment: One commenter requested 

clarification regarding whether a 
student who changes their modality of 
instruction, such as residential, flex, 
hybrid or distance formats, without 
impacting their enrollment status within 
a program, maintains access to the 
interim exceptions to the new loan 
limits. They noted that institutions may 
terminate a student that has changed the 
modality of instruction but has 
remained continuously enrolled in the 
program and recommend that the 
Department maintain access to the 
interim exceptions for these students. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenters’ recommendation. 
Consistent with Section 455(a)(8) of the 
HEA, the interim exception to the loan 
limits in this rule apply to students 
enrolled in a program of study at an 
institution for which they received a 
Direct Loan prior to July 1, 2026. The 
Department believes students who are 
terminated and re-enroll in a program 
have not met Section 455(a)(8) of the 
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HEA and will be considered to not meet 
the interim exception requirements, 
regardless of modality. 

Changes: None. 

Campus Reaffiliation Interruption 
Comments: Several commenters 

requested the regulatory text be 
amended so that students enrolled in a 
program of study at an eligible 
institution whose institution’s location 
is realigned after a merger, two-step 
change in ownership, or campus 
reaffiliation benefit from the interim 
exception for the new loan limits. They 
argued that Section 455(a)(8) of the HEA 
does not require a student to remain at 
the same institution to continue to 
benefit from the interim exception, nor 
be continuously enrolled, to be included 
in the interim exception. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes that students continue their 
educational programs through campus 
reaffiliations without much disruption. 
Borrowers who are impacted by a 
change in ownership and continue their 
enrollment at the institution and have 
received a Direct loan for that program 
would be eligible for the interim 
exception. We do not believe it is 
necessary to amend the regulations to 
affirm these commenters’ request. 

Changes: None. 

Interaction With Academic Structures 
Comments: A few commenters 

requested that the Department clarify if 
the expected time to credential for the 
interim exception is measured in 
academic-period constructs or elapsed 
calendar time. One commenter claims 
that the NPRM (91 FR 4276) does not 
fully explain how the Department’s 
revised language would apply across 
varying academic structures and may 
result in mid-academic year changes to 
loan eligibility. Another commenter 
stated that it was not clear how the 
interim exceptions would apply to 
programs that use a Borrower Based 
Academic Year (BBAY) and requested 
that we clarify whether institutions 
should base the borrower’s eligibility for 
Direct Loans during the expected time 
to credential on the institution’s 
academic year structure. 

Discussion: As we stated in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4261), in the definition of 
expected time to credential at 
§ 685.102(b)(i), we added a cross 
reference to the definition of the term 
academic year as that term is defined in 
§ 668.3. We explain our rationale, as 
doing so would be consistent with 
existing policy reflected in § 685.203(h), 
where the loan limit period applies to 
an academic year as defined in § 668.3. 
Consistent with our definition and 

cross-reference, the borrower’s expected 
time to credential is measured by the 
academic year as defined in § 668.3. We 
note that the clock starts from July 1, 
2026, as the definition of expected time 
to credential at § 685.102(b)(i) begins 
with the clause ‘‘From July 1, 2026 
. . .’’. We disagree with the commenter 
that the NPRM did not adequately 
explain how our language applies across 
different academic structures and may 
result in mid-academic year changes to 
loan eligibility. We note that we 
explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4261) 
that the expected time to credential is 
the lesser of three academic years as 
defined in § 668.3, or the remaining 
period for the borrower to complete the 
program of study. The cross-reference to 
§ 668.3 provides a longstanding 
definition of academic year which 
institutions are familiar with. Because 
under a BBAY the academic year 
‘‘floats’’ with the student, the award 
year may be different than the academic 
year in § 668.3. Nevertheless, the 
student’s remaining eligibility for Direct 
Loans under the expected time to 
credential may not exceed three 
academic years. 

Changes: None. 

Non-Attendance for Terms of Program 
Comment: One commenter questioned 

whether current students maintain their 
eligibility for the interim exception if 
they either do not attend an optional 
summer term or are not enrolled in a 
future term but have not withdrawn. 

Discussion: The Department 
maintains the reasoning explained in 
the NPRM (91 FR 4268) regarding 
withdrawal and leaves of absence in 
§ 668.22. As long as the student is 
continuously enrolled in (and has not 
withdrawn from) a program of study at 
an institution and received a Direct 
Loan prior to June 30, 2026, for that 
program of study, they are eligible for 
the interim exception during their 
expected time to credential. Periods that 
are optional, such as a summer term, are 
not considered to be a break in 
continuous enrollment. 

Changes: None. 

Transferring Between Schools Within 
Same Program of Study 

Comments: A few commenters 
requested that the Department preserve 
a graduate student’s ability to transfer 
between schools within the same 
program of study without losing 
eligibility for the interim exception. 
They believe this change will prevent 
significant financial disruption to many 
students’ lives. 

Discussion: A student is eligible for 
the interim exception during the period 

of the student’s expected time to 
credential if the student is enrolled in 
a program of study at an institution as 
of June 30, 2026, and a Direct Loan was 
made for such program of study prior to 
July 1, 2026. If a student transfers to a 
different institution, even in the same 
program of study, the Department 
would consider that to be a new 
program of study. Therefore, this 
student would not be eligible for the 
interim exception. The Department 
declines to make the change the 
commenters suggested. 

Changes: None. 

Change in Graduate Concentration 

Comments: A few commenters argued 
that students should be able to shift 
within the same 4-digit CIP code at an 
institution without being considered to 
have changed programs. They contend 
that Congress intended to protect 
students from losing access to the 
interim exception for existing loan 
terms due to minor adjustments (such as 
a change in concentration) within the 
same academic field. They referred to 
the Department claiming broad 
discretion to define program of study 
during rulemaking sessions and in its 
proposed treatment of undergraduate 
major changes. Because the Department 
already relies on 4-digit CIP codes to 
determine which programs are 
professional degrees, they argue that 
this standard is appropriate for graduate 
programs as well. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ suggestions 
and recognizes that we explicitly allow 
for undergraduates to change majors and 
remain in the same program of study in 
§ 685.203(g)(5). However, as we stated 
in the NPRM (91 FR 4270), admittance 
is significantly different for graduate 
and professional students than it is for 
undergraduates. Students in a graduate 
program cannot generally switch to a 
different degree program without 
submitting a new application for 
admittance. But, as the commenters 
point out, students who shift within the 
same 4-digit CIP code at a particular 
credential level at an institution do not 
change programs of study. As such, 
students who change concentrations 
within an academic field, as long as 
they remain in the same 4-digit CIP code 
at that credential level and institution, 
remain eligible for the interim 
exception. Conversely, graduate 
students who change their program of 
study will be ineligible for the interim 
exception. 

Changes: None. 
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Leave of Absence (LOA) for Students 
Prior to July 1, 2026 

Comments: A few commenters asked 
for clarification on how students can 
remain eligible for the interim exception 
if they take a leave of absence (LOA), 
especially since LOAs are limited to a 
maximum of 180 days within a 12- 
month period, rather than a full 
academic year. One commenter 
expressed concern that students may 
lose access to the interim exception 
because their institutions structure 
calendar breaks in a way that a student 
taking a LOA might return after the 180- 
day requirement set out in § 668.22. One 
commenter similarly explained that 
leave of absence policies are structured 
to align with the sequential design of 
the medical curriculum, which does not 
allow reentry at arbitrary points and 
may exceed the maximum timeframe for 
a LOA in § 668.22. One commenter 
claimed that proposed rule did not 
clearly explain whether the duration of 
a borrower’s absence that does not 
constitute withdrawal in § 668.22 
counts toward the expected time to 
credential for the interim exception. 
One commenter recommended that the 
Department include in the regulatory 
text how approved LOAs are excluded 
from being considered withdrawn. 

Discussion: As stated in the NPRM (91 
FR 4268), the details for how leaves of 
absences affect eligibility for the interim 
exception are outlined in 
§§ 685.200(b)(3), 685.203(b)(2)(C), 
685.203(e)(7), 685.203(f)(2)(iii), 
685.203(g)(4), and 685.203(j)(4); these 
provisions distinguish between 
withdrawals and leaves of absences in 
accordance with § 668.22. This cross- 
reference preserves certain borrowers’ 
eligibility under the interim exception 
where the borrower receives an 
approved leave of absence from their 
institution. As provided in § 668.22(d), 
an approved LOA is limited to 180 days 
within a 12-month period, beginning on 
the first day of the student’s initial leave 
of absence. When a borrower is granted 
a leave of absence, they are not 
considered to be withdrawn, so they are 
still eligible for the interim exception. 
The student’s leave of absence does not 
count toward their expected time to 
credential as so long as they adhere to 
the conditions outlined in § 668.22. The 
Department believes this language is 
clear and declines the commenter’s 
proposal to add additional language to 
the regulatory text. 

Changes: None. 

Dual Degree Programs 

Comments: Some commenters 
expressed concern that students 

enrolled in combined undergraduate 
and graduate programs (dual degree 
programs) will lose eligibility for the 
interim exception to the new loan limits 
if they move from undergraduate to 
graduate status on or after July 1, 2026. 
Some claimed that the entire six-year 
program is reported in IPEDS under the 
same program and CIP code, so it 
should be considered a single program 
of study for purposes of the interim 
exception. Others claim that the interim 
exception should apply to these directly 
admitted students (students are 
admitted to both undergraduate and 
graduate school via these dual degree 
programs) since they apply to students 
already in graduate school. 

Discussion: A borrower may be 
eligible for the interim exception if they 
(or their dependent, in the case of a 
parent borrower under the Parent PLUS 
program) are enrolled in a dual degree 
program. According to § 668.2, ‘‘for 
purposes of dual degree programs that 
allow individuals to complete a 
bachelor’s degree and either a graduate 
or professional degree within the same 
program, a student is considered an 
undergraduate student for at least the 
first three years of that program.’’ In that 
time, the student is eligible for 
undergraduate-level title IV aid; if that 
student’s parent received a Parent PLUS 
loan, the interim exception for Parent 
PLUS loans applies. Once the student 
has completed at least three years of 
full-time study, they are eligible to 
receive graduate-level title IV aid and 
are no longer eligible for undergraduate- 
level title IV aid or the Parent PLUS 
interim exception. Still, since this dual 
degree program is considered a single 
program of study, students who have 
received a Direct Loan for the program 
prior to July 1, 2026, become eligible for 
the graduate level interim exceptions in 
§§ 685.200(b)(2)(ii), 685.203(b)(2)(iv)(B), 
685.203(e)(6), and 685.203(j)(3) through 
their expected time to credential. 

Students in programs that lead only to 
a graduate or professional degree and do 
not meet the regulatory requirements to 
be considered graduate or professional 
degree students, are not considered to 
be enrolled in an undergraduate 
program of study and are ineligible to 
receive any type of title IV aid. 
Accordingly, they would not have 
received a Direct loan prior to July 1, 
2026, and would not be eligible for any 
interim exceptions in this rule. 

Changes: None. 

Opt-Out of Interim Exceptions 
Comments: A few commenters 

requested more information regarding 
borrowers’ ability to opt out of the 
interim exception to the new graduate 

and professional student loan limits. 
One commenter asked if they are 
considered a professional student under 
the definition outlined in § 685.102, 
would they be able to opt out of 
eligibility for the interim exceptions to 
the Grad PLUS program in favor of the 
higher loan limit offered to professional 
students. Another commenter 
questioned whether a part-time student 
would be able to opt out of their current 
Unsubsidized loan limit in favor of the 
professional student limit. They argue 
that it would be unfair for two students 
in the same program to have access to 
different limits. One commenter 
requested that the Department clarify 
that the interim exception is not subject 
to borrower or school choice and that 
the only way to opt out would be to 
withdraw and re-enroll. 

Discussion: According to Section 
81001(8) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, the interim exception to the 
new loan limits are mandatory, and a 
student cannot opt out without 
withdrawing and re-enrolling. 
Therefore, the new loan limits do not 
apply to students who were enrolled 
and have had a Direct Loan disbursed to 
them prior to July 1, 2026. The law does 
not permit any student to opt-out of this 
interim exception, including a part-time 
student. The commenter is correct to 
recognize that there will likely be 
students in the same program with 
access to different loan limits, however, 
this is not a matter of subjective fairness 
but determined based on the borrower’s 
eligibility in accordance with the law. 

Graduate and/or Professional 
Unsubsidized Loan Limits 

General Support for Graduate/ 
Professional Loan Limits 

Comments: Some commenters 
supported our regulations that 
implement the graduate student and 
professional student Unsubsidized loan 
limits. These commenters voiced 
support that the $20,500 annual, 
$100,000 aggregate limit for graduate 
students and $50,000 annual, $200,000 
aggregate limits for professional 
students were adequate for most 
students to fund their education and 
commended Congress and the 
Department for setting these limits. 
Without these limits, commenters say 
tuition costs will continue to soar. One 
commenter explicitly supports the 
$100,000 aggregate cap for healthcare- 
related programs, arguing it provides 
consumer protections, safeguards 
taxpayer resources, and encourages 
market competition and transparency. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their support and agree that these are 
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reasonable and prudent limits for 
graduate and professional students. 

Changes: None. 

General Opposition to Graduate/ 
Professional Loan Limits 

Comments: Some commenters 
opposed the proposed loan limits, 
arguing that the $20,500 annual and 
$100,000 aggregate caps for graduate 
students, and the $50,000 annual and 
$200,000 aggregate caps for professional 
students, are fundamentally misaligned 
with the actual cost of attending most 
health and education programs, 
especially for out-of-State students. 
They claim these caps would leave large 
financing gaps, particularly in clinical, 
licensure-based programs where tuition 
and expenses commonly exceed the 
new Federal limits. Several commenters 
state that this shift would worsen 
existing workforce shortages in nursing, 
mental health, rehabilitation therapy, 
education, and other high-need fields, 
especially in rural and underserved 
areas that already depend heavily on 
these professionals for basic access to 
care. A few commenters also argued that 
the policy would unintentionally reduce 
diversity and economic mobility, 
because students from low- and middle- 
income backgrounds are the least able to 
cover funding gaps without Federal aid. 

Some commenters asked the 
Department to annually adjust the limits 
with inflation, rising institutional costs, 
and cost-of-living variability. Several 
commenters requested the Department 
permit higher loan limits for graduate- 
level healthcare programs with 
documented clinical and patient-safety 
obligations. One commenter 
recommended the Department tie 
graduate loan access to a debt-to- 
earnings ratio or other outcomes-based 
accountability measure, rather than a 
prescribed cap. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ concerns and suggested 
solutions, but Section 455(a)(3) and (4) 
of the HEA provides new annual and 
aggregate limits of Direct Unsubsidized 
Loans for graduate and professional 
students for periods of enrollment 
beginning on or after July 1, 2026, 
regardless of institutions’ tuition prices 
or workforce impacts. The Department 
is not permitted to adjust the limits for 
inflation, tuition prices, based on 
specific program metrics, such as the 
ones the commenters mention. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Most commenters 

specifically opposed their academic 
program being included in the $20,500 
annual and $100,000 aggregate graduate 
loan limit, rather than the $50,000 
annual and $200,000 aggregate 

professional loan limit. They claim that 
the lower loan cap fails to account for 
the demands of their profession and will 
cause many students to avoid pursuing 
those degrees in the future. In many 
cases, these commenters report that 
annual tuition costs are nearly double 
the $20,500 limit. Some commenters 
further claim that the caps will worsen 
workforce shortages in fields like 
nursing education, where faculty must 
hold graduate degrees but may be 
unable to finance them under the new 
limits. These commenters warn that a 
weakened workforce inevitably puts the 
viability of many health services at risk. 
A few commenters said that individuals 
pursuing vital career paths in helping 
professions such as counseling, social 
work and other healthcare fields will be 
put at a direct disadvantage to their 
peers pursuing different degrees with 
higher loan limits. These commenters 
say these limits create a two-tiered 
system of loan support, which 
reinforces a false hierarchy and 
undermines the interprofessional 
collaboration that modern healthcare 
demands. 

Other commenters claim that the 
$50,000 professional loan cap is too low 
for programs in medicine, veterinary, 
dental, and law, where tuition is higher 
than the cap. These commenters argue 
that lowering tuition is nearly 
impossible since programs need to 
compete with the private sector for 
professors. Several commenters 
recommended increasing the annual 
loan limit to at least $100,000. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenters’ opposition. The 
definitions of graduate student and 
professional student are statutory in 
§ 685.102, as amended in Section 455(a) 
of the HEA and may not be changed. As 
we explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4264), 
Congress did not instruct the 
Department to consider need for 
workers in a given field when applying 
the definition of professional degree in 
34 CFR 668.2, which determined 
eligibility for the higher loan limits. 
Further detail regarding the programs 
that meet the definition of graduate 
student or professional student can be 
found in the section labeled 
‘‘Professional Student.’’ As we say in 
that section, the term ‘‘professional’’ is 
not a value judgment and should have 
no bearing on the collaboration between 
different professions in the healthcare 
workforce. Additionally, as we 
explained in Table 5.3 of the RIA (91 FR 
4316), fewer than 15 percent of annual 
loan disbursements were more than 
$50,000 for the programs included 
under the Department’s definition of 
professional student, which refutes the 

commenters claim that tuition prices 
cannot support this loan limit. 
Additionally, since these loan limits are 
statutory, the Department does not have 
the authority to change them as the 
commenters requested. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Many commenters 

claimed that certain professions, namely 
nursing and social work, were being 
reclassified and stripped of professional 
status, thereby reducing their annual 
loan cap from $50,000 to $20,500. 

Discussion: The commenters’ claims 
are incorrect. Prior to the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act, graduate and 
professional degree programs were 
considered together solely for loan limit 
purposes. Congress amended Section 
455(a) of the HEA to add the definitions 
of graduate student and professional 
student and separate these programs for 
the purposes of loan limits, and we 
established the statutory loan limits in 
§ 685.203. And, as we explain in the 
beginning of the NPRM (91 FR 4254), 
the designation, or lack thereof, of a 
program as ‘‘professional’’ does not 
reflect a value judgment by the 
Department whether a borrower 
graduating from the program is 
considered a ‘‘professional’’ and that we 
are only interpreting the term as used in 
the context of the new loan limits. 
Therefore, no profession was 
reclassified or stripped of any status, as 
this definition for the purposes of higher 
loan limits was only enacted in 2025 
with the signing of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. Additionally, all 
graduate and professional students were 
limited to $20,500 in Direct 
Unsubsidized loans annually prior to 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. As 
such, we reject the commenters’ claims 
that any student’s loan cap was reduced 
from $50,000 to $20,500 because of this 
rule. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter opposed 

the loan limits for students going to 
graduate school, claiming that students 
going for their doctorates are unable to 
receive more Federal loans than 
undergraduate students. 

Discussion: We disagree. The 
undergraduate loan limits in § 685.203 
remain unchanged; the aggregate 
Subsidized and Unsubsidized loan 
limits for dependent and independent 
undergraduates are $31,000 and 
$57,500, respectively. This is less than 
both the graduate and professional 
aggregate loan limits of $100,000 and 
$200,000, respectively. 

Changes: None. 
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43 Myth vs. Fact: The Definition of Professional 
Degrees (2025). https://www.ed.gov/about/news/ 
press-release/myth-vs-fact-definition-of- 
professional-degrees. 

Dispute Regarding 95 Percent of Nursing 
Students Borrow Below Annual Loan 
Limit 

Comments: Several commenters 
disputed information from a Department 
press release that 95 percent of nursing 
students borrow below the $20,500 
annual loan limit.43 A few commenters 
claimed that a graduate nursing degree 
costs an average of approximately 
$30,000 per year, exceeding the 
proposed $20,500 annual cap. One 
commenter thought that this figure may 
be inflated if it includes undergraduate 
nursing programs. Another commenter 
believed that certified registered nurse 
anesthetists disproportionately fall in 
the 5 percent that remain, so this metric 
ignores how this specific degree 
program will be negatively affected by 
this change. One commenter opposes 
the cap because the 95 percent figure 
reflects borrowing behavior when 
students could borrow up to cost of 
attendance, which will no longer be true 
on July 1, 2026. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
opportunity to expand on our claim that 
95 percent of nursing students borrow 
less than the $20,500 annual loan limit. 
Table 5 in the RIA shows that greater 
than 95 percent of total Federal loan 
borrowers in 2023–2024 for nursing 
Masters, Doctoral, and Professional 
programs borrowed below the annual 
limit. We agree with the commenter 
who said the 5 percent of remaining 
borrowers are disproportionately nurse 
anesthetist students, but the total 
number of borrowers remains low. 
While students will no longer be able to 
borrow up to cost of attendance using 
the Grad PLUS program, borrowers may 
have access to different funding options, 
that may include institutional loans, 
scholarships, non-Federal funding 
sources, or additional institutional aid 
drawn down from endowments. 
Ultimately, the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act was intended to incentivize 
institutions to first, decrease tuition to 
align with new, statutory loan limits, or 
to implement additional solutions to 
provide students with sufficient funding 
to attend their programs, should they 
choose not to decrease tuition. 

Changes: None. 

Loans Inadequate for Year-Round 
Programs 

Comments: Several commenters 
opposed the annual loan limits for 
graduate programs, including advanced 
practice registered nursing, audiology, 

and occupational therapy on the basis 
that their programs run year-round and 
therefore require higher loan limits. 
They claim that the $20,500 annual 
Unsubsidized loan limit was designed 
for two standard semesters and should 
be adjusted to account for trimesters or 
other academic structures. Since year- 
round instruction necessitates higher 
annual instructional costs and living 
expenses, institutions believe this loan 
limit is unnecessarily punitive, 
especially because reducing the overall 
time to degree and cost of attendance 
provides immense benefit to their 
students. These commenters 
recommend the Department adjust the 
annual loan limit for programs requiring 
continuous year-round enrollment, 
allowing borrowing that is proportional 
to the number of required semesters. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ concerns but disagree with 
their argument that these changes are 
especially punitive to year-round 
programs. Prior to Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act, graduate or professional 
students had an annual loan limit of 
$20,500 for Direct Unsubsidized loans. 
Sections 455(a)(3) and (4) of the HEA 
were amended by the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act to create new annual loan 
limits for graduate students and 
professional students of $20,500 and 
$50,000, respectively. This annual limit 
still applies to an academic year or its 
equivalent. Congress did not give the 
Department the authority to make any 
adjustments to the $20,500 annual limit 
for graduate programs including to align 
with year-round enrollment, as the 
commenter requested. 

Changes: None. 

Joint Graduate and Professional Degrees 
Comments: None. 
Discussion: In the NPRM (91 FR 

4274), the Department requested input 
on alternative approaches on how to 
classify joint degree programs for the 
purposes of Direct Loan eligibility. We 
did not receive any input from 
commenters. As per the NPRM (91 FR 
4270), if a student is enrolled in a 
program that awards both a graduate 
degree and professional degree, the 
student would be considered a 
professional student for the purposes of 
loan eligibility if more than 50 percent 
of the credit hours in that academic 
program count toward the professional 
degree. Specifically, this calculation is 
based upon the entire course of study 
and does not need to be calculated 
during each academic term. A student 
may be a professional student 
notwithstanding whether the student’s 
courseload for a given semester is 
comprised of more than 50 percent of 

the credits that count toward a 
professional degree. Based on the lack of 
comments, the Department makes no 
other changes to § 685.203(l), and 
institutions should be able to utilize the 
calculation provided to certify joint 
degrees correctly. Section § 685.203(l) 
will read as follows: (l) For the purposes 
of this section, if a student is enrolled 
in a program that awards both a 
graduate degree and professional degree, 
the student must be considered a 
professional student if more than 50 
percent of the credit hours in that 
program count toward the professional 
degree. 

Changes: None. 

Interim Exception for Dual Graduate 
and Professional Degrees 

Comments: A few commenters 
requested clarification on whether a 
student enrolled in a dual master’s or 
doctorate degree program would 
maintain access to the interim 
exceptions until they complete both 
degrees. One commenter requested that 
any dual-degree or fellowship program 
with a professional degree be treated as 
a single professional program of study 
for the purposes of any loan limits and 
legacy borrowing provisions. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the opportunity to clarify 
the conditions under which a graduate 
or professional dual degree student 
receives the interim exception in 
§§ 685.200(b)(2)(ii), 685.203(b)(2)(iv)(B), 
685.203(e)(6), and 685.203(j)(3). 
Students are eligible for this interim 
exception when they are enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution and 
have received a Direct Loan prior to July 
1, 2026, for that program. Dual degree 
programs allow students to complete 
both degrees in less time through shared 
credit policies between the two 
programs; however, there is variability 
in whether they are considered one or 
two programs. If the dual degree 
program is considered one program that 
grants two degrees upon completion, 
enrolled students who have received a 
Direct Loan prior to July 1, 2026, will 
maintain eligibility for the interim 
exception for graduate or professional 
students during their expected time to 
credential. On the other hand, if 
students enroll in one degree program 
for some number of years and the other 
for the remaining years, they will be 
subject to the new graduate or 
professional loan limits when they 
switch from one program to the other. 
Students enrolled in their terminal 
degree program will retain eligibility for 
the interim exception during their 
expected time to credential. 

Changes: None. 
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Elimination of Increased Unsubsidized 
Loan Limits for Health Professionals 

Comments: A few commenters argued 
that the elimination of the increased 
loan limits for health professionals is 
unfair, given that Congress has held that 
their professions constitute ‘‘specialized 
training requiring exceptionally high 
costs of education’’ and therefore 
deserve access to higher loan limits for 
multiple decades. They argue that since 
the Secretary’s authority to increase 
borrowing limits for these programs in 
Section 428H(d) of the HEA was not 
amended in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, these limits should remain 
intact for new borrowers. They claim 
that preserving this eligibility makes 
certain that qualified students can 
pursue medical and other health 
professions degrees without 
unnecessary financial barriers. One 
commenter requests that the Department 
use this authority to further adjust loan 
limits as needed for advanced nursing 
programs whose tuition, fees, and 
clinical requirements exceed even the 
professional student loan caps. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4277), the Secretary 
previously used their authority in 1998 
and 2008 to grant access to higher loan 
limits to students in certain health 
profession programs as defined by 
Section 703(a) of the Public Health Act. 
However, Section 455(a)(1) of the HEA 
provides that ‘‘loans made to borrowers 
under Part D of the HEA must have the 
same terms, conditions, and benefits, 
and be available in the same amounts, 
as loans made to borrowers, and first 
disbursed on June 30, 2010 under 
sections 428, 428B, 428C, and 428H’’ of 
the HEA, ‘‘unless otherwise specified in 
this part.’’ Section 455(a)(4) of the HEA, 
added by the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, established new annual and 
aggregate limits for Federal Direct 
Unsubsidized Stafford Loans made to 
graduate and professional students 
‘‘beginning on July 1, 2026.’’ Because 
the limits set forth in Section 455(a)(4) 
explicitly apply to all Federal Direct 
Unsubsidized Loans made to graduate 
and professional students on or after 
July 1, 2026, including those enrolled in 
health profession programs, the 
increased annual and aggregate loan 
limits established by the Secretary for 
graduate and professional students 
enrolled in certain approved health 
profession programs will not apply to 
loans made on or after July 1, 2026. 
These limits, as explained in the interim 
exception in § 685.203(b)(2)(iv)(B) 
regarding Unsubsidized annual loan 
limits or § 685.203(e)(6) regarding 
Unsubsidized aggregate loan limits, will 

not apply to borrowers during their 
expected time to credential so long as 
they remain enrolled in their program of 
study. Borrowers enrolled in a program 
of study at an institution who have had 
a Direct Loan disbursed to them for that 
program prior to July 1, 2026, will retain 
access to the increased Unsubsidized 
loan during their expected time to 
credential. Due to these changes made 
by the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
the Secretary declines to use her 
authority in 428H(d) of the HEA to 
expand the list of programs or change 
the loan limits as requested by the 
commenter. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter requested 

that the Department include in the 
regulatory text that the interim 
provisions extend to Health Education 
Assistance Loans (HEAL loans) so 
borrowers relying on that program have 
the same protections as other graduate 
borrowers. 

Discussion: The making of HEAL 
program loans expired on September 30, 
1998. Based on this fact, we believe this 
commenter referenced the increased 
loan amounts for graduate and 
professional students enrolled in certain 
approved health professions, and not 
the HEAL loans. The interim exceptions 
for students eligible for these increased 
loan amounts are explained above. Any 
additional guidance or changes will be 
clearly articulated in future sub- 
regulatory guidance. 

Changes: None. 

‘‘Hard Stop’’ for Legacy Borrowers 

Comments: One commenter requested 
that a ‘‘hard stop’’ apply to borrowers 
who have reached or exceeded the new 
$100,000 aggregate limit for graduate 
students so that graduate student 
borrowers who are eligible for the 
interim exception would not be allowed 
to borrow more than $100,000 (of any 
loan) unless the student is in medical or 
law school where the ROI justifies the 
debt load. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
have the authority to implement the 
commenter’s request. Section 455(a)(8) 
of the HEA provides an interim 
exception under which a graduate 
student borrower would not be subject 
to the aggregate loan limits during their 
expected time to credential. We cannot 
restrict graduate students from 
continuing to borrow if they are eligible 
for the interim exception. 

Changes: None. 

Aggregate Limit Discrepancy of 
Subsidized Loans 

Comments: A few commenters noted 
a discrepancy between § 685.203(e)(4) 

and § 685.203(e)(5) related to the 
exclusion of prior Subsidized loan 
amounts borrowed from the graduate 
and professional student aggregate loan 
limits. These commenters assert that 
§ 685.203(e)(5) sets professional student 
aggregate limits at $200,000 ‘‘minus any 
Direct Subsidized Loan, Subsidized 
Federal Stafford Loan, and Federal SLS 
Program loan amounts. . .’’, but 
§ 685.203(e)(4) makes no similar 
mention of Subsidized loans with 
respect to graduate student aggregate 
limits. One commenter noted that they 
believe § 685.203(e)(5) carries over 
language from the legacy 
undergraduate/graduate aggregate loan 
limit of $138,500 in § 685.203(e)(3) 
where the reduction of certain 
undergraduate loans is appropriate. 
However, the commenter suggests that 
this is not appropriate for graduate and 
professional students and conflicts with 
Section 81001 of the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act. The commenters 
requested the Department explain or 
resolve this discrepancy. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for noting this discrepancy and agree 
that prior Subsidized loans should be 
treated the same for graduate and 
professional aggregate loan limits. We 
disagree with the commenter who 
suggests that undergraduate loans are 
included in the aggregate loan limits for 
graduate or professional students; these 
graduate student and professional 
student aggregate loan limits include 
Subsidized loans that a borrower 
received as a graduate or professional 
student when such students were 
eligible to receive Subsidized loans 
(before July 1, 2012). To provide 
consistency and remind borrowers that 
all prior Subsidized loans received as a 
graduate or professional student count 
toward aggregate limits, we amend the 
text for these sections in the final rule. 

Changes: We amend § 685.203(e)(4) to 
read as follows: ‘‘(4) For a graduate 
student with a period of enrollment 
beginning on or after July 1, 2026— (i) 
who is not and has never been a 
professional student at an institution, 
$100,000, which includes any Direct 
Subsidized Loan, Subsidized Federal 
Stafford Loan, and Federal SLS Program 
loan, if applicable. (ii) who is or has 
been a professional student at an 
institution, $200,000, minus any 
amounts such student borrowed as a 
professional student, which includes 
any Direct Subsidized Loan, Subsidized 
Federal Stafford Loan, Federal SLS 
Program loan, if applicable.’’ We amend 
§ 685.203(e)(5) to read as follows: ‘‘(5) 
For a professional student for a period 
of enrollment beginning on or after July 
1, 2026, $200,000, minus any amounts 
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such student borrowed as a graduate 
student, which includes any Direct 
Subsidized Loan, Subsidized Federal 
Stafford Loan, and Federal SLS Program 
loan amounts, if applicable.’’ 

Transferring From Graduate to 
Undergraduate Program 

Comment: One commenter requested 
information regarding annual loan 
limits for students who transfer from a 
graduate program to an undergraduate 
program in the middle of an academic 
year. They believe the undergraduate 
annual loan limit for the student’s grade 
level applies and that amounts 
previously borrowed at the graduate 
level within the same academic year do 
not count against the undergraduate 
annual loan limit. However, the total 
amount awarded for the academic year 
may not exceed the higher (graduate or 
professional) annual loan limit. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
with the commenter’s analysis and 
notes that the conditions relevant to 
students who transfer from a graduate to 
undergraduate program have not 
changed. Only the annual limits for 
graduate and professional students have 
changed for all loans made on or after 
July 1, 2026. It is important to note that 
when a student transfers, they will lose 
access to the interim exception they are 
eligible for while remaining enrolled in 
a program of study at an institution for 
which a Direct Loan was made prior to 
July 1, 2026. 

Changes: None. 

Treatment of Previously Borrowed 
Unsubsidized Loans 

Comments: A few commenters 
requested guidance on how loans 
previously borrowed are treated once a 
student withdraws from or completes a 
graduate or professional program. One 
commenter sought clarity on how 
previously borrowed Federal loans 
should be treated when a student 
completes one academic program and 
begins another, particularly when this 
shift causes the student to lose legacy 
borrowing status. They ask whether all 
prior Unsubsidized loans (including 
additional health professional loans) at 
a graduate or professional level should 
count toward the new $100,000 or 
$200,000 aggregate limit for graduate or 
professional students, respectively. One 
commenter questioned whether loans 
previously made for graduate programs 
count toward the $200,000 professional 
student aggregate limit, if the student is 
enrolled in a professional program of 
study on or after July 1, 2026. 

Discussion: For students enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution with 
a Direct Loan made for such program of 

study prior to July 1, 2026, the student 
is eligible for the interim exception. On 
or after July 1, 2026, all graduate 
students who have never been 
professional students at an institution, 
are limited to $100,000 in aggregate for 
any new loans disbursed, including all 
previously borrowed Unsubsidized 
loans for previous graduate programs. 
Similarly, all professional students at an 
institution are limited to $200,000 in 
aggregate for any new loans disbursed, 
including all previously borrowed 
Unsubsidized loans for previous 
graduate and professional programs. 
Unlike the lifetime maximum aggregate 
loan limit and the Parent PLUS 
aggregate loan limit, where these 
aggregate limits are without regard to 
amounts repaid, forgiven, canceled, or 
otherwise discharged on such loans, the 
aggregate limits for graduate students or 
professional students will be $100,000 
and $200,000, respectively. A graduate 
student or professional student 
borrower who has reached the aggregate 
borrowing limit may not receive 
additional Unsubsidized loans until 
they are repaid, whether in full or in 
part. 

Changes: None. 

Undergraduate Loans Applied to 
Aggregate Limit 

Comments: A few commenters 
opposed the $100,000 aggregate limit for 
graduate study because they believe it is 
not a ‘‘fresh start’’ cap limited only to 
graduate borrowing and instead 
includes the borrower’s total Direct 
Loan history, including undergraduate 
borrowing. One commenter requested 
the Department explicitly state that 
loans borrowed as an undergraduate 
would not be applied against graduate 
or professional student aggregate limits. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenters’ claims that undergraduate 
loans are included in these limits. 
Section 455(a)(4)(B) provides the 
aggregate limits on the amount of 
Federal Direct Unsubsidized loans are 
‘‘in addition to the amount borrowed for 
undergraduate education.’’ Section 
455(a)(4) was amended so that the 
aggregate limit for graduate students 
only included loans made to the 
students while they were enrolled in 
graduate programs. Neither 
§§ 685.203(e)(4) nor (e)(5) mention 
undergraduate loans when defining the 
graduate and professional aggregate 
limit; undergraduate loans are included 
in the lifetime maximum aggregate 
limit, not the aggregate limits at the 
granular graduate or professional level. 
We believe the amended provisions are 
sufficient. 

Changes: None. 

Termination of Grad PLUS 

General Support for Termination of 
Grad PLUS 

Comments: Some commenters 
supported the termination of the Grad 
PLUS Program. These commenters 
believe the absence of a borrowing limit 
has created a moral hazard in which 
institutions do not share the risk 
associated with high-cost graduate and 
professional programs or take steps to 
prevent their students from 
overborrowing, leading to the current 
unsustainable level of student loan debt. 
A few commenters agreed with the idea 
that eliminating Grad PLUS will restore 
cost accountability without 
undermining program integrity by 
aligning tuition with labor market 
realities and prevent borrowers from 
taking on more debt than they can 
realistically repay. One commenter 
suggested that universities will adapt by 
addressing tuition and fee structures, 
improving cost efficiency, and 
enhancing the value of their programs. 
They also appreciate that taxpayers will 
not have to shoulder the debt incurred 
by borrowers who will not be able to 
repay these Grad PLUS loans. 

Discussion: We agree with the 
commenters and appreciate the support. 
Congress ended the Grad PLUS program 
to limit students from accumulating 
excessive debt. As we state in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4299), research points to the 
implementation of loan limits providing 
institutions with an incentive to limit 
tuition increases. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter supported 

phasing out the Grad PLUS Program, as 
the replacement program will set lower 
borrowing limits and cap graduate 
borrowing, ensuring that students in 
debt will have enhanced access. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates this commenter’s support 
and agrees that the new loan limits set 
in § 685.203 will improve the student 
loan system but wishes to clarify that 
there will be no replacement for the 
Grad PLUS program. Section 
81001(1)(C) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act amended Section 455(a)(3)(C) 
of the HEA and terminated the authority 
to make new Grad PLUS loans; 
generally, for any period of instruction 
on or after July 1, 2026, a graduate 
student or professional student may not 
receive a Grad PLUS loan. Accordingly, 
there is no replacement program, but 
borrowers will be subject to new loan 
limits 

Changes: None. 
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General Opposition to Termination of 
Grad PLUS 

Comments: Most commenters 
opposed the termination of the Grad 
PLUS program because they believe 
Federal student loans have enabled 
many borrowers to obtain graduate 
degrees. These commenters expressed 
concern that removing graduate and 
professional students’ access to Grad 
PLUS on July 1, 2026, will serve as a 
barrier to students continuing and 
completing their education. These 
commenters claim that without Grad 
PLUS, low- and middle-income students 
without independent wealth will be 
forced to abandon their educational 
goals and dreams or turn to private 
loans. One commenter asserts that this 
change goes against the Department’s 
mission to ‘‘promote student 
achievement and preparation for global 
competitiveness by fostering 
educational excellence and ensuring 
equal access’’ because students will now 
have a much higher bar of entry to 
pursue graduate school, resulting in 
unequal access to education. They say 
this will hurt the country altogether by 
cultivating a less educated workforce, 
costing the U.S. more money in the 
long-term than the amount saved now 
by phasing out the Grad PLUS program. 

Discussion: The Department is tasked 
with fully implementing Section 
81001(1)(C) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, which amended Section 
455(a)(3)(C) of the HEA to eliminate the 
Grad PLUS program. Congress 
considered the impacts on access to 
education and determined that 
removing access to Grad PLUS was in 
the best interest of borrowers and 
taxpayers. 

We disagree with the commenter’s 
claim that this change will make the 
country less educated or cost the U.S. 
more money in the long term, as their 
claim is pure speculation and was 
submitted without substantiating 
evidence. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: A few commenters 

requested compromises to avoid 
complete elimination of the Grad PLUS 
program without a replacement. Some 
commenters asked the Department to 
continue Grad PLUS or provide a viable 
alternative to Grad PLUS that offers 
comparable access, flexibility, and 
borrower protection so that they can 
earn degrees that allow them to fill 
crucial roles in their communities. One 
commenter suggested that annual and 
lifetime limits should be established for 
Grad PLUS loans, and others proposed 
an aggregate lifetime limit, refined 
credit criteria, or interest rate 

adjustments in place of outright 
elimination. Another commenter 
requested that Grad PLUS be 
maintained, but limited to pay for 
tuition only, rather than tuition and 
related expenses. A few commenters 
requested that the implementation date 
for the elimination of Grad PLUS be 
changed from July 1, 2026, to July 1, 
2027. 

Discussion: We decline the 
commenters’ request to maintain the 
Grad PLUS program. As we stated 
throughout the NPRM, Section 
455(a)(3)(C) of the HEA generally 
terminated the Department’s authority 
to make new Grad PLUS loans for 
periods of enrollment on or after July 1, 
2026. Congress did not include a 
replacement, nor did it permit the 
Department to change the terms of the 
Grad PLUS Loan Program when it wrote 
Section 81001(1)(C) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. The Department 
also does not have the authority to 
extend the implementation date of this 
change. 

Changes: None. 

Prohibits Borrowing up to Cost of 
Attendance (COA) 

Comments: Some commenters 
expressed concern that students will not 
be able to cover their full cost of 
attendance without access to Grad PLUS 
loans. They explain that the Grad PLUS 
program has effectively filled the gap to 
cover the growing cost of attendance 
components beyond tuition and fees, to 
include living and other expenses 
beyond what is covered by the student’s 
Direct Unsubsidized Loan. Many 
commenters highlight their experience 
balancing school, unpaid work, and 
personal responsibilities while enrolled 
in these programs. They explain how 
the Grad PLUS program provided 
necessary funding when they could not 
obtain additional paid work on top of 
their internships and unpaid field 
placements without compromising 
academic performance or patient care 
responsibilities. Multiple commenters 
also highlighted that for fields such as 
nursing, social work, and allied health, 
where clinical fees, practicum 
requirements, and credentialing costs 
often exceed tuition, this change will 
create significant barriers to entering or 
advancing within these professions. 
Other commenters asked the 
Department to make certain that loan 
limits realistically reflect the cost of 
attendance for graduate and professional 
programs, especially those that serve 
critical public needs. 

Discussion: Congress wrote Section 
81001(1)(C) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act to terminate the Grad PLUS 

program, in effect ending the practice of 
borrowing up to a student’s COA. The 
Department is merely implementing this 
statutory provision. Students who 
cannot work while in school may be 
able to attain additional, non-Federal 
sources of funding. Additionally, 
institutions have the flexibility to lower 
their programs’ tuition, provide 
additional, institutional funding to 
students, and provide additional 
flexibilities to students who may no 
longer have access to borrowing up to 
the cost of attendance. 

Changes: None. 

Program-Specific Access to Grad PLUS 

Comments: A few commenters stated 
their opposition to the exclusion of 
certain programs, such as nursing, 
physician assistance, social work, 
occupational therapy, and acupuncture 
and herbal medicine from Grad PLUS 
eligibility, believing that it would create 
unnecessary financial barriers for 
students pursuing these vital careers 
and ultimately harm patient care. 
Another commenter opposed lowering 
Grad PLUS loan caps for certain 
programs. One commenter opposed 
capping Grad PLUS loans at $200,000 
for professional students. 

Discussion: With respect to the 
commenters who opposed the 
elimination of Grad PLUS on the basis 
that it would limit access to certain 
health fields and negatively affect 
patient care, Section 81001(1)(C) of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
amended Section 455(a)(3)(C) of the 
HEA to remove access to Grad PLUS for 
all borrowers, except for those eligible 
for the interim exception in 
§ 685.200(b)(2)(ii). Because these 
changes are statutory, we dismiss the 
commenters’ concerns. We believe that 
the other commenters misconstrue the 
elimination of the Grad PLUS program 
with the other loan limit provisions. We 
explain those annual and aggregate 
limits in more detail in the section on 
Unsubsidized loan limits. There is no 
distinction between graduate and 
professional student borrowers 
regarding Grad PLUS. 

Changes: None. 

Parent PLUS Loan Limits 

General Support for Parent PLUS Loan 
Limits 

Comments: A minority of commenters 
agreed with capping Parent PLUS loans 
to prevent parent borrowers from taking 
on more debt than they can realistically 
repay. They claim that unlimited 
borrowing has led to unchecked tuition 
growth, excessive borrower debt, and 
significant taxpayer exposure and these 
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new annual and aggregate caps for 
Parent PLUS loans are a financially 
responsible way to preserve access to 
higher education. One commenter 
recommended that these limits should 
be determined based on parents’ actual 
income and repayment capacity, and 
that the approval process for such loans 
should be more rigorous. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ support. While the Parent 
PLUS annual and aggregate loan limits 
have changed, Congress did not 
authorize the Department to change the 
process to determine Parent PLUS 
eligibility under the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act. 

Changes: None. 

General Opposition to Parent PLUS 
Loan Limits 

Comments: Many commenters 
opposed the new $20,000 annual loan 
limit and $65,000 aggregate loan limit 
for Parent PLUS loans. They claim that 
these limits are misaligned with the real 
cost of completing a four-year degree 
and will likely prevent students from 
pursuing post-secondary education at 
prestigious universities that may be 
otherwise affordable without working 
while attending school, which may 
distract from their education. They 
claim this could lead to increased stop- 
outs, delayed graduation, and students’ 
inability to finish their programs due to 
a structural funding shortfall, rather 
than academic or financial 
irresponsibility. Parents repeatedly note 
that borrowing $20,000 for each of the 
first three years would leave only $5,000 
available in the fourth year, making it 
impossible to cover remaining costs and 
potentially forcing students to withdraw 
or turn to private loans to cover cost of 
attendance. Several commenters 
explicitly argue that the aggregate cap 
should be raised to approximately 
$80,000 to align with the need for stable 
and predictable financing through 
degree completion. One commenter 
recommended setting caps based on 
institutional costs rather than flat limits. 
One commenter requested the 
Department phase in Parent PLUS loan 
limits gradually while monitoring 
tuition responses through data 
collection. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their responses; however, we note 
our opposition to several points made. 
Congress amended Section 455(a)(5) of 
the HEA to implement common sense 
limits on the amount parents can 
borrow to finance their children’s 
postsecondary education. Since the 
annual and aggregate limits are 
statutory, they may not be changed as 

requested and will be effective as of July 
1, 2026. 

Changes: None. 

Annual Limit Regulatory Text Change 
Comments: A couple of commenters 

questioned the language used to 
calculate the Parent PLUS annual loan 
limit in § 685.203(f)(2)(i). One 
commenter requested that the regulatory 
text on the annual loan limit for Parent 
PLUS loans mirror the statute which 
states ‘‘may not exceed $20,000 minus 
other financial assistance’’ rather than 
state ‘‘is cost of attendance minus other 
financial assistance, not to exceed 
$20,000.’’ One commenter requested the 
Department confirm if they should 
interpret the reference to ‘‘other 
financial assistance’’ as a reminder for 
schools to consider what aid the student 
has already received, rather than to 
reduce the PLUS loan directly if the cost 
of attendance allows for the full $20,000 
amount. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
with the commenters that the proposed 
language was potentially confusing but 
that the needs analysis formula in Part 
F of the HEA would help make certain 
that Parent PLUS loans and other 
financial assistance could not exceed 
the institution’s cost of attendance. The 
Department is amending the text to 
clarify that for periods of enrollment 
beginning on or after July 1, 2026, the 
total amount of Parent PLUS loans that 
all parents may borrow on behalf of 
each dependent student for any 
academic year of study may not exceed 
$20,000. 

Changes: Section 685.203(f)(2)(i) is 
amended to read as follows: ‘‘For 
periods of enrollment beginning on or 
after July 1, 2026, the total amount of all 
Direct PLUS Loans that all parents may 
borrow on behalf of each dependent 
student for any academic year of study 
may not exceed $20,000.’’ 

Changing Undergraduate Major 
Comments: Some parent borrowers 

expressed concern over their continued 
access to Parent PLUS limits for loans 
disbursed prior to July 1, 2026, if their 
child switches majors or enters a 
different program of study. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ concerns and will reiterate 
the details of how program of study 
affects loan eligibility. As mentioned in 
the NPRM (91 FR 4270), for the 
purposes of the Parent PLUS annual and 
aggregate loan limits, a student who 
changes majors within the same degree 
or certificate program remains enrolled 
in the same program of study. This 
includes a student enrolled in a 
bachelor’s degree program who changes 

majors but remains enrolled in a 
bachelor’s degree program at the same 
institution. Students are generally not 
admitted to undergraduate institutions 
in a manner that binds them to a 
specific major; they can generally 
switch majors without seeking new 
admittance to the institution. As such, 
they are in the same program of study 
for the purposes of the interim 
exceptions identified in 
§ 685.203(f)(2)(ii) and (g)(3). 

Changes: None. 

Undergraduate Transfers 
Comments: A few commenters 

requested the Department clarify that, 
for purposes of eligibility for the interim 
exception, if a dependent undergraduate 
student whose parent received a Parent 
PLUS loan disbursement prior to July 1, 
2026, remains eligible for existing 
Parent PLUS loan provisions regardless 
of transfer between title IV participating 
institutions. Many commenters question 
whether community college students 
who transfer to a four-year program, 
especially under formal articulation 
agreements, will retain eligibility for the 
Parent PLUS interim exception. They 
emphasize that many students 
intentionally begin at two-year 
institutions with the expectation of 
continuing their degree program at a 
four-year school and may not be 
awarded an associate degree at the time 
of transfer. Considering the transfer to 
the four-year institution as a new 
‘‘program of study,’’ they argue, would 
unfairly strip families of the protections 
intended for in progress students and 
treat students who begin at four-year 
institutions differently from those who 
pursue structured community college 
articulation pathways toward the same 
credential. In response, some 
commenters propose a regulatory 
clarification ensuring that any 
continuous undergraduate enrollment, 
not institutional continuity, should 
count as the same ‘‘program of study’’ 
for up to three academic years or until 
degree completion, regardless of which 
institution the student is enrolled in. 

Discussion: As we mention in our 
NPRM (91 FR 4270), students who are 
enrolled in an associate’s degree 
program and transfer into a bachelor’s 
degree program are unlike 
undergraduate students who transfer 
majors. We disagree with the 
commenters and will treat the transfer 
to a four-year institution as enrolling in 
a new program of study. 

The statutory construct of the HEA 
supports our position that these transfer 
programs are not considered the same 
program at the new institution. Section 
101(a)(3), et seq. of the HEA provides 
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that at public and private nonprofit 
institutions of higher education, the 
following types of programs are title IV 
eligible: degree programs; transfer 
programs that are at least two academic 
years in length and for which the 
institution does not award a credential 
but that are acceptable for full credit 
toward a bachelor’s degree; gainful 
employment programs that are at least 
one year in length; programs that are 
less than one year in length, if the 
institution also meets the definition of 
a postsecondary vocational institution; 
and, teacher certification coursework. 
Clearly, given the statutory construct of 
institutions of higher education that are 
comprised of the sum of their eligible 
programs, Congress envisioned these 
transfer programs as functionally 
separate eligible programs. Accordingly, 
the parent borrower would not be 
eligible for the interim exception for a 
Parent PLUS loan in § 685.203(f)(2)(ii) 
or (g)(3) even if the student is under an 
articulation or transfer agreement or if 
an associate degree has not been 
awarded at the time of transfer. 

Changes: None. 

Treatment of Previously Borrowed 
Parent PLUS Loans 

Comments: A few commenters 
requested guidance on how previously 
borrowed loans are treated once a 
student withdraws from or completes a 
program. One commenter sought clarity 
on how previously borrowed Federal 
loans should be treated when a student 
completes one academic program and 
begins another, particularly when this 
shift causes the student to lose legacy 
borrowing status. They ask whether all 
prior Parent PLUS borrowing should 
count toward the new $65,000 Parent 
PLUS aggregate limit when a dependent 
student finishes a first bachelor’s degree 
and begins a second, and similarly, 
whether all prior borrowing should 
count when a student completes one of 
two simultaneous bachelor’s programs 
and continues with the remaining one. 

Discussion: Since the aggregate limit 
for Parent PLUS loans is defined in 
§ 685.203(g)(2) as cumulative and ‘‘may 
not exceed $65,000, without regard to 
any amounts repaid, forgiven, canceled, 
or otherwise discharged,’’ it will include 
all loans borrowed by that parent for 
that dependent undergraduate, 
including the amounts borrowed prior 
to July 1, 2026. This limit is also 
without regard to any amounts repaid, 
forgiven, canceled, or otherwise 
discharged on any such loan. As such, 
if a parent has borrowed greater than or 
equal to $65,000 when the student 
completes or withdraws from a program, 
they will not be able to borrow 

additional Federal loans for any future 
degree program. 

Changes: None. 

Return of Funds 

Comment: One commenter requested 
clarification regarding how return of 
funds affects the $65,000 aggregate limit 
for Parent PLUS loans. They noted that 
if a Parent PLUS borrower repays any 
portion of their loan, that does not reset 
the $65,000 aggregate limit, but 
requested clarification if they return the 
funds to the institution and the 
institution returns the funds on their 
behalf, whether the portion returned 
will not be counted towards the $65,000 
limit. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4270), for periods of 
enrollment beginning on or after July 1, 
2026, the total amount of all Direct 
PLUS loans that all parents may borrow 
on behalf of each dependent student 
must not exceed $65,000, without 
regard to any amounts repaid, forgiven, 
canceled, or otherwise discharged on 
any such loan. Any amount of loan 
funds that have been returned by the 
institution, or the borrower, will not 
count against the aggregate loan limit. 

Changes: None. 

Parent PLUS Replacement Loans 

Comment: One commenter requested 
clarification on whether dependent 
borrowers are eligible for additional 
Unsubsidized loans, often called PLUS 
replacement loans, when their parent 
borrowers have reached the $65,000 
aggregate loan cap. 

Discussion: Section 685.203(c) 
outlines the additional eligibility for 
Direct Unsubsidized loans for students 
whose parents are unable to obtain a 
Direct PLUS loan. These limits are 
unchanged by this rule; a dependent 
undergraduate whose parent receives a 
Parent PLUS Loan is still ineligible for 
additional Unsubsidized loans. 
Therefore, the additional eligibility is 
separate and apart from the Parent PLUS 
loan limits and whether a parent is 
approaching the new $65,000 aggregate 
limit. As such, the student is not eligible 
for any more Direct Unsubsidized loans 
when their parent reaches the $65,000 
aggregate limit. 

Changes: None. 

Lifetime Maximum Aggregate Loan 
Limits 

General Support of Lifetime Maximum 

Comments: A few commenters 
expressed support for the creation of a 
lifetime maximum aggregate loan limit 
to prevent borrowers from taking on 
loans that they may never repay. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ support and agree with 
their assessment. 

Changes: None. 

General Opposition to Lifetime 
Maximum 

Comments: Many commenters 
opposed the new lifetime maximum 
aggregate loan limit of $257,500 because 
they believe it creates significant 
barriers to accessing graduate and 
professional education, particularly in 
fields where the cost of attendance far 
exceeds this cap. Many commenters 
explain that programs such as medicine, 
dentistry, veterinary medicine, physical 
therapy, physician assistant studies, 
nurse practitioner programs, 
psychology, social work, and other 
health and behavioral health professions 
routinely require tuition and living 
expenses well beyond the Federal 
lifetime cap. Students who already carry 
undergraduate debt or prior graduate 
loans would reach this cap even earlier, 
making it impossible to complete the 
advanced degrees required for licensure 
and professional practice. The lifetime 
limit is described as fundamentally 
misaligned with real educational costs 
and timelines, disproportionately 
burdening low-income, first-generation, 
and rural students who rely entirely on 
Federal loans to pursue advanced 
degrees. Some commenters provided 
anecdotes to highlight that without the 
ability to borrow enough through 
Federal channels, students without 
family financial support would be 
functionally excluded from entering 
high-cost but high-need professions. 
Commenters also warn that the cap will 
drive graduates into higher-paying 
specialties or urban settings if forced to 
rely on private loans, as the resulting 
debt burden would make it financially 
impossible to work in lower-paying 
public service, rural, or safety-net roles. 
Some commenters ask the Department 
to raise the cap and account for 
inflation. 

Discussion: Section 455(a)(6) of the 
HEA establishes $257,500 as the new 
lifetime maximum aggregate limit for 
the total amount of title IV loans that a 
student may borrow, excluding Parent 
PLUS loans. The Department must 
implement these statutory provisions 
without considering educational costs 
or workforce impacts. Congress also did 
not provide the statutory authority for 
the Department to implement an 
increase to the lifetime maximum 
aggregate limit to account for inflation. 

Changes: None. 
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Excluded Loans 
Comments: One commenter noted 

that the lifetime maximum aggregate 
limit excludes Parent PLUS and 
Graduate PLUS loans and requested 
clarification on whether consolidated 
loans, HEAL, and Health Professions 
Loans are also excluded from this limit. 

Discussion: Section 455(a)(6) of the 
HEA states that ‘‘beginning on July 1, 
2026, the maximum aggregate amount of 
loans made, insured, or guaranteed 
under this title that a student may 
borrow (other than a Federal Direct 
PLUS loan, or loan under Section 428B, 
made to the student as a parent 
borrower on behalf of a dependent 
student) must be $257,500, without 
regard to any amounts repaid, forgiven, 
canceled, or otherwise discharged on 
any such loan.’’ In general, these are the 
FFEL Program, Perkins, and Direct 
Loans that are made, insured, or 
guaranteed under title IV of the HEA to 
a student borrower. To provide 
additional clarity, we reiterate that the 
lifetime maximum aggregate loan limit 
excludes Parent PLUS loans, as the 
commenter mentions, but includes Grad 
PLUS loans. 

Consistent with how the Department 
treats aggregate loan limits, the 
consolidation loan is not included in a 
student’s maximum aggregate loan limit 
because the underlying title IV loans 
were paid off through a consolidation 
loan and are already included in the 
lifetime maximum aggregate limit. 
HEAL and Health professional loans 
authorized under the Public Health 
Service Act are excluded. 

Changes: None. 

Limits Career Mobility 
Comments: Many commenters 

perceive the lifetime cap as arbitrary or 
punitive in its design. Because the cap 
does not reset after loans are repaid, 
individuals who return to school for 
graduate or postgraduate studies cannot 
receive new loans, even if they have no 
late or missed payments in repaying 
their undergraduate loans. These 
commenters are skeptical that this limit 
will force tuition to decrease, as most 
programs require many years of 
specialized training. One commenter 
disagrees with this limit because it 
discourages ambition, successful 
repayment, and career reinvention and 
requests that future rulemakings 
consider excluding repaid loans from 
the lifetime borrowing calculation to 
allow responsible borrowers access to 
advanced education for those seeking to 
contribute meaningfully across multiple 
disciplines. 

Discussion: The commenters are 
correct that § 685.203(j)(2) provides that 

effective July 1, 2026, the lifetime 
maximum aggregate amount of all title 
IV loans that a student may borrow, 
excluding Parent PLUS, would be 
$257,500 without regard to any amounts 
repaid, forgiven, canceled, or otherwise 
discharged on such loans, unless the 
student is under the interim exception. 
Congress wrote this statute to rein in 
excessive borrowing and discourage 
institutions from offering high-cost, low- 
value credentials that cannot attract 
loans from private sources, putting more 
downward pressure on prices that 
institutions are able to charge (91 FR 
4293). We decline to comment on future 
rulemakings. 

Changes: None. 

Maximum Loan Limits 

Comments: Some commenters 
expressed concerns over differences in 
the application of the new loan limits 
for past, currently-enrolled, and future 
borrowers. Previously, the aggregate 
limit for undergraduate and graduate 
Stafford loans was $138,500 in lifetime 
aggregate, but there was not an aggregate 
limit for Graduate PLUS loans. The 
commenters believed that there were a 
variety of scenarios where the new 
regulations would be inconsistent in 
applying a new lifetime aggregate loan 
limits to different groups of borrowers, 
including those eligible to receive new 
loans under the interim exception. 
Additionally, some of the commenters 
appear to incorrectly assume that all 
Graduate PLUS loans are excluded from 
the new lifetime aggregate loan limits. 

Discussion: Section 455(a)(6) of the 
HEA provides that subject to the interim 
exception, and notwithstanding the 
provisions of the Direct Loan and FFEL 
Program authorities, beginning on July 
1, 2026, the lifetime maximum aggregate 
amount of loans made, insured, or 
guaranteed under title IV of the HEA 
that a student may borrow (other than 
a Federal Direct PLUS loan, or FFEL 
PLUS loan, made to the student as a 
parent borrower on behalf of a 
dependent student) is $257,500, without 
regard to any amounts repaid, forgiven, 
canceled, or otherwise discharged on 
any such loan. The parenthetical 
exception in Section 455(a)(6) of the 
HEA excludes only FFEL Parent PLUS 
Loans or Direct Parent PLUS Loans but 
does not exclude PLUS loans made to 
graduate or professional students (Grad 
PLUS loans). In the regulations in 
§ 685.203(j)(2), we note that the lifetime 
maximum aggregate limit applies to all 
title IV loans that the borrower receives 
as a student but excludes amounts 
borrowed as a parent borrower (i.e.: 
Parent PLUS loans). Therefore, Grad 

PLUS loans are included in the 
$257,500 maximum aggregate limit. 

Furthermore, a borrower who is 
eligible for the interim exception, is not 
subject to the new annual, aggregate and 
lifetime aggregate loan limits that are 
effective July 1, 2026, during the interim 
exception period. 

However, if a borrower begins a new 
program because they are no longer 
borrowing under the interim exception, 
they are subject to the new loan limits. 
Once a borrower borrows up to the 
lifetime aggregate loan limit, they are 
ineligible for additional loan funds. 

We disagree with the commenters’ 
conclusion that there is inconsistent 
application of lifetime maximum 
aggregate loan limits. We note that 
Section 455(a)(6) excludes only Parent 
PLUS loans from consideration (‘‘. . . 
other than other than a Federal Direct 
PLUS loan, or loan under Section 428B, 
made to the student as a parent 
borrower on behalf of a dependent 
student.’’) The statute clearly states that 
any loan made, guaranteed, or insured 
under the Act that a student may 
borrower is included in the lifetime 
maximum aggregate limit. 

Our regulatory language in 
§ 685.203(j)(2) resolves the confusion 
expressed by the commenters as to 
inclusion of Grad PLUS loans in 
aggregate lifetime loan limits when 
borrowers are not borrowing under the 
interim exception. 

Changes: We amend § 685.203(j)(2) to 
clarify that only title IV loans borrowed 
as a student are included toward the 
lifetime maximum aggregate limit. 

Previously Discharged Loans 
Comments: A few commenters were 

concerned that loans ‘‘borrowed’’ but 
never disbursed or loans not received by 
the borrower would count toward their 
aggregate or lifetime loan cap. One 
commenter requested confirmation that 
loans discharged due to false 
certification or theft would not count 
against lifetime limit. 

Discussion: As we mention in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4275), any funds not 
received by the borrower will not count 
toward their aggregate or lifetime limits. 
We believe this is aligned to Congress’ 
intent in using the words in Section 
455(a)(5)(B) of the HEA, ‘‘without regard 
to any amounts repaid, forgiven, 
canceled, or otherwise discharged on 
any such loan,’’ excluding instances 
such as false certification discharges for 
identity theft, or amounts returned by 
the institution or the borrower. We 
therefore included a provision in 
§ 685.203(j)(2) proposing that any 
amount of loan funds that have been 
returned by the institution, or the 
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borrower, will not count against that 
borrower’s lifetime maximum aggregate 
loan limit. Because the borrower did not 
receive the benefit of those funds that 
were returned to the Secretary, we 
believe those amounts should not be 
counted toward this lifetime maximum 
aggregate limit so that we remain 
consistent with historical precedent. 
Similarly, and as we discuss in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4275), amounts 
discharged for false certification to 
include identity theft would also not be 
counted against the lifetime maximum 
aggregate loan limit. 

Changes: None. 

‘‘Hard Stop’’ for Legacy Borrowers 
Comments: Several commenters 

requested that the Department 
implement a ‘‘hard stop’’ of $257,500 
regarding all borrowing, including Grad 
PLUS. They urge the Department to 
clarify that the interim exception for 
Grad PLUS does not apply to borrowers 
who have already reached the $257,500 
lifetime limit. They claim that 
institutions are inducing high-debt 
students into three-year academic plans 
under the false premise of guaranteed 
Grad PLUS funding, which creates a 
massive ‘‘unpaid balance’’ risk for the 
Federal student loan portfolio. They 
recommend that the Department adjust 
the Common Origination and 
Disbursement (COD) system to prioritize 
the statutory cap over legacy status so 
that current students who may be over 
the cap and their institutions know they 
will no longer qualify for Grad PLUS 
loans. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ concern, but the requests 
they are making are not within the 
Department’s authority to implement. 
While the lifetime maximum aggregate 
loan limit includes Grad PLUS loans, 
we cannot restrict students from 
continuing to borrow under this 
program during their expected time to 
credential if they are eligible for the 
interim exception, as Congress wrote in 
Section 455(a)(8) of the HEA. 

Changes: None. 

Alignment With Return to Title IV 
Requirements 

Comment: One commenter requested 
confirmation whether the lifetime 
maximum aggregate loan limit 
regulation in § 685.203(j)(2) aligns with 
current Return to title IV requirements. 
The commenter claims that an update 
on the Federal Student Aid Training 
Center portal states that borrowers who 
repay a portion of their loans or receive 
loan forgiveness that reduces their 
outstanding balance below the aggregate 
loan limit may regain eligibility to 

borrow up to the remaining amount 
under that limit, which contradicts the 
requirements of the lifetime maximum 
limit. 

Discussion: The Department rejects 
that there is a contradiction between the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act and the 
Return to title IV regulations. When this 
rule becomes effective on July 1, 2026, 
it will supersede existing guidance. On 
or after July 1, 2026, the lifetime 
maximum limit will be $257,500 and 
will not be adjusted if a borrower repays 
part of their loan or has any amounts 
repaid, forgiven, canceled, or otherwise 
discharged on such loans. We note 
Parent PLUS loans are excluded from 
the lifetime maximum aggregate limit. 
Any amount of loan funds that have 
been returned by the institution, or the 
borrower, will not count against the 
lifetime maximum. After this rule is 
finalized, the Department will update 
information on its public-facing portals 
to reflect the changes made in the rule. 

Changes: None. 

Loan Limit Information Availability 
Comment: One commenter requested 

more information regarding how 
financial aid administrators will track 
which students qualify for the pre- 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
$138,500 lifetime loan limits and the 
new loan limits. They ask if a new field 
will be added to the FAFSA so 
administrators can easily identify these 
students. 

Discussion: As we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4299), the Department is 
updating two systems for loan 
origination and repayment tracking to 
align them with the changes to loan 
limits and repayment plans: the COD 
System and NSLDS. These portals will 
provide all necessary information. There 
are no plans to update the FAFSA. We 
will provide technical and operational 
updates to financial aid administrators 
through our FSA Partner Connect 
website. Institutions are responsible for 
remaining up to date with all changes 
made to the title IV programs by this 
final rule and on the FSA Partner 
Connect website. 

Changes: None. 

Technical Language Change Requests 
Comments: A couple of commenters 

recommended we amend § 685.203(f)(1) 
to replace ‘‘estimated financial 
assistance’’ (EFA) with the term ‘‘other 
financial assistance’’ (OFA) as 
established in the Consolidated 
Appropriations Act of 2021, for the sake 
of consistency within the regulations. 

Discussion: We agree with the 
commenters who recommended we 
reflect the change from ‘‘estimated 

financial assistance’’ to ‘‘other financial 
assistance’’ in § 685.203(f)(1). To 
maintain consistency with the 
Consolidated Appropriations of Act 
2021, which replaced the term EFA with 
OFA, we amend §§ 685.102(b), 
685.203(f)(1), (g)(1) and (j)(1)(i). The 
Department plans to update provisions 
not addressed in this rule in the future. 

Changes: We revise §§ 685.203(f)(1) 
and (g)(1) to remove the word 
‘‘estimated.’’ We also revise 
§ 685.203(j)(1)(i) to replace ‘‘estimated 
financial assistance’’ with ‘‘other 
financial assistance.’’ We also revise 
§ 685.102(b) to add the definition of 
‘‘Other financial assistance.’’ 

Comments: A couple of commenters 
requested we replace ‘‘borrowed’’ with 
‘‘borrow’’ in § 685.203(f)(2)(ii) to signify 
that this provision is forward-looking. 

Discussion: We concur with the 
commenters who requested we replace 
‘‘borrowed’’ with ‘‘borrow’’ in 
§ 685.203(f)(2)(ii) to signify that this 
provision is forward-looking. 

Changes: We revise § 685.203(f)(2)(ii) 
to replace the word ‘‘borrowed’’ with 
‘‘borrow.’’ 

Comments: A couple of commenters 
requested that the Department add a 
parenthetical after ‘‘Direct Loan’’ to say 
‘‘Direct PLUS, Direct Unsubsidized and/ 
or Direct Subsidized’’ in 
§ 685.203(b)(2)(iv)(B)(2) to make clear 
that a student must have borrowed any 
Direct Loan to retain eligibility under 
the limited exception provisions. 

Discussion: We recognize the 
commenters’ request for clarity but 
decline to add a parenthetical after 
‘‘Direct Loan’’ to say ‘‘Direct PLUS, 
Direct Unsubsidized and/or Direct 
Subsidized’’ in § 685.203(b)(2)(iv)(B)(2). 
Consistent with § 685.100, the Direct 
Loan Program includes four 
components—Direct Subsidized, Direct 
Unsubsidized, Direct PLUS, and Direct 
Consolidation—and we believe it 
superfluous to include a parenthetical 
as the commenters suggest. 

Less Than Full-Time Annual Limit 
(Schedule of Reductions) 

General Objections to Reducing Annual 
Loan Eligibility for Less Than Full-Time 
Students 

Comments: Many commenters 
opposed the less than full-time annual 
limit, citing numerous reasons why 
borrowers attend less than full-time, 
including employment, caregiver 
responsibilities, disability or health- 
related circumstances, military 
obligations, geographic constraint, and 
program structure. These commenters 
felt that reducing a borrower’s annual 
Direct Loan eligibility based on 
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enrollment status disproportionately 
burdens students, creates affordability 
gaps, increases reliance on private 
loans, and makes persistence and 
program completion more difficult. 
Other commenters similarly argued that 
part-time enrollment often simply 
reflects how adult, online, and 
workforce-connected students move 
through programs, rather than 
diminished academic commitment. 

Some commenters also maintained 
that reducing a later disbursement based 
on an earlier enrollment change could 
create midyear billing surprises for 
families, increase the risk that students 
stop out if they cannot cover an 
unexpected balance, and create pressure 
on students to remain enrolled in 
courses they otherwise would 
appropriately withdraw from for 
academic or personal reasons. Some 
commenters further stated that these 
effects could be particularly difficult for 
smaller institutions with more limited 
administrative capacity. 

Some commenters also asserted that 
mandatory reductions based on less 
than full-time enrollment could 
disproportionately affect students 
whose enrollment intensity is reduced 
because of disability-related 
accommodations or other documented 
circumstances and urged the 
Department to provide additional 
flexibility in such cases. 

Discussion: The Department 
understands that there are valid 
borrower-specific, workforce-specific, 
and program-specific reasons why 
students enroll less than full-time. The 
statute requires that Direct Loan 
eligibility be reduced for students who 
enroll less than full-time in an academic 
year or its equivalent in proportion to 
the borrower’s enrollment status. The 
statutory intent provides a framework 
that aligns borrowing with enrollment 
status. Despite the circumstances 
commenters identified that may 
appropriately explain why many 
borrowers enroll less than full-time, the 
Department must adhere to the statute. 
Additionally, the statute does not 
permit exemptions from the 
requirement to reduce a borrower’s loan 
through the schedule of reductions 
when they are enrolled less than full- 
time in an academic year or its 
equivalent. The Department therefore 
concludes that the concerns raised do 
not provide a basis to eliminate or 
narrow the required schedule of 
reductions and that statute does not 
permit us to take such actions. 

The Department understands 
commenters’ concern that later 
adjustments to annual loan eligibility 
may create administrative and financial 

challenges for students and institutions. 
Those concerns do not alter the 
statutory requirement that annual Direct 
Loan eligibility for a student who 
enrolls less than full-time during an 
academic year or its equivalent be 
reduced in proportion to the student’s 
enrollment status. The Department has, 
however, clarified the implementation 
framework to provide institutions 
greater operational clarity and flexibility 
regarding packaging assumptions, the 
treatment of undisbursed amounts, and 
the administration of adjusted annual 
eligibility across payment periods. 

The Department also understands 
commenters’ concern regarding students 
whose enrollment status may be 
reduced because of disability-related 
accommodations or other documented 
circumstances. The statute did not make 
an exception or waive the requirement 
of reducing a direct loan when a 
borrower enrolls less than full-time in 
an academic year or its equivalent. The 
Department notes, however, that 
institutions may continue to administer 
other applicable title IV aid rules (e.g., 
Leave of Absence (LOA) policies) 
consistent with governing law while 
applying the annual-loan-limit 
determination required by § 685.203 
(m)(1). 

Changes: None. 

Requests for a Phase-In, Grandfathering 
Period, or Expected-Time-to-Credential 
Protection for Currently Enrolled Less 
Than Full-Time Students 

Comments: Several commenters did 
not object to the existence of a less than 
full-time reduction in principle but 
urged the Department to phase in the 
requirement for currently enrolled 
students or otherwise protect those 
students during their expected time to 
credential. These commenters argued 
that immediate implementation would 
create abrupt affordability gaps for 
students who planned their borrowing 
and enrollment under prior rules and 
who may already be progressing through 
programs on part-time timelines. Some 
proposed specific language to add 
conditions to implementation, such as 
enrollment as of June 30, 2026, prior 
Direct Loan receipt before July 1, 2026, 
or an expected-time-to-credential 
concept to the schedule of reductions. 
Commenters also requested that a 
phase-in implementation approach or 
grandfathering approach, which they 
noted would reduce disruption for 
students and provide institutions, 
servicers, and vendors additional time 
to build awarding, packaging, and 
communication processes. 

Discussion: The statute requires a 
reduction in the annual loan limits for 

less than full-time enrollment, and the 
Department does not interpret that 
framework to permit a separate 
regulatory exemption for currently 
enrolled students as proposed by the 
commenters. The Department also 
concludes that an expected-time-to- 
credential approach would introduce 
significant operational uncertainty, 
create unnecessary complications, and 
would not align with the statutory 
intent. Borrowers will receive the level 
of loan funding based on their 
enrollment, which may hold borrowers 
accountable to completing their 
coursework in a more efficient manner, 
and could encourage greater on-time 
program globally. The Department 
believes that the proposed regulations 
faithfully implement the statute while 
ensuring borrowers do not borrow 
beyond their means when their 
expected time to completion is greater 
than expected program length. As 
commenters observed, such an approach 
would require additional rules 
governing leave of absence, transfers, 
changes in modality, changes in 
concentration, mixed borrowing 
periods, and other common enrollment 
variations. Those additions would 
require further rules for common 
enrollment variations and would make 
the schedule of reductions framework 
more complex to administer 
consistently. The Department declines 
to accept the commenters’ 
recommendations for changes in the 
proposed regulations to include a phase- 
in, grandfathering provision, or 
expected-time-to-credential exception 
for less than full-time enrollment 
because the statute did not provide 
flexibility to include any additional 
exemption criteria when determining a 
borrower’s schedule of reduction. 

Changes: None. 

Objections to Using an Academic-Year 
Framework Instead of a Purely Term- 
Based or Payment-Period Approach, 
Including Sequencing Concerns 

Comments: Several commenters 
requested that the Department not 
anchor the reduction to an academic- 
year framework and instead permit 
institutions to determine reduced 
eligibility solely on a term-by-term or 
payment-period basis. These 
commenters stated that enrollment often 
changes by term because of sequencing, 
work, family obligations, summer catch- 
up enrollment, or other academic 
realities, and argued that a purely 
annual approach does not align with 
how all institutions package, disburse, 
and communicate aid notifications. 
Other commenters urged a prospective 
or payment-period-based approach to 
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varying enrollment status across terms. 
Other commenters have reasoned that 
using an academic year framework 
could produce different disbursement 
outcomes for students who complete the 
same total number of credits over the 
academic year, depending on the order 
in which those credits are taken, 
particularly where one period of 
enrollment is less than half-time. These 
commenters urged the Department to 
account more fully for anticipated later- 
term enrollment so that similarly 
situated students would not receive 
different results solely because of 
sequencing. 

Discussion: The Department 
understands the need for flexibility in 
determining the schedule of reductions 
for less than full-time employment for 
differing academic calendars and 
payment period structures. However, we 
do not believe that modifying this 
provision to adopt a purely term-based 
or payment-period-only framework or 
approach aligns with the statutory 
requirements. The statute requires a 
reduction in the annual loan amount for 
the academic year, or its equivalent, 
when a borrower’s enrollment status is 
less than full-time. We believe the 
proposed regulations preserve that 
annual-limit requirement while 
providing flexibility for institutions to 
choose the approach suited to their 
needs. A term-only approach is not 
what Congress intended. The 
Department also concludes, however, 
that the annual reduction process must 
be flexible to work in various situations. 
For that reason, the regulation ties 
application of the schedule of 
reductions to the point at which the 
institution determines eligibility for the 
disbursement at issue. That approach 
preserves not only the statutory annual- 
loan-limit structure but allows 
institutions to create their packaging 
routines, loan award adjustments, and 
schedule of reductions processes to 
provide the institution discretion in 
determining which approach works best 
for their students and programs, while 
adhering to the statute. The Department 
will provide sub regulatory guidance to 
clarify how the processes are flexible 
and accommodate the commenters’ 
needs. 

The Department has also considered 
comments asserting that, where one 
period of enrollment is less than half- 
time, the order in which a student 
enrolls over the academic year may 
affect when a disbursement may be 
made. That effect, however, follows 
from the interaction between the annual 
limit reduction required by 
§ 685.203(m)(1) and otherwise 
applicable disbursement rules. That 

interaction does not provide a basis to 
replace the academic year framework 
required by the statute with a separate 
term-based methodology. 

Changes: None. 

Timing of the Reduction, Treatment of 
Post-Disbursement Enrollment Changes, 
and Optional Same-Term Adjustments 

Comments: A substantial number of 
commenters sought clarification or 
objected to how the schedule of 
reductions operate when a student’s 
enrollment changes after an initial 
disbursement has already occurred. 
Commenters described scenarios in 
which a student begins the year full- 
time, later drops or withdraws from 
credits in the first term, and then 
receives a subsequent disbursement in 
the next term. These commenters argued 
that this could create unexpected later- 
term balances, unequal outcomes among 
similarly situated students, and 
planning difficulties for institutions and 
families. Other commenters urged the 
Department to avoid reopening 
previously valid disbursements and 
instead to use a forward-looking, 
disbursement-based determination. 

Some commenters requested 
clarification regarding whether 
institutions may adopt a policy to make 
an adjustment during the same period of 
enrollment if the student drops classes 
after a disbursement has already been 
made, rather than waiting to adjust a 
later undisbursed amount or subsequent 
disbursement. These commenters stated 
that, in some cases, institutions may 
believe it is better for students to 
address the effect of an enrollment 
reduction in the term in which it 
occurred rather than in a later term. 

Moreover, some commenters argued 
that coursework from which a student 
later withdraws should not be treated 
the same as coursework dropped early 
in the payment period. These 
commenters stated that withdrawn 
coursework remains attempted 
coursework, may appear on the 
transcript with a W, and may be treated 
differently for other title IV purposes. 
They therefore urged the Department to 
distinguish more clearly between 
dropped and withdrawn coursework for 
§ 685.203(m)(1) purposes or to avoid 
phrasing that suggests every post- 
disbursement course status change 
should be treated identically. 

Discussion: The Department 
understands the concerns commenters 
regarding potential harm to borrowers 
by making adjustments after 
disbursement and in subsequent 
semesters. The Department is not 
requiring changes to disbursements 
already made. An institution must, 

before disbursing subsequent loan 
funds, re-evaluate and determine if 
application of the schedule of 
reductions is necessary based on the 
enrollment status for the complete 
academic year or its equivalent. This 
approach allows the institution to 
determine whether the student is 
subject to a reduced annual amount at 
the point prior to the subsequent 
disbursement rather than requiring 
institutions to adjust disbursements. 
Non-Federal negotiators were in 
agreement with this approach when the 
Committee discussed this provision 
during negotiated rulemaking. The 
Department recognizes that this may 
result in a reduced subsequent 
disbursement where a student’s 
enrollment status declines after an 
earlier disbursement has already been 
made. Even so, the Department 
concludes that this process allows 
flexibility, is administrable, more 
predictable, and more consistent with 
existing loan administration processes 
than a broader retroactive recalculation 
model. 

The Department concludes that 
additional clarity is warranted but does 
not believe the rule should be revised to 
create a separate recalculation regime 
for each post-disbursement enrollment- 
change scenario. The better course is to 
align the reduction to existing eligibility 
and disbursement processes rather than 
to create multiple institution-specific 
adjustment frameworks. Accordingly, 
institutions may determine a student’s 
reduced annual eligibility using the best 
information available about the 
student’s expected enrollment for the 
academic year or its equivalent and may 
revise undisbursed amounts, including 
subsequent disbursements, once the 
student’s actual or expected enrollment 
pattern becomes known. The 
Department intends to provide 
additional operational guidance 
addressing common post-disbursement 
enrollment change scenarios. 

The Department further clarifies that 
nothing in § 685.203(m)(1) prohibits an 
institution from adopting a consistently 
applied policy under which it reduces 
an undisbursed amount during the same 
period of enrollment after a post- 
disbursement reduction in enrollment, 
provided the institution administers 
that policy consistent with otherwise 
applicable disbursement rules. The 
Department further understands 
commenters’ concern that later changes 
in coursework, including withdrawals, 
may not track the same way they do in 
other title IV contexts. But those other 
frameworks do not control the separate 
annual Direct Loan limit determination 
required by § 685.203 (m)(1). The better 

VerDate Sep<11>2014 21:00 Apr 30, 2026 Jkt 268001 PO 00000 Frm 00060 Fmt 4701 Sfmt 4700 E:\FR\FM\01MYR3.SGM 01MYR3lo
tte

r 
on

 D
S

K
8B

H
N

X
B

4P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
U

LE
S

3



23827 Federal Register / Vol. 91, No. 84 / Friday, May 1, 2026 / Rules and Regulations 

course is not to attempt to codify a 
separate rule for every transcript 
outcome or post-disbursement course- 
status change. Instead, the Department 
is clarifying that the relevant inquiry 
under § 685.203(m)(1) is the student’s 
enrollment status for purposes of 
determining and administering the 
reduced annual loan amount for the 
academic year or its equivalent, using 
the institution’s disbursement-eligibility 
determination and otherwise applicable 
rules. The Department intends to 
provide additional examples and 
operational guidance addressing post- 
disbursement enrollment-change 
scenarios, including dropped and 
withdrawn coursework. 

Changes: None. 

Requests for Examples and Clarification, 
Including Full Academic Year and Post- 
Withdrawal Examples 

Comments: Many commenters asked 
for substantially more examples and 
operational guidance. These 
commenters stated that the examples 
circulated to date did not adequately 
resolve recurring questions involving 
one-term graduating borrowers, 
transfers, quarter calendars, summer 
trailers, and variable enrollment across 
terms. Commenters also requested full- 
academic-year examples showing exact 
calculation steps where a student takes 
more credits in fall than spring, more in 
spring than fall, is SAP-ineligible in one 
term and eligible in another, is less than 
half-time in one term, or has summer 
eligibility following less than full-time 
fall and spring enrollment. Other 
commenters likewise requested 
examples for nonstandard terms, 
modules, clinical sequences, and 
uneven credit distributions across the 
year. 

Some commenters also requested 
additional examples illustrating how the 
schedule of reductions applies across a 
full academic year and in common 
enrollment-change scenarios, including 
dropped classes, withdrawn classes, 
incomplete grades, failed coursework, 
full withdrawal from a term, and later 
disbursements following an earlier 
enrollment change. These commenters 
stated that, although the concept of 
reducing annual loan eligibility for less 
than full-time enrollment is 
straightforward at a high level, its 
application across varying enrollment 
patterns and academic structures is 
more complex in practice. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
that institutions and borrowers would 
benefit from additional examples and 
implementation guidance. The 
Department has been working with 
institutions and agencies to provide 

scenarios and examples for the schedule 
of reduction processes. Additionally, 
the Department will provide additional 
support and responses to accommodate 
questions we have received in 
subsequent guidance. The Department is 
confident that the schedule of 
reductions formula is sufficient and 
meets the statutory requirement. The 
Department is not including any 
additional regulatory changes to address 
each term-by-term, calendar-specific, or 
borrower-specific example the 
commenters described. The Department 
feels that flexibility to implement this 
provision allows an institution to adapt 
its packaging routine and procedures 
that align with other processes in the 
office. The Department intends to 
provide additional examples and 
implementation guidance addressing 
recurring scenarios, including full- 
academic-year enrollment patterns and 
changing eligibility across terms. The 
Department will also have a resource 
page that will include Frequently Asked 
Questions and Answers to assist 
institutions in the operational 
components of this requirement. 

Changes: None. 

Requests To Standardize the Definition 
of Full-Time Enrollment, Especially for 
Graduate Programs 

Comments: Some commenters argued 
that the proposed rule relies too heavily 
on institution-specific definitions of 
full-time enrollment, especially for 
graduate programs, and that this could 
create inconsistent results across 
institutions. These commenters urged 
the Department to impose a more 
uniform Federal enrollment-status 
framework rather than allow each 
institution’s graduate full-time standard 
to drive the reduction calculation. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to impose a new Federal full-time 
enrollment standard for purposes of 
§ 685.203(m)(1). The Department 
concludes that the reduction should be 
calculated using the individual 
student’s enrolled credit hours relative 
to the institution’s full-time standard for 
the relevant academic period in the 
student’s program. This provision does 
not require the Department to establish 
a uniform Federal enrollment status 
framework across all institutions and 
programs. Using the institution’s 
existing full-time standard remains the 
most workable way to apply the 
statutory proportional-reduction 
requirement across varied academic 
structures. 

Changes: None. 

Questions About Interaction With One- 
Term Borrowing, COA Limits, Late 
Disbursements, Other Loan Rules, and 
‘‘Double Proration’’ 

Comments: Several commenters 
requested clarification on whether the 
less than full-time annual-limit 
framework would result in ‘‘double 
proration’’ or otherwise interact 
unpredictably with other title IV rules. 
These commenters asked how the 
schedule of reductions applies when a 
student is enrolled for less than a full 
academic year, how it interacts with 
other eligibility rules, and whether 
borrowers can ever access the full 
annual amount in a one-term period. 
Other commenters similarly asked how 
the schedule of reductions would 
operate alongside existing withdrawal 
and proration frameworks, particularly 
where a student both attends less than 
full-time and borrows for less than a full 
academic year. 

Some commenters requested written 
clarification regarding how the less than 
full-time annual limit reduction 
interacts with existing loan limitations 
and disbursement rules, including 
proration for less than an academic year, 
cost of attendance (COA) constraints, 
and late disbursement requirements. 
Some commenters characterized the 
combined application of these 
provisions as ‘‘double proration’’ and 
requested a written explanation of the 
order in which institutions should 
apply these overlapping requirements. 

Discussion: The statute established a 
new annual loan limit based on 
enrollment status of less than full-time 
for an academic year and it does not 
waive any other existing title IV 
eligibility rules. The schedule of 
reductions creates a new loan limit 
because a borrower enrolls less than 
full-time for the entire academic year or 
its equivalent. The Department 
recognizes the concern that institutions 
and vendors may view the framework as 
a form of ‘‘double proration’’ when a 
student both attends less than full-time 
and borrows for less than a full 
academic year. The Department does 
not agree that there is double proration, 
as the rule will not reduce the same 
amount twice for the same reason. Less 
than full-time enrollment affects the size 
of the annual cap, while the loan period 
and payment periods affect how that 
cap is distributed or limited. Because 
those steps address different questions, 
their combined application is not 
double proration. The Department 
believes the appropriate response is 
additional implementation guidance 
explaining how the adjusted annual 
limit interacts with shorter loan periods, 
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withdrawals, and related loan- 
administration concepts rather than to 
create a separate regulatory sequencing 
regime. 

Changes: None. 

Modular Programs, Nonstandard Terms, 
BBAYs, Required Summer Terms, 
Fluctuating Enrollment, Clinical 
Sequences, and Other Changing-Status 
Scenarios 

Comments: Several commenters 
argued that the proposed rule would be 
especially difficult to administer for 
modular programs, programs with 
frequent enrollment changes, 
accelerated or nonstandard academic 
calendars, or institutions that 
distinguish between dropped and 
withdrawn coursework. These 
commenters asked the Department to 
clarify whether dropped classes, 
withdrawn classes, retroactive 
withdrawals, incomplete grades, failed 
coursework, or other transcript 
outcomes should be treated as changes 
in enrollment that affect a later 
disbursement, and how the schedule of 
reductions applies in nonstandard 
academic settings beyond traditional 
fall/spring term structures. Some 
commenters also emphasized that 
health-professions programs may assign 
extended clinical or experiential terms 
less than full-time status for credit- 
calculation reasons, even where the 
student’s workload remains intensive. 

Some commenters also requested 
clarification on how the schedule of 
reductions applies in nonstandard-term 
programs, programs with required 
summer enrollment, programs that use 
borrower-based academic years 
(BBAYs), and programs in which course 
sequencing, clinical components, or 
fluctuating enrollment patterns may 
affect how credit load is measured 
across the academic year. 

Discussion: The regulation 
appropriately focuses on the student’s 
enrollment status at the point, the 
institution determines eligibility for the 
disbursement. The Department declines 
to codify every academic calendar and 
payment period structure in the 
regulations because the formula 
accommodates different academic 
programs and structures. 

For non-standard terms, the 
Department believes existing title IV 
disbursement rules are already tightly 
linked to academic progress; therefore 
the schedule of reduction is not 
required. Students in these programs 
generally may not receive subsequent 
disbursements until they complete the 
required number of clock or credit 
hours, and institutions calculate 
payment periods and disbursements 

based on hours completed rather than 
fixed terms of time. The Department 
further concludes that additional clarity 
is warranted because the schedule of 
reductions is built on the institution 
defining what full-time enrollment is for 
the academic year or its equivalent and 
what is considered full-time enrollment 
by the student for that enrollment 
period. The Department does not agree 
that these academic structures require a 
separate legal framework under 
§ 685.203(m)(1). The general 
applicability of § 685.203(m)(1) while 
provides a formula that is applicable to 
borrower-based academic years, 
required summer terms, modular 
enrollment patterns, and fluctuations in 
similar enrollment changing-status 
scenarios. 

The Department believes that the 
existing framework and schedule of 
reductions provision is already 
applicable and adaptable to modular, 
accelerated, and clinical programs 
because the institution defines what is 
considered full-time for the academic 
year and what constitutes full-time 
enrollment for students. 

Changes: None. 

Implementation of Annual Enrollment- 
Based Loan Limit Reductions 

Comments: Many commenters argued 
that the less than full-time framework 
will require substantial systems work, 
vendor changes, recalculation logic, 
retraining, revised awarding procedures, 
updated receivables and billing 
practices, and more complex borrower 
communications. Some requested 
delayed implementation, a longer 
transition period, or additional 
guidance. Others emphasized system 
and implementation concerns across 
community colleges, public systems, 
and other institutions, including the 
scale of system reprogramming and the 
need to coordinate implementation 
across nontraditional and complex 
calendar structures. These commenters 
also requested additional clarity 
regarding how institutions should 
determine a student’s reduced annual 
loan eligibility, how the Department’s 
systems and institutional systems will 
implement the new requirements, and 
how institutions may administer the 
reduced annual amount across payment 
periods. Some commenters also urged 
the Department to provide timely 
technical guidance and systems 
information so institutions and vendors 
can implement the new requirements in 
an orderly manner. 

Discussion: The Department has no 
plans to create an operational process or 
system for institutions to use for the 
schedule of reductions process. The 

Department recognizes that the less than 
full-time annual-limit framework may 
require systems, processes, and 
communication changes by institutions, 
vendors, and servicers. Those 
operational burdens, however, do not 
provide a basis to delay 
implementation. Additionally, the 
statute did not waive any reporting 
requirements and did not make any 
changes to the information that is 
already required to be reported. The 
Department declines to revise 
§ 685.203(m)(1) to adopt a different 
general framework for implementing the 
schedule of reductions for students 
enrolled less than full-time. The statute 
requires that annual Direct Loan 
eligibility for a student who enrolls less 
than full-time during an academic year 
or its equivalent be reduced in 
proportion to the student’s enrollment 
status. The Department also concludes 
that it is more workable to align the 
reduction to existing eligibility and 
disbursement processes than to create a 
separate recalculation regime or 
multiple institution-specific transition 
frameworks. The Department intends to 
provide implementation guidance to 
support an institution’s operational 
readiness, but the administrative 
concerns raised do not warrant revising 
the rule itself. 

The Department recognizes 
commenters’ concern that determining 
annual Direct Loan eligibility based on 
enrollment across the academic year or 
its equivalent differs from the more 
term-based administration with which 
institutions are familiar and may require 
operational and systems changes for the 
institution. For that reason, the 
Department is clarifying how 
institutions may determine a student’s 
reduced annual eligibility using the best 
information available about expected 
enrollment and may administer that 
amount through equal or proportional 
disbursements across payment periods 
and determining eligibility for the loan 
at the time of disbursement. As this is 
an annual loan limit, in so much that an 
institution may adjust a subsequent 
disbursement to resolve the less than 
half-time status or to increase a loan 
based on adjustments to enrollment. 
The Department believes these 
clarifications provide a workable means 
of implementing the statutory 
requirement. 

Accordingly, an institution is not 
required to use a single packaging 
assumption in all cases. If the 
institution reasonably expects at the 
outset that the student will enroll less 
than full-time for the academic year or 
its equivalent, it may initially package 
the borrower at the reduced annual 
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amount. If the institution reasonably 
expects full-time enrollment or does not 
yet know the student’s later payment- 
period enrollment, it may initially 
package based on the best information 
available at that time as it currently 
does. The institution upon a subsequent 
disbursement may then revise 
undisbursed amounts, or pending 
disbursements, once the student’s actual 
or expected enrollment pattern becomes 
known. In all cases, the institution must 
make certain that the total amount 
disbursed does not exceed the annual 
limit as reduced in § 685.203(m)(1). 

The Department is also clarifying that 
institutions have flexibility in how they 
administer the reduced annual amount 
once determined. Because the 
regulations do not require substantially 
equal disbursements, an institution may 
divide the adjusted annual eligibility 
evenly across payment periods, or it 
may allocate that amount proportionally 
based on each payment period’s 
enrollment relative to the total 
enrollment on which the annual 
eligibility determination is based. This 
flexibility allows institutions to 
implement the statutory requirement 
across a range of academic calendars, 
program structures, and enrollment 
patterns without establishing a separate 
uniform Federal enrollment-status 
framework for this provision. 

Changes: None. 

Subscription-Based Programs: NPRM 
Directed Question 

Comments: The Department 
specifically invited comments on 
whether additional provisions were 
needed to address the unique aspects of 
subscription-based programs and how 
the schedule of reductions should 
operate in that context. Commenters 
took differing positions. Some 
commenters argued that subscription- 
based programs warrant distinct 
treatment because enrollment status in 
those programs is fixed administratively 
for the academic year; student pace may 
not map neatly to term-by-term credit 
accumulation; and the existing 
subscription-based disbursement 
structure already addresses progression 
in ways that differ from traditional term- 
based programs. Other commenters 
opposed creating a special exception, 
arguing that the statute does not 
contemplate exempting subscription- 
based programs from the less than full- 
time annual limit requirement, that the 
current subscription-based framework is 
already permissive, and that a broad 
exclusion could create opportunities to 
evade the statutory proration 
requirement. 

Discussion: The Department 
concludes that additional regulatory 
clarity is warranted, but it does not 
agree that subscription-based programs 
should be excluded from 
§ 685.203(m)(1) or treated as outside the 
less than full-time annual-limit 
framework. The statute does not support 
a categorical exception of that kind. The 
Department also declines to characterize 
subscription-based programs as non- 
term programs for this purpose. 
Subscription-based programs are 
administered as term-based programs 
for title IV purposes, and § 685.203 
(m)(1) expressly excludes non-term 
programs. The better course is to retain 
§ 685.203(m)(1)’s applicability while 
adding targeted regulatory text 
explaining how institutions determine 
the relevant disbursement-eligibility 
date across subscription periods. 

Changes: The Department revises 
§ 685.203(m)(1) to add specific 
provisions addressing the application of 
the schedule of reductions in 
subscription-based programs. 

Subscription-Based Programs— 
Disbursement Eligibility, Coursework 
Completion, and Avoidance of Non- 
Term Framing 

Comments: Commenters addressing 
subscription-based programs raised 
questions about whether the existing 
title IV disbursement framework for 
those programs already accounts for 
student pace and enrollment status, 
whether a separate subscription-based 
rule is necessary, and whether any 
accommodation could undermine the 
statute’s requirement that less than full- 
time annual loan eligibility be reduced 
proportionately. Some commenters 
argued that, if the Department does not 
exclude subscription-based programs 
from proration, any approach should be 
tied to the point at which disbursement 
eligibility is established and should 
avoid importing non-term concepts that 
could create confusion about whether 
§ 685.203(m)(1) applies at all. 

Discussion: The Department is 
adopting regulatory text to clarify how 
§ 685.203(m)(1) applies in subscription- 
based programs. For the first and second 
subscription periods, the institution 
may determine the student’s eligibility 
for the disbursement for that 
subscription period without applying 
the subscription-based coursework 
completion requirement. For those 
subscription periods, the institution will 
apply the reduction required under 
§ 685.203(m)(1) based on the student’s 
enrollment status as of the date 
described in § 685.203(m)(1), just as it 
would in other term-based contexts. 
Beginning with the third subscription 

period and for each subsequent 
subscription period; however, the 
institution must apply the subscription- 
based coursework completion 
requirement when determining whether 
the student is eligible to receive the 
disbursement for that subscription 
period. Accordingly, the institution 
cannot establish disbursement eligibility 
for those later subscription periods and 
therefore cannot set the date described 
in § 685.203(m)(1) for measuring 
enrollment status and applying the 
schedule of reductions before the 
student satisfies the applicable 
coursework completion requirement. 
The Department concludes that this 
approach preserves the applicability of 
§ 685.203(m)(1), avoids non-term 
framing, and provides a clearer 
administrative rule for subscription- 
based institutions. 

Changes: The Department revises 
§ 685.203(m)(1) to specify how 
institutions in subscription-based 
programs determine the date on which 
the student’s eligibility for a 
disbursement is established for 
purposes of measuring enrollment status 
and applying the schedule of 
reductions, including by distinguishing 
between the first and second 
subscription periods and the third and 
subsequent subscription periods. 

Changes: None. 

Waiver of Substantially Equal 
Disbursements 

Comments: Although relatively few 
commenters addressed § 685.303 as a 
standalone provision, several 
commenters raised operational concerns 
that directly implicate the substantially 
equal disbursement requirement. These 
commenters explained that, under the 
proposed less than full-time annual- 
limit framework, institutions may need 
to determine term-level loan amounts in 
a way that produces unequal 
disbursements across the year, even 
when a student remains enrolled for a 
full academic year or ultimately reaches 
the same annual amount. For example, 
commenters argued that the proposal 
could require schools to reduce a later 
disbursement based on an earlier 
enrollment change, resulting in funding 
shortfalls, unequal awards among 
similarly situated students, and 
significant administrative burden. At 
least one commenter directly objected to 
the substantially equal disbursement 
clause and urged the Department to 
strike it from the rule. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges these comments but is 
retaining the proposed waiver of the 
substantially equal disbursement 
requirement. The Department agrees 
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that the concerns raised by commenters 
illustrate why a targeted waiver is 
necessary to implement the less than 
full-time annual-limit framework in an 
administrable way. Current 
§ 685.303(d)(5) generally requires Direct 
Loan proceeds to be disbursed in 
substantially equal installments, and no 
installment may exceed one-half of the 
loan. Under the proposed less than full- 
time framework, however, an institution 
may need to adjust a borrower’s annual 
loan amount based on enrollment status 
in a way that results in disbursements 
that are not substantially equal. Without 
a waiver, institutions could face conflict 
between the new less than full-time 
annual-limit requirements and the 
existing substantially equal installment 
rule. 

The Department does not agree that 
the waiver should be removed. The 
proposed amendment does not newly 
impose a substantially equal 
disbursement requirement; rather, it 
creates a limited exception to an 
existing rule so that institutions can 
disburse in accordance with the 
schedule of reductions when a borrower 
is subject to the award-year loan limit 
for less than full-time enrollment. The 
Department believes this is the more 
administrable approach because it 
reduces, rather than increases, conflict 
within the disbursement framework. 
The Department also emphasizes that 
the waiver is narrow. It is not a blanket 
authorization for unequal Direct Loan 
disbursements. Instead, it applies only 
in the specific circumstances in which 
a borrower is subject to the less than 
full-time annual-limit framework and 
the institution would disburse in 
accordance with the schedule of 
reductions. The Department therefore 
concludes that retaining the waiver is 
necessary to align § 685.303 with the 
revised loan-limitation structure and to 
avoid operational inconsistency in 
administering the rule. 

Changes: None. 

Institutionally Determined Loan Limits 

Objections To Giving Institutions 
Authority To Set Program-Level Direct 
Loan limits Below the Statutory Cap 

Comments: Some commenters 
objected to the Department permitting 
institutions to set program-level loan 
caps below the statutory limits. For 
example, one commenter stated that 
institutions should not have this 
authority and that Congress, rather than 
individual institutions, should 
determine whether borrowing may be 
limited for specific programs. Other 
commenters similarly expressed 
concern that allowing institutions to 

impose program-specific Federal loan 
caps could create uneven treatment 
across institutions or fields and could 
further restrict access to graduate and 
postbaccalaureate education. 

Discussion: Congress amended 
Section 455(a)(7)(B) of the HEA to allow 
an institution to limit the total amount 
of Direct Loans that a student, or a 
parent on behalf of the student, may 
borrow for a specific program of study 
for an academic year, provided the 
limitation is applied consistently to all 
students enrolled in that program, 
beginning on July 1, 2026. The NPRM 
(91 FR 4276) further explains that 
institutions already possess authority in 
§ 685.301(a)(8), on a case-by-case basis, 
to reduce or refuse to originate a Direct 
Loan, and that § 685.203(m)(2) provides 
additional flexibility regarding when 
and how institutions may exercise 
program-level borrowing limits under 
the new statutory framework. As we 
explain in the NPRM (91 FR 4276), 
financial aid administrators have long 
supported the approach that Congress 
enacted as a strategy to prevent 
borrowers from taking out excessive 
debt. The Department has no statutory 
authority to amend the regulations as 
the commenters recommend but have 
implemented § 685.203(m)(2)(ii) 
through (iv) to collect data from 
institutions that will improve 
transparency for borrowers. 

Changes: None. 

Requests for Guardrails To Prevent 
Arbitrary, Inconsistent, or Inequitable 
Use of Program-Level Loan Caps 

Comments: Some commenters urged 
the Department to establish guardrails to 
prevent arbitrary, inconsistent, or 
inequitable use of program-level loan 
caps. One commenter specifically 
requested clear guidance for institutions 
if they are permitted to limit borrowing 
for specific programs to prevent 
inconsistent or inequitable outcomes 
across schools. Another commenter 
similarly urged the Department to 
establish guardrails on institutional 
decision-making for program-level loan 
limits. 

Some commenters clarified that, 
although they have historically 
supported institutional authority to 
limit borrowing, they did not support an 
approach under which mandatory less 
than full-time reductions would also be 
applied to institutionally determined 
limits without any ability to account for 
individual circumstances through 
professional judgment. 

Discussion: The Department believes 
the regulation already includes 
appropriate guardrails and declines to 
add additional guidance. Section 

685.203(m)(2)(i) requires that any 
institutionally determined cap be 
applied consistently to all students 
enrolled in the affected program of 
study. As explained in the NPRM (91 FR 
4276), § 685.203(m)(2)(ii) through (iv) 
also require institutions to document 
and disclose such limitations. The 
Department therefore declines to add 
broader or more prescriptive 
restrictions. 

The Department recognizes 
commenters’ clarification regarding 
prior support for institutional loan-limit 
authority. However, where an 
institution establishes a lower loan limit 
under the regulation, the required 
reduction for less than full-time 
enrollment applies to the limit that 
governs the student’s borrowing under 
that provision. The Department does not 
interpret the statute to permit case-by- 
case restoration of the full statutory 
annual amount through professional 
judgment where the law requires a 
reduction based on less than full-time 
enrollment. 

Changes: None. 

Transparency, Borrower Notice, and 
Disclosure of Program-Level Loan 
Limits 

Comments: Several commenters 
stressed that, if institutions are 
permitted to impose program-level 
borrowing caps, students and families 
must receive clear and timely notice. 
One commenter urged transparent, 
easily explainable calculations and 
strong borrower disclosures. 
Commenters raising guardrail concerns 
likewise emphasized the need for 
students to understand when a program 
is subject to a lower institutional cap 
before they enroll or make financing 
decisions. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
that transparency is critical. We note 
that § 685.203(m)(2)(iii) and (iv) requires 
institutions to provide clear and 
conspicuous information describing any 
program of study subject to a loan 
limitation and to explain the need for 
that limitation to current and 
prospective students, including through 
publication in the institution’s course 
catalog, on the institution’s website, and 
in award notifications. The NPRM (91 
FR 4271, 4276–77) also explains that, 
prior to taking action to limit borrowing 
under this provision, the institution 
must notify any student who plans to 
enroll or is enrolled in the affected 
program. 

The Department also explained in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4276) that it expects an 
institution’s decision to reduce 
borrowing for a specific program of 
study to occur before the start of the 
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new academic year so that current and 
prospective students have adequate time 
to receive notice before being subjected 
to the reduced limit. The Department 
believes these requirements 
appropriately respond to concerns about 
borrower surprise and provide students 
with the information needed to make 
informed enrollment and financing 
decisions. 

Changes: None. 

Concerns That Program-Level Loan Caps 
Could Reduce Access or Exacerbate 
Inequities Across Programs and 
Institutions 

Comments: Some commenters argued 
that allowing program-level institutional 
caps could reduce access to graduate, 
professional certificate, or other 
advanced programs by limiting Federal 
borrowing for some students but not 
others. One commenter, for example, 
argued that all graduate, professional 
certificate, and higher-degree students 
should have equal access to loans and 
should not face lower dollar limits 
based on program. Another commenter, 
likewise, warned that, without clear 
guidance, program-level caps could 
create inconsistent or inequitable 
outcomes across institutions. More 
broadly, commenters urged the 
Department to protect students from 
economic harm and to establish 
guardrails on institutional decision- 
making for program-level loan limits. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges these concerns but is not 
persuaded that they warrant eliminating 
the authority for institutions to limit 
loans. § 685.203(m)(2) is discretionary, 
not mandatory. It does not require 
institutions to establish lower loan caps, 
nor does it alter the statutory maximum 
loan amounts established elsewhere in 
the HEA and in these proposed 
regulations. Instead, it permits 
institutions to adopt a lower cap for a 
particular eligible program where the 
institution determines that a lower 
amount is appropriate, so long as the 
cap is applied consistently within that 
program and students receive advance 
disclosure. 

The Department further believes that 
the possibility of differing program-level 
caps across institutions is not, in itself, 
a reason to eliminate the provision. 
Institutions already vary in program 
price, structure, and borrowing patterns. 
As we stated in the NPRM (91 FR 4268), 
this authority gives institutions a tool to 
set more appropriate loan caps tied to 
program cost and borrowing risk, 
thereby helping to prevent 
overborrowing. In the Department’s 
view, that objective is consistent with 
the broader statutory changes enacted in 

the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
which were intended to constrain 
excessive borrowing and reduce the risk 
that students will incur debt they may 
struggle to repay. 

Changes: None. 

Clarification That the Authority Is 
Program-Level and Tied to the ‘‘Program 
of Study’’ 

Comments: Some commenters sought 
clearer guidance about how any 
institutionally determined loan cap 
would be operationalized and to what 
level of academic offering the cap would 
apply. Institutional commenters also 
raised broader implementation concerns 
in their comments. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges these comments and 
believes the NPRM (91 FR 4271) 
provides sufficient clarification 
regarding scope. The proposed 
regulation provides that the institution 
may limit borrowing for a ‘‘specific 
program of study,’’ and the NPRM (91 
FR 4276) further explains that, for 
purposes of institutionally determined 
loan limits, ‘‘program of study’’ means 
‘‘eligible program.’’ In fact, we explicitly 
provide in § 685.203(m)(2)(v) that for 
the purposes of the institutionally 
determined loan limits, program of 
study means eligible program. This 
framing makes clear that the 
institutionally determined loan limits 
apply to an eligible program, rather than 
to an individual course load, a student 
subgroup within the eligible program, or 
an individualized borrower-level 
determination. 

The Department also notes that the 
NPRM (91 FR 4276) distinguishes this 
new program-level authority from the 
institution’s existing case-by-case 
authority in § 685.301(a)(8). The 
Department believes that retaining both 
authorities is appropriate: existing 
§ 685.301(a)(8) continues to govern 
individualized reductions or refusals to 
originate loans, while proposed 
§ 685.203(m)(2) governs prospective 
program-level caps that apply uniformly 
to all students in the affected eligible 
program. The Department is therefore 
not adopting additional regulatory text 
on this point. 

Changes: None. 

Relationship Between Institutionally 
Determined Loan Limits and the 
Department’s Broader Limits To 
Overborrowing 

Comments: Some commenters 
questioned whether program-specific 
institutional caps are the correct policy 
mechanism for addressing borrowing 
concerns and suggested that the 
Department should focus instead on 

tuition, affordability, or other structural 
drivers of debt. A commenter 
questioned the NPRM’s implementation 
of this authority, particularly the 
proposal to require institutions to 
explain or justify program-specific 
reduced loan limits, while other 
commenters in the broader loan limit 
discussion argued that borrower harm is 
more directly caused by high post- 
secondary education costs than by the 
absence of additional borrowing 
constraints. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
with the commenters who say that 
tuition, fees, and broader affordability 
issues affect student borrowing 
outcomes; however, this is unrelated to 
the institutionally determined loan limit 
set by Congress as provided for in 
Section 455(a)(7)(B) of the HEA. This 
cap provides institutions with an 
additional tool to address 
overborrowing at the program level. As 
explained in the NPRM (91 FR 4277), 
the Department implements 
institutionally determined loan limits as 
a means of helping prevent borrowers 
from incurring unreasonable levels of 
debt, while requiring institutions to 
apply any such limits consistently and 
provide clear notice to borrowers. The 
Department therefore rejects any 
changes to § 685.203(m)(2). 

Changes: None. 

Deferments 
Comments: One commenter expressed 

support for the Department’s proposed 
changes to sunset the economic 
hardship and unemployment 
deferments for new borrowers. The 
commenter stated that revising 
deferments for loans disbursed on or 
after July 1, 2027, is consistent with the 
statutory direction provided in Section 
82002 of the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act and aligns with the broader 
repayment and borrower relief 
framework. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ support for 
the proposed revisions to the deferment 
provisions. As explained in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4277), the Department is revising 
these regulations to implement the 
statutory changes enacted by the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act, which 
eliminated the economic and 
unemployment deferments for Direct 
Loans made on or after July 1, 2027. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Numerous commenters 

opposed the proposed elimination of 
unemployment deferment and economic 
hardship deferment for loans first 
disbursed on or after July 1, 2027. 
Commenters described these deferments 
as critical safeguards that allow 
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borrowers experiencing job loss, 
reduced income, illness, caregiving 
responsibilities, or broader economic 
disruptions to temporarily pause 
payments without entering delinquency 
or default. Commenters asserted that 
removing these protections could 
increase financial strain on borrowers, 
particularly low-income borrowers, 
borrowers of color, and early-career 
professionals such as medical residents 
and clinicians who may face periods of 
limited income. Commenters further 
stated that eliminating these deferment 
options could reduce the Department’s 
ability to provide relief during economic 
downturns or unexpected financial 
hardship and recommended extending 
the limitation to twelve months within 
a 24-month period. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges commenters’ concerns 
regarding the elimination of 
unemployment and economic hardship 
deferments for new borrowers. As 
discussed in the RISE NPRM (91 FR 
4277), however, these deferment 
regulations have been amended to 
reflect the changes made by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act which eliminated 
the economic and unemployment 
deferments for Direct Loans made on or 
after July 1, 2027. Therefore, we 
disagree with these commenters who 
opposed our changes. 

It is important to note that borrowers 
with loans made before July 1, 2027, 
will retain the economic hardship and 
unemployment deferment benefit for 
loans made before July 1, 2027. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

stated that reducing or eliminating 
deferment options could limit 
borrowers’ ability to manage temporary 
financial hardships and unexpected life 
events. Commenters noted that 
borrowers may experience 
circumstances such as illness, 
caregiving responsibilities, military 
service, relocation, or early-career 
income instability that may affect their 
ability to make scheduled payments. 
Commenters asserted that deferment 
options have historically allowed 
borrowers to remain current on their 
loans while navigating these challenges 
and that limiting these options could 
reduce flexibility within the Federal 
student loan system. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes that borrowers may 
encounter temporary financial 
challenges that affect their ability to 
make scheduled payments. However, as 
discussed in the NPRM (91 FR 4277), 
these regulatory changes to the 
deferment provisions implement the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act’s 

statutory changes, which sunset the 
authority for unemployment and 
economic hardship deferments for new 
Direct Loans while preserving these 
deferments for existing borrowers. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter discussed 

the relationship between deferment use 
and interest capitalization. The 
commenter stated that borrowers who 
utilize deferments during periods of 
hardship may experience increases in 
their loan balances if unpaid interest is 
capitalized. The commenter asserted 
that capitalization could increase the 
total cost of borrowing and 
disproportionately affect borrowers who 
rely on deferment during periods of 
financial difficulty. The commenter 
opined that there should be legislation 
to disallow interest capitalization 
during deferment periods and after the 
end of such deferment periods. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges commenters’ concerns 
regarding interest capitalization 
associated with deferment. The 
commenter misconstrues the 
Department’s regulations: as we stated 
throughout the NPRM (91 FR 4278), the 
Department must sunset the economic 
hardship and unemployment 
deferments for Direct Loans made on or 
after July 1, 2027. The Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act had no impact on 
deferments and capitalization during 
and after deferments. Moreover, 
§ 685.202(b) provides instances when 
the Secretary may capitalize interest. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters stated 

that eliminating unemployment and 
economic hardship deferments could 
disproportionately affect borrowers 
early in their careers, including 
borrowers in residency programs, 
graduate training, or other professional 
fields with temporarily limited earnings. 
Commenters asserted that deferments 
provide necessary flexibility for 
borrowers during periods when income 
is insufficient to support repayment but 
is expected to increase in the future. 
Other commenters expressed concern 
that eliminating these deferments could 
reduce the Department’s ability to 
provide targeted relief during broader 
economic downturns or labor market 
disruptions. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes that some borrowers 
experience periods of temporarily 
reduced income early in their careers or 
during economic disruptions. As 
described in the NPRM (91 FR 4277), 
the Department must sunset the 
economic hardship and unemployment 
deferments for Direct Loans made on or 
after July 1, 2027, in accordance with 

the changes made by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. 

Changes: None. 

Forbearance 

Comments: One commenter expressed 
support for the Department’s proposed 
changes to forbearance provisions for 
new borrowers. The commenter stated 
that revising forbearance for loans 
disbursed on or after July 1, 2027, and 
limiting general forbearance to nine 
months within a 24-month period is 
consistent with the statutory direction 
provided in Section 82002 of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act and 
aligns with the broader repayment and 
borrower relief framework. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ support for 
the proposed revisions to the 
forbearance provisions. As explained in 
the NPRM (91 FR 4278), the Department 
is revising these regulations to 
implement the statutory changes 
enacted by the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

opposed the Department’s proposal to 
limit the availability of general 
forbearance, stating that forbearance 
serves as an important safety net for 
borrowers experiencing temporary 
financial hardship such as job loss, 
illness, caregiving responsibilities, or 
other unexpected life events. 
Commenters asserted that reducing the 
availability or duration of forbearance 
could limit borrowers’ ability to manage 
short-term financial disruptions and 
recommended that the Department 
retain unemployment deferment for 
borrowers who demonstrate active job- 
seeking status. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ feedback 
regarding the role of forbearance in 
providing temporary relief to borrowers 
experiencing financial hardship. 
However, these regulatory changes are 
necessary to reflect the statutory 
amendments made by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Acts. As discussed in 
the RISE NPRM (91 FR 4278), the 
Department will restructure 
§ 685.205(c)(1) to preserve existing 
general forbearance provisions for loans 
disbursed before July 1, 2027, while 
providing that for loans disbursed on or 
after July 1, 2027, when a borrower 
requests a general forbearance, that the 
forbearance period may not exceed 
nine-months within a 24-month period. 
The Department believes these changes 
align the regulations with the statutory 
framework established by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act while continuing 
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to provide borrowers with short-term 
relief options. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

expressed concern that limiting the 
availability of forbearance could 
increase delinquency or default rates if 
borrowers are unable to access 
temporary payment relief during 
periods of financial instability. One 
commenter requested that the 
Department make certain that 
administrative forbearances—such as 
those used while processing loan 
discharge applications (such as total and 
permanent disability discharges)— 
remain unaffected noting that these 
protections are critical. The commenter 
also recommended that the Department 
adopt a regulatory change to preserve 
these administrative forbearances. 

Discussion: Under the regulations, 
borrowers will continue to have access 
to repayment options designed to 
address financial hardship, including 
IDR plans like the Repayment 
Assistance Plan that adjust monthly 
payments based on a borrower’s income. 
As we stated in the NPRM (91 FR 4278), 
the proposed nine-month limit applies 
only to borrowers who request general 
forbearances in § 685.205(a)(1) and does 
not apply to administrative or 
processing forbearances initiated by the 
Department or a servicer. The 
Department believes these safeguards 
will continue to provide borrowers with 
flexibility during periods of financial 
difficulty while encouraging the use of 
IDR plans designed for longer-term 
affordability. We also decline to adopt 
the commenter’s proposed regulatory 
changes regarding administrative 
forbearances for discharge applications, 
because administrative forbearances are 
covered in § 685.205(b). 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

opposed the proposed limitations on the 
cumulative duration of forbearance for 
new borrowers. Commenters stated that 
borrowers may experience financial 
disruptions at multiple points during 
repayment and that strict limits on 
forbearance could reduce borrowers’ 
flexibility to address temporary 
hardship. 

Discussion: The Department 
understands that borrowers may 
experience financial hardship at 
different points during repayment. 
However, consistent with the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act and Section 
455(f)(8) of the HEA, the Department 
limits the availability and duration for 
general forbearance for loans disbursed 
on or after July 1, 2027, to no more than 
nine months within any 24-month 
period, while preserving the existing 

one-year renewable forbearance 
provisions for loans disbursed before 
that date. The Department believes this 
approach maintains forbearance as a 
short-term relief option while 
encouraging borrowers experiencing 
longer-term financial challenges to 
enroll in IDR plans that better support 
sustained repayment. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters stated 

that limiting forbearance may 
disproportionately affect borrowers, 
particularly low-income borrowers, 
borrowers of color, and early-career 
professionals such as medical residents 
and clinicians with limited financial 
resources, who experience unstable 
employment or unexpected economic 
shocks. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes commenters’ concerns 
regarding the potential impact of these 
changes on borrowers of different 
demographics or those with fewer 
financial resources. The Department 
notes, however, that the regulations 
governing forbearance apply uniformly 
to all borrowers and are intended to 
implement the statutory changes 
enacted by the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, which limit general 
forbearance requests to loans disbursed 
on or after July 1, 2027. Borrowers with 
loans disbursed before that date retain 
access to existing forbearance options 
under current regulations. These 
provisions are applied consistently 
regardless of a borrower’s demographic 
or socioeconomic background. 

Changes: None. 

Repayment Plans and Other Repayment 
Provisions 

Comments: Many commenters 
supported our repayment provisions 
and stated that making these changes 
would provide much needed simplicity 
and enhanced borrower understanding 
to repayment. These commenters cite 
the confusing nature of the current loan 
repayment system and requested 
affordable repayment plans. Some of 
these commenters agreed with our 
regulations because they were 
consistent with the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their support, and we agree that the 
various changes throughout our 
regulations will implement a more 
streamlined and simplified loan 
repayment system that will help 
facilitate less borrower confusion and 
better repayment outcomes. We also 
agree that our regulations are consistent 
and align with in the stator language of 
the Working Families Tax Cuts act. 

Changes: None. 

Comments: Many commenters 
opposed our regulations on the 
repayment plans. Many commenters 
provided personal testimony about their 
experiences with Federal student loans. 
Some of these commenters opposed our 
loan repayment plan regulations by 
expressing concern about the rule’s 
impact on vulnerable populations, that 
payments would be unaffordable, and 
that the new repayment scheme would 
be complex and inflexible. Other 
commenters urged us to withdraw our 
proposed rule. 

Discussion: The Department disagrees 
with the points the commenters made. 
Throughout the NPRM, the Department 
stated that the basis for this rulemaking 
is to codify in regulations the statutory 
changes to the repayment plans made by 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. We 
find the concerns about the rule’s 
impact on certain demographics and 
will cause harm to individuals to be 
unfounded. Contrary to some of the 
commenters’ assertions, we do not 
believe the payments would be 
unaffordable nor will there be reduced 
flexibility for borrowers. The 
Repayment Assistance Plan, for 
example, has benefits that are unique to 
that plan and are not found in other 
repayment plans. Taking all these points 
into consideration, we reject the request 
to withdraw our rule. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Many commenters, who 

are also borrowers, provided 
testimonials and their personal 
anecdotes about their (or friends and 
family members’) experience repaying 
Federal student loans. Some of these 
commenters requested that we lower 
interest rates, preserve access to the 
legacy repayment plans and forgiveness 
provisions, make sure that payments are 
low, and maintain the SAVE provisions. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to amend our regulations in such 
manner. First, interest rates are set by 
Congress through statute, and the 
Secretary has no authority to set interest 
rates besides those prescribed in the 
HEA. In some circumstances, some 
borrowers may retain access to the 
legacy repayment plans, however, 
consistent with the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act amendments to the HEA, 
receipt of a new Direct Loan generally 
subjects the borrower to new terms and 
conditions including limited access to 
certain repayment plans. With respect to 
forgiveness provisions, we note that 
loan forgiveness programs like PSLF 
were not eliminated by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. The Repayment 
Assistance Plan, like the other IDR 
plans, also contains a loan forgiveness 
component. Finally, payments 
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calculated for the repayment plans, 
including the new Tiered Standard and 
the Repayment Assistance Plan, are 
established by statute. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

stated the importance of clear and 
timely communication to borrowers 
with respect to changes to the Federal 
student loan programs by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. These 
commenters highlighted that the 
Department must support loan servicers 
and adequately fund and fully staff the 
Department’s Office of Federal Student 
Aid to oversee the transition. 

Discussion: We agree with the 
commenters that borrowers require clear 
and timely communication about the 
latest changes to the Federal student 
loan programs. The Department 
provides updates to the loan programs 
on its StudentAid.gov website and we 
encourage borrowers to review 
information there to find the latest 
information. Loan servicers and 
Department staff have adequate 
resources to carry out the provisions of 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter stated that 

the minimum payments required when 
repaying loans under the IDR plans 
must be explicit in the regulations. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the comment but does not 
believe this needs to be included in our 
regulations. Section 685.209(f) provides 
how the Secretary generally calculates 
the payment amount required under the 
various IDR plans, including the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. The 
regulations at § 685.209(g) further 
provide adjustments to the calculated 
payment amounts in accordance with 
the statute. Because the Secretary 
already accounts for minimum 
payments between §§ 685.209(f) and (g), 
it is unnecessary to explicitly state such 
minimum payments in regulation as the 
commenter desires. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter 

recommended that the Department 
support a policy that permanently 
excludes PSLF and IDR forgiveness from 
being taxable, rather than allowing the 
temporary tax relief to expire. 

Discussion: The provisions of the 
American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 
modified the Federal tax treatment of 
certain student loan discharges through 
December 31, 2025, by excluding these 
discharges from gross income for 
Federal income tax purposes. The 
Department does not have the authority 
to change income tax laws relating to 
the amount of any loan that is forgiven. 
The Internal Revenue Code (Title 26 of 

the U.S.C.) governs what is considered 
taxable income. A borrower may need to 
consider any tax implications of their 
choice of repayment plan and potential 
loan forgiveness and any resulting taxes. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter requested 

clarification if provisions in § 685.210 
apply at the loan level or the borrower 
level. This commenter stated that our 
regulations would require loan servicers 
to track different repayment rules for 
different loans within a single 
borrower’s account. To secure program 
integrity and borrower success, this 
commenter urged us to adopt a policy 
that operates at the borrower level rather 
than the loan level and provided 
suggested regulatory text. 

Discussion: We do not believe any 
clarification is necessary and, generally, 
eligibility for the repayment plans is at 
the borrower level, not at the loan level. 
Separately, the regulations at § 685.208, 
§ 685.209, and § 685.221 outline a 
borrower’s eligibility to repay a Federal 
student loan under the repayment plans 
under those sections. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter stated 

that the minimum payments under the 
IDR plans must be explicit in the 
regulations. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
believe that the minimum payments 
under IDR plans must be explicit in 
these regulations. Section 685.209(f) 
provides how the Secretary generally 
calculates a payment under the various 
IDR plans, including the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. The regulations at 
§ 685.209(g) further provide adjustments 
to the calculated payment amounts in 
accordance with the statute. Because the 
Secretary already accounts for minimum 
payments between §§ 685.209(f) and (g), 
it is unnecessary to explicitly state such 
minimum payments in regulations as 
the commenter desires. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters urged 

us to collect data on repayment due to 
the various loan changes and report this 
information to the public. These 
commenters highlighted key areas to 
track including information about 
borrower repayment behavior; the use of 
private loans; tuition and overall 
enrollment; and the workforce. 

Discussion: As stated in the NPRM (91 
FR 4299), the Department will modify 
its systems to collect the necessary 
information to carry out the provisions 
of the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
With respect to reporting information to 
the public, including information that 
some of the commenters raised, the 
Department provides information to the 
public on its FSA Data Center about the 

Federal student loan portfolio and will 
continue to update those reports, as 
appropriate. However, there were no 
provisions in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act that required the Department 
to report information to the public about 
repayment. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter believed 

that misapplication of payments is a 
persistent problem when a borrower has 
multiple loans with multiple statuses. 
This commenter notes the burden 
borrowers face to navigate repayment 
and correct loan servicers and holders’ 
mistakes with some borrowers facing 
adverse consequences like default. This 
commenter believed in the importance 
of consistent payment application; first 
to unpaid accrued interest, outstanding 
fees, and then principal. The commenter 
also asked us to consider regulatory 
changes to § 685.211 to allow a borrower 
to ‘‘opt-in’’ for any additional payment 
to be applied to future payments. 

Discussion: We decline to incorporate 
the payment application that the 
commenter suggests. Depending on the 
IDR plan, the payment application rules 
in §§ 685.211(a)(1)(i) and (ii) are 
consistent with statute, and we provide 
the order of precedence. While we 
understand that borrowers with 
multiple loans and multiple statuses 
may find the process confusing, we 
encourage such borrowers to contact 
their loan servicer to better understand 
the payment application rules based on 
their circumstances. We also decline to 
make further changes to permit a 
borrower to ‘‘opt-in’’ so that additional 
payments are applied to future 
payments rather than an ‘‘opt-out.’’ 
Because the HEA prohibits a penalty on 
prepayment of Federal student loans, 
we believe the framework that we have 
is adequate. We discuss the Repayment 
Assistance Plan’s principal matching 
and interest subsidy provisions and a 
borrower’s ‘‘opt-out’’ in § 685.209(o) of 
this rule. 

Changes: None. 

Tiered Standard Repayment Plan, Fixed 
Payment Repayment Plans 

Comments: Some commenters 
supported the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan, arguing that this plan 
would simplify the confusing array of 
various repayment plans for borrowers 
and reduce administrative complexity. 
One commenter believed that the new 
Tiered Standard plan would be 
transparent for borrowers, reduce 
negative amortization, and better 
balance borrower protection with fiscal 
responsibility. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their support. The provisions in the 
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Tiered Standard plan facilitate a 
streamlined repayment plan for 
borrowers that contains a fixed monthly 
payment over a defined repayment 
period based on the outstanding balance 
due. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter noted a 

technical correction that needs to be 
made to § 685.208(b)(7)(i) by striking 
‘‘(j)’’. 

Discussion: We concur with the 
correction and thank the commenter for 
their assistance. 

Changes: We amend § 685.208(b)(7)(i) 
to read as follows: ‘‘(i) Under this 
repayment plan, a borrower must repay 
a loan in full by making monthly 
payments that gradually increase in 
stages over the course of a repayment 
period that varies with the total amount 
of the borrower’s student loans, as 
described in paragraph (b)(7)(iii) of this 
section.’’ 

Comments: Other commenters did not 
support the addition of the Tiered 
Standard plan. They stated that this 
plan would yield higher monthly 
payments for borrowers, likely lead to 
higher default rates, and reduce 
protections for borrowers. One 
commenter believed that under the 
Tiered Standard plan, borrowers would 
not know their loan terms before 
repaying their loans, undermining 
transparency and informed decision- 
making. Some of these commenters 
stated that the Tiered Standard payment 
plan would be unaffordable for 
borrowers, too rigid, and would leave 
borrowers fewer options with regard to 
affordable repayment plans. 

Discussion: We disagree with these 
commenters. As we stated in the NPRM, 
Congress specified the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan in Section 
455(d)(7)(A)(i) of the HEA to be one of 
the two repayment plans available to 
new borrowers on or after July 1, 2026. 
Our regulations in § 685.208 codify the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan that 
was established through statute. We also 
find speculation that the Tiered 
Standard plan would lead to higher 
default rates or reduce protections for 
borrowers to be unfounded. 

We do not believe that the terms and 
conditions of the Tiered Standard plan 
would be unknown by the borrower. 
Throughout a loan’s lifecycle, we seek 
to continuously inform borrowers about 
their repayment plans, including 
periodic updates to StudentAid.gov and 
via the Loan Simulator. Borrowers 
receive personalized and tailored 
estimates of monthly student loan 
payments and may choose a loan 
repayment option that best meets their 
needs and goals. We plan to update the 

terms and conditions, as well as 
estimates of monthly payments under 
the Tiered Standard plan, on 
StudentAid.gov. We also reject the claim 
that this repayment plan is 
unaffordable; under the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan, borrowers have a set 
repayment period, ranging from 10 years 
to 25 years based on the outstanding 
principal balance when the borrower 
enters repayment. This makes certain 
that borrowers with higher balances 
have additional time to pay their loans 
in full, allowing for lower monthly 
payments for those borrowers. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: A few commenters 

disagreed with repayment under the 
Tiered Standard plan not counting 
toward PSLF. A few commenters 
asserted that the Tiered Standard plan 
creates an administrative trap for PSLF, 
especially as it is the default plan, and 
is not a qualifying repayment plan for 
PSLF. Another commenter asserted that 
borrowers with Parent PLUS loans who 
receive a Direct Loan on or after July 1, 
2026, may only access the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan and would be 
ineligible for PSLF because of the 
limited repayment plans afforded to 
such borrowers. 

Discussion: As we stated in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4280), Section 455(m)(1)(A) of 
the HEA outlines the 120 monthly 
payments under a list of qualifying 
repayment plans that are eligible for 
PSLF. Tiered standard is not among 
these qualifying repayment plans. 
Accordingly, we are unable to count a 
monthly payment under Tiered 
Standard plan as a qualifying monthly 
payment for PSLF purposes. We 
disagree with the commenter who 
asserted that the Tiered Standard plan 
induces an administrative trap for PSLF; 
borrowers on track toward PSLF should 
take action to understand whether their 
repayment plan qualifies for PSLF and 
the default repayment plan for 
borrowers should not have any bearing 
on qualification toward PSLF. We 
discuss parent borrowers’ access to 
PSLF elsewhere in this document. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter urged us 

to proactively notify borrowers in the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan that it 
is not a qualifying repayment plan for 
PSLF. 

Discussion: We decline to take such 
action. Nothing in the HEA requires the 
Secretary to preemptively notify 
borrowers that the plan they are 
enrolled in is a qualifying repayment 
plan for PSLF. And, because every 
borrower’s circumstances are unique, 
borrowers who are not on track toward 
PSLF would not find such information 

useful. Instead, the information that we 
publish on StudentAid.gov already 
establishes the qualifying repayment 
plans for PSLF should the borrower find 
the information necessary. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

disagreed with the $50 minimum 
payment under Tiered Standard and 
requested that it be as low as $10. 
Another commenter asserted that the 
statutory minimum can be adjusted 
when the lender and borrower agree and 
at least one other HEA provision with 
fairly similar language has been 
interpreted to give the Department the 
authority to adjust the minimum 
payment. 

Discussion: As we discussed in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4280), Section 
428(b)(1)(L)(i) of the HEA requires that 
the total amount of annual payments 
made by a borrower during any year of 
a repayment period with respect to the 
aggregate amount of all loans made to 
that borrower must not be less than 
$600 or the balance of all such loans, 
whichever amount is less. This statutory 
provision effectively mandates a $50 
minimum payment. We further explain 
the parallel terms and conditions 
provision in Section 455(a)(1) of the 
HEA and, as required by operation of 
the parallel terms and conditions 
provision of the HEA, the minimum 
monthly payment amount is imputed 
into the language of the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan. Accordingly, to be 
consistent with other repayment plans, 
we decline to adjust the minimum 
payment as the commenters suggest. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter noted 

inconsistences in our regulations at 
§ 685.208(b)(4), the extended repayment 
plan for all Direct Loan borrowers 
entering repayment on or after July 1, 
2006. The commenter specified a 
provision in § 685.208(b)(4)(i) ‘‘within 
25 years’’ and noted the inconsistency 
in the repayment period in 
§ 685.208(b)(4)(iv) that contains ‘‘within 
30 years’’ that this commenter believes 
needs correction. 

Discussion: Upon further review, we 
note that regulatory text changes are 
needed in § 685.208(b)(4). Section 
685.208(b)(4)(i) provides that under the 
extended repayment plan for all Direct 
Loan borrowers entering repayment on 
or after July 1, 2006, a new borrower 
with more than $30,000 in outstanding 
Direct Loans accumulated on or after 
October 7, 1998, must repay either a 
fixed annual or graduated repayment 
amount over a period not to exceed 25 
years from the date the loan entered 
repayment. As the reader sees, the 
repayment period is embedded in 
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§ 685.208(b)(4)(i). In addition, eligibility 
for this extended repayment plan in 
§ 685.208(b)(4) is only available to 
borrowers with more than $30,000 in 
outstanding Direct Loans accumulated 
on or after the passage of the 1998 HEA 
Amendments. The repayment periods 
for extended repayment plan in the 
NPRM ranged from 12 to 30 years 
depending on loan balance but the 
correct period is 25 years for the 
extended repayment plan in 
§ 685.208(b)(4). 

Changes: We amend § 685.208(b)(4) to 
read as follows: ‘‘Extended repayment 
plan for all Direct Loan borrowers 
entering repayment on or after July 1, 
2006, and who have not received a 
Direct Loan on or after July 1, 2026. 
Under this repayment plan, a new 
borrower with more than $30,000 in 
outstanding Direct Loans accumulated 
on or after October 7, 1998, must repay 
either a fixed annual or graduated 
repayment amount over a period not to 
exceed 25 years from the date the loan 
entered repayment. For this repayment 
plan, a new borrower is defined as an 
individual who has no outstanding 
principal or interest balance on a Direct 
Loan as of October 7, 1998, or on the 
date the borrower obtains a Direct Loan 
on or after October 7, 1998. (ii) A 
borrower’s payments under this plan are 
at least $50 per month and will be more 
if necessary to repay the loan within the 
required time period. (iii) The number 
of payments or the monthly repayment 
amount may be adjusted to reflect 
changes in the variable interest rate 
identified in § 685.202(a). (iv) The 
repayment period for the repayment 
plan described in this paragraph (b)(4) 
does not include periods of authorized 
deferment or forbearance.’’ 

Comments: One commenter noted 
that the Tiered Standard plan lacks 
regulatory text to account for variable 
interest rate loans, unlike the other fixed 
payment plans. This commenter 
suggested regulatory text that states that 
for the Tiered Standard repayment plan, 
the repayment terms may be adjusted to 
reflect changes in the variable interest 
rate considering adjustments to the 
number of payments before considering 
adjustments to the payment amount 
under Tiered Standard. 

Discussion: The Department notes the 
comment but declines to make the 
suggested amendment. This is not a new 
concept for existing fixed payment 
plans, as each year a holder would need 
to re-amortize the remaining balance 
based on the new rate and remaining 
term. Similarly, for the Tiered Standard 
plan, the Department’s loan servicers 
will re-amortize the remaining balance 

based on the new variable interest rate 
and the remaining term. 

Changes: None. 

Repayment Assistance Plan, General 

Comments: Many commenters 
supported our regulations for the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. These 
commenters supported the simplified 
repayment options, interest protections, 
and other features of the Repayment 
Assistance Plan including the matching 
payment and interest subsidy. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their support. We also believe the 
features of the Repayment Assistance 
Plan make it one of the most affordable 
repayment plans including those such 
as using a percentage of a borrower’s 
income to determine a monthly 
payment calculation; allowing a 
reduction in monthly payment based on 
the number of dependents a borrower 
has; containing a maximum repayment 
period; and, an interest subsidy and 
matching principal payment, among 
others. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

disagreed with our regulations for the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. These 
commenters believed that the 
Repayment Assistance Plan would be 
more costly to borrowers compared to 
other IDR plans. 

Discussion: As we stated in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4284), Section 82001(d) of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act added 
Section 455(q) to the HEA, which 
provides the authority and overall 
framework for the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Accordingly, the 
Department added the general terms and 
conditions of the Repayment Assistance 
Plan in § 685.209. The Department does 
not believe commenters’ concerns that 
monthly payments under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan would be 
more costly to borrowers compared to 
other IDR plans are valid. The statutory 
changes to the HEA did not condition 
offering the Repayment Assistance Plan 
based on whether a borrower’s monthly 
payment in that plan is lower than a 
payment under another IDR plan. We 
note that the Repayment Assistance 
Plan uses a percentage of a borrower’s 
income, not to exceed 10 percent, to 
determine a monthly payment 
calculation. The Repayment Assistance 
Plan also allows a reduction in monthly 
payment based on the number of 
dependents a borrower has and includes 
an interest subsidy and matching 
principal payment, and the potential for 
loan forgiveness after 30 years, among 
other benefits. For some borrowers, the 
Repayment Assistance Plan will be the 

most affordable option available because 
of these features. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

opposed our regulations and expressed 
dissatisfaction with the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Some of these 
commenters stated that the new 
repayment plan will be less generous 
than other IDR plans and will increase 
defaults. 

Discussion: We disagree with these 
sentiments. As we stated throughout the 
NPRM (91 FR 4284), the Department 
implements two new streamlined 
student loan repayment plans, including 
the Repayment Assistance Plan, as a 
result of the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act. We do not believe that the 
Repayment Assistance Plan will be less 
generous than other IDR plans for all 
borrowers as the plan includes certain 
benefits, such as a matching principal 
payment and interest subsidy, and a 
dependent-based reduction in monthly 
payment of $50 that is not found in any 
of the other IDR plans, among others. 
The commenters also provided no 
evidence that the Repayment Assistance 
Plan will increase defaults, as this plan 
has not yet been in existence, so the 
assertion is unfounded. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter noted 

technical corrections throughout 
§ 685.209 including an extra comma in 
§ 685.209(b)(6); and inconsistent 
punctuation throughout § 685.209(k)(4). 

Discussion: We concur with the 
corrections and thank the commenter 
for their assistance. 

Changes: We amend § 685.209(b)(6) to 
read as follows: ‘‘(b)(6) Excepted 
consolidation loan means—’’. We 
amend 685.209(k)(4)(iv)(K) to read as 
follows: ‘‘(K) A bankruptcy forbearance 
in§ 685.205(b)(6)(viii) on or after July 1, 
2024, if the borrower made the required 
payments on a confirmed bankruptcy 
plan;’’. We amend § 685.209(k)(4)(v) to 
read as follows: ‘‘(v) Making a qualifying 
payment as described in 
§ 685.219(c)(2);’’. We amend 
§ 685.209(k)(4)(vi) to read as follows: 
‘‘(vi)(A) Counting payments a borrower 
of a Direct Consolidation Loan made on 
the Direct Loans or FFEL program loans 
repaid by the Direct Consolidation Loan 
if the payments met the criteria in 
paragraph (k)(4) of this section, the 
criteria in § 682.209(a)(6)(vi) that were 
based on a 10-year repayment period, or 
the criteria in § 682.215; (B) For a 
borrower whose Direct Consolidation 
Loan repaid loans with more than one 
period of qualifying payments, the 
borrower receives credit for the number 
of months equal to the weighted average 
of qualifying payments made rounded 
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44 https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/ 
us-department-of-education-delays-involuntary- 
collections-amid-ongoing-student-loan-repayment- 
improvements. 

up to the nearest whole month; (C) For 
borrowers whose Joint Direct 
Consolidation Loan is separated into 
individual Direct Consolidation loans, 
each borrower receives credit for the 
number of months equal to the number 
of months that was credited prior to the 
separation; or’’. 

Comments: Some commenters urged 
us to automatically enroll borrowers 
into an IDR plan, including the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. These 
commenters stated that streamlining 
automatically enrolling borrowers into 
IDR plans like the Repayment 
Assistance Plan helps reduce barriers to 
repayment and avoid default. Some 
commenters urged us to automatically 
enroll borrowers who are delinquent 
into an IDR plan, like the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Others, meanwhile, 
urged automating enrollment for 
recertification. 

Discussion: In general, we agree with 
the commenters. The Department did 
not substantively amend any regulations 
in § 685.209(m), the regulations that 
allow the Secretary to automatically 
enroll a borrower in an IDR plan, 
including the Repayment Assistance 
Plan. The regulations in § 685.209(m)(1) 
further allow us to place a borrower 
who is delinquent for at least 75 days 
and is not subject to enforced 
collections such as AWG or TOP or 
litigation to be enrolled in an IDR plan, 
including the Repayment Assistance 
Plan. Our regulations in § 685.209(l) 
further provide the framework for 
applying for an IDR plan, including the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, and annual 
recertification procedures. These 
procedures provide clarity of such 
automated processes and mitigate the 
risk of default. Where appropriate and 
with the borrower’s (and their spouse, if 
applicable) approval, the Secretary has 
authority to obtain Federal tax 
information to initially calculate 
payment under an IDR plan, including 
the Repayment Assistance Plan or to 
continue repayment under such IDR 
plan. 

We note that we made technical 
corrections in § 685.209 and replaced 
‘‘Federal Offset’’ with ‘‘Treasury Offset 
Program’’. 

Changes: We amend 
§§ 685.209(k)(5)(ii) and (m)(3) to replace 
‘‘Federal Offset’’ with ‘‘Treasury Offset 
Program’’. 

Comments: Some commenters stated 
that we need to minimize the impact on 
students because of the repayment plan 
changes. These commenters urged us to 
work with our loan servicers to release 
information about the changes and to 
provide actionable steps. Some 
commenters urged us to have a hold 

harmless provision during this 
transitional phase of loan repayment. 
Finally, one commenter urged us to 
pause involuntary collections. 

Discussion: The Department makes 
information available about the latest 
changes to the Federal student loan 
programs on StudentAid.gov. With 
respect to changes to the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act, since the bill 
was enacted, the Department has a 
website dedicated to providing updates 
on the implementation of the law at 
https://studentaid.gov/announcements- 
events/big-updates. Loan servicers will 
have the latest information and will 
relay information to borrowers, as 
appropriate. We decline to implement a 
hold harmless provision, as the statute 
is clear that most of these loan 
provisions are effective July 1, 2026. 
Finally, with respect to pausing 
involuntary collections, as the 
Department announced in January 
2026,44 we have paused involuntary 
collections amidst our ongoing student 
loan repayment improvements. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter requested 

a transition period for borrowers in IBR 
and PAYE. This commenter believed 
that since some of these borrowers 
could be near forgiveness, and with the 
changes to the loan programs, the 
timelines to forgiveness may reset, and 
other actions could alter eligibility for 
forgiveness. The commenter states that 
we should provide regulatory text to 
institute a transitional period and 
preserve any prior payment counts. 
Another commenter stated that many 
borrowers will be transitioning from 
existing plans into the new Repayment 
Assistance Plan structure, and that 
institutions need detailed instructions 
to provide a smooth and transparent 
process for students. 

Discussion: With respect to the first 
commenter, the statute clearly specifies 
borrowers’ eligibility for certain 
repayment plans and the periods that 
are creditable toward forgiveness 
without any consideration given to a 
borrower’s progress toward forgiveness. 
Specifically, our regulations in 
§ 685.209(k)(4) outline the forgiveness 
timelines and the periods that are 
creditable toward IBR and PAYE 
forgiveness. Because each borrower’s 
circumstances are unique, we encourage 
them to visit StudentAid.gov to 
determine the best course of action for 
them. We further provide clear 
transition periods for borrowers in 

PAYE. For example, § 685.209(c)(7) 
provides the transition from the income- 
contingent repayment plans to another 
repayment plan for which the borrower 
is eligible. Accordingly, we decline the 
commenter’s request for a transition 
period. 

We also believe that institutions will 
have adequate time and information to 
communicate with their student 
borrowers appropriately. Institutions 
will be made aware of the various 
repayment plans, including the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, and 
borrowers’ eligibility for the repayment 
plans based on the borrower’s 
circumstances. Institutions will have 
this information by the time to comply 
with the counseling requirements 
(entrance and exit counseling). 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commercial 

commenter appreciated our regulations 
for the Repayment Assistance Plan. This 
commenter urged us to leverage third- 
party commercial data related to a 
borrower’s income for purposes of 
determining a borrower’s payment 
amount for the Repayment Assistance 
Plan and provided regulatory text to 
permit use of commercial data for 
income certification. 

Discussion: While a borrower’s 
income is a critical piece of information 
in calculating a borrower’s payment 
amount under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, we also require the 
borrower’s family size to appropriately 
calculate a payment, and we do not 
believe we can efficiently capture those 
data from commercial products. The 
existing framework in § 685.209(l) 
outlines the process by which we obtain 
a borrower’s FTI for purposes of 
calculating a payment under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter urged us 

to retain certain provisions from the 
SAVE plan that will complement the 
new Tiered Standard and Repayment 
Assistance Plan framework. 
Specifically, this commenter urged us to 
retain provisions regarding data-sharing 
between the IRS and the Department to 
facilitate auto-enrollment of borrowers 
into income-driven repayment (IDR) 
plans, including the Repayment 
Assistance Plan; allowing delinquent 
borrowers to be automatically enrolled 
in an IDR plan; and, permitting account 
adjustments for current borrowers to 
earn credit toward IDR plans while in 
default on their loans. 

Discussion: These rules reflect 
negotiations from the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act and are not related to the 
SAVE Final Rule. Any provisions 
related to the SAVE final rule will be 
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separate and apart from this final rule. 
Therefore, we are not making any 
changes pertaining to the SAVE final 
rule in these regulations. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter believed 

we should omit obsolete regulatory 
provisions that were made in the SAVE 
Final Rule that sunset certain IDR plans 
and conflict with the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act’s sunsetting provisions. 
Another commenter argued that in light 
of the latest actions of the SAVE Final 
Rule, we should clarify and expand the 
situations under which borrowers can 
provide approval for the IRS to share 
their FTI with the Department using 
FUTURE Act authority. 

Discussion: These rules reflect 
negotiations from the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act and are not related to the 
SAVE Final Rule. Any provisions 
related to the SAVE final rule will be 
separate and apart from this final rule. 
Therefore, we decline at this time to 
make any changes to our regulations 
pertaining to the SAVE final rule. We 
note that under Section 494 of the HEA, 
a borrower can provide approval for the 
IRS to share the borrower’s FTI with the 
Department. 

Changes: None. 

Repayment Assistance Plan Payment 
Calculations 

Comments: Some commenters urged 
that the Repayment Assistance Plan 
have repayment protection to reflect 
income variability and cost-of-living 
differences. Some commenters urged 
that payment calculations also consider 
an income protection allowance 
consistent with the other IDR plans. One 
commenter urged us to acknowledge 
that the statute restricts us from 
implementing an income protection 
allowance and to explain with examples 
that payments will increase as income 
increases. Relatedly, one commenter 
requested that we publicly identify the 
statutory changes needed if Congress 
wishes to allow an income protection 
allowance within the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. 

Discussion: We believe that the 
statutorily defined plan already 
provides enough protection to 
borrowers to reflect income variability: 
monthly payment amounts are based on 
a borrower’s total AGI and the 
percentage of a borrower’s AGI that is 
used for monthly payment calculation 
has a sliding scale that ranges from 1 
percent to 10 percent as provided for in 
§ 685.209(f)(5)(i). While there is no 
benefit for cost-of-living differences, the 
Repayment Assistance Plan has a 
dependent-based reduction in monthly 
payment that assists borrowers with 

dependents. We decline to implement 
an income protection allowance, as 
suggested by some of the commenters, 
as Section 455(q) of the HEA does not 
contemplate such income protection 
allowance to calculate a monthly 
payment under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Instead, the Repayment 
Assistance Plan considers only the 
borrower’s AGI. We decline to address 
statutory changes needed for the 
Repayment Assistance Plan to allow for 
an income protection allowance as our 
role is to implement the statutory 
provisions to Federal student loan 
repayment, not advocate for a specific 
provision. Finally, with respect to the 
request that we explain with examples 
how payment under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan will increase as income 
increases, we decline. We note that 
other factors, such as whether a 
borrower has dependents and receives a 
$50 reduction per dependent, may 
lower that payment based on family 
composition in the previous year. 
Instead, we believe the borrower 
utilizing the Loan Simulator will 
provide the borrower a more tailored 
understanding of their loan payments 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
based on their individual 
circumstances. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter from an 

institution urged the Department to 
replace the bracketed base payment 
system in the Repayment Assistance 
Plan with a marginal-rate calculation, 
similar to the U.S. Federal income tax 
system. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
have the authority to make such a 
change. Section 455(q)(4)(B) of the HEA 
defines the applicable monthly payment 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
which includes the applicable base 
payment of the borrower. In defining 
base payment in § 685.209(b)(2), we 
specify the appropriate percentage of 
the borrower’s AGI. Replacing the base 
payment system envisioned in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan with a 
marginal rate calculation as the 
commenter suggests is inconsistent with 
the statutory framework of the plan. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

believed our regulations treat married 
borrowers unfairly. These commenters 
assert that, under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, the Department 
calculates a single payment based on 
combined income then divides that 
payment between spouses 
proportionally based on their respective 
loan balances. One commenter stated 
that the treatment of married borrowers 
imposes unjustifiable costs and that 

proration is not required by the statute. 
One commenter urged us to consider 
attributing half of the spouses’ 
combined income to each spouse while 
another recommended we index 
payments to account for borrowers who 
are married filing jointly, similar to how 
Federal taxes work. 

Conversely, some commenters 
expressed appreciation for our treatment 
of married borrowers and the proration 
of monthly payments for married 
borrowers. 

Discussion: As we stated in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4284–4285), we prorate the 
monthly payment amounts in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan to avoid 
unfairly penalizing married borrowers. 
Absent proration, the loan payment for 
each spouse would increase 
proportionately to the other spouse’s 
income, effectively counting each 
income twice and resulting in each 
borrower making substantially higher 
payments. Our basis for allowing 
proration for married borrowers in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan was to 
provide consistency with IBR, which we 
believed to be similar in form. 
Therefore, we disagree with the 
commenters who objected to proration 
for married borrowers. We also decline 
the recommendations to attribute half of 
the spouses’ combined income to each 
spouse and the other recommendation 
that we should index payments to 
account for borrowers married filing 
jointly, as the statute does not permit 
this. 

We appreciate the commenters who 
supported our approach to prorate 
monthly payments for married 
borrowers. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter stated 

that multiple payment calculations 
based on different educational levels 
may present challenges for servicers and 
borrowers. This commenter noted the 
different percentages of income for 
payments when borrowers have both 
undergraduate and graduate loans. 

Discussion: We believe the 
commenter is referring to the REPAYE/ 
SAVE plan, where a borrower would 
only be required to pay 5 percent of 
their discretionary income on loans 
borrowed for undergraduate studies and 
borrowers with only graduate school 
related loans would only pay 10 percent 
of their discretionary income. In 
drafting these new regulations, the 
Department did not amend those 
REPAYE/SAVE regulations. We note 
that the Secretary calculates a monthly 
payment under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan in accordance with 
§ 685.209(f)(5). 

Changes: None. 
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Comments: One commenter urged us 
to require borrowers enrolled in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan or any other 
IDR plan to notify the Secretary upon a 
material increase to their income, and, 
if the borrower failed to notify the 
Secretary, they would be placed in the 
Tiered Standard Plan. This commenter 
suggested this approach to make certain 
that the responsibility falls on the 
borrower to update income information, 
which would limit the number of 
borrowers who take advantage of IDR 
forgiveness, which ultimately use 
taxpayer dollars toward lower payments 
and forgiveness. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
believe we have a statutory basis to 
require a borrower to provide 
information when they experience 
increases in income and to report on a 
more frequent basis; nor is there any 
explicit statutory authority that failure 
to provide such information on 
increased income would place the 
borrower in the Tiered Standard plan. 
We note that Section 455(q)(1)(G) of the 
HEA provides that the procedures for 
obtaining a borrower’s income on an 
annual basis for IBR must also apply 
annually to determine the borrower’s 
eligibility for the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, including verification of income 
and the annual amount due on the total 
amount of loans eligible to be repaid 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan. 
Because our procedures for IBR only 
require income certification on an 
annual basis, we see no basis to treat 
borrowers in the Repayment Assistance 
Plan differently. Finally, requiring more 
frequent reporting of income, especially 
if a borrower’s income increases would 
unduly place additional administrative 
burden on the Department. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter 

encouraged us to strengthen the 
regulations to require fast, borrower- 
protective income recalculation and 
clear dependent documentation 
standards. They urged us to commit to 
exercising oversight over loan servicers. 

Discussion: In addition to the 
regulations in § 685.209(f)(5) where we 
outline how we calculate a monthly 
payment under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, we explain in the 
NPRM our regulations at § 685.209(l) 
that outline how borrowers apply for 
and recertify their intent to repay under 
an IDR plan, including the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. We believe these 
regulations, along with the authorities 
under Section 494(a)(5) of the HEA 
permitted under the FUTURE Act, are 
adequate to provide borrowers accurate 
payment amounts under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. In general, we believe 

obtaining FTI from the IRS will allow us 
to determine the number of dependents 
a borrower has in order to receive the 
benefit of dependent-based reductions 
in monthly payment amounts. To the 
extent that the borrower believes the 
information obtained from the IRS is 
inaccurate, our regulations at 
§ 685.209(l)(6) permit a borrower to 
provide us with alternative 
documentation of income, or family 
size, or income and the number of 
dependents for the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. We will provide 
acceptable documentation in sub- 
regulatory guidance so borrowers have a 
clear understanding of what they may 
utilize to furnish their application. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter, on behalf 

of medical and dental residents, 
appreciated the Repayment Assistance 
Plan’s interest subsidy and principal 
matching provision. However, they 
urged us to implement an interest-free 
deferment program for medical and 
dental residents to allow for no interest 
accrual for up to four years. 

Discussion: The Department does not 
have the statutory authority to take such 
an action. The Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act did not amend the HEA to 
permit a deferment as the commenter 
describes, nor is there any existing 
authority to permit such a deferment. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters urged 

us to account for a borrower’s irregular 
income due to variations and volatility 
in how some borrowers are paid. 

Discussion: Consistent with existing 
guidance to borrowers, if a borrower’s 
income is different from the FTI that the 
Department obtained from the IRS, the 
borrower could submit alternative 
documentation of income (ADOI) which 
could be a borrower’s pay stub. Our 
regulations at § 685.209(l) permit a 
borrower to submit ADOI if the FTI is 
not reflective of the borrower’s income 
or family size for us to recalculate the 
payment amount. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Several commenters 

expressed concern about the $10 
minimum payments under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. These 
commenters asserted that the new 
minimum payment would reduce 
borrowers’ repayment flexibility and 
incur higher costs compared to other 
plans, which could have a payment as 
low as $0. Some commenters asserted 
that they would likely default as a result 
of the minimum payment and urged us 
to reconsider our minimum payment 
requirement. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ concerns, however, we 

note that the $10 minimum payment is 
statutory. Section 455(q)(4)(B)(ii) of the 
HEA provides that a borrower whose 
monthly payment calculated under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan is less than 
$10, the applicable monthly payment is 
$10. The HEA also provides the caveat 
under Section 455(q)(4)(B)(iii) that the 
final payment under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan may be less than $10, in 
which case the monthly payment would 
be the outstanding principal balance 
and interest. We also do not see any 
validity to the claim that borrowers 
would likely default as a result of the 
minimum payment, as there is no causal 
evidence that a minimum payment 
results in default. 

In the course of our review, we note 
that our final regulations did not reflect 
this statutory requirement for payments 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan. 
While we explain in the NPRM (91 FR 
4281) that we initially proposed to add 
§ 685.209(g)(3) for spousal proration that 
we would adjust a monthly payment 
under Repayment Assistance Plan to a 
minimum payment of $10, the statute 
requires us to establish a minimum 
payment of $10 for all monthly payment 
calculations for the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, not just in the case of 
spousal proration. Accordingly, our 
regulations at § 685.209(g)(3) now reflect 
the minimum payment for spousal 
proration as well as any payment 
calculated for the Repayment Assistance 
Plan. Because of our amendments to 
§ 685.209(g)(3), we also make 
conforming changes to cross-references 
to paragraph (g)(3) including those in 
§ 685.209(o). 

Changes: We amend § 685.209(g)(3) to 
read as follows: (i) Monthly payment 
amounts calculated under paragraph 
(f)(5) of this section will be adjusted in 
cases when the borrower’s spouse’s loan 
debt is included in accordance with 
paragraph (e)(2)(i) of this section: (A) 
The borrower’s payment is adjusted 
by—(1) Dividing the outstanding 
principal and interest balance of the 
borrower’s eligible loans by the couple’s 
combined outstanding principal and 
interest balance on eligible loans; and 
(2) Multiplying the borrower’s payment 
amount as calculated in accordance 
with paragraph (f)(5) of this section by 
the percentage determined under 
paragraph (g)(3)(i) of this section. (B) If 
a borrower’s adjusted monthly payment, 
as calculated under paragraph (g)(3)(i), 
is less than $10, the monthly payment 
is $10. (ii) In cases where the borrower’s 
monthly payment amount calculated 
under paragraph (f)(5) of this section is 
less than $10, the monthly payment is 
$10 except that the final payment may 
be less than $10. 
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Sunsetting Other Repayment Plans 

General Support for Sunsetting ICR 
Plans 

Comments: A few commenters 
supported the simplification of 
repayment options through the 
elimination of the fragmented and 
confusing array of income-contingent 
repayment plans. One commenter 
supported this change but urged the 
Department to provide clear instructions 
when sunsetting or restructuring 
existing repayment plans, including 
plain-language comparisons and clear 
transition rules so borrowers are not 
surprised by payment changes. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their support and agree with their 
conclusion. Borrowers are encouraged 
to speak with their loan servicer and 
view information provided on the 
StudentAid.gov regarding program 
sunsetting details. 

Changes: None. 

General Opposition to Sunsetting ICR 
Plans 

Comments: Many commenters oppose 
the sunsetting of the ICR plans because 
they believe it restricts flexibility for 
borrowers and removes affordable 
options to repay their loans contingent 
on their income. They claim that 
eliminating these repayment pathways 
undermines students’ access to 
education who cannot rely on personal 
or generational wealth. They believe 
that borrowers who have spent a decade 
or more in these plans are given only a 
temporary transition period before being 
pushed into far less favorable options 
that increase costs and extend 
repayment timelines. By sunsetting 
options for income-driven repayment, 
these commenters believe the 
Department is cutting off a major PSLF 
pathway and may push qualified 
workers to leave or forgo public service. 
They also believe that eliminating these 
plans and altering borrowers’ eligibility 
for forgiveness ignores the reliance 
interests of borrowers, violates the terms 
and conditions of the loans, and makes 
the regulations implementing the new 
repayment plans vulnerable to being 
seen as arbitrary and capricious. Some 
commenters noted their belief that this 
change will lead many people, 
especially early-career professionals, 
public servants, parents, and borrowers 
with older loans, to default on their 
loans or not be able to afford other 
personal expenses. Overall, they believe 
this change prioritizes Federal cost 
reduction over borrower protections, 
fairness, or contractual integrity. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenters’ concerns and recognize 

that many people have benefited from 
the existing ICR plans. However, 
Section 82001(b)(6) and (7) amended 
Section 455(d) of the HEA to require the 
Department to sunset the ICR plans and 
effectuate borrowers’ transition to one of 
the remaining plans. We do not believe 
the commenters’ concerns that this cuts 
off income-driven repayment options 
and pathways to PSLF to be valid, since 
borrowers may continue in their plan 
through July 1, 2028, and will retain 
PSLF eligibility if they transition to the 
income-driven Repayment Assistance 
Plan on or before that date. Borrowers 
who do not take out additional loans 
will retain access to IBR as well. 

Sunsetting these ICR plans does not 
violate the terms of the loans, nor is it 
arbitrary and capricious. For more 
information regarding changes to the 
terms of an MPN, see ‘‘Legal Authority.’’ 

Changes: None 

Grandfathering Current Borrowers 
Under PAYE, REPAYE and ICR 

Comments: Many commenters 
opposed the Department requiring 
existing borrowers transition their loans 
under the PAYE, REPAYE (SAVE), and 
ICR plans to one of the new repayment 
plans and believe they should have the 
option to be grandfathered into the 
repayment terms under which they 
initially enrolled. They believe it is 
unfair and violates reliance interests to 
have an unexpected increase in 
financial obligation, despite no change 
in borrowing behavior or repayment 
history. One commenter recommended 
that any borrower who has an active 
PSLF employment certification on file 
prior to July 2028 should retain the right 
to remain on PAYE or ICR until their 
loans are forgiven or paid in full. One 
commenter suggested that previous 
borrowers could finish out their original 
plans with the option to switch to a new 
plan if they wanted. Several 
commenters believe there will be a lot 
of confusion during the transition, 
which could negatively affect 
borrowers. 

A few comments argue that they 
should keep the terms of their original 
loan if they must transition to a new 
repayment plan and should not have 
additional years of repayment added to 
their timeline toward forgiveness. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the commenters’ concerns 
and recognizes the effort required to 
transition repayment plans. To ease the 
transition, we amended 
§§ 685.209(c)(2), (4), and (5) to provide 
that through June 30, 2028, borrowers 
may repay under the PAYE and ICR 
plans if they meet the criteria in each of 
those ICR plans and have not received 

a Direct Loan on or after July 1, 2026. 
The transition from income-contingent 
repayment plans must follow 
§ 685.209(c)(7), which was added to 
conform with Section 82001(a) of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
Accordingly, any borrowers who are 
repaying Direct Loans under REPAYE, 
PAYE or ICR, or who are in an 
administrative forbearance (as defined 
in § 685.205(b)) associated with PAYE, 
or ICR, must elect to repay those Direct 
Loans under the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, IBR, or the standard, graduated or 
extended repayment plans beginning 
July 1, 2028. Congress did not allow the 
Department to grandfather any 
borrowers into existing ICR plans 
beyond that date, nor can the terms of 
the borrower’s original loan be 
transferred to their new repayment plan. 
Further discussion of reliance interests 
and the APA can be found in ‘‘Legal 
Authority.’’ 

Changes: None. 

Parent PLUS Borrowers 
Comments: Several commenters 

expressed concern that Parent PLUS 
borrowers would no longer be eligible 
for PSLF once the ICR plans sunset on 
July 1, 2028. They note that since Parent 
PLUS borrowers are not eligible to 
enroll in the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, many of these parent borrowers 
who have been working towards debt 
relief through public service for several 
years will unfairly lose access to this 
forgiveness pathway; they also 
highlighted that the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan is ineligible for PSLF. 
One commenter requested existing 
Parent PLUS borrowers be 
‘‘grandfathered’’ to maintain their 
existing IDR protections or make certain 
that new disbursements would not 
disqualify prior consolidated balances 
from IDR/PSLF eligibility. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the opportunity to clarify 
the options for Parent PLUS borrowers 
before and after July 1, 2026. The 
commenters are correct that new 
borrowers who have never received a 
Direct Loan and take out a Parent PLUS 
loan on behalf of a dependent 
undergraduate on or after July 1, 2026, 
may only be enrolled in the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan, which is not 
a qualifying repayment plan for PSLF 
purposes. In the case of borrowers who 
have existing Parent PLUS loans in 
repayment and borrow a new Direct 
Loan on or after July 1, 2026, all of their 
Parent PLUS Loans may only be repaid 
under the Tiered Standard repayment 
plan. 

However, borrowers who have 
existing Parent PLUS loans in 
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repayment prior to July 1, 2026, and do 
not receive any other Direct Loans, 
maintain a pathway to PSLF so long as 
their Parent PLUS loan has been 
consolidated before July 1, 2026, and 
moved to an IDR plan prior to July 1, 
2028. Prior to the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, consolidated loans that 
include a Parent PLUS loan were not 
eligible for IBR, but Section 493C of the 
HEA was amended to exempt excepted 
loans made prior to July 1, 2026, from 
that restriction. As such, Parent PLUS 
loans consolidated prior to July 1, 2026, 
where at least one payment has been 
made under any IDR plan through July 
1, 2028, will then be moved to the IBR 
plan and retain eligibility for PSLF. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter requested 

that eligible borrowers with Parent 
PLUS loans should be given the option 
to ‘‘enroll in IBR via ICR,’’ when 
consolidation occurred prior to July 1, 
2026, and servicers should be directed 
to note an enrollment in ICR for one 
payment and then place the borrower 
into IBR. This commenter also asked the 
Department to allow Parent PLUS 
consolidations to count if they are 
submitted by June 30, 2026, as opposed 
to being processed and disbursed by 
June 30, 2026, even though they are 
currently requesting at least three 
months to process consolidation 
paperwork. One commenter requests 
that the Department clearly 
communicate these changes to parent 
borrowers, especially since they will 
soon lose access to income-driven 
repayment if they do not consolidate 
before July 1, 2026. 

Discussion: With respect to the 
commenter’s proposal to enroll in IBR 
via ICR, we decline to make such a 
change. The commenter’s proposal adds 
administrative burden and complexity 
to the consolidation process. After 
consolidating, Parent PLUS borrowers 
may repay under the repayment plan for 
which they are eligible. We also decline 
to consider a consolidation to have been 
made based on the application, as we 
explain elsewhere in this document that 
we utilize the disbursement date of the 
consolidation loan to determine when 
that consolidation loan was made. 

Finally, we note that we have 
provided periodic updates to 
StudentAid.gov highlighting the 
changes the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act made to the title IV programs. We 
will continue to update StudentAid.gov 
to reflect the latest changes but decline 
to initiate specific communication to 
certain subsets of borrowers, like Parent 
PLUS borrowers. 

Changes: None. 

PAYE Borrower Transition 

Comments: A few commenters 
requested that borrowers repaying in 
PAYE should be eligible for the 2014 
IBR plan if they are not able to remain 
in their current plan. They claim it is 
unfair to have to choose between 2007 
IBR and the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
which have longer repayment schedules 
than their current plan, as well as 2014 
IBR. 

Discussion: Section 82001(f) of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act amends 
Section 493C(e) of the HEA to limit 
2014 IBR eligibility to loans made to 
new borrowers between July 1, 2014, 
and July 1, 2026. Since this condition is 
statutory and the Department has no 
authority to amend it, we are unable to 
make the change requested by the 
commenters. 

Changes: None. 

Transitioning SAVE Borrowers 

Comments: Many commenters 
requested more information regarding 
how loans in the SAVE repayment plan 
will be repaid under the proposed rule. 
Some were concerned that they would 
have to make higher payments than 
under either the Repayment Assistance 
Plan or IBR. A few commenters 
requested that SAVE borrowers be able 
to make progress toward PSLF, either on 
their SAVE amount or previous 
REPAYE loan amount, rather than stay 
in forced forbearance. A few 
commenters referenced a Federal judge 
dismissing Missouri v. Trump on 
February 27, 2026, to call for the 
Department to reimplement the SAVE 
plan and process the cancellation of all 
borrowers who qualify for relief under 
the SAVE rule. One borrower requests 
that the Department compensate 
borrowers for being in forced 
forbearance by eliminating the interest 
that has accrued since August 1, 2025, 
for SAVE borrowers, or at least the 
amount in excess of what their SAVE 
payments would have been during this 
period. 

Discussion: In our NPRM (91 NFR 
4298), we acknowledge that some 
borrowers will pay higher monthly 
payments under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan than they did under 
SAVE. However, the Department is 
enjoined from implementing the SAVE 
plan, as it has been held as unlawful in 
Federal court. See Missouri v. Biden, 
112 F.4th 531, 338 (8th Cir. 2024). 
Additionally, Section 82001(a)(1) of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act instructs 
the Secretary to take steps to make 
certain that borrowers in an income- 
contingent repayment plan under 
Section 455(d) of the HEA (including 

REPAYE (SAVE)) select the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, IBR, or any other 
repayment plan as authorized under 
Section 455(d)(1) of the HEA before July 
1, 2028. 

Changes: None. 

Excepted Loans 

Comments: Some commenters 
insisted that borrowers with Parent 
PLUS loans should be eligible for the 
Repayment Assistance Plan and other 
IDR plans. One commenter noted that if 
a borrower with a Parent PLUS loan 
obtains a new Direct Loan on or after 
July 1, 2026, they would be ineligible 
for any IDR plan and believe this creates 
a trap for certain borrowers. 

Discussion: Consistent with Section 
455(d) of the HEA, borrowers with an 
excepted PLUS loan or excepted 
consolidation loan are not eligible for 
the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
irrespective of whenever they obtained 
their excepted PLUS loan or excepted 
consolidation loan. We disagree with 
the characterization that the loan 
repayment scheme creates a trap for 
Parent PLUS borrowers; the Department 
merely codifies in regulation the plans 
under which borrowers are eligible for 
in accordance with the HEA. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter urged us 

to streamline the application process for 
Parent PLUS borrowers and their 
application for the IBR plan. This 
commenter urged us to consider 
allowing a single application for a 
Parent PLUS borrower to consolidate 
their Federal student loans and to also 
apply for IBR, rather than requiring 
them to first apply for the ICR plan first 
and then apply for IBR. 

Discussion: The Department generally 
does not address operational issues in 
the preamble of a final rule, and 
therefore, does not intend to make such 
an adjustment at this time. 

Changes: None. 

Repayment Assistance Plan Forgiveness 
Requirements 

Comments: Some commenters believe 
that the 30-year repayment period 
before receiving forgiveness under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan is too long 
and urged the Department to use the 
current 10-, 20- or 25-year timeline(s) to 
forgiveness. One commenter urged a 
shorter timeline the Department to 
implement a shorter time to forgiveness 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
for small-balance borrowers. 

Discussion: As we state in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4284), Section 455(q)(1)(E) of the 
HEA provides that a borrower repaying 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
receives forgiveness of the remaining 
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45 https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/ 
statement-us-secretary-of-education-miguel- 
cardona-8th-circuit-court. August 12, 2024. 

balance of the borrower’s loans after the 
borrower has satisfied 360 monthly 
payments, or the equivalent, over a 
period of at least 30 years. Timeframes 
shorter than 30 years as some of the 
commenters suggested would run 
contrary to the law; therefore, the 
Department declines to make such a 
change. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter opposed 

our regulatory text regarding forgiveness 
requirements. This commenter 
expressed concern that payments made 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
count towards IBR forgiveness. This 
commenter specified that the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act did not amend 
the IBR statute in the HEA to include 
payments made under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan as creditable towards 
IBR forgiveness and believed that 
Congress was intentional about 
excluding payments made under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan to count 
towards IBR forgiveness. 

Discussion: We concur with the 
commenter. After further review of the 
HEA, neither Sections 493C(b)(7) nor 
455(e)(7) of the HEA enumerate the 
Repayment Assistance Plan as 
creditable toward forgiveness for the 
IBR or income-contingent repayment 
plans, respectively. Accordingly, we 
note that for the PAYE, ICR, and IBR 
plans, a borrower receives a month of 
credit toward forgiveness by making 
payment under an IDR plan, except the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, or having a 
monthly payment obligation of $0. 

Changes: We amend 
§ 685.209(k)(4)(i)(A) to read as follows: 
‘‘Notwithstanding paragraph (k)(4)(i)(B) 
of this section, making a payment under 
an IDR plan except the Repayment 
Assistance Plan or having a monthly 
payment obligation of $0;’’. 

Comment: One commenter noted that 
payments made while a borrower was in 
default should count toward forgiveness 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan. 
This commenter maintained that, in 
order to be consistent with the IBR plan, 
we should also explicitly include in our 
regulations that periods in default count 
toward IDR forgiveness including under 
the Repayment Assistance Plan. 

Discussion: Section 455(q)(1)(F) of the 
HEA enumerates the qualifying monthly 
payments that are includible toward the 
360 monthly payments toward 
forgiveness under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Consistent with the 
statute, we codified in 
§ 685.209(k)(8)(i)(C) the qualifying 
monthly payments. To the extent a 
payment made while in default is a 
qualifying monthly payment in 
§ 685.209(k)(8)(i)(C), that payment 

would count toward forgiveness under 
the Repayment Assistance Plan. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter believed 

we should clarify whether payments 
under the REPAYE/SAVE plans made 
before July 1, 2028, constitute qualifying 
payments toward IBR forgiveness. This 
commenter stated that our regulations at 
§ 685.209(k)(4)(i)(B) was confusing and 
superfluous. This commenter urges us 
to clarify to make certain borrowers who 
made payments under REPAYE/SAVE 
have those periods count toward IBR 
forgiveness even if the SAVE plan is 
eliminated. 

Discussion: Under Missouri, et. al. v. 
Trump, et. al. (4:24–cv–00520–JAR), the 
SAVE Plan Final Rule was vacated in 
full. The Department is unable to 
comment further at this time on the but 
will provide further guidance as a result 
of Missouri. Because the SAVE/REPAYE 
plan was enjoined in its entirety by the 
8th Circuit on February 18, 2025, the 
Department committed not to 
implement any of the SAVE Plan Final 
Rule provisions, except for periods of 
deferments and forbearances that are 
eligible for IDR plans, in the Missouri 
settlement entered into on October 9, 
2025. 

We note that in light of the Missouri 
litigation regarding the SAVE Final 
Rule, the Department placed borrowers 
who were enrolled in REPAYE/SAVE in 
a forbearance in August 2024.45 Periods 
from August 2024 going forward would 
not count toward IBR forgiveness as 
borrowers would have been in a 
forbearance. Pursuant to Section 
493C(b)(7)(B)(iv) of the HEA, periods 
when a borrower made payments under 
an income-contingent repayment plan 
would be creditable toward the 25 years 
for IBR forgiveness. However, consistent 
with Section 493C(b)(7)(B) of the HEA 
payments made under SAVE/REPAYE 
or during periods a borrower was in a 
forbearance as a result of the Missouri 
litigation on or after August 2024 do not 
count toward IBR forgiveness. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter urged us 

to explicitly state that payments under 
the IBR and PAYE plans are creditable 
toward forgiveness under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, including 
months during which borrowers 
qualified for $0 payments. 

Discussion: Consistent with Section 
455(q)(1)(F) of the HEA, the Department 
enumerated in § 685.209(k)(8)(C) the 
qualifying monthly payments that are 
includable toward forgiveness under the 

Repayment Assistance Plan. We 
disagree that additional regulatory 
language is necessary. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter urged us 

to preserve borrowers’ progress toward 
IBR and PAYE forgiveness and to 
prevent the extension of these 
borrowers’ repayment timelines toward 
IBR and PAYE, especially borrowers 
nearing 20-year completion. This 
commenter believed that transitional 
protections for borrowers who entered 
repayment under sunsetting plans 
would allow the Repayment Assistance 
Plan to function prospectively rather 
than retroactively. 

Discussion: The Repayment 
Assistance Plan has no bearing on a 
borrower’s progress toward IBR or PAYE 
forgiveness. The Department did not 
substantively amend any IBR or PAYE 
forgiveness provisions under the RISE 
Committee, including the timelines to 
obtain forgiveness under those plans. 
Therefore, we do not believe the 
commenter’s concerns are valid. 

Conversely, consistent with Section 
455(q)(1)(F)(iv) and (v) of the HEA, in 
§ 685.209(k)(8)(i)(C)(4) and (5), the 360 
qualifying monthly payments toward 
forgiveness under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan may include, 
respectively, a monthly payment under 
the IBR plan, and prior to July 1, 2028, 
a monthly payment under PAYE. 

Changes: None. 

Matching Payment and Interest Subsidy 
Comment: One commenter expressed 

their dissatisfaction with the Repayment 
Assistance Plan and stated that the plan 
offered weaker interest protections. 

Discussion: We do not believe that the 
Repayment Assistance Plan offers 
weaker interest protections. In 
§ 685.209(h)(4), during all periods of 
repayment on all loans being repaid 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
the Secretary does not charge the 
borrower’s account for any accrued 
interest that is not covered by the 
borrower’s on-time payment of the 
amount due for that month. We explain 
in the NPRM (91 FR 4284) how the 
interest subsidy would function for 
payments made under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. This interest subsidy is 
just as generous, if not more 
advantageous, to a borrower repaying 
their loans under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan than any other 
repayment plan. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter expressed 

their dissatisfaction with the matching 
payment and interest benefits under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. This 
commenter believed that the changes 
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appear to focus heavily on addressing 
defaults and nonpayment, while 
borrowers who have remained in good 
standing continue to accrue interest on 
their loans and receive fewer benefits, 
and, as such, continue to see their 
balances grow. This commenter claimed 
that the imbalance is discouraging and 
undermines the principle of rewarding 
compliance and responsible repayment. 
The commenter urges fairness for 
borrowers who have been dutifully 
paying their loan debts. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenter’s characterization. Under 
the Repayment Assistance Plan, the 
matching payment and interest subsidy 
are features of the plan that encourages 
on-time payment. By making an on-time 
payment, the borrower could be eligible 
for a matching principal payment if 
their on-time payment is less than $50 
in total monthly principal. That 
matching principal payment would be 
equal to the lesser of $50 or the total 
monthly payment minus the on-time 
payment repaid by the borrower. Upon 
making an on-time payment, the 
borrower could also be eligible for the 
interest subsidy. Monthly accrued 
interest that remains unpaid after the 
on-time monthly payment is made is not 
charged to the borrower. A borrower 
would still be required to make an on- 
time payment in order to receive such 
benefits. With respect to default and the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, defaulted 
loans may be repaid under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan after the 
default is resolved, but we note that the 
Repayment Assistance Plan is not 
exclusively offered to defaulted 
borrowers. Finally, the Department 
extends all the benefits of loan 
repayment permitted under the law to 
all borrowers. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter 

appreciated the Repayment Assistance 
Plan’s provision that stops interest from 
ballooning so long as the borrower 
makes a monthly payment. Another 
commenter stated that they supported 
the prevention of negative amortization 
so that when a borrower makes a 
payment, their principal balance also 
goes down. Another commenter 
requested that we cap the interest rates 
or the amount of interest accrued over 
the life of the loan as this would assist 
borrowers in repayment. 

Discussion: We thank the commenter 
for their support. We note that 
borrowers under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan would be required to 
make an on-time payment so as to take 
advantage of the matching principal 
payment, interest subsidy, and 
dependent-based reductions in monthly 

payment that collectively reduce the 
loan principal. While interest rates are 
set under statute and the Secretary 
cannot change the interest rate on 
Federal student loans, we note in 
§ 685.209(h)(4) that the Repayment 
Assistance Plan’s interest subsidy 
provision provides that if a borrower’s 
on-time monthly payment is insufficient 
to cover the interest accrued, the 
Secretary does not charge the borrower 
accrued interest for that month. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: In order to prevent any 

misunderstanding that borrowers only 
have one method to contact their 
servicer, one commenter suggested 
technical edits to § 685.209(o)(3)(i) 
regarding the provision where a 
borrower may contact the servicer by 
phone in order to not advance the due 
date for purposes of the matching 
principal and interest subsidy. This 
commenter stated that borrowers have 
other methods to notify servicers to 
change their instructions including via 
the borrower’s online loan account, 
secure mail, and telephone. 

Discussion: We concur with the 
commenter and believe striking ‘‘by 
phone’’ in § 685.209(o)(3) is appropriate. 

Additionally, the Department notes a 
technical correction in 
§ 685.209(o)(3)(i). Section 685.209(o)(3) 
defines on-time payments and 
§ 685.209(o)(3)(i) discusses the 
circumstances where a borrower may 
opt out of advancing a due date. 
However, we never explained why these 
terms are necessary or what they pertain 
to. To clarify that the terms pertain to 
the interest and principal subsidy for 
purposes of the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, the Department adds clarifying 
language to § 685.209(o)(3)(i), which 
states that unless a borrower opts out of 
advancing a due date, they will not 
receive the matching principal or 
interest subsidy in § 685.209(o). 

Changes: We amend § 685.209(o)(3)(i) 
to read as follows: ‘‘When the borrower 
elects to make a payment in excess of 
the amount due, the next payment due 
date is automatically advanced. A 
borrower is not eligible to receive 
matching principal and interest 
payment for the periods without a due 
date. To receive a matching principal 
and interest payment, a borrower must 
opt out of advancing payment due date. 
The Secretary allows the borrower to 
opt-out of advancing the due date which 
is provided for in 34 CFR 685.211. In 
the case where the borrower makes an 
electronic payment, the Secretary allows 
the borrower to select when submitting 
the payment whether the excess 
payment will advance the due date (and 
eliminate the possibility of a Repayment 

Assistance Plan subsidy until the next 
month in which a payment becomes 
due), or to not advance the due date. No 
matter the method of payment, the 
borrower may contact their servicer to 
elect not to advance the due date. The 
Secretary must disclose to the borrower 
the potential consequences of electing to 
advance the due date or not.’’ 

Comments: One commenter believed 
we should add additional language to 
§ 685.209(o) to denote that the interest 
subsidy and principal matching must 
only occur after application of the 
borrower’s monthly payment 
application. This commenter believes 
this clarification would establish that 
the subsidy does not function as a 
prepayment subsidy and reduces the 
risk that future guidance could modify 
sequencing in a manner inconsistent 
with the law. This commenter also 
stated that we should provide publicly 
accessible information and reports to 
Congress on the annual subsidy cost 
estimates for the interest subsidy and 
matching principal payment. 

Discussion: One of the principles of 
the Repayment Assistance Plan is that a 
borrower makes an on-time monthly 
payment to receive the interest subsidy 
or matching principal payment in 
§ 685.209(o). The commenter’s concerns 
are already resolved with the concept of 
an ‘‘on-time’’ payment as a condition of 
receiving these benefits under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan; therefore 
we decline to incorporate their 
suggested regulatory text in 
§ 685.209(o). With respect to making 
information publicly accessible 
regarding the Repayment Assistance 
Plan and furnishing reports to Congress, 
although the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act does not require such reports as the 
commenter envisions, the Department 
already provides information to the 
public on its FSA Data Center about the 
Federal student loan portfolio. We also 
provide Congress information to the 
extent that the law requires such 
reports, work with Members of Congress 
through the Department’s Office of 
Legislation and Congressional Affairs. 

Changes: None. 

Repayment Assistance Plan for 
Defaulted Borrowers 

Comments: One commenter implored 
us to create a portal for defaulted 
borrowers to track payments and their 
progress toward exiting default, manage 
their payments, and simulate options 
and next steps. This commenter urged 
us to also collect and report information 
about default to understand the 
landscape of defaulted borrowers. 

Discussion: Borrowers in default have 
already been directed to visit 
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StudentAid.gov and myeddebt.ed.gov on 
how to manage their defaulted Federal 
student loans and pathways to exit 
default. We will continue to publish 
information on our websites to make 
borrowers aware of their options, 
including the provision that defaulted 
loans may be repaid under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. We 
disagree with the need to collect and 
report additional information about 
borrowers in default as we already 
publish information on the FSA Data 
Center and StudentAid.gov about 
Federal student loan defaults. 

Changes: None. 

Choice of Repayment Plan 

Support for Simplifying Repayment 
Plan Options 

Comments: Some commenters 
supported that our regulations at 
§ 685.210 simplify repayment plan 
options and will reduce borrower 
confusion. These commenters generally 
supported a more streamlined 
repayment framework, though several 
commenters also expressed concerns 
about access and affordability. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
with the commenters that a simpler 
repayment framework will improve 
borrower understanding and 
administration of Federal student loans. 

Changes: None. 

Objections to Limiting Repayment Plan 
Choice for New Loans 

Comments: Many commenters 
opposed limiting borrowers’ choice of 
repayment plan for loans made on or 
after July 1, 2026, arguing that 
restricting borrowers to the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan and the 
Repayment Assistance Plan would 
eliminate needed flexibility and make 
repayment less manageable for 
borrowers whose earnings, family 
obligations, or living costs change over 
time. 

Discussion: The Department disagrees 
with these commenters. Congress 
amended Section 455(d)(7) of the HEA 
to limit loans made on or after July 1, 
2026, to repayment under either the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan or the 
Repayment Assistance Plan and in 
Section 455(d)(6) of the HEA, removed 
authority for the legacy repayment plans 
for loans made on or after July 1, 2026. 
The Department declines to adopt 
requests to preserve broader repayment 
plan choice for new loans because doing 
so would be inconsistent with the 
statute. 

Changes: None. 

Requests To Make the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, Rather Than the Tiered 
Standard Repayment Plan, the Default 

Comments: Some commenters argued 
that borrowers with new loans should 
have the Repayment Assistance Plan as 
the default repayment plan, rather than 
the Tiered Standard repayment plan. 
They noted that borrowers who do not 
make an affirmative selection may 
otherwise be placed into a repayment 
plan that is not well suited to their 
financial circumstances. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to adopt these requests due to statutory 
constraints. Consistent with Section 
455(d)(7)(B) of the HEA, for Direct 
Loans made on or after July 1, 2026, if 
a borrower does not select a repayment 
plan, the Secretary must place the 
borrower in the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan. 

Changes: None. 

Flexibility To Change Plans After 
Repayment Begins 

Comments: Some commenters 
emphasized that borrowers’ 
circumstances frequently change after 
repayment begins. They argued that 
borrowers need the ability to move to a 
different plan if the original selection 
proves unaffordable or otherwise 
inappropriate. 

Discussion: The Department permits a 
borrower to change repayment plans 
consistent with the statute. 
Additionally, § 685.210(b) establishes 
the framework for changing repayment 
plans in accordance with the HEA. For 
Direct Loans made before July 1, 2026, 
§ 685.210(b)(1) through (4) govern plan 
changes. For Direct Loans made on or 
after July 1, 2026, § 685.210(b)(5) 
permits borrowers to change plans after 
entering repayment, but only between 
the Tiered Standard repayment plan and 
the Repayment Assistance Plan. 

Changes: None. 

Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
Program (PSLF) 

Broader Comments Seeking Preservation 
of PSLF Pathways 

Comments: Several commenters urged 
the Department to preserve existing, 
broader PSLF pathways. These 
commenters expressed concern about 
narrowing the set of qualifying 
repayment plans, limiting continued 
PSLF credit for payments made under 
income-contingent repayment plans 
after June 30, 2028, excluding certain 
Repayment Assistance Plan-related 
months from reconsideration-type relief, 
and reducing the predictability of PSLF 
for borrowers who structured public- 

service careers around prior repayment 
options. 

Discussion: The Department is not 
adopting broader requests to preserve 
PSLF features beyond those reflected in 
the amended statute. Under the 
definition of qualifying repayment plan 
in § 685.219(b), the Department adds the 
Repayment Assistance Plan as a 
qualifying repayment plan for PSLF; 
provides that payments made under an 
income-contingent repayment plan 
count for PSLF only if made on or 
before June 30, 2028; specifies when 
certain deferment or forbearance periods 
count as qualifying PSLF months 
outside periods of enrollment in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan; and 
clarifies that months in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan are not eligible for 
reconsideration credit. To the extent 
commenters sought to preserve 
qualifying-payment treatment beyond 
those parameters, including by 
extending qualifying status to 
repayment arrangements not authorized 
by the amended statute, the Department 
declines to adopt those requests because 
they would be inconsistent with the 
amended HEA. 

Changes: None. 

The Repayment Assistance Plan as a 
Qualifying Repayment Plan for PSLF 

Comments: Some commenters 
supported or requested confirmation 
that payments made under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan would 
count toward PSLF for borrowers who 
otherwise meet the program’s 
employment and loan eligibility 
requirements. 

Discussion: As we stated in the NPRM 
(91 FR 4289), and consistent with 
Section 455(m)(1)(A)(v) of the HEA, 
‘‘on-time’’ payments made under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan are PSLF 
qualifying payments. The other PSLF 
requirements remain unchanged. 

Changes: None. 

Objections to Limiting PSLF Credit 
Under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
to On-Time Payments 

Comments: Some commenters 
objected to limiting PSLF credit under 
the Repayment Assistance Plan to on- 
time payments, arguing that the 
proposed standard is too restrictive and 
may cause borrowers to lose PSLF credit 
because of servicing problems, 
administrative timing issues, or other 
minor payment irregularities. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to adopt these requests. Section 
455(m)(1)(A)(v) of the HEA specifies 
that, for the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
only on-time payments qualify for PSLF. 
The Department therefore may not treat 
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non-on-time payments under such plan 
as qualifying PSLF payments through 
regulation. 

Changes: None. 

Continued PSLF Credit for ICR 
Payments Through June 30, 2028 

Comments: Several commenters 
objected to ending PSLF credit for 
income-contingent repayment payments 
(i.e., those payments made under the 
ICR, PAYE, or REPAYE/SAVE plans) 
after June 30, 2028, and urged the 
Department to preserve payments made 
under any income contingent repayment 
plan as a qualifying payment for PSLF 
purposes. These commenters stated that 
they have relied on these plans as a 
pathway toward PSLF. 

Discussion: The Department declines 
to adopt these requests. Section 
82001(c)(1) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act sunsets the income-contingent 
repayment plans on July 1, 2028, and 
Section 455(m)(1)(A)(iv) of the HEA 
provides that only payments made 
under an income-contingent repayment 
plan on or before June 30, 2028, will 
count as a qualifying PSLF payment. 
The Department therefore must limit 
PSLF credit for payments made under 
those plans accordingly. 

Changes: None. 

Deferment, Forbearance, and 
Reconsideration Credit While a 
Borrower Is Enrolled in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan 

Comments: Some commenters 
objected to the proposal that time in 
certain deferment or forbearance 
statuses while a borrower is enrolled in 
the Repayment Assistance Plan would 
not count toward PSLF. These 
commenters also objected to the 
proposal that months in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan would not be eligible 
for reconsideration credit. 

Discussion: The Department believes 
these provisions are necessary to 
maintain alignment between the 
Repayment Assistance Plan-specific 
statutory payment requirement and the 
broader PSLF framework. Because 
Section 455(m)(1)(A)(v) of the HEA 
specifies that only on-time payments 
made under the Repayment Assistance 
Plan may be treated as qualifying PSLF 
payments, a borrower under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan who defers 
or forbears their loans cannot be 
considered to have made an ‘‘on-time’’ 
payment. 

Changes: None. 

Borrower Confusion Regarding Which 
Repayment Plans Continue To Qualify 
for PSLF 

Comments: Some commenters 
expressed concern that borrowers may 
be confused about which repayment 
plans continue to qualify for PSLF, 
particularly because the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan would be the 
default plan for many new loans, even 
though it is not PSLF-qualifying. 

Discussion: The Department believes 
our regulations clearly outline the 
qualifying plans for purposes of PSLF 
forgiveness under the definition 
qualifying repayment plan in 
§ 685.219(b). The NPRM (91 FR 4284) 
explains that the Repayment Assistance 
Plan is being added as a qualifying 
repayment plan for PSLF and that the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan is not 
a PSLF-qualifying repayment plan. 

Changes: None. 

Consolidation 

Comments: Several commenters 
supported our consolidation regulations 
in § 685.220. These commenters stated 
that our changes and additions were 
consistent with the statutory provisions 
of the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their support. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter notes that 

our regulations permit defaulted 
borrowers to consolidate for purposes of 
entering IBR or the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. However, they note 
that we do not address how borrowers 
subject to the TOP or AWG would 
navigate consolidation to enter these 
plans. They urged us to add specific 
procedures in our regulations for 
borrowers transitioning from default 
status, including timelines for cessation 
of involuntary collection activity upon 
rehabilitating or consolidating out of 
default. 

Discussion: We decline the 
commenter’s suggestion to add 
regulatory text on procedures. We note 
that our regulations at 
§ 685.220(d)(2)(i)(B) provide that a 
borrower may consolidate a Federal 
Consolidation Loan into a new Direct 
Consolidation loan without including 
any additional loans on or after July 1, 
2028, if the borrower has a Federal 
Consolidation Loan that is in default or 
has been submitted to the guaranty 
agency by the lender for default 
aversion, and the borrower wants to 
consolidate the Federal Consolidation 
Loan into the Direct Loan Program for 
the purpose of accessing IBR or the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. If the 
borrower’s loan is subject to AWG or 

Treasury offset, that garnishment order 
must first be lifted for the loan to be 
eligible for consolidation in § 685.220 to 
access the Repayment Assistance Plan. 
We note that a loan on which a court 
judgment has been secured through 
litigation is not eligible for loan 
consolidation. Because borrowers’ 
circumstances may vary, we strongly 
encourage that borrower to contact the 
FSA Default Resolution Group via 
myeeddebt.ed.gov or using the self-help 
features on StudentAid.gov. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter suggested 

adding additional text to § 685.200 to 
the effect that consolidation must not 
result in repayment terms or forgiveness 
eligibility more favorable than would 
have applied absent the borrower’s 
consolidation, except where expressly 
required by statute. This commenter 
believes clarification is necessary to 
establish that consolidation cannot be 
used to reset status in a way that 
increases eligibility for cancellation or 
forgiveness relative to the underlying 
loans. 

Discussion: As we discussed in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4291), the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act amended the 
HEA to permit defaulted borrowers to 
consolidate their loans for purposes of 
obtaining access to the IBR or 
Repayment Assistance Plan to fix the 
default; and to determine the limited 
repayment options for a Direct 
Consolidation Loan made on or after 
July 1, 2026. Accordingly, we amended 
§§ 685.220(h) and (i) to reflect these 
statutory changes. In general, borrowers 
exercise their option to consolidate for 
a variety of reasons, including for the 
purpose of streamlining multiple 
Federal student loans with one monthly 
bill, gaining access to IDR plans 
including the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, or to fix a default. Because 
borrowers’ circumstances and 
repayment activity could vary, the 
Department does not have any process 
to consistently determine if 
consolidation was ‘‘more favorable’’ as 
the commenter suggests than having not 
consolidated. Therefore, we decline the 
commenter’s suggestion. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: A few commenters urged 

us, when implementing the regulations, 
to recognize borrowers who have 
applied to consolidate their Parent 
PLUS loans before July 1, 2026, to have 
met the requirement to consolidate by 
July 1, 2026, to preserve their eligibility 
for an IDR plan. These commenters note 
that these parent borrowers cannot 
control the process by which their 
consolidation applications are 
processed and should not be considered 
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permanently excluded due to servicer 
delays. 

Discussion: The Department 
appreciates the comment but does not 
intend to make such a change. The 
disbursement of a consolidation loan is 
when the Department considers the loan 
to have been consolidated, not when the 
borrower has applied to consolidate. 
This is because the repayment period 
for a Direct Consolidation Loan begins 
upon disbursement of the loan as 
provided for in § 685.220(i)(1). 

Changes: None. 

Income-Based Repayment Plan Issues 
Comments: Several commenters 

supported our IBR regulations, 
specifically, where we define applicable 
amount in lieu of partial financial 
hardship. These commenters believed 
that our changes conform to the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act’s 
amendments to the HEA that encourage 
repayment and responsible borrowing. 

Discussion: We thank the commenters 
for their support. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter expressed 

disagreement with our IBR proposals 
and believed such changes were 
designed to deliberately shift borrowers 
toward higher repayment burdens. This 
commenter stated that the removal of 
the partial financial hardship 
requirement was framed as 
simplification, but in practice will 
enable borrowers to be placed into 
higher-payment repayment plans. This 
commenter believed partial financial 
hardship once acted as a safeguard and 
that eliminating it makes it easier to 
transition borrowers out of PAYE, 
SAVE, and ICR once those plans are 
sunset. Another commenter believed 
that our rule alters the IBR plan in the 
name of simplification. 

Discussion: We disagree with these 
commenters and their sentiment about 
IBR. As we explained in the NPRM (91 
FR 4260, 4280), the HEA was amended 
to eliminate the requirement that 
borrowers have a partial financial 
hardship to be eligible for IBR, and our 
regulations simply reflect the new 
statutory conditions for IBR. The 
commenter misconstrues the purpose of 
partial financial hardship. Its 
elimination does not make it easier to 
transition borrowers out of plans; 
instead, partial financial hardship was a 
condition for entry into IBR and upon 
no longer having a partial financial 
hardship, the borrower’s calculated 
payment on IBR would be what the 
borrower would have paid under a 
standard 10-year repayment plan. 
Neither the statute nor the regulations 
ever intended the partial financial 

hardship requirement to be a safeguard 
of any sort. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Some commenters 

expressed dissatisfaction with ‘‘old 
IBR’’: one commenter believed old IBR 
was disadvantageous to older borrowers 
and that such borrowers should be 
removed the plan. They also noted that 
any borrowers on an existing plan 
should be allowed to choose between 
new IBR and the Repayment Assistance 
Plan; while another commenter believed 
that the old IBR plan was less favorable 
than other IDR plans due to higher 
monthly payments or longer repayment 
terms. 

Discussion: Because of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act’s amendments to 
the HEA, we note that our regulations 
with respect to IBR were primarily 
regarding the removal of partial 
financial hardship as a condition of 
entry or maintaining eligibility in IBR. 

With respect to ‘‘old IBR’’ that the 
commenters mention, Congress 
authorized the IBR plan in 2007. Under 
the original IBR plan, borrowers’ 
monthly payments were generally equal 
to one-twelfth of 15 percent of their 
discretionary income with a maximum 
repayment period of 25 years. In 2010, 
Congress amended the HEA to authorize 
another IBR plan available only to new 
borrowers. These borrowers’ monthly 
payments were generally equal to one- 
twelfth of 10 percent of their 
discretionary income, with a maximum 
repayment period of 20 years. Section 
493C(e) of the HEA restricts eligibility 
for the IBR plan to new borrowers on or 
after July 1, 2014, and before July 1, 
2026, with 10 percent of the borrower’s 
discretionary income and a repayment 
period of 20 years. Therefore, despite 
the commenters’ dissatisfaction, the 
terms of ‘‘new IBR’’ are a statutory 
restriction. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter expressed 

concern about our regulatory text in 
§ 682.215. This commenter believed that 
our regulations effectively reintroduce a 
capitalizing event because of the 
calculation of applicable amount in lieu 
of partial financial hardship. This 
commenter recommended that we 
eliminate the applicable amount 
capitalization trigger from our 
regulations and retain capitalization 
only when a borrower voluntarily exits 
IBR, fails to pay, or meets other 
statutory capitalization triggers. The 
commenter further stated that income 
growth alone cannot trigger 
capitalization. Finally, the commenter 
believed that the IBR regulations failed 
to address past inequities that affect 
taxation and forgiveness calculations. 

They proposed to implement 
transitional relief or explicit exemptions 
for artificially inflated balances 
stemming from prior IBR rules and 
urged us to make certain that 
forgiveness calculations, tax reporting, 
and repayment obligations reflect actual 
amounts owed, rather than structural 
inflation caused by IBR program design 
flaws. 

Discussion: We disagree with the 
commenter and decline their proposed 
regulatory solutions. With respect to the 
commenter’s concern that § 682.215 
effectively reintroduces a capitalizing 
event because of the calculation of 
applicable amount in lieu of partial 
financial hardship, we note that 
capitalizing events are determined 
under Section 493C(b)(3)(B) of the HEA. 
Even though Congress removed partial 
financial hardship as a condition to 
enter IBR, the capitalizing events in 
Section 493C(b)(3)(B) of the HEA 
remain. Specifically, Sections 
493C(b)(3)(B)(i)(I) and (ii)(I) of the HEA 
provide that interest is capitalized when 
the borrower ends the election to make 
IBR payments (i.e., leaves IBR). And 
Sections 493C(b)(3)(B)(i)(II) and (ii)(II) 
of the HEA provide that interest is 
capitalized when the borrower begins 
making payments of not less than 
standard 10-year amount, which could 
occur when a borrower’s income grows. 
The Department does not have the 
authority on the taxation portions of the 
commenter’s concerns as tax issues are 
under the purview of Congress and the 
Internal Revenue Service. In short, 
capitalizing events for IBR are statutory 
and the Department has structured the 
repayment plans under the statutory 
confines. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One group urged us to 

clarify if Parent PLUS borrowers who 
consolidated before July 1, 2026, are 
permitted to enroll in IBR as soon as 
they make one payment in ICR, even if 
that is before July 1, 2028. Another 
commenter asked us to clarify how a 
borrower may repay a loan under IBR 
with both pre- and post-2026 loans. 

Discussion: In general, prior to July 1, 
2026, Parent PLUS borrowers with an 
excepted consolidation loan are not 
eligible for any IDR plan except the ICR 
plan. However, a Parent PLUS borrower 
who consolidates before July 1, 2026, 
may have access to IBR if they 
consolidate that Parent PLUS loan into 
a Direct Consolidation Loan. This is 
because, in accordance with Section 
493C(a)(2)(B) of the HEA, that new 
Direct Consolidation Loan would not be 
considered an excepted consolidation 
loan if on any date between July 4, 2026, 
and June 30, 2028, that new Direct 
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Consolidation Loan was being repaid 
under the ICR plan or another IDR plan. 
Because that new Direct Consolidation 
Loan would not be considered an 
excepted consolidation loan, it may be 
repaid under the IBR plan. 

With respect to the commenter who 
asked how a borrower could repay a 
loan under IBR with both pre- and post- 
2026 loans, we intended to convey 
several scenarios in the NPRM (91 FR 
4286), but we believe we could have 
stated that clearer. In the NPRM, we 
stated that Committee members 
provided scenarios that involved 
borrowers with loans made before, and 
after, July 1, 2026, and requested 
confirmation that those borrowers could 
continue to change plans (91 FR 4286). 
We intended that sentence to represent 
multiple, distinct scenarios with 
different implications. One scenario 
could explain the repayment plans 
available for a borrower with pre-2026 
loans and another scenario could 
explain the limited plans available to a 
borrower with post-2026 loans and the 
limited plans available to such 
borrowers. The first scenario includes 
the instance where a pre-2026 borrower 
and who does not obtain any other 
Direct Loan after July 1, 2026. Such 
borrower would be permitted to move 
between IBR and the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, where permitted. 
However, the commenter is generally 
correct that upon receipt of a Direct 
Loan on or after July 1, 2026, that 
borrower is no longer eligible for the 
IBR plan. 

Changes: None. 

Alternative Repayment Plans 
Comments: One commenter suggested 

we add regulatory text to § 685.221 to 
establish that monthly payments under 
the alternative repayment plan are not 
qualifying payments for purposes of 
PSLF or IDR forgiveness. This 
commenter also suggested we require 
recertification to re-enroll in an 
alternative repayment plan at least every 
12 months or more frequently. Finally, 
this commenter stated we should define 
exceptional circumstances for purposes 
of the alternative repayment plan. 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
comment, however, as we explain in the 
NPRM (91 FR 4291) our regulatory text 
for § 685.221 was written to incorporate 
the changes to the HEA that condition 
a borrower’s potential eligibility for an 
alternative repayment plan to borrowers 
who have not received a Direct Loan on 
or after July 1, 2026, and to make certain 
that the alternative repayment plan is 
only applicable to Direct Loans made 
before July 1, 2026. We decline the 
suggested regulatory text as our 

regulations elsewhere make clear that 
payments made under the alternative 
repayment plan are not considered 
qualifying for PSLF in § 685.219 and 
IDR forgiveness in § 685.209. With 
respect to the suggestion to require 
recertification to re-enroll in an 
alternative repayment plan at least every 
12 months or more frequently, we 
decline, as we reiterate the purpose of 
our amendments to § 685.221 was to 
limit borrowers and the loans that 
would be eligible to be repaid under the 
alternative repayment plan in 
accordance with the changes to the HEA 
by the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
Additional requirements on 
recertification for the alternative 
repayment plan are beyond the scope of 
this rulemaking. Finally, with respect to 
the comment that we should define 
exceptional circumstances for purposes 
of the alternative repayment plan, we 
decline as doing so is beyond the scope 
of the RISE Committee’s purview. 

Changes: None. 

VIII. Regulatory Analyses 

1. Regulatory Planning and Review, 
Including a Regulatory Impact Analysis 

Executive Orders 12866 and 13563 
Under Executive Orders (E.O.) 12866, 

the Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) must determine whether a 
regulatory action is ‘‘significant’’ and, 
therefore, subject to the requirements of 
the E.O. and subject to review by OMB. 
Section 3(f) of E.O. 12866 defines a 
‘‘significant regulatory action’’ as an 
action likely to result in a rule that may: 

(1) Have an annual effect on the 
economy of $100 million or more or 
adversely affect in a material way the 
economy, a sector of the economy, 
productivity, competition, jobs, the 
environment, public health or safety, or 
State, local, or Tribal governments or 
communities; 

(2) Create a serious inconsistency or 
otherwise interfere with an action taken 
or planned by another agency; 

(3) Materially alter the budgetary 
impacts of entitlements, grants, user 
fees, or loan programs or the rights and 
obligations of recipients thereof; or 

(4) Raise novel legal or policy issues 
arising out of legal mandates, the 
President’s priorities, or the principles 
stated in the E.O. 

The Department estimates the 
downward net budgetary impacts to be 
¥$409.3 billion from changes in 
transfers between the Federal 
Government and student loan borrowers 
resulting from changes in annual and 
lifetime loan limits; the introduction of 
Repayment Assistance Plan and Tiered 
Standard repayment plans, and 

additional repayment plan changes; 
proration for less than full-time 
enrollment; the elimination of economic 
hardship and unemployment 
deferments; and limitations on the 
length of discretionary forbearance 
compared to the President’s Budget for 
FY 2026 baseline. The definition of 
professional student has an estimated 
net budget impact against the 
President’s Budget for FY2027 baseline 
of $537 million for cohorts 2027–2036. 

Quantified economic impacts include 
annualized transfers of ¥$42.3 billion 
at 3 percent discounting and ¥$44.3 
billion at 7 percent discounting, 
paperwork burden ($25.0/$37.2 
million), administrative updates to 
Government systems ($10.4/$12.1 
million), staffing ($5.5/$6.0 million), 
and ongoing costs to operate and 
maintain systems to administer the 
provisions ($7.43/$7.76 million) at 3 
percent and 7 percent discounting, 
respectively. Therefore, based on our 
estimates, the Office of Information and 
Regulatory Affairs (OIRA) has 
determined that this proposed rule is 
‘‘economically significant’’ under 
section 3(f)(1) of E.O. 12866 and subject 
to OMB review 3(f)(1). 

We have also reviewed these 
regulations under E.O. 13563, which 
supplements and explicitly reaffirms the 
principles, structures, and definitions 
governing regulatory review established 
in E.O. 12866. To the extent permitted 
by law, E.O. 13563 requires that an 
agency: 

(1) Propose or adopt regulations only 
on a reasoned determination that their 
benefits justify their costs (recognizing 
that some benefits and costs are difficult 
to quantify); 

(2) Tailor its regulations to impose the 
least burden on society, consistent with 
obtaining regulatory objectives and 
considering, among other things, and to 
the extent practicable, the costs of 
cumulative regulations; 

(3) In choosing among alternative 
regulatory approaches, select those 
approaches that maximize net benefits 
(including potential economic, 
environmental, public health and safety, 
and other advantages; distributive 
impacts; and equity); 

(4) To the extent feasible, specify 
performance objectives rather than the 
behavior or manner of compliance a 
regulated entity must adopt; and 

(5) Identify and assess available 
alternatives to direct regulation, 
including economic incentives, such as 
user fees or marketable permits, to 
encourage the desired behavior, or 
provide information that enables the 
public to make choices. 
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The E.O. 13563 also requires an 
agency ‘‘to use the best available 
techniques to quantify anticipated 
present and future benefits and costs as 
accurately as possible.’’ OIRA has 
emphasized that these techniques may 
include ‘‘identifying changing future 
compliance costs that might result from 
technological innovation or anticipated 
behavioral changes.’’ 

This final rule is considered an E.O. 
14192 deregulatory action. We estimate 
that this rule generates $11.1 million in 
annualized cost savings at a 7% 
discount rate, discounted relative to 
year 2024, over a perpetual time 
horizon. E.O. 14192 directs agencies of 
the executive branch to be prudent and 
financially responsible in the 
expenditure of funds, from both public 

and private sources, and to alleviate 
unnecessary regulatory burdens placed 
on the American people. 

a. Need for Regulatory Action 

These final regulations are needed to 
implement certain provisions of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act that 
affect students, borrowers, and the title 
IV, HEA program participants. The 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
amended numerous provisions of the 
HEA affecting the terms and eligibility 
criteria for students and institutions of 
higher education that participate in the 
Federal student loan program. The 
Department has limited discretion in 
implementing many provisions in the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act. Many 
of the changes included in these final 

regulations simply modify the 
Department’s regulations to reflect 
statutory changes made by the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. 

In some cases, the Secretary has 
exercised her limited discretion to 
implement certain provisions of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act. Areas 
of limited discretion include the 
treatment of married borrowers repaying 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
and the definition of professional 
student for the purposes of qualifying 
for higher annual and aggregate loan 
limits. These areas of discretion are 
included in the discussion of 
alternatives section. 

b. Summary of Comments and Changes 
in the Final Rule 

TABLE 3.1—SUMMARY OF KEY CHANGES IN THE FINAL REGULATIONS 

Provision Regulatory 
section Description of proposed provision 

Working Families Tax Cuts Act 

Definitions ................................. § 685.102 .................. Would define a professional student as a student enrolled in a professional degree 
program, which is a program that requires 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; is generally at the doctoral level; re-
quires at least six academic years of postsecondary education coursework for com-
pletion, including at least two years of post-baccalaureate level coursework; gen-
erally requires professional licensure to begin practice; includes a four-digit program 
CIP code, in the same intermediate group as the fields of Pharmacy (Pharm.D.), 
Dentistry (D.D.S. or D.M.D.), Veterinary Medicine (D.V.M.), Chiropractic (D.C. or 
D.C.M.), Law (L.L.B. or J.D.), Medicine (M.D.), Optometry (O.D.), Osteopathic Medi-
cine (D.O.), Podiatry (D.P.M., D.P., or Pod.D.), Theology (M.Div., or M.H.L.), and 
Clinical Psychology (Psy.D. or Ph.D.). 

Establishment of Repayment 
Assistance Plan and Tiered 
Standard Repayment Plan.

§ 685.209, § 685.208 Would establish two repayment options for new borrowers as of July 1, 2026: a tiered 
standard repayment plan with fixed, fully amortizing payments and longer terms for 
higher balances (10 to 25 years); and an income-based repayment plan that sets 
payments based on share of income, provides loan forgiveness after 30 years of 
payments, waives unpaid interest monthly, and provides a matching principal pay-
ment up to $50 per month. 

Graduate and Professional 
Loan Limits.

§ 685.203 .................. Would limit annual and aggregate Direct student loans for graduate and professional 
students beginning July 1, 2026. Graduate students would be subject to a $20,500 
annual limit and a $100,000 aggregate limit. Professional students would be subject 
to a $50,000 annual limit and a $200,000 aggregate limit. 

Parent PLUS Loan Limits ......... § 685.203 .................. Would limit Parent PLUS Loans for dependent undergraduates beginning July 1, 2026. 
Parents would be limited to $20,000 annually (per child) and $65,000 aggregate 
(per child). 

Prorated loans for less than full- 
time enrollment.

§ 685.203 .................. Would reduce Direct Loan disbursements in direct proportion to the degree to which a 
student is not so enrolled on a full-time basis. 

Elimination of Economic Hard-
ship and Unemployment 
Deferments.

§ 685.204 .................. Would eliminate the economic hardship and unemployment deferments for loans 
issued on or after July 1, 2027. 

Forbearance limited to 9 
months per 24-month period.

§ 685.205 .................. Would limit discretionary forbearances on Direct loans to 9 months in a 24-month pe-
riod for new loans made on or after July 1, 2027. 

Allow second rehabilitation on 
defaulted loans.

§ 674.39, § 682.204, 
§ 685.405.

Would allow all borrowers with a defaulted loan to rehabilitate a second time, on or 
after July 1, 2027. 

Summary of Comments From the NPRM 

Comments: One commenter expressed 
concern that the purpose of the changes 
to the loan program in the proposed rule 
appears to be to increase payments that 
borrowers are required to make on their 
loans and to reduce loan forgiveness 
benefits. The commenter noted that in 

the Regulatory Impact Analysis the 
Department’s estimates confirm that 
fewer borrowers will have their loans 
forgiven under the changes to 
repayment plans under the proposed 
rule and that more borrowers will fully 
repay their debts. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
with the commenter. The proposed rule 
implements the statutory changes under 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
which as the Net Budget Impact 
estimate and the Regulatory Impact 
Analysis show, will generally require 
that borrowers pay a larger share of their 
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46 Black, S. Turner, L. Denning, J. (2023). PLUS 
or Minus? The Effect of Graduate School Loans on 
Access, Attainment, and Prices. NBER Working 
Paper 31291 (https://doi.org/10.3386/w31291). 

47 Cooper, P. (2025). The ‘‘Big, Beautiful Bill’’ is 
Already Bringing Down Tuition (https://
www.aei.org/education/the-big-beautiful-bill-is- 
already-bringing-down-tuition/); Lewis & Clark 
Graduate School (2026). L&C Strengthens Access to 

Graduate Education with Historic Scholarship 
Investment (https://graduate.lclark.edu/live/news/ 
57538-lc-strengthens-access-to-graduate-education- 
with-histo; Hanover College (2026). Tuition and 
Financial Aid (https://dptprogram.hanover.edu/ 
admission-overview/tuition-financial-aid/). 

48 Black, S. Turner, L. Denning, J. (2023). PLUS 
or Minus? The Effect of Graduate School Loans on 
Access, Attainment, and Prices. NBER Working 
Paper 31291 (https://doi.org/10.3386/w31291). 

loans and that fewer borrowers will 
receive loan forgiveness. Moreover, 
most of the reduction in budget outlays 
that result from the proposed rule stem 
from these changes. The Department 
believes these were the intended effects 
of the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: The commenter argued 

that many graduate degrees in nursing 
and other health professions charge 
tuition prices that are above the annual 
and aggregate loan limits in the 
proposed regulation. They argued that 
the new graduate loan limits will 
therefore limit access to these degrees. 

Discussion: The Department agrees 
that for some credentials, the annual 
loan limits included in the proposed 
rule are less than the annual tuition 
charged to students. In some cases, the 
Department believes institutions will 
need to provide greater institutional aid 
or lower their published prices to assist 
students affected by the new loan limits. 
In other cases, students may need to 
find alternative financing options, such 
as private student loans, which the 
Department has acknowledged in the 
proposed rule. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters disagree with 

the Department’s claimed that the 
proposed annual and aggregate loan 
limits will put downward pressure on 
the tuition prices that institutions 
charge. Others argued that research does 
not support the Department’s claim or 
that the Department misinterprets 
existing research showing relationships 
between the Grad PLUS Loan Program 
and tuition changes. 

Discussion: The Department 
disagrees. Existing research shows that 
uncapped Federal loans for graduate 
credentials led to increases in students’ 
cost of attendance.46 While it is not a 
certainty that new annual and aggregate 
limits on graduate lending will result in 
broad based reductions in tuition, since 
passage of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, there have been several 
instances of institutions lowering their 
tuition or increasing their institutional 
aid for programs that may be impacted 
by the new annual and aggregate limits 
on Federal student loans and some of 
these institutions say that their actions 
are a direct response to the elimination 
of the Grad PLUS program.47 With new 

limits in place, the Department believes 
there will continue to be more 
institutions adjusting program pricing 
like those that have already done so to 
date. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters argued that 

the annual and aggregate loan limits for 
graduate and professional students in 
the Department’s proposed rule will 
reduce access to these degrees for low- 
income, first generation, and under- 
represented groups. Some commenters 
argue that the Department has not 
provided impact analyses on these 
effects. 

Discussion: The Department notes 
that there is nothing in the statutory 
changes in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act or the HEA that makes 
distinctions for graduate loan limits for 
low-income, first-generation, or under- 
represented students. Rather, the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act provides 
a base level of Federal student loans for 
all graduate and professional students 
regardless of financial situation or 
demographic characteristics. With 
respect to concerns regarding access, the 
Department disagrees. Empirical 
evidence has shown that uncapped 
Federal graduate loans did not improve 
access to existing programs overall or 
for underrepresented groups.48 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters argued that 

the Department has not provided an 
analysis that shows the effects of the 
proposed rule on institutions of higher 
education. 

Discussion: The Department 
disagrees. The Regulatory Impact 
Analysis includes detailed tables 
showing the estimated loss in revenue 
institutions are likely to experience 
because of the changes in loan limits 
and the loan proration for less-than-full- 
time students under the proposed rule. 
These tables are shown by sector and 
degree level. The Regulatory Flexibility 
Act section of the Regulatory Impact 
Analysis also includes a table detailing 
the share of institutions’ revenue that 
could be cut due to the proposed 
changes in loan policy. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters argued that 

the annual and aggregate loan limits for 
graduate and professional students in 

the Department’s proposed rule will 
reduce access to master’s degree 
programs in counseling and mental 
health degrees because students will not 
be able to afford to attend these 
programs without access to higher 
Federal loan limits. The commenter 
raised concerns that this will adversely 
affect the workforce in this field and 
reduce access to mental health 
professionals. 

Discussion: The Department 
understands the concern raised by the 
commenter and acknowledges that there 
is a risk that some graduate students 
will not be able to obtain private loans 
or other means to finance their graduate 
degrees due to the proposed loan limits. 
However, the Department analyzed data 
from its student loan records and found 
that only about 18 percent of master’s 
degree programs (weighted by 
enrollment) in psychology and related 
fields report that most of their students 
borrow above the proposed annual 
limits for graduate student loans. 
Therefore, in at least 4 out of 5 of these 
programs most students are not 
currently borrowing above the new 
$20,500 annual limit, suggesting that the 
overall reduction in access the 
commenter discusses will be limited. 
Moreover, the Department finds that 
average annual Federal loan borrowing 
per student in the mental health 
master’s degree programs where most 
students borrow above the limits was 
$34,082, but in programs where most 
students do not exceed the limit, it was 
$14,346. This suggests that there are 
many lower priced alternative programs 
students may be able to pursue even 
with the new loan limits in place. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenter expressed 

concern that a Doctor of Naturopathic 
Medicine (ND) degree is not included in 
the proposed definition of professional 
student, and that this could cause 
colleges of naturopathic medicine to 
close. The commenter noted that many 
of these colleges are small and would be 
classified as ‘‘Small Entities’’ under the 
Regulatory Flexibility Act. 

Discussion: Small colleges with FTE 
below 1,000 meet the Department’s 
definition of small entities for this rule 
under the Regulatory Flexibility Act 
analysis. The Department has 
determined that for two subgroups of 
small entities the rule would have a 
significant economic impact on a 
substantial number of such entities. 
Specifically, Table 5.8 shows the results 
of the Department’s analysis of the share 
of small entities’ title IV loan revenue 
that could be lost due to the proposed 
rule. 
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While the Department finds that some 
subgroups of small entities would 
experience greater than a 3 percent loss 
in revenue on average due to the 
proposed rule, extremely small entities 
(which tend to be institutions that offer 
a single program or credential, such as 
a college of naturopathic medicine) will 
experience a smaller loss in revenue 
(1.2%) than institutions broadly (1.9%). 
The next smallest category of 
institutions of higher education (very 
small entities) is estimated to lose 2.6% 
of revenue, which is below the 3- 
percent threshold for economic 
significance under the rule. Separately, 
the Department does not believe it has 

discretion to differentiate its definition 
of professional student based on the size 
of the institution a student attends. 

Changes: None 
Comments: Several commenters 

requested that the Department provide 
more information about the numbers of 
students that could be affected by the 
new loan limits for graduate and 
professional students for different fields 
of study and credential levels. 
Commenters also requested information 
on the dollar amount of loans that will 
no longer be available by different fields 
and credentials. 

Discussion: To respond to these 
requests, we are publishing additional 

tables in our Regulatory Impact Analysis 
that show Federal student loan 
disbursements for the 2023–24 
academic years for graduate and 
professional degrees, including 
disbursements and borrower counts for 
loans over the new annual limits. These 
tables include the fields and credentials 
with the greatest number of borrowers 
who borrowed above the new annual 
loan limits. 

Changes: No changes to the regulatory 
text. The Department has added Tables 
1, 2, and 3 to the Regulatory Impact 
Analysis. 

TABLE 1—FEDERAL LOAN BORROWERS AND AMOUNT BORROWED ABOVE THE PROPOSED ANNUAL LOAN LIMITS BY 
CREDENTIAL LEVEL IN 2023–24 

Credential level Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 

millions 

Masters ........................................................................................................ 1,061,670 $19,520 215,560 $4,961 
First Professional ......................................................................................... 244,150 12,799 130,490 4,976 
Doctoral ........................................................................................................ 234,790 6,535 75,890 2,211 
Grad Cert ..................................................................................................... 65,410 866 7,380 195 

Total ...................................................................................................... 1,606,020 39,720 429,320 12,343 

Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 

TABLE 2—FIELDS WITH THE MOST FEDERAL LOAN BORROWERS WHO BORROWED ABOVE THE NEW ANNUAL LOAN LIMITS 
IN 2023–24 

[Master’s degrees] 

Master’s degrees Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 

millions 

Physician Assistant ...................................................................................... 25,740 $1,310 19.580 $812 
Social Work .................................................................................................. 63,880 1,315 16,290 295 
Business Admin & Management, General .................................................. 99,910 1,614 14,730 306 
Registered Nursing/Registered Nurse ......................................................... 54,840 997 11,140 241 
Counseling Psychology ............................................................................... 27,460 529 5,610 124 
Management Science .................................................................................. 12,140 394 5,290 198 
Mental Health Counseling/Counselor .......................................................... 32,920 539 5,120 89 
Public Health, General ................................................................................. 15,430 312 4,910 86 
Occupational Therapy/Therapist .................................................................. 9,160 272 4,390 114 
Family Practice Nurse/Nursing .................................................................... 24,190 379 3,870 62 

Note: Degree programs are at the 6-digit CIP level. 
Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 
Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 

TABLE 3—FIELDS WITH THE MOST FEDERAL LOAN BORROWERS WHO BORROWED ABOVE THE NEW ANNUAL LOAN LIMITS 
IN 2023–24 

[Doctoral and professional degrees] 

Doctoral and professional degrees Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 

millions 

Medicine ....................................................................................................... 63,300 $3,835 36,950 $1,557 
Law .............................................................................................................. 78,400 3,295 34,180 888 
Physical Therapy/Therapist ......................................................................... 30,850 1,210 19,310 633 

VerDate Sep<11>2014 21:00 Apr 30, 2026 Jkt 268001 PO 00000 Frm 00084 Fmt 4701 Sfmt 4700 E:\FR\FM\01MYR3.SGM 01MYR3lo
tte

r 
on

 D
S

K
8B

H
N

X
B

4P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
U

LE
S

3



23851 Federal Register / Vol. 91, No. 84 / Friday, May 1, 2026 / Rules and Regulations 

TABLE 3—FIELDS WITH THE MOST FEDERAL LOAN BORROWERS WHO BORROWED ABOVE THE NEW ANNUAL LOAN LIMITS 
IN 2023–24—Continued 

[Doctoral and professional degrees] 

Doctoral and professional degrees Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 

millions 

Osteopathic Medicine/Osteopathy ............................................................... 26,540 1,979 18,940 933 
Dentistry ....................................................................................................... 20,160 1,844 15,970 1,035 
Pharmacy ..................................................................................................... 28,830 1,342 13,510 398 
Veterinary Medicine ..................................................................................... 14,010 833 8,420 325 
Occupational Therapy/Therapist .................................................................. 9,390 342 5,460 170 
Chiropractic .................................................................................................. 9,910 522 5,000 132 
Nursing Practice .......................................................................................... 15,920 333 4,590 104 

Note: Degree programs are at the 6-digit CIP level. 
Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 
Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 

Comments: Several commenters 
raised concerns that some borrowers 
may not be able to secure private 
students loans, which they will need to 
finance their education due to the new 
loan limits for graduate and professional 
students, as well as parent PLUS loans. 
Commenters said that some students 
lack credit scores or credit histories that 
would allow them to take out private 
student loans. Commenters also said 
that the Department has not adequately 
considered or quantified these costs to 
students. 

Discussion: The Department 
acknowledges these costs to students in 
the Regulatory Impact Analysis, noting 
that, ‘‘These loan limits will create 
several new costs for students . . . some 
students and parents may not be able to 
secure non-Federal loans to replace the 
borrowing capacity lost under the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act . . . 

because the borrowers do not have 
adequate credit histories or cannot 
obtain a co-signer.’’ The Department has 
not, however, quantified or analyzed 
how many or which borrowers are most 
at risk of incurring these costs because 
the Department lacks readily available 
data on borrowers’ credit scores. The 
Department does not have the discretion 
to modify the statutory loan limits in the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act based 
on students’ credit profiles. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Many commenters 

expressed concern over the impact of 
the new loan limits for graduate and 
professional students on the health care 
and mental health workforce and 
requested that the Department provide 
more information about the numbers of 
students in nursing, counseling, and 
other health-related programs that could 
be affected. Commenters also requested 

information on the dollar amount of 
loans that will no longer be available by 
different fields and credentials. 

Discussion: To respond to these 
requests, the Department is publishing 
additional information in our 
Regulatory Impact Analysis that shows 
Federal student loan disbursements for 
the 2023–24 award year for all health 
care related fields (CIP2 51) by 
credential level in Table 4. 
Additionally, Tables 5 and 6 provide 
information on the number of borrowers 
in nursing programs across all 
credential levels who borrowed above 
the new annual loan limits and on the 
number of borrowers in graduate 
psychology programs who borrowed 
above the new annual limits. 

Changes: No changes to the regulatory 
text. The Department has added Table 4, 
5, and 6 to the Regulatory Impact 
Analysis. 

TABLE 4—CREDENTIALS IN HEALTH CARE FIELDS: FEDERAL BORROWING STATISTICS AND NUMBER OF FEDERAL LOAN 
BORROWERS WHO BORROWED OVER THE ANNUAL GRADUATE AND PROFESSIONAL LOAN LIMITS IN 2023–24 

Credential level Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 

millions 

First Professional ......................................................................................... 156,250 $9,004 90,730 $3,835 
Masters ........................................................................................................ 283,950 6,416 82,520 2,235 
Doctoral ........................................................................................................ 97,160 3,761 46,720 1,652 
Grad Cert ..................................................................................................... 18,750 369 4,000 144 
Undergrad Cert ............................................................................................ 263,330 1,541 0 0 
Associate ..................................................................................................... 398,110 2,209 0 0 
Bachelor ....................................................................................................... 592,480 3,491 0 0 
Post Bacc Cert ............................................................................................. 1,570 10 0 0 

Total ...................................................................................................... 1,811,580 26,801 223,970 7,866 

Note: Includes all programs at the CIP 52 level in all credential levels. 
Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 
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TABLE 5—NURSING FIELDS AND CREDENTIALS RANKED BY THE NUMBER OF FEDERAL STUDENT LOAN BORROWERS WHO 
BORROWED OVER THE NEW ANNUAL GRADUATE AND PROFESSIONAL LOAN LIMITS IN 2023–24 

Program Credential Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 

millions 

Registered Nurse ........................................ Masters ............................... 54,840 $997 11,140 $241 
Family Practice Nurse ................................ Masters ............................... 24,190 379 3,870 62 
Nursing Practice ......................................... Doctoral ............................... 13,730 278 3,780 84 
Nurse Anesthetist ....................................... Doctoral ............................... 4,290 206 3,090 124 
Psychiatric Nurse ........................................ Masters ............................... 6,650 110 1,170 23 
Nursing Practice ......................................... Professional ........................ 2,190 55 810 20 
Nursing Science ......................................... Masters ............................... 1,770 46 690 18 
Nurse Anesthetist ....................................... Professional ........................ 950 44 670 26 
Registered Nurse ........................................ Doctoral ............................... 3,230 57 650 15 
Nursing Admin ............................................ Masters ............................... 6,260 81 600 10 
All Other Nursing ........................................ ............................................. 571,330 4,009 6,180 148 

Total .................................................... ............................................. 689,410 6,263 32,660 770 

Note: Ranking includes all nursing credentials and programs, including at the undergraduate level. Programs are at the 6-digit CIP level. 
Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 

TABLE 6—GRADUATE PSYCHOLOGY FIELDS AND CREDENTIALS RANKED BY THE NUMBER OF FEDERAL STUDENT LOAN 
BORROWERS WHO BORROWED OVER THE NEW ANNUAL GRADUATE AND PROFESSIONAL LOAN LIMITS IN 2023–24 

Program Credential Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 

millions 

Counseling Psychology .............................. Masters ............................... 27,460 $529 5,610 $124 
Clinical Psychology ..................................... Masters ............................... 6,870 191 3,100 81 
Clinical Psychology ..................................... Doctoral ............................... 10,340 377 3,080 80 
School Psychology ..................................... Masters ............................... 4,690 85 1,010 18 
Forensic Psychology .................................. Masters ............................... 3,450 70 970 19 
Applied Behavior Analysis .......................... Masters ............................... 9,530 143 900 16 
Industrial & Org. Psychology ...................... Masters ............................... 3,180 49 460 8 
Educational Psychology ............................. Masters ............................... 1,890 29 320 4 
Counseling Psychology .............................. Doctoral ............................... 3,140 50 290 4 
Clinical, Counseling, Other ......................... Masters ............................... 1,210 20 270 4 
All Other Graduate Psychology .................. ............................................. 13,480 226 2,040 38 

Total .................................................... ............................................. 85,240 1,770 18,060 397 

Note: Programs are at the 6-digit CIP level. 
Source: Department analysis using data from NSLDS. 

Comments: One commenter requested 
that the Department provide an analysis 
of the impact of loan limits for graduate 
and professional students in 
architecture-related programs. 

Discussion: To respond to this 
comment, the Department is providing 
an additional analysis specific to 
borrowers enrolled in architecture 
programs (CIP4 0402). According to 
NSLDS data, 21 percent of such 
students borrowed more than the 
$20,500 annual limit. The average 
amount borrowed above the limit of 
such students was $14,472 on average, 
comprising 17 percent of all loans 
disbursed to graduate architecture 
programs. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: One commenter requested 

that the Department provide an analysis 
of the impact of loan limits for graduate 
and professional students enrolled in 
accounting-related programs. 

Discussion: To respond to this 
comment, the Department is providing 
an additional analysis specific to 
borrowers enrolled in graduate 
accounting and finance programs (CIP4 
5203). According to NSLDS data, 10 
percent of such students borrowed more 
than the $20,500 annual limit. The 
average amount borrowed above the 
limit of such students was $14,635 on 
average, comprising 11 percent of all 

loans disbursed to graduate accounting 
and finance programs. 

Changes: None. 
Comments: Commenters requested the 

department provide more information 
about the impacts of the Repayment 
Assistance Plan based on borrower 
characteristics such as race and sex. 

Discussion: To respond to these 
requests, the Department is publishing 
additional information in our 
Regulatory Impact Analysis by race and 
sex in Tables 7 and 8 below. 

Changes: No changes to the regulatory 
text. The Department has added Tables 
7 and 8 to the Regulatory Impact 
Analysis. 
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TABLE 7—PROJECTED REPAYMENT OUTCOMES BY RACE AND ETHNICITY UNDER SAVE, IBR, AND THE REPAYMENT 
ASSISTANCE PLAN 

Repayment plan 
Race and ethnicity 

AIAN API Black Hispanic White Other/multi 

SAVE: 
Years in Repayment ............................................. 13.1 12.9 14.2 12.9 12.9 12.7 
Years Not Reducing Balance ............................... 7.4 5.8 8.4 7 5.8 6.1 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness ...... 73.1 52.4 77.7 70.8 57.5 61.3 
Repayment Ratio .................................................. 0.46 0.67 0.44 0.50 0.64 0.59 

IBR: 
Years in Repayment ............................................. 14.3 13.1 14.8 13.9 13 13.3 
Years Not Reducing Balance ............................... 7.4 5.7 7.5 6.8 5.2 5.9 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness ...... 35.3 24.4 38.9 31.8 23.8 26.0 
Repayment Ratio .................................................. 0.85 0.95 0.84 0.89 0.96 0.93 

RAP: 
Years in Repayment ............................................. 11.2 9.1 12.4 10.6 9.2 9.6 
Years Not Reducing Balance ............................... 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness ...... 7.3 3.7 8.8 6.4 4.7 5.5 
Repayment Ratio .................................................. 0.88 0.94 0.87 0.90 0.94 0.92 

Note: AIAN = American Indian or Alaska Native; API = Asian or Pacific Islander. 
Source: Department analysis using data from the College Scorecard, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, and the Census 

Bureau. 

TABLE 8—PROJECTED REPAYMENT OUTCOMES BY SEX UNDER SAVE, IBR, AND THE REPAYMENT ASSISTANCE PLAN 

Repayment plan 
Sex 

Male Female 

SAVE: 
Years in Repayment ......................................................................................................................................... 12.4 13.5 
Years Not Reducing Balance ........................................................................................................................... 5 7.2 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness .................................................................................................. 53.1 68.1 
Repayment Ratio .............................................................................................................................................. 0.69 0.53 

IBR: 
Years in Repayment ......................................................................................................................................... 12.4 14.1 
Years Not Reducing Balance ........................................................................................................................... 4.2 6.9 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness .................................................................................................. 16.7 33.9 
Repayment Ratio .............................................................................................................................................. 1.02 0.87 

RAP: 
Years in Repayment ......................................................................................................................................... 8.5 10.8 
Years Not Reducing Balance ........................................................................................................................... 0 0 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness .................................................................................................. 2.1 7.6 
Repayment Ratio .............................................................................................................................................. 0.96 0.90 

Source: Department analysis using data from the College Scorecard, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, and the Census 
Bureau. 

Comments: One commenter requested 
that the Department provide a 
distributional analysis of the impact of 
limits on Parent PLUS loans by 
institutional sector. 

Discussion: To respond to these 
requests, the Department is publishing 
additional tables in our Regulatory 
Impact Analysis that shows Federal 
student loan disbursements for the 
2023–24 award year separately for 

graduate and parent borrowers by 
institutional control. 

Changes: No changes to the regulatory 
text. The Department has added Table 9 
to the Regulatory Impact Analysis. 

TABLE 9—FEDERAL STUDENT LOANS TO GRADUATE AND PARENT BORROWERS OVER THE LIMIT IN 2023–24 BY 
INSTITUTIONAL CONTROL 

Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 
(millions) 

Public: 
Graduate ............................................................................................... 630,760 13,746 142,722 3,100 
Parent ................................................................................................... 508,047 6,261 89,003 848 

Non-Profit: 
Graduate ............................................................................................... 723,836 20,821 241,564 7,553 
Parent ................................................................................................... 308,935 4,924 83,049 1,097 

For-Profit: 
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49 34 CFR 668.408(a)(1)(iii). 

50 Monarrez, Tomás and Lesley J. Turner, ‘‘The 
Effect of Student Loan Payment Burdens on 
Borrower Outcomes,’’ SSRN, March 2024, https://
papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_
id=4768760. 

51 Ibid, p. 3. 
52 Students attending less than half time are not 

eligible for Federal student loans. 

TABLE 9—FEDERAL STUDENT LOANS TO GRADUATE AND PARENT BORROWERS OVER THE LIMIT IN 2023–24 BY 
INSTITUTIONAL CONTROL—Continued 

Federal loan 
borrowers 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

(millions) 

Federal loan 
borrowers 
with loans 
over the 

annual limit 

Federal loan 
disbursements 

over the 
annual limit 
(millions) 

Graduate ............................................................................................... 230,490 3,697 50,306 784 
Parent ................................................................................................... 59,275 720 9,365 115 

Source: 2023–2024 NSLDS and IPEDS data reported to the Department. 

Comments: A commenter suggested 
that the Department provide more 
information about the assumptions used 
in its estimate of loan limits provisions 
and use more reliable information in its 
estimates, specifically in connection 
with the estimation of the effect of the 
professional student definition for loan 
limits. The commenter noted that data 
about whether a program meets 
licensure requirements or prepares 
students for a licensure exam in a given 
occupation is collected under 
requirements in 34 CFR 
668.408(a)(1)(iii). 

Discussion: We appreciate the 
commenter’s suggestion to provide more 
information about the Department’s 
assumptions involved in estimating the 
effect of the professional student 
definition. The Department aims to 
explain the basis for its cost estimates 
and will review the Net Budget Impact 
section related to the professional 
student definition to provide that 
sufficient detail is provided. 

With respect to the use of data 
regarding programs that meet licensure 
requirements or prepare students for 
licensure exams in a given occupation, 
the Department has started collecting 
data under the Financial Value and 
Transparency and Gainful Employment 
regulations 49 with a rough and limited 
file received by the Office of Chief 
Economist (OCE) in October 2025. OCE 
consulted FSA and they both agreed 
that the data is not ready to be 
integrated into budget estimates as there 
are issues of completeness and 
reliability as well as timing for 
integration in the budget estimates. The 
Department plans to continue collecting 
the data under the proposed rule and 
will work to improve its reliability and 
completeness, potentially allowing its 
use in future budget re-estimates. 

Changes: The Net Budget Impact 
section has been reviewed and further 
detail about the basis for the estimates 
around the definition of professional 
student has been added. We have 
considered the data regarding programs 

and licensure requirements and 
determined it is not complete and 
reliable enough to use for budget 
estimates at this time. The Department 
will consider incorporating information 
about programs meeting licensure 
requirements or preparing students for 
licensure exams in future budget cycles. 

Comments: A commenter suggested 
that the Department should consider 
increased rates of default from 
Repayment Assistance Plan in the RIA, 
specifically noting the increased 
minimum payment from $0 to $10 for 
IDR borrowers. Referencing a study by 
Tomás Monarrez and Lesley Turner 50 
and a report by the Congressional 
Budget Office, the commenter suggested 
the Department increase defaults in its 
primary estimate of these final 
regulations and provide some sensitivity 
runs related to that possible effect. 

Discussion: The Department 
recognizes that changes in default rates 
may occur as part of the change from 
other income-driven repayment plans to 
Repayment Assistance Plan. As the 
commenter notes, the significant 
reduction in defaults for borrowers with 
a zero-dollar payment while borrowers 
are on the plan found in the study is a 
short-term effect that is largely reversed 
within three years. The study authors 
point to disengagement with the student 
loan repayment process of borrowers 
with a zero-dollar payment as a 
contributing factor to the longer-term 
reversal,51 so the minimum payment of 
$10 could keep the borrowers involved 
and encourage participation in 
automatic payments, potentially 
reducing defaults. The direction and 
magnitude of the potential change in 
defaults is uncertain, so similar to not 
decreasing defaults for estimates of the 
SAVE plan, we do not choose to 
increase defaults for the introduction of 
the Repayment Assistance Plan. 

Changes: No change to include 
increased defaults in the primary budget 
estimate for the final regulations. We 
will include some additional discussion 
of potential effects of Repayment 
Assistance Plan on defaults in the Net 
Budget Impact section. 

c. Discussion of Costs and Benefits 

The final regulations change many 
provisions related to the terms and 
benefits available to borrowers in the 
Federal student loan program, resulting 
in both costs and benefits for students, 
borrowers, institutions, private 
companies, and taxpayers. Note that 
costs to one party which are completely 
offset by benefits to another party are 
classified as transfers, as required by 
OMB Circular A–4. 

The provisions in the final regulations 
that produce significant costs or benefits 
include new annual and aggregate loan 
limits for graduate and professional 
students, as well as parents who borrow 
under the Parent PLUS Program. Under 
the policy preceding the final 
regulations, loans to these borrowers 
were available up to the full cost of 
attendance with no aggregate limit. The 
final regulations also reduce the amount 
of loans students may receive when they 
enroll less than full-time. Prior policy 
made no distinction between full-time 
and less than full-time attendance with 
respect to loan eligibility; students 
attending on at least a half-time basis 
could receive the same loan 
disbursement as if they were attending 
full-time.52 

The final regulations also replace all 
prior IDR plans in the Federal student 
loan program for new borrowers and 
loans with a new plan, the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Features of the 
Repayment Assistance Plan will result 
in costs for some borrowers but benefits 
for others. The final regulations reduce 
forbearance and deferment benefits for 
borrowers in the Federal student loan 
program but allow borrowers to receive 
additional loan rehabilitation benefits. 
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Costs of the Final Regulations: The 
final regulations would impose costs on 
students, institutions, the Department, 
and private companies. A major source 
of costs for both institutions and 
borrowers is the reduction in student 
loans disbursements that will occur as 
a result of the policy changes enacted by 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 

Between 2026–2035, the Department 
estimates that the final regulations will 
result in 9.9 million fewer non- 
consolidated student loans issued, and 
a total reduction in non-consolidated 
Federal student loan disbursements by 
$223.9 billion (Table 3.1). This decline 
is driven by the reduction in loan 
disbursements in Graduate Stafford and 

Graduate PLUS Loans ($171 billion) and 
Parent PLUS Loans ($49 billion). As 
shown in Table 3.1 the reduction in 
non-consolidated loans also decreases 
future consolidation loan volume, 
which does contribute to the net budget 
impact of the changes. 

TABLE 3.1—ESTIMATED CHANGES IN TOTAL FEDERAL STUDENT LOAN DISBURSEMENTS PRE- AND POST-WORKING 
FAMILIES TAX CUTS ACT, 2026–2035 

Loans 
(millions) 

Disbursed 
(millions) 

Pre Post Pre Post 

Undergrad ........................................................................................................................ 94.5 93.4 $355,842 $352,085 
Grad Stafford & PLUS ..................................................................................................... 22.2 13.9 436,437 265,542 
Parent PLUS .................................................................................................................... 7.9 7.3 154,140 104,881 

Non-Consolidated Loan Difference ................................................................................. .................... ¥9.9 .................... ¥223,911 

Consolidation ................................................................................................................... 12.8 8.4 454,638 338,687 

Note: Borrower counts projected by the Department are not unduplicated across cohorts, and loan counts were used to provide a sense of the 
effect of the Working Families Tax Cuts Act loan limit provisions. The relationship between the number of loans and borrowers varies somewhat 
by loan type, risk group, and cohort but is approximately 1.67 loans annually per undergraduate borrower, 1.28 loans annually for Parent PLUS, 
and 1.3 loans annually for graduate students. 

Source: Student Loan Model volume assumption for PB2026 and Working Families Tax Cuts Act cost estimates. 

The reduction in loan volume is due 
to several policy changes imposed by 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 
First, prior to the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, graduate students and parents 
of dependent undergraduates were able 
to borrow up to an institution’s full cost 
of attendance annually and with no 
aggregate limit. Beginning July 1, 2026, 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
imposes annual and aggregate limits on 
these loans. Annual limits for graduate 
students, professional students, and 
parents are $20,500, $50,000, and 
$20,000, respectively. The aggregate 
limits are $100,000, $200,000, and 
$65,000 (per dependent student of the 
parent), respectively. The new loan 

limits do not apply to borrowers who 
are currently enrolled in higher 
education programs who had received 
Federal loans made prior to July 1, 2026. 
In other words, the new limits apply 
only to new borrowers on or after July 
1, 2026. 

Second, a reduction in loan volume 
will occur due to the proration of loans 
for students enrolled less than full-time. 
Beginning July 1, 2026, the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act imposes new 
loan limits for students enrolled less 
than full-time. Specifically, a student 
will only be able to borrow up to a 
prorated annual limit based on the 
individual borrower’s enrollment status. 
Prior to the Working Families Tax Cuts 

Act, undergraduate and graduate 
students could borrow up to the full 
annual loan limit, as long as they were 
enrolled at least half-time. 

Table 3.2 describes the number of 
borrowers and loan volume that could 
be affected by the proration provision 
using Department data from FY 2025. Of 
the $92.7 billion in non-consolidated 
Federal student loans disbursed in FY 
2025, $84 billion was disbursed to full- 
time students. The remaining 
disbursements ($8.7 billion) were to 
students enrolled less than full-time and 
would therefore be subject to the 
prorated annual loan limit beginning 
July 1, 2026. 

TABLE 3.2—DISTRIBUTION OF NON-CONSOLIDATED BORROWERS AND LOAN DISBURSEMENTS IN FY 2025 BY ENROLLMENT 
STATUS 
[Millions] 

Enrollment status Program Borrowers 
(unduplicated) 

Loan volume 
(excluding 

parent PLUS) 

Parent PLUS 
loan volume 

Full-Time ......................................................... 2-Yr Undergrad .............................................. 0.6 $4,493.4 $402.5 
4-Yr Undergrad .............................................. 4.0 26,573.5 12,255.2 
Grad ............................................................... 1.2 40,309.8 ........................

Total ............................................................ 5.8 71,376.6 12,657.7 

Less than Full-Time ........................................ 2-Yr Undergrad .............................................. 0.2 1,054.1 17.6 
4-Yr Undergrad .............................................. 0.4 3,318.9 76.9 
Grad ............................................................... 0.2 4,263.1 ........................

Total ............................................................ 0.8 8,636.1 94.6 
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TABLE 3.2—DISTRIBUTION OF NON-CONSOLIDATED BORROWERS AND LOAN DISBURSEMENTS IN FY 2025 BY ENROLLMENT 
STATUS—Continued 

[Millions] 

Enrollment status Program Borrowers 
(unduplicated) 

Loan volume 
(excluding 

parent PLUS) 

Parent PLUS 
loan volume 

Grand Total .............................................. ......................................................................... 6.5 80,012.7 12,752.2 

Note: Full-time includes all students who were enrolled as a full-time student at any point during FY 2025. Less than full-time includes students 
who were never enrolled as full-time during FY 2025. 

Source: Department analysis using National Student Loan Data System (NSLDS) data. 

These loan limits will create several 
new costs for borrowers relative to pre- 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act policy. 
First, borrowers may have to reduce 
their enrollment due to the inability to 
afford the cost of their program. This 
could delay the time it takes students to 
finish their program. Second, students 
may need to seek other forms of 
financing to maintain their enrollment, 
such as by pursuing employment while 
enrolled or taking out private loans. 
Private loans may have less favorable 
terms than Federal student loans, 
meaning some students and parents 
who utilize these financing options 
could face higher interest rates and fees. 
Third, some students and parents may 
not be able to secure non-Federal loans 
to replace the borrowing capacity lost 

under the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act, whether that be because non- 
Federal lenders deem the programs and 
institutions the students attend to be 
financially risky, or because the 
borrowers do not have adequate credit 
histories or cannot obtain a co-signer. 
Some of these borrowers may have to 
drop out of their program due to their 
inability to afford their program through 
alternative means. These effects will 
require some affected borrowers to 
reconsider their enrollment and 
financing decisions. These, in turn, may 
have further effects, such as on timing 
of on when individuals enter the labor 
force and their career choices. The 
changes to Federal student loan limits 
create indirect costs for institutions. 
Institutions of higher education will 

receive less loan revenue from the 
Federal government if those loans are 
used to cover education expenses paid 
directly to the institution, such as 
tuition and fees. While that revenue 
may be replaced by students securing 
other sources of financing or using more 
of their own funds to pay for 
postsecondary education, some of it 
may not be replaced. This will cause a 
loss of revenue for institutions. These 
institutions are likely to incur costs 
determining their best response to these 
changes, which may include reducing 
tuition prices or restructuring their 
programs. Table 3.3 shows that loan 
disbursements to institutions will differ 
across sectors and may be largest for 
institutions that enroll large shares of 
graduate students. 

TABLE 3.3—ESTIMATED CHANGES IN FEDERAL STUDENT LOAN DISBURSEMENTS PRE- AND POST-WORKING FAMILIES TAX 
CUTS ACT BY SECTOR, 2026–2035 

Total dollars disbursed 
($ millions) 

Number of loans 
(millions) 

Pre Post Pre Post 

A. For-Profit 2-Year: 
Undergrad ................................................................................................................ 19,798 19,644 5.8 5.7 
ParentPLUS ............................................................................................................. 3,147 2,932 0.3 0.3 

B. Non-Profit and Public 2-Year: 
Undergrad ................................................................................................................ 34,859 34,409 10.2 10.1 
ParentPLUS ............................................................................................................. 1,141 987 0.1 0.1 

C. 4-Year Freshman and Sophomore: 
Undergrad ................................................................................................................ 148,909 146,944 43.3 42.7 
ParentPLUS ............................................................................................................. 85,648 61,318 4.2 4.0 

D. 4-Year Junior and Senior: 
Undergrad ................................................................................................................ 152,276 151,088 35.2 35.0 
ParentPLUS ............................................................................................................. 64,204 39,644 3.2 2.9 

E. Graduate: 
Grad ......................................................................................................................... 436,437 265,542 22.2 13.9 

F. Consolidation: 
Not-from-Default ....................................................................................................... 364,392 327,487 8.6 7.9 
From Default ............................................................................................................ 90,246 11,200 4.2 0.6 

Beyond the costs associated with 
changes to Federal student loan limits, 
another source of costs to borrowers are 
through changes to student loan 
repayment plans. The Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act creates a new student loan 
repayment plan, the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, which replaces all 
prior IDR plans beginning on July 1, 

2026. The Repayment Assistance Plan 
will create new costs for borrowers 
relative to a pre-Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act baseline. Borrowers’ payments 
in the Repayment Assistance Plan are 
calculated on a sliding scale relative to 
their incomes, ranging from 1 percent 
for borrowers with $10,000 of annual 
income, to 10 percent for borrowers 

earning $100,000 or more. Although 
those terms will result in similar 
monthly payments for many borrowers 
compared with some prior IDR plans, 
monthly payments will be higher for all 
borrowers compared to repayment terms 
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53 Cohn, J. Blagg, K. Delisle, J. (2025). House 
Republicans’ Proposed Income-Driven Repayment 
Plan for Student Loans How Reforms in the 2025 
Budget Reconciliation Bill Would Affect Borrowers, 
Urban Institute, (https://www.urban.org/sites/ 
default/files/2025-05/House_Republicans_
Proposed_IDR_Plan_for_Student_Loans.pdf). 

54 Black, S. Turner, L. Denning, J. (2023). PLUS 
or Minus? The Effect of Graduate School Loans on 
Access, Attainment, and Prices. NBER Working 
Paper 31291 (https://doi.org/10.3386/w31291). 

that were available under the SAVE 
plan.53 

Some low-income borrowers will also 
face higher costs under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan compared to any prior 
IDR plan due to higher monthly 
payments. Unlike prior IDR plans, there 
is no exempted income under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. This means 
monthly payments are calculated using 
the borrower’s entire income. The 
Repayment Assistance Plan also 
includes a minimum payment amount, 
which requires borrowers earning less 
than $10,000 annually to pay $10 per 
month. Prior IDR plans allowed 
borrowers to make $0 payments if their 
incomes were below the level of 
exemption. 

The Repayment Assistance Plan also 
reduces loan forgiveness benefits 
relative to prior IDR plans. Some of that 
loss in benefits is, however, offset by the 
Repayment Assistance Plan’s interest 
subsidies and new principal payment 
matching discussed later in the RIA. 
The Repayment Assistance Plan 
provides loan forgiveness to borrowers 
who make a total of 360 on-time 
payments in the plan. Prior IDR plans 
generally provided loan forgiveness 
after 20 or 25 years of payments, 
although the SAVE plan would have 
provided loan forgiveness in as early as 
10 years for undergraduate borrowers 
with lower balances. 

A final repayment-related cost for 
borrowers results from changes to 
forbearance options. The Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act reduces the time 
that a borrower may use a forbearance 
to 9 months in any 24-month period. 
Prior policy allowed borrowers 12- 
month forbearances for up to three 
years. The Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act also eliminates the economic 
hardship deferment and unemployment 
deferment as options for borrowers with 
new loans made on or after July 1, 2027. 
As with changes to loan limits, changes 
to repayment may affect enrollment, 
financing, and labor market decisions 
for affected borrowers. 

The final regulations will also impose 
administrative costs on the Department 
to implement the changes to the Federal 
student loan program (Table 4.5). We 
estimate that, based on comparable 
changes made in the past, those 
administrative costs would average 
approximately $23.86 million (using a 3 
percent discount rate, Table 4.5) in 

systems modifications, contract change 
requests, and staffing costs on an annual 
basis over the 2026–2035 period. The 
majority of these estimated costs, 62 
percent, will be incurred during the first 
three years of implementation. The 
Department will incur administrative 
costs as it works with the private 
companies that administer the Federal 
student loan program (loan servicers) to 
update their systems, training, and 
communications to implement and 
operate the two new repayment plans in 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act: the 
Repayment Assistance Plan and the 
Tiered Standard plan by July 1, 2026. 
The Department is also updating its 
systems for loan origination and 
repayment tracking to align them with 
the changes to loan limits and 
repayment plans. One of these systems, 
the Common Origination and 
Disbursement (COD) system, is designed 
to support origination, disbursement, 
and reporting for Direct Loan, Federal 
Pell Grant, and the Teacher Education 
Assistance for College and Higher 
Education (TEACH) Grant programs. 
The system uses a single ‘‘Common 
Record’’ (XML format) for efficiency and 
eliminating duplicate student and 
borrower data, providing a centralized 
system for title IV program 
administration used by the Department 
and all institutions across the country 
that participate in the delivery of 
Federal student aid. The other system 
that will be updated, the National 
Student Loan Data System (NSLDS), is 
the central database for all Federal 
student aid, tracking title IV loans and 
grants (like Pell Grants) through their 
entire lifecycle, from approval to 
repayment or closure. The system 
provides an integrated view for 
students, schools, and servicers to 
manage aid, loan status, balances, and 
enrollment. It consolidates data from 
schools, lenders, and programs, 
enabling users to access loan history, 
disbursement details, and servicer 
information via the FSA Partner 
Connect portal. 

The COD system and NSLDS must be 
modified to reflect the terms of the new 
repayment plans (which include new 
features, such as matching principal 
payments), new annual and lifetime 
loan limits for graduate and professional 
students and Parent PLUS Loans, and 
elimination of Graduate PLUS Loans. 
For the COD system, these changes 
include updates to current fields and 
the collection of additional fields, such 
as modifications to grade level 
definitions. In addition, new system 
edits will be added to account for loan 
limit exceptions and other changes. For 

NSLDS, these changes reflect new 
reporting requirements for servicers and 
system changes to account for new 
aggregate loan limits and exceptions 
that must now be tracked to determine 
borrower eligibility. In addition, NSLDS 
will be updated to account for new pre- 
and-post screening processes related to 
aggregate loan limits and new academic 
levels that account for the different loan 
limits for graduate and professional 
students. 

While most of the administrative costs 
the Department will incur implementing 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
occur in the first few years, the 
Department will incur long-term 
administrative costs maintaining the 
Department’s COD, NSLDS, and other 
system changes in future years to 
account for ongoing development, 
operations, and maintenance. The 
Department does not estimate that it 
will incur a large increase in long-term 
administrative costs with respect to 
payments to loan servicers. The 
Department pays loan servicers based 
on monthly borrower counts and the 
Department does not expect the number 
of student loan borrowers to change 
significantly in the future due to 
changes in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act. The Department will, 
however, incur additional costs to 
monitor data reported by loan servicers. 
The Department expects to incur 
additional administrative costs to train 
and support institutions of higher 
education that now must align their 
procedures and systems with the new 
loan disbursement policies in the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act. 

Benefits of the Final Regulations: 
The final regulations provide benefits 

to students, borrowers, and taxpayers. 
These benefits include potentially lower 
tuition costs for students, simplified 
repayment terms for student loan 
borrowers, and lower costs for 
taxpayers. Benefits to students and 
borrowers are discussed first, followed 
by the benefits to taxpayers. The first 
benefit to students and borrowers stems 
from the new limits on Federal student 
loans for graduate and professional 
programs. Research finds that these loan 
limits could provide an incentive to 
institutions to limit tuition increases, 
benefiting current and future students.54 
Due to the pressure these loan limits 
may have on tuition, more students may 
be able to enroll in graduate school, 
persist to graduation, and incur lower 
costs. A Federal Reserve Bank of 
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55 Adam Looney, ‘‘How Much Does College Cost 
and How Does It Relate to Student Borrowing? 
Tuition Growth and Borrowing over the Past 30 
Years,’’ Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, 
Working Paper 24–16 (Sept. 2024), DOI: 10.21799/ 
frbp.wp.2024.16. 

56 Cooper, Preston. (2024). Does College Pay 
Off? A Comprehensive Return On Investment 
Analysis. Foundation for Research on Equal 
Opportunity (https://freopp.org/whitepapers/does- 
college-pay-off-a-comprehensive-return-on- 
investment-analysis/). 

57 Akers, B. Cooper, P. (2024. How Private 
Student Lending Can Repair Higher Education. 
American Enterprise Institute (https://www.aei.org/ 
research-products/report/how-private-student- 
lending-can-repair-higher-education/). 

Philadelphia Working Paper (2024) 
indicated that higher net prices are 
associated with higher student 
borrowing, and that this relationship is 
particularly evident at the graduate 
program level, where annual borrowing 
limits generally do not bind. The paper 
suggests that tuition inflation alone does 
not explain changes in borrowing. 
While the correlation does not establish 
causation, it may reflect bidirectional 
dynamics, including both higher prices 
driving greater student borrowing and 
expanded capacity for student 
borrowing.55 The paper suggests factors 
beyond rising sticker prices may drive 
borrowing, with students sometimes 
choosing more expensive higher-quality 
programs or institutions with better 
amenities, leading to higher net costs 
and greater borrowing. 

Similarly, the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act’s limits on graduate loans will 
help reduce the number of degree 
programs that result in low earnings 
relative to the prices institutions charge. 
Prior research has found that 
approximately 43 percent of master’s 
degrees and 23 percent of doctoral and 
professional degrees do not increase 
students’ earnings enough to justify the 
costs of those programs.56 Because 
private lenders’ decisions to provide 
credit is in large part based on students’ 
future ability to repay, some of these 
low-value programs are unlikely to 
attract private loans to fully replace lost 
Federal student loans and are therefore 
expected to shrink in both size and 
number.57 Such an outcome will 
increase earnings for individuals 
throughout the economy, as students 
shift towards programs that provide a 
stronger return on investment or choose 
not to enroll in postsecondary education 
and instead enter the labor force. In 
turn, such an outcome will reduce 
taxpayer subsidies for individuals who 
would otherwise use loans to finance 
these lower earning credentials. 

Borrowers will also benefit through 
changes to repayment provisions. The 
first repayment-related benefit for 
borrowers is the new provision that 

allows borrowers who default on 
Federal student loans to rehabilitate a 
second time. Prior to the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act, borrowers were 
allowed to rehabilitate a defaulted loan 
only once. Under rehabilitation, a 
borrower makes a series of nine on-time 
payments that fulfill the rehabilitation 
agreement and return their loans to good 
standing, and the Department then 
requests that the credit reporting bureau 
remove the default from the borrower’s 
record. A second rehabilitation will 
benefit borrowers by providing 
borrowers who re-default a pathway to 
return their loans to good standing and, 
in turn, increase their ability to 
purchase a home, automobile, or other 
items financed through consumer credit 
markets as result of the removal of the 
default from their record. This provision 
will also allow defaulted borrowers to 
avoid administrative wage 
garnishments, the Treasury Offset 
Program, and collection fees associated 
with defaulted loans. 

The second repayment-related benefit 
for borrowers is through the new loan 
repayment terms provided under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. These 
benefits stem from several provisions. 
First, relative to most existing IDR plans 
(such as IBR but not SAVE), some 
borrowers using the Repayment 
Assistance Plan will see a reduction in 
their calculated monthly payment. 
Table 3.4 shows that relative to IBR (for 
new borrowers as of 2014), monthly 
payments are lower under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan for 
borrowers with adjusted gross incomes 
between $30,000 and $70,000. For 
borrowers with an adjusted gross 
income lower than $30,000, monthly 
payments only differ marginally, by 
approximately $10 to $22 per month. 

TABLE 3.4—MONTHLY PAYMENTS 
UNDER IBR AND THE REPAYMENT 
ASSISTANCE PLAN 

Adjusted gross 
income IBR 

Repayment 
assistance 

plan 

Under $10,000 ...... $0 $10 
$10,001–$20,000 .. 0 13 
$20,001–$30,000 .. 20 42 
$30,001–$40,000 .. 103 88 
$40,001–$50,000 .. 187 150 
$50,001–$60,000 .. 270 229 
$60,001–$70,000 .. 353 325 
$70,001–$80,000 .. 437 438 
$80,001–$90,000 .. 520 567 
$90,001–$100,000 603 713 

TABLE 3.4—MONTHLY PAYMENTS 
UNDER IBR AND THE REPAYMENT 
ASSISTANCE PLAN—Continued 

Adjusted gross 
income IBR 

Repayment 
assistance 

plan 

$100,000– 
$110,000 ........... 687 875 

Note: Monthly payment amounts are based 
on the midpoint for each category of adjusted 
gross income. IBR monthly payments assume 
a single borrower with no dependents using 
the 2024 Federal poverty line ($15,060). 

Second, some borrowers will receive 
new benefits under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan that have historically 
not been available on prior IDR plans. 
The Repayment Assistance Plan waives 
unpaid interest for borrowers with on- 
time payments that do not fully cover 
accruing interest. That benefit applies to 
all loan types at any point in repayment. 
Prior IDR plans generally did not waive 
all unpaid interest on all types of loans 
at any point in repayment (with the 
exception of the SAVE plan). 

Third, the Repayment Assistance Plan 
includes a new principal subsidy for 
borrowers who are not reducing their 
principal balance. Under this plan, the 
Department matches borrowers’ 
payments dollar-for-dollar, up to $50 in 
loan principal reduction each month. 
No prior IDR plan included a principal 
subsidy such as the one included in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. 

Together, these provisions prevent 
borrowers’ loan balances from 
increasing while they repay under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, and some 
of these policies would 
disproportionately benefit low-income 
borrowers. Unlike prior IDR plans, the 
loan balances of borrowers using the 
Repayment Assistance Plan will decline 
each month if they make an on-time 
payment, because their unpaid interest 
is first fully waived, and the Department 
then reduces their principal balance 
equal to the payments the borrower 
makes, up to $50. 

To better understand these benefits, 
the Department simulated how future 
cohorts of borrowers would benefit 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
relative to existing repayment plans. 
The Department used data from the 
College Scorecard and Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS) to create a synthetic cohort of 
borrowers. Using Census Bureau data, 
the Department projected earnings and 
employment, marriage, spousal debt, 
spousal earnings, and family size for 
each borrower up to age 60. Using these 
projections, payments under different 
loan repayment plans can be calculated 
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for the full length of time between repayment entry, and full repayment or 
forgiveness. 

TABLE 3.5—PROJECTED REPAYMENT OUTCOMES BY OUTSTANDING BALANCE AT REPAYMENT ENTRY UNDER SAVE, IBR, 
THE REPAYMENT ASSISTANCE PLAN, AND TIERED STANDARD REPAYMENT PLAN 

Repayment plan 

Outstanding balance at repayment entry 

Less than 
$25,000 

$25,000– 
$49,999 

$50,000– 
$99,999 

$100,000 
or greater 

SAVE: 
Years in Repayment ................................................................................................. 11.5 17.6 19.9 21.8 
Years Not Reducing Balance ................................................................................... 5.7 8.2 8.9 11.6 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness .......................................................... 64.5 53.6 51.8 66.5 
Repayment Ratio ...................................................................................................... 0.56 0.65 0.73 0.68 

IBR: 
Years in Repayment ................................................................................................. 12.8 14.6 16.2 17.9 
Years Not Reducing Balance ................................................................................... 5.6 6.1 6.8 9.9 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness .......................................................... 22.8 34.2 48.6 68.4 
Repayment Ratio ...................................................................................................... 0.94 0.89 0.87 0.77 

Repayment Assistance Plan: 
Years in Repayment ................................................................................................. 9 11.9 13.7 17.5 
Years Not Reducing Balance ................................................................................... 0 0 0 0 
Percent of Borrowers Receiving Forgiveness .......................................................... 4.5 7.6 9.3 17.7 
Repayment Ratio ...................................................................................................... 0.92 0.91 0.94 0.95 

Tiered Standard: 
Years in Repayment ................................................................................................. 10 15 20 25 
Repayment Ratio ...................................................................................................... 1.07 1.08 1.12 1.05 
Average annual earnings at repayment entry .......................................................... $31,253 $37,542 $58,685 $74,791 
Average annual family earnings at repayment entry ............................................... $35,973 $42,864 $67,335 $86,086 
Percent of Borrowers with Graduate Loans ............................................................. 1.2 47.5 100 100 

Note: The repayment ratio is defined as the share of a borrower’s initial balance that is ultimately repaid in present value terms. 
Source: Department analysis completed using data from the College Scorecard, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, and the 

Census Bureau. 

Using these simulations, Table 3.5 
illustrates borrower repayment 
outcomes across different repayment 
plans. Under the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, borrowers spend fewer years both 
in repayment and where they are not 
reducing their loan balance, on average, 
relative to other types of income-driven 
repayment plans. Further, for borrowers 
with initial loan balances of less than 

$50,000, borrowers will fully repay their 
loans faster under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan while paying a similar 
amount (in present value terms) than 
they would under IBR, as shown by the 
repayment ratio in Table 3.5. 

The changes in the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act also produce significant 
savings to taxpayers. These savings are 
summarized in Table 3.6 (note that 

interactive budget effects are not 
included in these estimates). The largest 
benefits to taxpayers—which are the 
focus of the following discussion—come 
from changes to student loan repayment 
plans. These changes are estimated to 
save taxpayers $121.8 billion in 
modifications to cohorts from 1994– 
2025, and another $246.5 billion in 
outlays between 2026–2035. 

TABLE 3.6—NET BUDGET EFFECTS FOR MAJOR STUDENT LOAN CHANGES IN WORKING FAMILIES TAX CUTS ACT 
[$ In millions] 

Policy 
Modification 
for cohorts 
1994–2025 

Change in 
budget 
outlays, 

2026–2035 

Grad and Professional Loan Limits ......................................................................................................................... ........................ ¥$51,809 
ParentPLUS Loan Limits ......................................................................................................................................... ........................ 2,801 
Prorated loans for less than full-time enrollment .................................................................................................... ........................ ¥15,361 
Changes to Repayment plans, Including Income-Driven Repayment .................................................................... ¥121,830 ¥246,460 
Elimination of Economic Hardship & Unemployment Deferment Options and Limitations on Forbearance .......... ........................ 148 
Allow Additional Loan Rehabilitation ....................................................................................................................... ........................ ........................
Updated Definition of Professional Student ............................................................................................................ ........................ 112 

Note: Estimates reflect policy scored in isolation compared to President’s Budget 2026 baseline, except for repayment plan changes, which 
are scored including the effects of loan limits on the Repayment Assistance Plan and the revised distribution of volume to the Tiered Standard 
and Repayment Assistance Plan plans from FY2027 onward. 
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58 Working Families Tax Cuts Act eliminated the 
authority for the Department to offer income- 
contingent repayment plans under Section 493C of 
the HEA beginning after July 1, 2028. The 
Department is currently operating the ICR and 
PAYE repayment plans relying upon that authority. 
The SAVE plan also purportedly relied upon that 
authority, but the Department is enjoined from 

implementing that plan. See Missouri v. Biden, 112 
F.4th 531, 538 (8th Cir. 2024. 

59 White House Press Release, President Joe Biden 
Outlines New Plans to Deliver Student Debt Relief 
to Over 30 Million Americans Under the Biden- 
Harris Administration, (April 8, 2024, available at 
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing- 
room/statements-releases/2024/04/08/president- 
joe-biden-outlines-new-plans-to-deliver-student- 

debt-relief-to-over-30-million-americans-under-the- 
biden-harris-administration/. 

60 Delisle, J. and Holt, A. (2014). Zero Marginal 
Cost. (https://www.newamerica.org/education- 
policy/policy-papers/zero-marginal-cost/); and Fu, 
Chao et. (2025). Moral Hazard and the 
Sustainability of Income-Driven Repayment Plans. 
(https://www.nber.org/papers/w33411). 

These changes to repayment plans 
benefit taxpayers for several reasons. 
First, the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act eliminates the SAVE plan, 
producing significant savings.58 Eight 
million borrowers had enrolled in 
SAVE, and more than half (4.5 million) 
qualified for a $0 monthly payment.59 
These borrowers must now enroll in a 
different repayment plan and begin 
making larger payments than under 
SAVE. 

Second, under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, larger proportions of 
loans will be repaid, saving taxpayers 
money. This is seen in the average 
repayment ratio (defined as the share of 
a borrower’s initial balance that is 
ultimately repaid in present value 
terms) shown in Table 3.5. Under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, the 
repayment ratio is consistently higher 
than other IDR plans. This is because 
the Repayment Assistance Plan requires 
borrowers to repay their loans for longer 
(30 years instead of 10 to 25 years under 
prior plans) before qualifying for loan 
forgiveness, because monthly payments 
are calculated using a borrower’s full 

income, and because there is a 
minimum monthly payment 
requirement. 

Third, the Repayment Assistance Plan 
also requires borrowers with higher 
incomes to make higher monthly 
payments than prior IDR plans, and the 
income brackets used to determine the 
monthly payment amount under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan are not 
indexed to inflation. Together, these 
changes will increase the amount 
borrowers are expected to repay in 
future years, reducing costs to 
taxpayers. Lastly, these features will 
discourage over-borrowing, as the terms 
of the Repayment Assistance Plan 
reduce the moral hazard associated with 
IDR relative to previous plans with 
shorter repayment periods and lower 
total payments.60 Similarly, these 
features are likely to discourage 
institutions from offering programs that 
lead to low earnings relative to students’ 
debts because borrowers will now bear 
more of their loan repayment costs. That 
in turn will benefit taxpayers and the 
broader economy by better aligning 
higher education costs with graduates’ 

potential earnings. Due to the terms of 
the Repayment Assistance Plan, fewer 
borrowers are likely to use this new 
plan than would have repaid under 
prior IDR plans. 

To better understand these benefits, 
the Department modeled the share of 
loan volume repaid through different 
repayment plans using the cohort of 
loans entering repayment in 2030. These 
estimates are shown in Table 3.7. Prior 
to the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
the Department estimated that, for loans 
entering repayment in 2030, 59 percent 
of Unsubsidized graduate loans and 67 
percent of Graduate PLUS Loans were 
expected to be repaid through an IDR 
plan. After the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, the Department now estimates 
that, for the same cohort, 47 percent of 
Unsubsidized graduate loans and 55 
percent of Graduate PLUS Loans will be 
repaid through an IDR plan. The 
Department estimates that graduate 
borrowers will enroll in the standard 
repayment plan at higher rates (relative 
to pre-Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
policy), reducing the amount of loan 
volume that could be forgiven. 

TABLE 3.7—ESTIMATED SHARES OF DIRECT LOAN VOLUME IN REPAYMENT FOR COHORT 2030, PRE- AND POST-WORKING 
FAMILIES TAX CUTS ACT BY LOAN TYPE AND REPAYMENT PLAN 

Cohort 2030 

Subsidized Unsubsidized PLUS 

Pre 
(%) 

Post 
(%) 

Pre 
(%) 

Post 
(%) 

Pre 
(%) 

Post 
(%) 

2-year Proprietary: 
Standard/Tiered Standard ........................................................................ 62 63 59 60 92 100 
Extended/Graduated ................................................................................. 11 0 11 0 8 0 
IDR Plans ................................................................................................. 27 37 30 40 0 0 

RAP ................................................................................................... N/A 75 N/A 75 N/A 75 
Other IDR Plans ................................................................................ 100 25 100 25 100 25 

2-year Not-for-Profit & Public: 
Standard/Tiered Standard ........................................................................ 56 69 54 68 90 100 
Extended/Graduated ................................................................................. 7 0 8 0 10 0 
IDR Plans ................................................................................................. 37 31 38 32 0 0 

RAP ................................................................................................... N/A 88 N/A 88 N/A 88 
Other IDR Plans ................................................................................ 100 12 100 12 100 12 

4-year Freshman and Sophmore: 
Standard/Tiered Standard ........................................................................ 58 59 58 58 90 100 
Extended/Graduated ................................................................................. 6 0 7 0 10 0 
IDR Plans ................................................................................................. 36 41 35 42 0 0 

RAP ................................................................................................... N/A 89 N/A 89 N/A 89 
Other IDR Plans ................................................................................ 100 11 100 11 100 11 

4-year Junior and Senior: 
Standard/Tiered Standard ........................................................................ 50 55 49 53 83 100 
Extended/Graduated ................................................................................. 8 0 9 0 17 0 
IDR Plans ................................................................................................. 42 45 42 47 0 0 

RAP ................................................................................................... N/A 84 N/A 84 N/A 84 
Other IDR Plans ................................................................................ 100 16 100 16 100 16 
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TABLE 3.7—ESTIMATED SHARES OF DIRECT LOAN VOLUME IN REPAYMENT FOR COHORT 2030, PRE- AND POST-WORKING 
FAMILIES TAX CUTS ACT BY LOAN TYPE AND REPAYMENT PLAN—Continued 

Cohort 2030 

Subsidized Unsubsidized PLUS 

Pre 
(%) 

Post 
(%) 

Pre 
(%) 

Post 
(%) 

Pre 
(%) 

Post 
(%) 

Graduate: 
Standard/Tiered Standard ........................................................................ N/A N/A 32 53 26 45 
Extended/Graduated ................................................................................. N/A N/A 9 0 6 0 
IDR Plans ................................................................................................. N/A N/A 59 47 67 55 

RAP ................................................................................................... N/A N/A N/A 93 N/A 93 
Other IDR Plans ................................................................................ N/A N/A 100 7 100 7 

Consolidated Not-from-Default: 
Standard/Tiered Standard ........................................................................ 1.2 33 0.5 26 0.5 100 
Extended/Graduated ................................................................................. 21.4 0 13 0 99.5 0 
IDR Plans ................................................................................................. 77.4 67 87 74 0 0 

RAP ................................................................................................... N/A 89 N/A 89 N/A 89 
Other IDR Plans ................................................................................ 100 11 100 11 100 11 

Consolidated From Default: 
Standard/Tiered Standard ........................................................................ 0.5 25 0.2 23 100 100 
Extended/Graduated ................................................................................. 18.9 0 13.1 0 0 0 
IDR Plans ................................................................................................. 80.6 75 86.8 77 0 0 

RAP ................................................................................................... N/A 75 N/A 75 N/A 75 
Other IDR Plans ................................................................................ 100 25 100 25 100 25 

Note: First three rows within each section represent the distribution of all volume in the category for the 2030 repayment cohort. The indented rows capture the 
split in volume between the Repayment Assistance Plan and other income-driven plans among borrowers assigned to IDR plans. 

Source: The Department’s Student Loan Model percent volume assumption of repayment plan distribution and IDR sub-model plan distribution for year 10 for 
PB2026 and Working Families Tax Cuts Act cost estimates. 

d. Net Budget Impact 

As anticipated in the NPRM 
published January 30, 2026, the 
Department has released an updated 
budget since that publication. The 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act changes 
implemented in these final regulations 
are considered current law and included 
in the President’s Budget for FY 2027 
(PB2027) baseline, and as no significant 
additional changes have been made to 
these final regulations, there is no 
significant net budget impact compared 
to the PB2027 baseline. Table 4.1A 
provides an updated estimate of the net 
Federal budget impact of expanding the 

professional student definition from the 
6-digit CIP level to the 4-digit CIP level 
and the inclusion of Clinical 
Psychology, an area in which the 
Department exercised its discretion 
during negotiated rulemaking. This is 
estimated compared to a modified 
PB2027 baseline that defines 
professional student at the 6-digit CIP 
level with no Clinical Psychology. This 
change only affects future loans so Table 
4.1A covers cohorts 2027–2036 only 
with no modification to prior cohorts. 

For informational purposes, we have 
included Table 4.1B that restates the net 
Federal budget impact of the 
modification executed in September 

2025 to reflect the provisions of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act as 
understood at that time and scored 
against the President’s Budget for 
FY2026. This includes both the effects 
of a modification to existing loan 
cohorts and costs for loan cohorts from 
2026 to 2035. A cohort reflects all loans 
originated in a given fiscal year. 
Consistent with the requirements of the 
Credit Reform Act of 1990, budget cost 
estimates for the Federal student loan 
programs reflect the estimated net 
present value of all future non- 
administrative Federal costs associated 
with a cohort of loans. 

TABLE 4.1A—ESTIMATED BUDGET IMPACT OF THE PROFESSIONAL STUDENT DEFINITION COMPARED TO PB2027 WITH 6- 
DIGIT CIP DEFINITION 

[$ in millions] 

Section Description Total 
(2027–2036) 

§ 685.102 ....... Change to professional student definition to use 4-digit CIP and include Clinical Psychology (Psy.D. and 
Ph.D.).

$537 

Note: The estimate of the update to the professional student definition is scored off a PB2027 baseline that includes the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act statutory changes including a professional student definition at the 6-digit CIP level. 

TABLE 4.1B—ESTIMATED BUDGET IMPACT OF THE WORKING FAMILIES TAX CUTS ACT CHANGES COMPARED TO PB2026 
[$ in millions] 

Section Description 
Modification 

score 
(1994–2025) 

Outyear 
score 

(2026–2035) 

Total 
(1994–2035) 

§ 685.208, 
§ 685.209.

Establishment of RAP and Tiered Standard Repayment Plan and other 
changes in repayment plans *.

¥$121,830 ¥$246,460 ¥$368,290 

§ 685.203 ........... Graduate and Professional Loan Limits ...................................................... ........................ ¥51,809 ¥51,809 
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TABLE 4.1B—ESTIMATED BUDGET IMPACT OF THE WORKING FAMILIES TAX CUTS ACT CHANGES COMPARED TO 
PB2026—Continued 

[$ in millions] 

Section Description 
Modification 

score 
(1994–2025) 

Outyear 
score 

(2026–2035) 

Total 
(1994–2035) 

§ 685.203 ........... Parent PLUS Loan Limits ............................................................................ ........................ 2,801 2,801 
§ 685.203 ........... Prorated loans for less than full-time enrollment ......................................... ........................ ¥15,361 ¥15,361 
§ 685.204 ........... Elimination of Economic Hardship and Unemployment Deferments .......... ........................ ¥2,083 ¥2,083 
§ 685.205 ........... Forbearance Limited to 9 months per 24-month period .............................. ........................ 1,246 1,246 

Note: Estimates reflect policy scored in isolation compared to PB2026 baseline, except for the repayment plan changes score, which included 
effects of loan limits on Repayment Assistance Plan and revised distribution of volume to the Tiered Standard Plan and the Repayment Assist-
ance Plan from FY 2027 on. 

The final regulations implement 
several provisions of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act including the 
introduction of the Repayment 
Assistance Program, the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan, and 
associated eligibility provisions for 
borrowers with all loans disbursed 
before July 1, 2026, and those with loans 
disbursed on or after July 1, 2026; 
elimination of the availability of 
economic hardship and unemployment 
deferments for loans disbursed on or 
after July 1, 2027; discretionary 
forbearances limited to a period that 
does not exceed nine months within a 
24-month period; annual and aggregate 
loan limits; the ability to undergo a 
second loan rehabilitation; definition of 
qualifying payments for the purposes of 
the PSLF program to include ICR plans 
only up to July 1, 2028 and the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, and certain 
deferments not counting towards PSLF 
fulfillment under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan; elimination of 
Graduate PLUS Loans with some 
grandfathering for existing borrowers; 
and other provisions as detailed and 
described in this NPRM. 

Overall, these provisions have a net 
budget impact of -$312 billion for loan 
cohorts 2026 to 2035, and of an 
additional -$122 billion in 
modifications for loan cohorts from 
1994 to 2025 (Table 4.1B). Several 
provisions reduce transfers from the 
Federal government to borrowers, such 
as the modifications to repayment plans, 
the new loan limits for graduate and 
professional students, and the proration 
for less than full-time students. Other 
provisions increase transfers from the 
Federal government to borrowers, such 
as the new loan limits for parent 
borrowers on behalf of dependent 
undergraduate students and the 
modifications to forbearance options. 

As noted in the Methodology for 
Budget Impact section of this RIA, the 
score for these final regulations 
involved multiple assumptions in the 

Department’s student loan modeling, 
and there can be significant interaction 
among the provisions such as loan 
limits affecting the score of the 
repayment plan changes. The one 
additional item that has a budget impact 
relative to the original score of the 
provisions related to student loans in 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act is 
the definition of professional student. 
The original estimate was based on a 
definition that specified 6-digit CIP 
codes; the proposed definition is 
slightly broader and would use 4-digit 
CIP codes with the inclusion of Clinical 
Psychology. 

Methodology for Budget Impact 

The Department estimated the net 
budget impact of the final regulations 
through changes to several assumptions 
involved in its student loan modeling, 
including predicted volumes, the 
percentage of volumes assigned to 
different repayment plans, deferments 
and forbearance, the IDR sub model 
which includes changes to PSLF, and 
updated calculations within the Student 
Loan Model (SLM) for the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan. The 
possibility of a second rehabilitation 
was evaluated by adding second 
rehabilitation activities into the 
collection assumption. The assumed 
population for the second rehabilitation 
included borrowers who have 
previously rehabilitated their loans and 
subsequently consolidated them. We 
used the payment data from the first 
rehabilitation to model potential second 
rehabilitation activity, which resulted in 
a 0.035 percent increase in all 
payments. This did not affect the 
subsidy rates for loans at the 2-digit 
decimal place for scoring a budget 
impact and is therefore not specified in 
Table 4.1B. Specific changes related to 
key provisions are described in this 
section. 

Loan Volumes: All estimates in the 
Department’s student loan modeling are 
driven off a set of actual (for existing 

cohorts) and projected loan volumes. 
The final regulations implement several 
significant changes to projected loan 
volumes, especially the changes to 
annual and aggregate loan limits and the 
elimination of Graduate PLUS Loans. 
Within the loan volumes assumption, 
we made certain that Parent PLUS 
borrowers with loans starting on or after 
July 1, 2026, do not exceed the $20,000 
annual limit per dependent student and 
the $65,000 aggregate limit. Field of 
study and enrollment data is not 
available within our loan volume 
assumption model, therefore a scenario 
for both the graduate loans limits of 
$20,500 annually and $100,000 
aggregate and the professional loan 
limits of $50,000 annually and $200,000 
aggregate were created and combined at 
the point of aggregation, using factors 
based on school-certified enrollment 
data from the Enterprise Data 
Warehouse. Similarly, enrollment data 
from the Enterprise Data Warehouse was 
used to determine the percentage of all 
volume that would exceed half-time 
limits for affected borrowers. This 
percentage was used to decrease 
aggregated volumes. 

Repayment Plan Assignment: Another 
significant factor in estimating the 
impact of the provisions implemented 
in the final regulations is the percent of 
volume assigned to the various 
repayment plans. This is done through 
the one assumption that assigns volume 
in the SLM to the standard, extended, 
graduated, and all IDR plans. 
Distribution among IDR plans is done in 
the IDR sub model and is detailed in the 
description of the methodology for those 
provisions. For borrowers with loans 
made on or after July 1, 2026, affected 
by the Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
the assumption was changed to assign 
loan volume to the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan or the IDR category 
which would be the Repayment 
Assistance Plan for those borrowers. 

The Department did not have specific 
data to estimate whether loan volume in 
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the graduated and extended plans in the 
baseline would move to the Repayment 
Assistance Plan or the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan. For example, we do not 
have income information for borrowers 
in repayment on all non-IDR plans to 
assess if they might be better off in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan or the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan. For 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
modification score presented in Table 
4.1B, the assumption was that borrowers 
would evenly split between the two 
remaining repayment plan options. This 
assumption was updated for PB2027 
with those in extended repayment 
assumed to choose the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan as the structure is fairly 
similar. Those previously assumed to be 
in graduated repayment were divided 
between the two options, with 75 
percent going to Tiered Standard 
repayment plan and 25 percent to the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. 

The Repayment Assistance Plan and 
changes to Income-Driven Repayment 
Plans: The introduction of the 
Repayment Assistance Plan and the 
changes to the availability or terms of 
existing repayment plans are estimated 
through changes to the IDR sub model. 
This is the same process used to 
estimate previous changes to IDR plans 
including, most recently, the SAVE plan 
that remains in the baseline for the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act estimate 
in Table 4.1B. The negative net budget 
impact of the changes to the income- 
driven repayment plans comes from the 
difference in expected payments under 
the baseline distribution of income- 
driven plans and the options available 
following implementation of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
provisions. 

For borrowers in the IDR sub model 
with loan originations on or after July 1, 

2026, payments are calculated based on 
the terms of the Repayment Assistance 
Plan. Key provisions that affect the 
change in payments include the 1 
percent of income per $10,000 in AGI 
payment calculation, non-accrual of 
interest when monthly payments are 
made, thirty years of payments timeline 
to forgiveness, principal reduction up to 
$50 monthly, $50 reductions in 
payments per dependent, and changes 
in the treatment of deferments and 
forbearances. Loan limit provisions also 
affect these borrowers and reduce the 
balances for some borrowers, which 
potentially reduced their flow of 
payments compared to the baseline for 
Table 4.1B. The combination of the 
changes results in a much higher 
percentage of borrowers paying off their 
balances than receiving forgiveness 
compared to the baseline. In the 
President’s Budget for FY 2026, we 
estimated that approximately 44.5 
percent of borrowers entering 
repayment in FY 2030 and enrolling in 
an IDR plan, who are much more likely 
to have the Repayment Assistance Plan 
as their only income-driven repayment 
option, would pay their loans in full. 

As noted previously, one change 
made during the RISE negotiated 
rulemaking that affected the definition 
of professional student was the 
expansion to define programs for that 
purpose at the 4-digit CIP level and to 
include Clinical Psychology. This 
expanded the professional student 
category from the interpretation used for 
the Department’s initial score of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
legislation that assumed a 6-digit CIP 
code definition without Clinical 
Psychology. 

A commenter requested additional 
information about the assumptions the 
Department used in estimating the effect 

of the definition of professional student 
and the applicability of loan limits 
related to that. One point raised was 
about income information outside of 
income-driven repayment plans. 
Incomes were not a factor in developing 
the percentage of graduate borrowers 
considered to be in professional 
programs, but total debt ranges were for 
the IDR sub-model. The commenter also 
requested clarification of applying the 
annual and overall loan limits. 

Using data in Federal Student Aid’s 
(FSA) Enterprise Data Warehouse, the 
Department evaluated borrowers who 
had entered repayment in 2021 to 2024 
in the designated CIP codes by 
credential level and total loan amount 
upon entering repayment to generate a 
percentage in those categories 
considered professional. The IDR sub 
model does not have program level 
information, so the percentage across all 
the CIP codes is applied by the debt 
ranges (up to $100k, $101–$150k, $151– 
$175k, $176–$200k, more than $200k) to 
randomly assign graduate borrowers in 
the IDR sub model to professional or 
graduate status for the application of 
loan limits. The percentages applied by 
debt range shown in Table 4.2 were for 
the IDR sub-model only. The IDR sub- 
model is not loan-level, it is based on 
synthetic borrowers and amounts 
aggregated to the loan type level for 
cohorts entering repayment. Therefore, 
the cash flow effects related to the 6- 
digit CIP professional student definition 
and loan limits within IDR included in 
the repayment plans change score 
($368.3 billion in Table 4.1B) capture 
the impact of the overall loan limits. 
The annual loan limits have no effect in 
the IDR sub-model results but do affect 
the loan volumes assigned to IDR plans 
in the aggregated Student Loan Model 
(SLM) assumptions. 

TABLE 4.2—PERCENTAGE OF PROFESSIONAL STUDENTS BY DEBT AMOUNTS FOR THE IDR SUB-MODEL 

Debt range 
Working families tax 

cuts act baseline 
professional percentage 

Revised NPRM 
professional 
percentage 

<= $100,000 ................................................................................................................................. 4.0 4.4 
$100,001–$150,000 ..................................................................................................................... 15.3 16.6 
$150,001–$175,000 ..................................................................................................................... 35.6 37.4 
$175,000–$200,000 ..................................................................................................................... 46.8 48.6 
Over $200,000 ............................................................................................................................. 66.7 69.5 

Note: The ‘‘Working Families Tax Cuts Act Baseline Professional’’ column includes the ten specific programs (defined using 6-digit CIP codes) 
listed as example professional programs in CFR 668.2. The ‘‘Revised NPRM Professional’’ column includes the ten specific programs listed as 
example professional programs in CFR 668.2, as well as Clinical Psychology, and all programs sharing the same 4-digit CIP codes as these 
programs. 

A similar analysis of borrowers was 
performed for overall graduate level 
borrowers entering repayment in 2021– 
2024. The $537 million estimate for the 
budget impact of the professional/ 

graduate definition in Table 4.1A 
reflects the change from the 6-digit CIP 
to 4-digit CIP with Clinical Psychology. 
The approximately ¥$51.8 billion non- 
IDR budget effect of loan limits in the 

§ 685.203 row of Table 4.1B represents 
the cost of applying the full loan limit 
policy, both annual and overall, to loan 
volume of non-IDR borrowers. The 
marginal cost of changing the definition 
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of professional student from the 6-digit 
CIP to 4-digit CIP with clinical 
psychology for non-IDR and IDR 
borrowers is $537 million in Table 4.1A. 
For non-IDR borrowers this represents 
going from 9.9 percent professional 
students to 11 percent professional 
students. 

Along with the new provisions related 
to the Repayment Assistance Plan, the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act affected 
existing income-driven repayment plan 
availability. Borrowers who did not 
meet the statutory requirements for 10- 
percent IBR by being a new borrower as 
of July 1, 2014, will have the option of 
15-percent IBR and 25 years to 
repayment. These changes also increase 
payments and the percentage of 
borrowers who fully pay off their loans 
in the model compared to the baseline. 

The IDR sub model has the features of 
the existing plans built in, so the major 
updates for these estimates were to 
include the Repayment Assistance Plan 
as an option and to assign borrowers to 
the plans available to them. 
Incorporating the features of the 
Repayment Assistance Plan was 
straightforward and involved bringing 
the Repayment Assistance Plan features 
coded in the part of the model handling 
those required to be in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan into the program for 
those with a choice. 

For the choice of IBR or the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, we adapted 
the process we have used in recent 
cycles to make the choice of plan. While 
under the baseline, the choice of plan is 
determined by the net present value of 
payments over the life of the loan under 
the different plans, for the choice of the 
Repayment Assistance Plan versus IBR 
we compared payments for FY 2027 and 
beyond for the first three years of the 
Repayment Assistance Plan availability 
and the total payments made during the 
life of the loans. If both conditions were 
lower for the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, the borrower would choose to 
switch into that plan. We also assumed 
that borrowers eligible for 10 percent 
IBR would stay in that plan. With this 
approach, approximately 3 percent of 
borrowers with a choice selected the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. For the 
estimate of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act statute that is reflected in 
Table 4.1B, this choice was made up- 
front and did not change. We believe the 
PB2026 approach that limits switching 
is appropriate with the clarification that 
RAP payments will not count towards 
forgiveness under IBR. The plan choice 
process and the changes to the 
availability of existing plans were 
significant contributors to the 

modification score in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan row of Table 4.1B. 

Tiered Standard repayment plan: 
Estimates for the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan was scored through 
applying changes to the SLM 
calculations. The percent volume 
assumption was changed to include a 
new plan and to distribute loan volume 
entering repayment from FY 2027 on to 
the Tiered Standard repayment plan and 
the IBR plans, which would be assigned 
to the Repayment Assistance Plan in the 
IDR sub model. The lower and upper 
bounds for the maturity term table were 
adjusted. As the tiers are based on the 
amount of debt, we created a new 
distribution of volume to the breakouts 
shown in Table 4.3. 

TABLE 4.3—AMOUNT OF DEBT RANGE 
AND REPAYMENT TERM FOR TIERED 
STANDARD REPAYMENT PLAN USED 
IN THE STUDENT LOAN MODEL 

Debt range 
Repayment 

term 
(years) 

Under $25,000 .......................... 10 
$25,000–$49,999 ...................... 15 
$50,000–$99,999 ...................... 20 
$100,000 or more ..................... 25 

This changed the maturity term in the 
SLM and generated a different cashflow 
than that associated with the percentage 
of volume that was assigned to the 
standard, extended, or graduated 
repayment plans under the baseline, 
resulting in the downward cost estimate 
in Table 4.1. 

Deferments and Forbearances: 
Deferments and forbearances outside of 
IDR plans are handled through an 
assumption that generates separate 
deferment and forbearance rates by 
program (Direct Loan or FFEL), 
population (non-consolidated, 
consolidated not-from-default, 
consolidated-from-default), loan type, 
budget risk group (Two-Year Public and 
Not-for-Profit, Two-Year Proprietary, 
Four-Year Freshmen and Sophomore, 
Four-Year Junior and Senior, and 
Graduate Student), and years between 
origination and entering repayment. 
NSLDS data from multiple files are 
combined to identify the timing and 
nature of all events affecting each loan. 
Deferments are identified either through 
the loan deferment table or based on a 
specific status from the loan status table. 
Similarly, forbearances are identified 
either through the loan forbearance table 
or based on a specific status from the 
loan status table. Rates are calculated as 
the balance in deferment and 
forbearance divided by the total 

principal loan amount outstanding at 
the start of each fiscal year. Beginning 
balances and average balances in 
deferment and forbearance in each year 
are then aggregated by population, 
program, loan type, risk group, and 
years in repayment. Deferment and 
forbearance rates past FY 2025 are 
forecasted using a logistic regression 
model. The response is the number of 
dollars in deferment/forbearance 
(successes) divided by the number of 
dollars outstanding (trials). Separate 
equations are estimated by population, 
program, and loan type. 

To estimate the effect of the changes 
implemented by the final regulations, 
the Department removed the 
unemployment deferment factor from 
the regression models predicting 
outyear deferments. The effect of the 
removal of economic hardship 
deferments was calculated by 
calibrating the results from the adjusted 
regressions without unemployment 
deferments. This was done by 
multiplying those outyear deferment 
rates by 91.13 percent to reflect the 
removal of the estimated 8.87 percent of 
deferments categorized as an economic 
hardship. 

The limitation on discretionary 
forbearances to no more than 9 months 
during any 24-month period was 
estimated by calibrating the forbearance 
rate. Discretionary forbearances 
represent about 19 percent of 
forbearances in the Department’s data. 
The calibration factor was calculated as 
shown in the following expression: 
0.81 * original forbearance + 0.19 * 

(original forbearance * 75 percent) = 
0.81 * original forbearance + 0.1425 
* original forbearance = 0.9524 * 
original forbearance. 

The effects of these changes that 
reduce the deferment and forbearance 
outyear rates without any other Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act changes are ¥2.1 
billion and 1.2 billion, respectively. 

As noted in the Discussion of 
Comments and Changes in this RIA, a 
commenter suggested the changes to 
repayment plans, especially the 
elimination of zero-payment amounts in 
the Repayment Assistance Plan, would 
lead to higher default rates and effects 
of changing default rates should be 
included in the Department’s estimates. 
The Department acknowledges that 
significant changes in repayment plan 
terms such as occurred in the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act legislation will 
have some effect on default rates. 
However, the direction and magnitude 
is too uncertain for us to include in our 
net budget impact estimate and we 
generally refrain from predicting the 
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effect on default rates in our regulatory 
packages involving changes in 
repayment plans. However, the 
Department does regular sensitivity runs 
related to important assumptions 
including defaults. The estimated net 
budget impact of a 1 percent increase or 
decrease in defaults for cohorts 2027 to 
2036, the cohorts in the PB27 baseline 

most affected by the repayment plan 
changes, are $667.3 million for a 1 
percent increase and ¥$623.9 million 
for a 1 percent decrease in defaults. 

Accounting Statement 

Consistent with OMB Circular A–4, 
we have prepared an accounting 
statement showing the classification of 

the expenditures associated with the 
provisions of these final regulations. 
Table 4.5 provides our best estimate of 
the changes in annualized effects that 
may result from these final regulations. 
Expenditures are classified as transfers 
from the Federal government to affected 
student loan borrowers. 

TABLE 4.5—ACCOUNTING STATEMENT: CLASSIFICATION OF ESTIMATED ANNUALIZED EXPENDITURES 
[in millions] 

Category Benefits 

Lower tuition due to new borrowing limits for graduate and parent loans .............................................................. Not quantified. 
Fewer low-earning graduate credentials and programs .......................................................................................... Not quantified. 

Costs 

Category 3% 7% 

Costs of compliance with paperwork requirements ................................................................................................ 25.0 37.2 
Costs of system changes for Education to implement the final regulations ........................................................... 10.43 12.14 
Federal implementation staffing costs ..................................................................................................................... 3.9 4.5 
Federal long-term staffing increases ....................................................................................................................... 1.6 1.5 
Additional contract costs to operate and maintain systems to administer regulatory provisions ........................... 7.43 7.76 

Transfers 

Category 3% 7% 

Reduced transfers from Federal Government to affected borrowers for changes in repayment plans that in-
crease repayments and reduce forgiveness ........................................................................................................ ¥34,066 ¥36,168 

Reduced transfers to borrowers from Federal government due to revised graduate and professional loan limits ¥4,969 ¥4,693 
Reduced transfers to borrowers from Federal government due to Parent PLUS Loan limits ................................ 280 282 
Reduced transfers to borrowers from Federal government due to prorated loans for less than full-time enroll-

ment ..................................................................................................................................................................... ¥1,488 ¥1,423 
Reduced transfers from Federal Government to affected borrowers from elimination of Unemployment and 

Economic Hardship Deferments .......................................................................................................................... ¥206 ¥204 
Increased transfers from Federal Government to affected borrowers in charging and collecting less interest 

from limitation of discretionary forbearances ....................................................................................................... 123 122 
Increased transfers from Federal Government to affected borrowers from change to professional student defi-

nition to use 4-digit CIP and include Clinical Psychology (Psy.D. and Ph.D.) .................................................... 51 52 
Reduced transfers from combined Working Families Tax Cuts Act changes except using 4-digit CIP with Clin-

ical Psychology in the definition of professional student ..................................................................................... ¥42,345 ¥44,338 

e. Alternatives Considered 

As part of the development of these 
final regulations, the Department 
engaged in the negotiated rulemaking 
process in which we received comments 
and proposals from non-Federal 
negotiators representing numerous 
impacted constituencies. These 
included higher education institutions, 
State officials, legal assistance 
organizations, student loan servicers, 
student loan borrowers, and 
organizations representing taxpayer and 
public interests. Non-Federal 
negotiators submitted a variety of 
proposals relating to the issues under 
discussion. Information about these 
proposals is available on our negotiated 
rulemaking website at: https://
www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/higher- 
education-laws-and-policy/higher- 
education-policy/negotiated- 

rulemaking-for-higher-education-2025- 
2026. 

Most of these final regulations 
implement statutory provisions of the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act where 
the Department does not have 
discretion. There are two areas under 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
where the Department exercised 
discretion and the alternatives the 
Department considered have significant 
impact: 

(1) Whether payments in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan for married 
borrowers who each have student debt 
are calculated on each spouse’s 
respective income or calculated on their 
combined income; and 

(2) Defining a professional student, 
which allows certain degree programs to 
access higher annual and aggregate loan 
limits than a graduate program. 

While there are other provisions of 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
where the Department also exercised 
more limited discretion in 
implementing the law, the alternatives 
considered in those cases do not result 
in significant impact. Therefore, our 
discussion of alternatives considered by 
the Department is limited to the two 
areas listed above. 

Payments Under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan for Married Borrowers 
Filing Joint Tax Returns 

Like prior IDR plans, the Repayment 
Assistance Plan requires the Department 
to calculate monthly payments for 
borrowers using their ‘‘adjusted gross 
income’’ for the most recent tax year as 
defined in Section 62 of the Internal 
Revenue Code of 1986, except that, in 
the case of a married borrower who files 
a separate Federal income tax return, 
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61 See 74 FR 36567, HEA Section 493C(b)(1) (as 
in effect on July 23, 2009). 

62 A Department of Education table illustrating 
the filing status of IDR applicants who provided tax 
information is posted at https://www.ed.gov/sites/ 
ed/files/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2015/ 
paye2-filingstatus.pdf. 

the term does not include the adjusted 
gross income of the borrower’s spouse. 
In cases where only one tax filer has a 
student loan in a married household 
that files a joint tax return, payments 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan 
are calculated on the household’s 
combined adjusted gross income. The 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act is, 
however, silent as to how payments in 
the Repayment Assistance Plan should 
be calculated when both filers have 
Federal student loans. 

The Department considered two 
options for how payments under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan should be 
calculated for married individuals who 
each have Federal student loans. In one, 
the monthly payments would be 
calculated for each borrower based on 
the married filers’ joint income. Under 
this approach, borrowers effectively owe 
double payments on their loans; each 
borrower has a payment calculated on 
the couple’s combined income. The 
Repayment Assistance Plan’s 
progressive payment calculation, that 
charges higher rates as income 
increases, creates an additional penalty 
because married borrowers would pay a 
higher share of their incomes when their 
incomes are combined. For example, 
consider a married couple where each 
individual has an adjusted gross income 
of $27,500 (or $55,000 combined) and 
each individual has $20,000 in student 
debt (or $40,000 combined). Under the 
terms of the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
each individual would have a $229 
monthly payment (a combined monthly 
payment of $458). While these 
borrowers could file separate Federal 
income tax returns to address this issue, 
and each pay $46 per month ($92 
combined), they could then face higher 
taxes as a result. 

In the other approach, a total 
combined loan payment for the couple 
would be calculated based on the filers’ 
joint income and then that payment 
would be divided between each filer 
based on the share of the total Federal 
student loan balance each held. Put 
another way, a single payment is 
calculated off the combined income, 
and then it is prorated among the two 
borrowers based on the share of the 
combined Federal student loan balance. 

The couple in the example above with 
a $55,000 income would instead owe 
$229 per month on their combined 
Federal student loans, not $458. The 
Department adopted this proration 
approach in 2009 when implementing 
the Income-Based repayment plan and 
that policy has been in place since for 
all IDR plans.61 

The Department proposes to maintain 
the proration approach for married 
borrowers who use the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. The Department 
believes that the alternative creates two 
penalties for borrowers: it first ‘‘double 
counts’’ married borrowers’ income and 
then assesses them a higher payment 
threshold due to their higher incomes. 
This excessive marriage penalty 
undermines the intent of the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, which is to provide 
borrowers with an income-based 
repayment option to help make certain 
loans affordable. Although the 
Repayment Assistance Plan allows these 
borrowers to file separate income tax 
returns to reduce their payments, the 
Department believes that option can be 
burdensome and costly for tax filers and 
should be reserved for borrowers in 
extenuating circumstances, not the 
normal course of action for borrowers 
using the Repayment Assistance Plan. 
Given the large penalty in the monthly 
payments married borrowers would face 
if they filed a joint tax return while 
using Repayment Assistance Plan, the 
Department is concerned that many 
borrowers would be forced to file 
separate tax returns for the Repayment 
Assistance Plan to work as Congress 
intended. The Department’s data on past 
IDR plan use shows that only 8 percent 
of married borrowers repaying in IDR 
file separate tax returns, suggesting that 
separate filing is uncommon.62 

The Department’s baseline budget 
estimates of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act and the Repayment Assistance 
Plan assumed that the Department’s 
longstanding policy to allow prorated 

payments would continue in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. Therefore, 
the proration policy in the final 
regulations would not increase 
budgetary costs relative to either the 
pre-statutory baseline or the current-law 
baseline. 

Professional Student Loan Limits 

The Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
terminated the Graduate PLUS Loan 
program that allowed graduate and 
professional students to borrow up to 
the full cost of attendance, with no 
aggregate limit. In place of that policy, 
the Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
establishes new annual and aggregate 
loan limits for Direct loans for students 
enrolled in graduate or professional 
degree programs. Graduate students may 
borrow $20,500 annually with an 
aggregate limit of $100,000. Professional 
students may borrow $50,000 annually 
with an aggregate limit of $200,000. 

The Working Families Tax Cuts Act 
defines a professional degree as those 
described under Section 668.2 of title 
34, CFR effective July 4, 2025. That 
definition states that a professional 
degree, ‘‘signifies both completion of the 
academic requirements for beginning 
practice in a given profession and a 
level of professional skill beyond which 
is normally required for a bachelor’s 
degree.’’ It states that professional 
licensure is also generally required. It 
then lists 10 specific fields of study that 
are included but notes that it is not 
limited to those. 

The Department considered several 
options that would expand the list of 
professional degree programs beyond 
those listed in Section 668.2, including 
one proposed by non-Federal 
negotiators. These options, including 
the Department’s definition, are 
discussed in the following sections and 
summarized in Table 5.1. We compare 
the impact of these options to a baseline 
option, which the Department also 
considered, where professional degree 
programs are defined as only the 10 
examples listed in Section 668.2. 
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63 The 6-digit CIP codes for these programs are: 
Law 220101; Medicine 511201; Pharmacy 512001; 
Dentistry 510401; Osteopathic Medicine/ 
Osteopathy 511202; Veterinary Medicine 18001; 
Optometry 511701; Chiropractic 510101; Podiatric 
Medicine/Podiatry 511203; Divinity/Ministry 
390602; Rabbinical Studies 390605. 

64 Doctoral and professional students are defined 
here using the definitions from the National 
Student Loan Data System’s (NSLDS) criteria for 
reporting student credential level. Institutions self- 
report this information in the NSLDS system. We 
include doctoral programs in our analysis because 
some fields at that credential level may meet the 

definition of a professional degree under Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act. See: NSLDS Enrollment 
Reporting Guide (November 2022), https://
fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/library/nslds- 
user-resources/2022-11-14/nslds-enrollment- 
reporting-guide-november-2022. 

Under the baseline option, only 
programs from 10 unique 6-digit CIP 
codes would qualify for the $50,0000 
annual and $200,000 aggregate loan 
limit: Pharmacy (Pharm.D.), Dentistry 
(D.D.S. or D.M.D.), Veterinary Medicine 
(D.V.M.), Chiropractic (D.C. or DCM.), 
Law (L.L.B. or J.D.), Medicine (M.D.), 
Optometry (O.D.), Osteopathic Medicine 
(D.O.), Podiatry (D.P.M., D.P.), and 
Theology (M.Div., or M.H.L.).63 In this 
baseline case, all other graduate 

programs would be subject to the 
$20,500 annual and $100,000 aggregate 
limit. 

Students enrolled in these programs 
represent 12.1 percent of Federal 
student loan borrowers in all graduate 
and professional programs, and 27.1 
percent of all loan dollars disbursed to 
borrowers in these programs (Table 
5.1).64 Statistics on loan disbursements 
made to borrowers in these 10 programs 
during the 2023–24 award year are 

shown in Table 5.2. In aggregate, these 
programs received $10.7 billion in 
Federal student loan disbursements. 
Relative to pre-Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act policy, between one-third and 
two-thirds of borrowers in these 
programs typically borrowed above 
$50,000 annually. Post-Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act, future borrowers 
would not be able to borrow at these 
levels due to the new loan limits for 
professional students. 
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65 This definition would add all programs within 
the 422801 CIP code that also meet the other criteria 
for a professional degree, such as program length 
and licensure. 

66 Office of the Chief Economist using data from 
NSLDS for the 2023–24 award year. 

67 A. Holt, A. Gillen, ‘‘Memo on a Revised 
Professional Degree Definition and Aligning 

Definitions in the Code of Federal Regulations’’ 
(https://www.ed.gov/media/document/2025-rise- 
memo-revised-professional-degree-definition-and- 
aligning-definitions-code-of-Federal-regulations- 
10102025-submitted-alex-holt-and-andrew-gillen). 

Department’s Proposed Definition of a 
Professional Degree Program 

The Department initially considered 
expanding the baseline list of 10 
programs to include one additional 
program at the 6-digit CIP level: Clinical 
Psychology.65 Under this option, 12.6 
percent of graduate borrowers attend 
one of these 11 programs, or about 0.5 
percentage points more than the 
baseline 10 programs listed in Section 
668.2 (Table 5.1). 

The Department ultimately opted to 
propose a broader definition to include 
all programs that are adjacent to the 10 
programs listed in 668.2 at the 4-digit 
CIP code level and Clinical Psychology 
that also meet program length and 
licensure requirements for a 
professional degree. In total, programs 
within 38 unique 6-digit CIP codes meet 
this definition. The Department’s 
definition encompasses 12.9 percent of 
the Federal student loan borrowers in 
graduate programs, 0.8 percentage 

points more than the baseline 10 
programs listed in Section 668.2.66 

The characteristics of these programs 
that meet the Department’s definition 
are listed in the top panel of Table 5.3. 
In total, graduate students in these 
programs received $11.2 billion in 
Federal student loan disbursements 
during the 2023–24 award year. Across 
these programs, fewer than 15 percent of 
annual loan disbursements were in 
excess of $50,000, suggesting that the 
loan limit will have a binding effect on 
relatively few borrowers. 

Negotiators’ Proposed Professional 
Degree Definition 

The Department considered a 
proposal from RISE Committee non- 
Federal negotiators that would define a 
professional student more broadly than 
the Department’s definition.67 The 
negotiators’ proposal would define a 
professional program as any program 
within the same two 2-digit CIP code as 
the 10 programs listed in section 668.2 

(an ‘‘adjacent field’’) that also meets a 
program length requirement of at least 
80 credit hours. The proposal adds 
Clinical Psychology to the list of eligible 
2-digit CIP codes. 

The bottom panel of Table 5.3 
provides summary information about 
the programs included in the 
negotiators’ proposal. The non-Federal 
negotiators’ proposal includes programs 
in 219 unique 6-digit CIP codes 
(compared with 38 under the 
Department’s definition) that cover 17.5 
percent of graduate student borrowers. 
Unlike the Department’s definition, the 
non-Federal negotiators’ definition 
includes all professional programs in 
health care and health care-related 
fields and therefore encompasses 
several large fields with high levels of 
borrowing, such as physical therapy and 
nursing. Over 24,000 professional and 
doctoral students in physical therapy 
borrowed nearly $1 billion in Federal 
student loans in the 2023–24 award 
year. 
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In addition to examining the numbers 
and types of programs included in the 
alternative definitions of a professional 
degree, the Department also estimated 
the budget costs and increase in loan 
disbursements for each of the 
alternatives (Table 5.4 and Table 5.5, 
respectively). We again compare these 
impacts relative to a definition limited 
to only the 10 programs listed in Section 
668.2. 

The Department’s definition would 
increase outlays by $112 million over 

the 10-year budget window relative to 
restricting professional degrees to only 
the 10 programs listed in Section 668.2 
(Table 5.4). Loan disbursements would 
increase by $961 million between 2026– 
2035 under the Department’s definition, 
mostly due to the addition of programs 
in Clinical Psychology (Table 5.5). 
Conversely, the non-Federal negotiators’ 
proposal would increase outlays by 
$1.12 billion in the 2026–2035 budget 
window, relative to the cost of limiting 

professional programs to only the 10 
programs in Section 668.2 (Table 5.4). 
Additionally, the non-Federal 
negotiators’ proposal would increase 
loan disbursements by an estimated 
$9.79 billion, relative to the same 
baseline (Table 5.5). Programs in 
physical therapy and nursing account 
for a large share of the projected 
increase in loan disbursements and 
budget costs relative to the Department’s 
definition and the baseline 10 programs. 
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7. Regulatory Flexibility Act 

This section considers the effects that 
the proposed regulations may have on 
small entities in the Educational Sector 
as required by the Regulatory Flexibility 
Act (RFA, 5 U.S.C. et seq., Public Law 
96–354) as amended by the Small 
Business Regulatory Enforcement 
Fairness Act of 1996 (SBREFA). The 
purpose of the RFA is to establish as a 

principle of regulation that agencies 
should tailor regulatory and 
informational requirements to the size 
of entities, consistent with the 
objectives of a particular regulation and 
applicable statutes. 

The RFA generally requires an agency 
to prepare a regulatory flexibility 
analysis of any rule subject to notice 
and comment rulemaking requirements 

under the Administrative Procedure Act 
(APA) or any other statute unless the 
agency certifies that the rule will not 
have a ‘‘significant impact on a 
substantial number of small entities.’’ 

This final rule amends the regulations 
for the Federal student loan programs 
authorized under the title IV, HEA 
programs to implement the statutory 
changes to the title IV, HEA programs 
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68 The Department consulted with the SBA Office 
of Advocacy regarding the use of an alternative size 
standard. 

included in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act signed into law on July 4, 
2025. These changes include 
establishing new loan limits for 
graduate students, professional 
students, and parents. The Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act also simplifies 
the current broken and confusing 
myriad of Federal student loan 
repayment plans by phasing out the 
existing Income-Contingent Repayment 
plans, creates a new tiered standard 
repayment plan option, and implements 
a new income-driven repayment plan 
known as the Repayment Assistance 
Plan. 

As we describe below, the Department 
anticipates that this regulatory action 
will have a significant economic impact 
on a substantial number of small 
entities. We therefore present this Final 
Regulatory Flexibility Analysis. Our 
analysis focuses on the loan limit 
components of the Working Families 
Tax Cuts Act and the final regulation, as 
those would have the most 
economically significant implications 
for small entities. 

Description of, and, Where Feasible, an 
Estimate of the Number of Small 
Entities to Which the Regulations Will 
Apply 

The Small Business Administration 
(SBA) defines ‘‘small institution’’ using 
data on revenue, market dominance, tax 
filing status, governing body, and 
population. The majority of entities to 
which the Office of Postsecondary 
Education’s (OPE) regulations apply are 
postsecondary institutions, which do 
not report such data to the Department. 
As a result, for purposes of this final 
rule, the Department proposes to 
continue defining ‘‘small entities’’ by 
reference to enrollment, to allow 
meaningful comparison of regulatory 
impact across all types of higher 
education institutions. We construct 
four different categories of small entities 
for the purposes of classifying higher 
education institutions: 68 (1) Extremely 
Small (1–249 FTE, full-time equivalent 
student enrollees); (2) Very Small (250– 
499 FTE); (3) Moderately Small (500– 
749 FTE); and (4) Small (750–999 FTE). 
Table 5.6 summarizes the number of 
institutions affected by these final 

regulations. In total, 53 percent of 
institutions are classified as small 
institutions under the enrollment-based 
definition. Specifically, 33 percent are 
Extremely Small (1–249 FTE), 9 percent 
are Very Small (250–499 FTE), 6 percent 
are Moderately Small (500–749 FTE), 
and 5 percent are Small (750–999 FTE). 
The remaining 47 percent of institutions 
are not in one of these categories. 

As seen in Table 5.7, small entities 
(all four categories combined) in the 
public sector generate $3.5 billion in 
institutional revenues annually, small 
entities (all four categories combined) in 
the private non-profit sector generate 
$12.3 billion in institutional revenues 
annually, and small entities (all four 
categories combined) in the for-profit 
sector generate $4.2 billion in 
institutional revenues annually. An 
outsized share of these revenues come 
from institutions in the largest category 
of small entities (institutions with 750– 
999 FTE). These institutions make up 
just 9 percent of all institutions 
classified as a small entity (having fewer 
than 1,000 FTE) but comprise 38 
percent of the annual revenues 
generated by these institutions. 
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Table 5.8 shows the estimated change 
in annual loan disbursements from the 
Department to small entities as a result 
of the new loan limits established in the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act. As 
noted in the previous section, the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act includes 
new annual and aggregate loan limits for 
graduate and professional students as 
well as parents of dependent 
undergraduate students who use the 
Parent PLUS Program. The annual 
limits, as described in the previous 
section, are $20,500 for graduate 
students, $50,000 for professional 
students as defined in the proposed 
regulation, and $20,000 for parents 
borrowing on behalf of their dependent 
undergraduate student. 

Among all small entities (institutions 
with 1–999 FTE), the percentage of 
annual loan volume that exceeds the 

new annual loan limits is approximately 
13.9 percent on average, though there is 
variation across institutional sectors. 
Among private non-profit small entities, 
the average share of annual loan volume 
above the limit is 21 percent, whereas 
the share of annual volume above the 
limit at public and for-profit small 
entities is between 4 percent-6 percent. 
These values represent an estimate of 
the share of annual Federal student loan 
disbursements to small entities that will 
no longer be issued due to the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act’s loan limits for 
graduate students and parent borrowers. 

Federal student loans can comprise a 
significant portion of institutions’ 
revenue, including small institutions, if 
such funds are used to pay tuition and 
other costs billed directly by the 
institution. However, it is important to 
note that not all Federal loan 

disbursements contribute to 
institutional revenues. Sometimes, 
Federal loan dollars are used to pay for 
other items, like housing, 
transportation, and food, which do not 
always go to the institution the student 
attends. Therefore, the new loan limits 
could result in a reduction in 
institutional revenue unless those direct 
costs are funded by other sources, such 
as grants, non-Federal loans, or personal 
savings. Due to data limitations, we are 
unable to estimate reliably the share of 
Federal loan disbursements to small 
entities that the institution receives and 
therefore are unable to reliably estimate 
the share of small entities’ revenue 
affected by the loan limit reduction. 
Table 5.8 presents the maximum 
amount of revenue that could be 
affected, but the actual amount will be 
lower and may vary by institution. 
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Description of the Projected Reporting, 
Recordkeeping, and Other Compliance 
Requirements of the Regulations, 
Including of the Classes of Small 
Entities That Will Be Subject to the 
Requirement and the Type of 
Professional Skills Necessary for 
Preparation of the Report or Record 

The regulations are unlikely to result 
in additional reporting, recordkeeping, 
or additional compliance requirements 
for small entities beyond the paperwork 
burden as described in the Paperwork 
Reduction Act section. 

Identification, to the Extent Practicable, 
of All Relevant Federal Regulations That 
May Duplicate, Overlap, or Conflict 
With the Regulations 

The regulations are unlikely to 
conflict with or duplicate existing 
Federal regulations. 

a. Alternatives Considered for Small 
Entities 

The Department examined whether 
the final rule could incorporate other 
options or changes to the rule intended 
to make compliance less burdensome 
for small institutions of higher 
education. Specifically, the Department 
considered whether small institutions of 
higher education could be exempted 
from the changes to the statue in the 

final rule, or whether they could be 
granted a delayed start date to the 
changes, particularly those changes 
related to the reductions in student loan 
limits in the Working Families Tax Cuts 
Act. The Department does not have 
discretion in the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act to exempt certain institutions 
of higher education from the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act requirements. 
The statute also establishes the effective 
date for the changes to the Federal 
student loan program and does not leave 
flexibility to the Department to consider 
granting a delay in compliance for small 
entities that may benefit from such a 
delay. Therefore, the Department 
determined that none of these options 
would be permissible under the statute. 

5. Paperwork Reduction Act of 1995 

As part of its continuing effort to 
reduce paperwork and respondent 
burden, the Department provides the 
general public and Federal agencies 
with an opportunity to comment on 
proposed and continuing collections of 
information in accordance with the 
Paperwork Reduction Act of 1995 (PRA) 
(44 U.S.C. 3506(c)(2)(A)). This helps 
make certain that: the public 
understands the Department’s collection 
instructions, respondents can provide 
the requested data in the desired format, 

reporting burden (time and financial 
resources) is minimized, collection 
instruments are clearly understood, and 
the Department can properly assess the 
impact of collection requirements on 
respondents. 

This Final Rule contains information 
collection requirements that include 
reporting or recordkeeping burden. 
Under the PRA, the Department has or 
will at the required time submit a copy 
of these sections and Information 
Collection requests to OMB for its 
review. 

A Federal agency may not conduct or 
sponsor a collection of information 
unless OMB approves the collection 
under the PRA and the corresponding 
information collection instrument 
displays a currently valid OMB control 
number. Notwithstanding any other 
provision of law, no person is required 
to comply with or is subject to penalty 
for failure to comply with, a collection 
of information if the collection 
instrument does not display a currently 
valid OMB control number. In these 
final regulations, we display the control 
numbers assigned by OMB to any 
information collection requirements 
proposed in the NPRM and adopted in 
the final regulations. This final rule 
amends the following information 
collections: 
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OMB Control No. Title 

1845–0021 .......................................................... William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program (DL) Regulations. 

The regulations will also modify other 
existing information collections. 
However, at this time it is unclear what 
changes will be made to these existing 

collections. In the below table, we 
identify information collections that we 
anticipate will also be modified by these 
regulations. The Department will 

separately seek public comment on the 
proposed revisions to these collections 
before changes go into effect. 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION COLLECTIONS IMPACTED BY RISE 

OMB control No. Title Current burden 

1845–0014 .............. William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program Repayment Plan Selection Form Responses: 660,000. Burden hours: 
110,220. 

1845–0058 .............. Loan Discharge Applications (DL/FFEL/Perkins) .................................................. Responses: 32,761. Burden hours: 
21,376. 

1845–0059 .............. Federal Direct Loan Program and Federal Family Education Loan Program 
Teacher Loan Forgiveness Forms.

Responses: 8,700. Burden hours: 
2,871. 

1845–0065 .............. Direct Loan, FFEL, Perkins and TEACH Grant Total and Permanent Disability 
Discharge Application and Related Forms.

Responses: 61,629. Burden hours: 
30,814. 

1845–0103 .............. William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program, Federal Direct PLUS Loan Re-
quest for Supplemental Information.

Responses: 1,230,000. Burden hours: 
615,000. 

1845–0110 .............. Application and Employment Certification for Public Service Loan Forgiveness Responses: 913,713. Burden hours: 
456,857. 

1845–0120 .............. Loan Rehabilitation: Reasonable and Affordable Payments ................................. Responses: 139,000. Burden hours: 
139,000. 

1845–0164 .............. Public Service Loan Forgiveness Reconsideration Request ................................ Responses: 36,000. Burden hours: 
9,000. 

1845–0182 .............. Joint Consolidation Loan Separation Application .................................................. Responses: 74,000. Burden hours: 
24,050. 

1845–0102 .............. Income-Driven Repayment Plan Request for the William D. Ford Federal Direct 
Loans and Federal Family Education Loan Programs.

Responses: 9,500,000. Burden hours: 
3,135,000. 

1845–0023 .............. Federal Perkins Loan Program Regulations ......................................................... Responses: 8,217,172. Burden hours: 
149,369. 

1845–0019 .............. Federal Perkins Loan Program and General Provisions Regulation .................... Responses: 11,616,710. Burden hours: 
6,247,152. 

1845–0119 .............. Federal Direct Loan Program Regulations for Forbearance and Loan Rehabili-
tation.

Responses: 129,027. Burden hours: 
35,094. 

Below we identify the provisions of 
the regulation that have an impact on 
information collections. 

§ 685.102 Definitions 

Requirements 

Section 685.102 adds the following 
new definitions: expected time to 
credential; graduate student; 
professional student; and program 
length. To comply, institutions will be 
required to update their internal 
systems and policies to bifurcate and 
update the definition of graduate or 
professional student in order to 
determine a student’s annual and 
aggregate loan limits. We expect the 
associated burden on institutions will 
be minimal. Institutions already 
differentiate graduate students from 
baccalaureate students while packaging 
aid. The regulation would not create a 
new burden for schools as they already 
have a process to differentiate students 
in their systems. We believe separating 
graduate and professional student 
would only slightly alter the burden 

already assigned to this type of activity 
within this regulation. 

Section 685.102 will require 
institutions to update their internal 
system definitions of expected time to 
credential and program length. We 
believe the burden to conform with 
these new definitions will be minimal 
as the definitions serve to provide 
consistency and clarity of these terms 
rather than change them. 

Burden 
In sum, to conform to all definitions 

in § 685.102, institutions would be 
required to review the new definitions, 
update internal policies and procedures, 
modify systems, perform basic testing, 
and train staff. We believe there will be 
a small increase in burden of 
approximately 300 hours per institution 
in order to implement these regulations. 
This additional burden is assigned to 
this regulatory collection, 1845–0021. 

§ 682.215 Income-Based Repayment 

Requirements 
Section 682.215(b) amends the terms 

and conditions of the IBR plan to 

remove any references to partial 
financial hardship to conform with 
changes from the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act Section 82001(f)(1)(B). This 
will decrease burden on borrowers as 
they will no longer be required to 
demonstrate a partial financial hardship 
to apply for an IDR plan, including the 
IBR plan. Updates to the IDR form and 
burden estimates on individual 
borrowers will be completed and made 
available for comment in a separate 
public comment notice issued under 
OMB Control # 1845–0102 Income- 
Driven Repayment Plan Request for the 
William D. Ford Federal Direct Loans 
and Federal Family Education Loan 
Programs before being made available 
for use by the effective date of the 
regulations. 

Likewise, loan servicers will no 
longer have to determine that the 
borrower meets the partial financial 
hardship requirement before placing a 
borrower in the income-based 
repayment plan, nor will they be 
required to make annual 
redeterminations of partial financial 
hardship status. 
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Burden 

The elimination of the partial 
financial hardship requirement will 
reduce burden on loan servicers. When 
partial financial hardship was first 
implemented, the Department estimated 
there would be an increase of 90,286 
burden hours on loan servicers. Because 
these partial financial hardship 
determinations will no longer be 
required under this regulation, the 
Department removes all 90,286 hours of 
burden from this regulatory collection, 
1845–0021. 

§ 685.201 Obtaining a Loan 

Requirements 

Before July 1, 2026, for a graduate or 
professional student to apply for a 
Direct PLUS Loan, the borrower would 
complete a FAFSA and submit it in 
accordance with instructions in the 
application. The borrower would also 
complete the Direct PLUS Loan Request 
and the Direct PLUS Loan MPN. 

Section 685.201 would align the 
regulations with the changes to Section 
81001(1)(C) of the Working Families Tax 
Cuts Act, which amends Section 
455(a)(3)(C) of the HEA by terminating 
graduate and professional students’ 
access to the Direct PLUS Loan Program 
for any period of instruction beginning 
on or after July 1, 2026 (except for those 
current students who qualify for the 
interim exception). 

Burden 

By discontinuing the Graduate PLUS 
Loan Program for new students and 
those who do not qualify for the interim 
exception for certain students, the 
Department proposes removing an 
entire category of loan processing 
requirements for servicers and 
institutions. This will reduce burden in 
any collection related to PLUS loans, 
including the 1845–0021 collection. 

In the 2024–25 award year, there were 
2,020 title IV eligible schools who 
originated and disbursed at least one 
Graduate PLUS Loan. Of those, 124 
proprietary schools made an average of 
465 Graduate PLUS Loans; 1,341 private 
schools made an average of 279 
Graduate PLUS Loans; and 555 public 
schools made an average of 413 
Graduate PLUS Loans. 

Title IV eligible schools may still 
participate in the Direct PLUS Loan 
Program. Proposed § 685.201 would 
disqualify graduate and professional 
students from eligibility, but parents of 
dependent undergraduate students 
remain eligible to borrow Parent PLUS 
Loans. Therefore, this specific loan 
program will not be eliminated in its 
entirety. Because of this, we estimate 

there would be a 620-hour reduction in 
burden per title IV institution 
participating in the Direct PLUS Loan 
Program. This would remove 
approximately 1,252,400 hours of 
burden from the 1845–0021 William D. 
Ford Federal Direct Loan Program 
collection. 

Additional reductions in burden on 
individual borrowers stemming from 
§ 685.201 will be assessed to OMB 
Control # 1845–0103 William D. Ford 
Federal Direct Loan Program, Federal 
Direct PLUS Loan Request for 
Supplemental Information and OMB 
Control # 1845–0129 PLUS Adverse 
Credit Reconsideration Loan 
Counseling. As previously mentioned, 
these updates will be completed and 
made available for comment through a 
separate public comment notice before 
these requirements are in effect. 

§ 685.220 Consolidation 

Requirements 

Section 82001(c)(2)(B) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act made statutory 
changes to permit defaulted borrowers 
to consolidate their loans for the 
purposes of obtaining access to the IBR 
or Repayment Assistance Plan plans to 
fix the default. The Department amends 
§ 685.220 to conform with these 
statutory changes. Before July 1, 2028, 
defaulted borrowers may consolidate to 
gain access to the IBR and/or ICR plans. 
On or after July 1, 2028, defaulted 
borrowers may consolidate to gain 
access to the IBR plan or the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Notwithstanding the 
foregoing, Section 455(g)(3) of the HEA 
provides that a Direct Consolidation 
Loan made on or after July 1, 2026, may 
only be repaid under Repayment 
Assistance Plan or the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan. 

Section 685.220 would allow 
defaulted borrowers to consolidate into 
the Direct Loan Program and defines 
which repayment plans they have 
access to, including the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. Increases in burden to 
individual borrowers will be assessed 
under OMB Control # 1845–0007 
William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan 
Program (Direct Loan Program) 
Promissory Notes and related form, 
which the Department will seek 
comment on in a separate public 
comment notice. 

Burden 

Servicers are already in the practice of 
limiting repayment plans available to 
defaulted borrowers. We do not believe 
that the particular change in § 685.220 
will have an impact on the burden 
hours or number of respondents 

currently assessed to OMB Control 
# 1845–0021. 

§ 685.211 Miscellaneous, § 674.39 
Loan Rehabilitation, and § 682.405 Loan 
Rehabilitation Agreement 

Requirements 

Three of the proposed regulations 
would allow a borrower to rehabilitate 
and/or receive the benefit of a 
suspension of AWG for a second time: 
Sections 674.39, 682.405, and 685.211. 
This widens eligibility for loan 
rehabilitation and therefore adds burden 
to servicers who process rehabilitations. 

Burden 

The Department estimates that 
approximately 91,700 additional 
borrowers would successfully 
rehabilitate their loan for a second time. 
If a servicer spends 8 hours on each 
borrower’s loan rehabilitation, this adds 
733,600 burden hours for loan servicers 
under this regulatory collection, 1845– 
0021 William D. Ford Federal Direct 
Loan Program regulations. 

Updates to burden on individuals due 
to the increased number of respondents 
for loans eligible for rehabilitation and/ 
or administrative wage garnishment will 
be assessed under form changes to OMB 
Control # 1845–0120 Loan 
Rehabilitation: Reasonable and 
Affordable Payments. The Department 
will seek comment on this in a separate 
public comment notice. 

§ 685.208 Fixed Repayment 

Requirements 

The Department restructures 
§ 685.208 to provide fixed repayment 
plans based on when a Direct Loan was 
made. Loans made before July 1, 2026, 
will contain the following fixed 
repayment plans: standard, graduated, 
and extended. Loans made on or after 
July 1, 2026, would only have the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan as a 
fixed repayment plan option. Updates 
would be made to the form and the 
burden assessed under OMB Control 
# 1845–0014 William D. Ford Federal 
Direct Loan Program Repayment Plan 
Selection Form. These updates will be 
completed and made available for 
comment through a separate public 
comment notice before the requirements 
are in effect. 

This will also require loan servicers to 
update their systems, including 
eligibility logic for the updated 
repayment plans, train staff, and make 
edits to communications materials. 

Burden 

Based upon experience with prior 
repayment plan changes, the 
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Department estimates it will take a total 
of 1,500 hours for loan servicers to 
update their systems to comply with the 
changes in repayment plan options. 
This would result in 9,000 additional 
burden hours that would be assessed to 
OMB Control #1845–0021 William D. 
Ford Federal Direct Loan Program 
regulations. 

§ 685.210 Choice of Repayment Plan 

Requirements 

Section 685.210 changes the eligible 
repayment plans available for loans 
made on or after July 1, 2026. Updates 
will be made to the form and the burden 
assessed under OMB Control #1845– 
0014 William D. Ford Federal Direct 
Loan Program Repayment Plan 
Selection Form. These updates will be 
completed and made available for 
comment through a separate public 
comment notice before requirements go 
into effect. 

Burden 

Additional burden on loan servicers 
due to changes to repayment plans in 
their systems was accounted for in 
§ 685.208. 

§ 685.200 Borrower Eligibility 

Requirements 

Section 81001 of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act amended Section 
455(a)(3)(C) of the HEA by eliminating 
the graduate and professional Direct 
PLUS Loan Program for new loans made 
on or after July 1, 2026. This regulation 
decreases burden on institutions and 
individuals. 

Section 685.200 requires Direct PLUS 
Loan applicants who have been denied 
a Direct PLUS Loan due to an adverse 
credit history determination to complete 
enhanced Direct PLUS Loan counseling 
and submit documentation of 
extenuating circumstances to the 
Secretary to request a review of their 
loan application. 

Burden 

Section 685.200 results in a change in 
burden for institutions. Because 
graduate and professional students 
would no longer be eligible for PLUS 
loans there will be a reduction in the 
number of PLUS loans originated by 
institutions and therefore a reduction of 
respondents to form OMB Control 
#1845–0129 PLUS Adverse Credit 
Reconsideration Loan Counseling. The 
Department will seek approval for this 
modification through a separate public 
comment notice before the requirements 
are in effect. 

§ 685.204 Deferment 

Requirements 

Section 685.204 updates the eligibility 
criteria for an economic hardship 
deferment based on loan disbursement 
date. Section 82002 of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act amends Section 
455(f) of the HEA to remove the 
authority for unemployment and 
economic hardship deferments for 
Direct Loans made on or after July 1, 
2027. 

Burden 

The changes will decrease burden 
related to the deferment processes. 
Updates will need to be made to the 
current deferment forms under OMB 
Control #1845–0011 Federal Student 
Loan Program Deferment Request Forms 
and its associated burden. This form 
update will be completed and made 
available for comment through a 
separate public comment notice before 
requirements go into effect. 

§ 685.205 Forbearance 

Requirements 

Section 82002 of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act amends Section 
455(f) of the HEA to limit the use of 
forbearance for future borrowers with 
loans made on or after July 1, 2027. 

Burden 

Section 685.205 decreases burden 
related to the forbearance process due to 
new limitations on the use of 
forbearance. Updates will need to be 
made to OMB Control #1845–0018 
Federal Student Loan Program: 
Internship/Residency and Loan Debt 
Burden Forbearance Forms and its 
associated burden. The Department will 
seek comment on this form update in a 
separate public comment notice before 
requirements go into effect. 

§ 685.221 Alternative Repayment 

Requirements 

Section 82001(b) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act amended Section 
455(d)of the HEA to define which 
repayment plans are available to 
borrowers with loans made on or after 
July 1, 2026, thereby limiting which 
loans may use the alternative repayment 
plan to borrowers with Direct Loans 
made before July 1, 2026. We do not 
believe this regulation would require a 
change to burden estimates for loan 
servicers. The alternative repayment 
plan was promulgated into regulation 
for borrowers with extreme 
circumstances. 

Burden 

There is no OMB control number 
currently assigned to this repayment 
plan because the annual number of 
respondents does not meet the 
minimum required by OMB. As a result, 
the Department does not anticipate 
there will be enough borrowers who 
meet the alternative repayment plan 
requirements each year to have an 
impact on burden for loan servicers. 

§ 685.203 Loan Limits 

Requirements 

To conform with changes from the 
Working Families Tax Cuts Act, 
§ 685.203 requires updates to loan 
limits. Additionally, due to the changes 
in § 685.203, the Department will waive 
the requirement in § 685.303(d)(5) that 
prevents Direct Loans from being 
disbursed in any amount other than 
substantially equal installments when a 
borrower is enrolled for less than full- 
time enrollment. 

Burden 

These changes create burden on 
institutions. A school may need to make 
significant changes to implement 
revised disbursement requirements 
including the ability to accommodate 
uneven disbursements between periods 
of enrollment. 

Section 685.203(m) addresses when a 
student is enrolled in an eligible 
program on a less than full-time basis 
that would require a school to calculate 
and reduce a borrower’s loan 
disbursement amount based upon less 
than full-time enrollment status. 
Schools are already required to package 
title IV aid evaluating for half-time or 
greater enrollment and less than half- 
time enrollment and adjusting, as 
needed. 

The Department estimates that 
changes in § 685.203 will take 950 hours 
per institution or servicer to complete 
creating a total of 5,350,400 additional 
burden hours assigned to the 1845–0021 
William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan 
Program collection. 

§ 685.209 Income-Driven Repayment 

Requirements 

Section 685.209 makes several 
modifications to the administration of 
IDR plans. First, we add a new 
repayment plan, the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, to § 685.209 of the 
Direct Loan regulations. This repayment 
plan would be available to all Direct 
Loan borrowers regardless of when the 
borrower received their loan except for 
excepted Direct Loans. The legacy plans 
of PAYE, IBR, and ICR would only be 
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available to borrowers with Direct Loans 
made before July 1, 2026. 

Burden 
This regulation will alter the current 

IDR form. Any adjustments to burden 
calculation and number of respondents 
due to revisions to income-driven 
repayment regulations will be captured 
under OMB Control #1845–0102 
Income-Driven Repayment and the 
Department will seek public comment 
on this in a separate notice before 
requirements go into effect. § 685.209 
also requires loan servicers to update 
their systems and policies and 
procedures to comply with the modified 
regulations. This includes changes 
related to repayment plan eligibility and 
monthly payment calculations. 

We estimate it will take loan servicers 
700 hours to complete systems 
programming and integration; 190 hours 
for testing; 50 hours for edits to letters 

or communication material; and 600 
hours for project management for a total 
of 1,540 burden hours. Currently there 
are six loan servicers, which would 
create 9,240 additional burden hours 
assessed to this regulatory collection, 
1845–0021 William D. Ford Federal 
Direct Loan Program regulations. 

§ 685.219 Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness Program (PSLF) 

Requirements: 
The Department amends § 685.219 

Public Service Loan Forgiveness in 
accordance with amendments made by 
82004(b)(1) through (3) of the Working 
Families Tax Cuts Act to specify the 
qualifying repayment plans for the 
purposes of PSLF. § 685.219 expands 
the definition of a qualifying repayment 
plan for PSLF by adding two new 
categories: (1) income-contingent 
repayment plans, but only for payments 
made on or before June 30, 2028, and (2) 

the new Repayment Assistance Plan in 
§ 685.209. 

Burden 

This will require updates to burden 
assessed to OMB Control #1845–0110 
Application and Employment 
Certification for Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness. The Department will 
update this form through a separate 
public comment notice before 
requirements go into effect. 

Collection of Information 

We provide below our estimates for 
burden changes and potential costs 
associated with changes to information 
collections impacted by these 
regulations. For institutions, we used 
the median hourly wage for Education 
Administrators, Postsecondary (11– 
9033) from the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. In 2024 this was $49.98. 

Regulation Information collection 
requirement Burden hours Costs 

§ 685.211 Miscellaneous, 
§ 674.39 Loan rehabilitation, 
§ 682.405 Loan rehabilita-
tion agreement.

OMB Control #1845–0120 
Loan Rehabilitation: Rea-
sonable and Affordable 
Payments.

OMB Control #1845–0021 
William D. Ford Federal Di-
rect Loan Program (DL) 
Regulations: Borrowers 
would be permitted to seek 
loan rehabilitation for a 
second time, increasing 
burden on servicers.

The Department will assess the burden hours for proposed 
regulations with the form updates to 184–0120.

8 burden hours × 91,700 = 733,600 additional burden 
hours.

$49.98 × 733,600 
burden hours = 
$36,665,328 
total cost. 

§ 685.102 Definitions ............ OMB Control #1845–0021: 
Institutions will be required 
to update internal systems 
and policies.

300 hours × 5,626 institutions = 1,687,800 burden hours .... $49.98 × 
1,687,800 bur-
den hours = 
$84,356,244 
total cost. 

§ 682.215 Income-Based Re-
payment.

OMB Control #1845–0102 In-
come-Driven Repayment 
Plan Request for the Wil-
liam D. Ford: Federal Di-
rect Loans and Federal 
Family Education Loan 
Programs.

OMB Control #1845–0021: 
Partial Financial Hardship 
will no longer be a require-
ment for IBR applicants re-
moving burden from 
servicers.

The Department will assess the burden hours for proposed 
regulations with the form updates to 1845–0102.

Decrease of 90,286 burden hours from the regulatory col-
lection 1845–0021 William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan 
Program regulation.

$49.98 × 90,286 
= $4,512,494 
decrease in 
cost burden. 

§ 685.200 Borrower Eligibility OMB Control #1845–0129 
PLUS Adverse Credit Re-
consideration Loan Coun-
seling.

The Department will assess the burden hours for proposed 
regulations with the form updates to 1845–0129.

N/A 
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Regulation Information collection 
requirement Burden hours Costs 

§ 685.201 Obtaining a Loan OMB Control #1845–0103 
William D. Ford Federal Di-
rect Loan Program, Federal 
Direct PLUS Loan Request 
for Supplemental Informa-
tion.

OMB Control #1845–0129 
PLUS Adverse Credit Re-
consideration Loan Coun-
seling.

OMB Control #1845–0021: 
Graduate and professional 
students will not be able to 
borrow a Direct PLUS Loan 
therefore decreasing the 
number of PLUS Loans 
originated by institutions.

Updates to burden for individuals will be assessed under 
1845–0103, 2,020 institutions × 620 burden hours = 
1,252,400 decrease in burden hours.

$49.98 × 
1,252,400 bur-
den hours = 
$62,594,952 
total decrease 
in cost burden. 

§ 685.203 Loan Limits .......... OMB Control #1845–0021: 
Internal system changes 
for updates to loan limits 
would increase burden on 
institutions and servicers.

5,626 institutions + 6 Servicers = 5,632 respondents, 950 
burden hours × 5,632 institutions = 5,350,400 total bur-
den hours.

$49.98 × 
5,350,400 bur-
den hours = 
$267,412,992 
total costs. 

§ 685.204 Deferment ............ OMB Control #1845–0011 
Federal Student Loan Pro-
gram Deferment Request 
Forms.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals for proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0011.

N/A 

§ 685.205 Forbearance ........ OMB Control #1845–0018 
Federal Student Loan Pro-
gram: Internship/Residency 
and Loan Debt Burden For-
bearance Forms.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals for proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0018.

N/A 

§ 685.208 Fixed payment re-
payment plans.

OMB Control #1845–0014 
William D. Ford Federal Di-
rect Loan Program Repay-
ment Plan Selection Form.

OMB Control #1845–0021: 
servicers will be required to 
update their systems.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals under proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0014, Additional 1,500 burden hours × 6 servicers 
= 9,000 hours.

$49.98 × 9,000 
hours = 
$449,820 00 in-
crease in costs. 

§ 685.209 Income-driven re-
payment.

OMB Control #1845–0102 In-
come-Driven Repayment 
Plan Request for the Wil-
liam D. Ford Federal Direct 
Loans and Federal Family 
Education Loan Programs.

OMB Control #1845–0021: 
servicers will be required to 
update systems, policies, 
and procedures.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals for proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0102, 6,000 burden hours × 6 servicers = 36,000 
additional burden hours.

$49.98 × 36,000 
= $1,799,280 
increase in 
costs. 

§ 685.210 Choice of Repay-
ment Plan.

OMB Control #1845–0014 
William D. Ford Federal Di-
rect Loan Program Repay-
ment Plan Selection Form.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0014.

N/A 

§ 685.211 Miscellaneous ...... OMB Control #1845–0007 
William D. Ford Federal Di-
rect Loan Program Promis-
sory Notes and related 
forms.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals for proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0007.

N/A 

§ 685.219 Public Service 
Loan Forgiveness.

OMB Control #1845–0102 In-
come-Driven Repayment 
Plan Request for the Wil-
liam D. Ford Federal Direct 
Loans and Federal Family 
Education Loan Programs.

OMB Control #1845–0110 
Application and Employ-
ment Certification for Public 
Service Loan Forgiveness.

OMB Control #1845–0164 
Public Service Loan For-
giveness Reconsideration 
Request.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals for proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0102, 0110, and 0164.

N/A 
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Regulation Information collection 
requirement Burden hours Costs 

§ 685.220 Consolidation ....... OMB Control #1845–0007 
William D. Ford Federal Di-
rect Loan Program Promis-
sory Notes and related 
forms.

The Department will assess the burden hours for individ-
uals for proposed regulations with the form updates to 
1845–0007.

N/A 

§ 685.303 Processing Loan 
Proceeds.

Schools must use a new cal-
culation for students enroll-
ing less than full-time.

Burden for this proposed regulation was accounted for in 
§ 685.102.

N/A 

Total ................................. ................................................ 6,474,114 ............................................................................... $323,576,218 

Certain regulations in this notice add 
approximately 7,816,800 hours of 
burden; other adjustments in regulation 
reduce the burden by approximately 
1,342,686 hours. This results in a net 
increase of 6,474,114 burden hours 
assessed to 1845–0021 William D. Ford 
Federal Direct Loan Program 
Regulations. 

A Federal agency may not conduct or 
sponsor a collection of information 
unless OMB approves the collection 
under the PRA and the corresponding 
information collection instrument 
displays a currently valid OMB control 
number. Notwithstanding any other 
provision of law, no person is required 
to comply with or is subject to penalty 
for failure to comply with, a collection 
of information if the collection 
instrument does not display a currently 
valid OMB control number. 

Comments 
Comments: Two comments suggested 

that proposed changes create additional 
burden and compliance requirements 
without clear evidence that the burden 
will lead to improved affordability, 
completion rates, or repayment 
outcomes. 

Discussion: The Department 
considered administrative burden when 
drafting the regulations. Where possible, 
the Department took care to develop 
these regulations with the least amount 
of administrative burden as possible 
while still aligning the regulations with 
the statutory changes required from the 
OBBA. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One comment 

recommended that the administrative 
record clearly demonstrates compliance 
with the Paperwork Reduction Act. 

Discussion: The Department included 
a section providing requirements of the 
Paperwork Reduction Act in the Notice 
of Proposed Rulemaking, 91 FR 4254 
page 4320. 

Changes: None. 
Comment: One commenter stated that 

a closed list of professional degrees is 
likely to create future inconsistencies 
and increased regulatory burden. The 

commenter suggested restoring the 
‘‘illustrative and not exhaustive’’ 
language to the professional degree 
definition to allow for future flexibility. 

Discussion: The Department 
disagrees. Regulatory burden is assessed 
and updated at least once every three 
years per the Paperwork Reduction Act 
of 1995, regardless of whether or not 
there are any regulatory changes. In 
addition, there would be nothing 
preventing Congress from expanding the 
professional degree definition in the 
future. 

Changes: None. 

6. Congressional Review Act 

Pursuant to the Congressional Review 
Act (5 U.S.C. 801 et seq.), OIRA has 
determined that this rule does meet the 
criteria in 5 U.S.C. 804(2). 

Intergovernmental Review 

This program is subject to E.O. 12372 
and the regulations in 34 CFR part 79. 
One of the objectives of the E.O. is to 
foster an intergovernmental partnership 
and strengthen Federalism. The E.O. 
relies on processes developed by State 
and local governments for coordination 
and review of proposed Federal 
financial assistance. 

This document provides early 
notification of our specific plans and 
actions for this program. 

Assessment of Education Impact 

In accordance with section 411 of the 
General Education Provisions Act, 20 
U.S.C. 1221e–4, the Secretary requests 
comments on whether these final 
regulations would require transmission 
of information that any other agency or 
authority of the United States gathers or 
makes available. 

Federalism 

E.O. 13132 requires us to provide 
meaningful and timely input by State 
and local elected officials in the 
development of regulatory policies that 
have Federalism implications. 
‘‘Federalism implications’’ means 
substantial direct effects on the States, 
on the relationship between the 

National Government and the States, or 
on the distribution of power and 
responsibilities among the various 
levels of government. The proposed 
regulations do not have Federalism 
implications. 

Accessible Format: On request to the 
program contact person(s) listed under 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT, 
individuals with disabilities can obtain 
this document in an accessible format. 
The Department will provide the 
requestor with an accessible format that 
may include Rich Text Format (RTF) or 
text format (txt), a thumb drive, an MP3 
file, braille, large print, audiotape, or 
compact disc, or other accessible format. 

Electronic Access to This Document: 
The official version of this document is 
the document published in the Federal 
Register. You may access the official 
edition of the Federal Register and the 
Code of Federal Regulations at 
www.govinfo.gov. At this site you can 
view this document, as well as all other 
documents of this Department 
published in the Federal Register, in 
text or Adobe Portable Document 
Format (PDF). To use PDF, you must 
have Adobe Acrobat Reader, which is 
available free at the site. 

You may also access documents of the 
Department published in the Federal 
Register by using the article search 
feature at www.federalregister.gov. 
Specifically, through the advanced 
search feature at this site, you can limit 
your search to documents published by 
the Department. 

List of Subjects in 34 CFR Parts 674, 
682, and 685 

Administrative practice and 
procedure, Annual and aggregate loan 
limits, Colleges and universities, 
Education, Federal Family Education 
Loan (FFEL) Program, Federal Perkins 
Loan Program, Less than full-time 
enrollment, Loan consolidation, 
Reporting and recordkeeping 
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requirements, Student aid, William D. 
Ford Direct Loan Program. 

Nicholas Kent, 
Under Secretary of Education. 

For the reasons discussed in the 
preamble, the Secretary of Education 
amends parts 674, 682, and 685 of title 
34 of the Code of Federal Regulations as 
follows: 

PART 674—FEDERAL PERKINS LOAN 
PROGRAM 

■ 1. The authority citation for part 674 
is revised to read as follows: 

Authority: 20 U.S.C. 1071—1087ii; 
1087dd(h)(1)(D). 

■ 2. Amend § 674.39 by revising 
paragraph (e) to read as follows: 

§ 674.39 Loan rehabilitation. 

* * * * * 
(e)(1) On or before June 30, 2027, the 

borrower may rehabilitate a defaulted 
loan only one time. 

(2) On or after July 1, 2027, the 
borrower may rehabilitate a defaulted 
loan a maximum of two times. 

PART 682—FEDERAL FAMILY 
EDUCATION LOAN (FFEL) PROGRAM 

■ 3. The authority citation for part 682 
is revised to read as follows: 

Authority: 20 U.S.C. 1071—1087–2, 1078– 
6(a)(5). 

■ 4. Section 682.215 is amended by 
revising paragraphs (a)(4), (b)(1), (b)(5) 
through (7), (d)(1), (e)(1) through (6), 
and (f)(1) to read as follows: 

§ 682.215 Income-based repayment plan. 
(a) * * 
(4) Applicable amount means, for the 

purposes of the IBR plan, 15 percent of 
the result obtained by calculating, on at 
least an annual basis, the amount by 
which the adjusted gross income of the 
borrower and the borrower’s spouse (if 
applicable) exceeds 150 percent of the 
poverty guideline. 
* * * * * 

(b) * * * 
(1) For the Income-Based Repayment 

plan, a borrower may elect to have their 
aggregate monthly payment recalculated 
to not exceed the applicable amount. 
The borrower’s aggregate monthly loan 
payments are limited to no more than 15 
percent of the amount by which the 
borrower’s AGI exceeds 150 percent of 
the poverty line income applicable to 
the borrower’s family size, divided by 
12. The loan holder adjusts the 
calculated monthly payment if— 

(i) Except for borrowers provided for 
in paragraph (b)(1)(ii) of this section, the 
total amount of the borrower’s eligible 

loans includes loans not held by the 
loan holder, in which case the loan 
holder determines the borrower’s 
adjusted monthly payment by 
multiplying the calculated payment by 
the percentage of the total outstanding 
principal amount of the borrower’s 
eligible loans that are held by the loan 
holder; 

(ii) Both the borrower and the 
borrower’s spouse have eligible loans 
and filed a joint Federal tax return, in 
which case the loan holder 
determines— 

(A) Each borrower’s percentage of the 
couple’s total eligible loan debt; 

(B) The adjusted monthly payment for 
each borrower by multiplying the 
calculated payment by the percentage 
determined in paragraph (b)(1)(ii)(A) of 
this section; and 

(C) If the borrower’s loans are held by 
multiple holders, the borrower’s 
adjusted monthly payment by 
multiplying the payment determined in 
paragraph (b)(1)(ii)(B) of this section by 
the percentage of the total outstanding 
principal amount of the borrower’s 
eligible loans that are held by the loan 
holder; 

(iii) The calculated amount under 
paragraph (b)(1), (b)(1)(i), or (b)(1)(ii) of 
this section is less than $5.00, in which 
case the borrower’s monthly payment is 
$0.00; or 

(iv) The calculated amount under 
paragraph (b)(1), (b)(1)(i), or (b)(1)(ii) of 
this section is equal to or greater than 
$5.00 but less than $10.00, in which 
case the borrower’s monthly payment is 
$10.00. 
* * * * * 

(5) Except as provided in paragraph 
(b)(4) of this section, accrued interest is 
capitalized at the time the borrower 
chooses to leave the income-based 
repayment plan or when the applicable 
amount exceeds the maximum amount 
calculated under paragraph (d)(1)(i) of 
this section. 

(6) If the borrower’s monthly payment 
amount is not sufficient to pay any 
principal due, the payment of that 
principal is postponed until the 
borrower chooses to leave the income- 
based repayment plan or when the 
applicable amount exceeds the 
maximum amount calculated under 
paragraph (d)(1)(i) of this section. 

(7) The special allowance payment to 
a lender during the period in which the 
borrower has their aggregate monthly 
payment recalculated to not exceed the 
applicable amount, under the income- 
based repayment plan, is calculated on 
the principal balance of the loan and 
any accrued interest unpaid by the 
borrower. 
* * * * * 

(d) * * * 
(1) If a borrower’s applicable amount 

exceeds the maximum amount 
calculated under paragraph (d)(1)(i) of 
this section, the borrower may continue 
to make payments under the income- 
based repayment plan, but the loan 
holder must recalculate the borrower’s 
monthly payment. The loan holder also 
recalculates the monthly payment for a 
borrower who chooses to stop making 
income-based payments. In either case, 
as a result of the recalculation— 

(i) The maximum monthly amount 
that the loan holder requires the 
borrower to repay is the amount the 
borrower would have paid under the 
FFEL standard repayment plan based on 
a 10-year repayment period using the 
amount of the borrower’s eligible loans 
that was outstanding at the time the 
borrower began repayment on the loans 
with that holder under the income- 
based repayment plan; and 

(ii) The borrower’s repayment period 
based on the recalculated payment 
amount may exceed 10 years. 
* * * * * 

(e) * * * 
(1) The loan holder recalculates the 

borrower’s aggregate monthly payment 
to not exceed the applicable amount for 
the year the borrower elects the Income- 
Based Repayment plan and for each 
subsequent year that the borrower 
remains on the plan. To make this 
determination, the loan holder requires 
the borrower to— 

(i) Provide documentation, acceptable 
to the loan holder, of the borrower’s 
AGI; 

(ii) If the borrower’s AGI is not 
available, or the loan holder believes 
that the borrower’s reported AGI does 
not reasonably reflect the borrower’s 
current income, provide other 
documentation to verify income; 

(iii) If the spouse of a married 
borrower who files a joint Federal tax 
return has eligible loans and the loan 
holder does not hold at least one of the 
spouse’s eligible loans— 

(A) Confirm that the borrower’s 
spouse has provided consent for the 
loan holder to obtain information about 
the spouse’s eligible loans from the 
National Student Loan Data System; or 

(B) Provide other documentation, 
acceptable to the loan holder, of the 
spouse’s eligible loan information; and 

(iv) Annually certify the borrower’s 
family size. If the borrower fails to 
certify family size, the loan holder must 
assume a family size of one for that year. 

(2) After determining the borrower’s 
aggregate monthly payment for the year 
the borrower initially elects the plan 
and for any subsequent year that the 
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borrower remains on the Income-Based 
Repayment plan, the loan holder must 
send the borrower a written notification 
that provides the borrower with— 

(i) The borrower’s scheduled monthly 
payment amount, as calculated under 
paragraph (b)(1) of this section, and the 
time period during which this 
scheduled monthly payment amount 
will apply (annual payment period); 

(ii) Information about the requirement 
for the borrower to annually provide the 
information described in paragraph 
(e)(1) of this section, if the borrower 
chooses to remain on the income-based 
repayment plan after the initial year on 
the plan, and an explanation that the 
borrower will be notified in advance of 
the date by which the loan holder must 
receive this information; 

(iii) An explanation of the 
consequences, as described in paragraph 
(e)(1)(iv) and (e)(7) of this section, if the 
borrower does not provide the required 
information; 

(iv) An explanation of the 
consequences if the borrower no longer 
wishes to repay under the income-based 
repayment plan; and 

(v) Information about the borrower’s 
option to request, at any time during the 
borrower’s current annual payment 
period, that the loan holder recalculate 
the borrower’s monthly payment 
amount if the borrower’s financial 
circumstances have changed and the 
income amount that was used to 
calculate the borrower’s current 
monthly payment no longer reflects the 
borrower’s current income. If the loan 
holder recalculates the borrower’s 
monthly payment amount based on the 
borrower’s request, the loan holder must 
send the borrower a written notification 
that includes the information described 
in paragraphs (e)(2)(i) of this section 
through this paragraph (e)(2)(v). 

(3) For each subsequent year that a 
borrower remains on the income-based 
repayment plan, the loan holder must 
notify the borrower in writing of the 
requirements in paragraph (e)(1) of this 
section no later than 60 days and no 
earlier than 90 days prior to the date 
specified in paragraph (e)(3)(i) of this 
section. The notification must provide 
the borrower with— 

(i) The date, no earlier than 35 days 
before the end of the borrower’s annual 
payment period, by which the loan 
holder must receive all of the 
information described in paragraph 
(e)(1) of this section (annual deadline); 
and 

(ii) The consequences if the loan 
holder does not receive the information 
within 10 days following the annual 
deadline specified in the notice, 
including the borrower’s new monthly 

payment amount as determined under 
paragraph (d)(1) of this section, the 
effective date for the recalculated 
monthly payment amount, and the fact 
that unpaid accrued interest will be 
capitalized at the end of the borrower’s 
current annual payment period in 
accordance with paragraph (b)(5) of this 
section. 

(4) Each time a loan holder 
recalculates the borrower’s monthly 
payment amount for a subsequent year 
that the borrower wishes to remain on 
the plan, the loan holder must send the 
borrower a written notification that 
provides the borrower with— 

(i) The borrower’s recalculated 
monthly payment amount, as 
determined in accordance with 
paragraph (d)(1) of this section; 

(ii) An explanation that unpaid 
accrued interest will be capitalized in 
accordance with paragraph (b)(5) of this 
section; and 

(iii) Information about the borrower’s 
option to request, at any time, that the 
loan holder recalculate the monthly 
payment amount, if the borrower’s 
financial circumstances have changed 
and the income amount used does not 
reflect the borrower’s current income, 
and an explanation that the borrower 
will be notified annually of this option. 
If the loan holder recalculates the 
borrower’s monthly payment amount 
based on the borrower’s request, the 
loan holder must send the borrower a 
written notification that includes the 
information described in paragraphs 
(e)(2)(i) through (e)(2)(v) of this section. 

(5) For each subsequent year that a 
borrower remains on the income-based 
repayment plan, the loan holder must 
send the borrower a written notification 
that includes the information described 
in paragraph (e)(4)(iii) of this section. 

(6) If a borrower who is currently 
repaying under another repayment plan 
selects the income-based repayment 
plan but does not provide the 
documentation described in paragraphs 
(e)(1)(i) through (e)(1)(iii) of this section, 
the borrower remains on his or her 
current repayment plan. 
* * * * * 

(f) * * * 
(1) To qualify for loan forgiveness 

after 25 years, the borrower must have 
participated in the income-based 
repayment plan and satisfied at least 
one of the following conditions during 
that period— 

(i) Made reduced monthly payments 
as provided in paragraph (b)(1) of this 
section, including a monthly payment 
amount of $0.00, as provided in 
paragraph (b)(1)(iii) of this section; 

(ii) Made reduced monthly payments 
or stopped making income-based 

payments as provided in paragraph 
(d)(1) of this section; 

(iii) Made monthly payments under 
any repayment plan, that were not less 
than the amount required under the 
FFEL standard repayment plan 
described in § 682.209(a)(6)(vi) with a 
10-year repayment period for the 
amount of the borrower’s loans that 
were outstanding at the time the loans 
initially entered repayment; 

(iv) Made monthly payments under 
the FFEL standard repayment plan 
described in § 682.209(a)(6)(vi) based on 
a 10-year repayment period; or 

(v) Received an economic hardship 
deferment on eligible FFEL loans. 
* * * * * 
■ 5. Amend § 682.405 by revising 
paragraphs (a)(3) and (4) to read as 
follows: 

§ 682.405 Loan rehabilitation agreement. 
(a) * * * 
(3) * * * 
(iii)(A) Through July 1, 2027, a 

borrower may only obtain the benefit of 
suspension of administrative wage 
garnishment while also attempting to 
rehabilitate a defaulted loan once. 

(B) On or after July 1, 2027, a 
borrower may only obtain the benefit of 
suspension of administrative wage 
garnishment one time per each attempt 
to rehabilitate a defaulted loan. 

(4)(i) After the loan has been 
rehabilitated, the borrower regains all 
benefits of the program, including any 
remaining deferment eligibility under 
section 428(b)(1)(M) of the Act, from the 
date of the rehabilitation. 

(ii) A loan may only be rehabilitated 
once between August 14, 2008, through 
June 30, 2027. On or after July 1, 2027, 
a loan may only be rehabilitated a 
maximum of two times over the loan’s 
lifetime, regardless of when the loan 
was made. 
* * * * * 

PART 685—WILLIAM D. FORD 
FEDERAL DIRECT LOAN PROGRAM 

■ 6. The authority citation for part 685 
is revised to read as follows: 

Authority: 20 U.S.C. 1087a—1087j. 
Subpart A also issued under U.S.C. 

1087e(a) 
Subpart B also issued under U.S.C 1078, 

1078–3, 1087(e), 1087e(a)(2), 1087e(a), 
1087e(a)(3), 1087e(b), 1087e(d), 1087e(d)(1), 
1087e(f), 1087e(g), 1087(m)(1)(A), 1091(a), 
1092(d)(1), 1098e(a)(2), 1098e(a)(3), 
1098h(a)(2) 

Subpart C also issued under U.S.C 1087a 
■ 7. Section 685.102 is amended 
paragraph (b) by adding, in alphabetical 
order, the definitions of ‘‘Expected time 
to credential’’, ‘‘Graduate student’’, 
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‘‘Other financial assistance’’, 
‘‘Professional student’’, and ‘‘Program 
length’’ to read as follows: 

§ 685.102 Definitions. 

* * * * * 
(b) * * * 
Expected time to credential: From 

July 1, 2026, the expected time for a 
student to complete a program that is 
equal to or the lesser of— 

(i) Three academic years, as defined 
in 34 CFR 668.3; or 

(ii) The period determined by 
calculating the difference between— 

(A) The program length for the 
program of study in which the 
individual is enrolled; and 

(B) The period of such program of 
study that such individual has 
completed as of the date of the 
determination under paragraph (ii) of 
this definition. 
* * * * * 

Graduate student: A student enrolled 
in a program of study that is above the 
baccalaureate level and awards a 
graduate credential (other than a 
professional degree) upon completion of 
the program. 
* * * * * 

Other financial assistance: (i) The 
estimated amount of assistance for a 
period of enrollment that a student (or 
a parent on behalf of a student) will 
receive from Federal, State, 
institutional, or other sources, such as 
scholarships, grants, net earnings from 
need-based employment, or loans, 
including but not limited to— 

(A) Except as provided in paragraph 
(ii)(C) of this definition, national service 
education awards or post-service 
benefits under title I of the National and 
Community Service Act of 1990 
(AmeriCorps). 

(B) Except as provided in paragraph 
(ii)(G) of this definition, veterans’ 
education benefits; 

(C) Any educational benefits paid 
because of enrollment in a 
postsecondary education institution, or 
to cover postsecondary education 
expenses; 

(D) Fellowships or assistantships, 
except non-need-based employment 
portions of such awards; 

(E) Insurance programs for the 
student’s education; and 

(F) The estimated amount of other 
Federal student financial aid, including 
but not limited to a Federal Pell Grant, 
campus-based aid, and the gross amount 
(including fees) of subsidized and 
unsubsidized Federal Stafford Loans, 
Direct Subsidized and Unsubsidized 
Loans, and Federal PLUS or Direct 
PLUS Loans. 

(ii) Other financial assistance does not 
include— 

(A) Those amounts used to replace the 
expected family contribution (EFC), 
including the amounts of any TEACH 
Grants, unsubsidized Federal Stafford 
Loans or Direct Unsubsidized Loans, 
Federal PLUS or Direct PLUS Loans, 
and non-Federal non-need-based loans, 
including private, State-sponsored, and 
institutional loans. However, if the sum 
of the amounts received that are being 
used to replace the students’ EFC 
exceed the EFC, the excess amount must 
be treated as other financial assistance; 

(B) Federal Perkins loan and Federal 
Work-Study funds that the student has 
declined; 

(C) For the purpose of determining 
eligibility for a Direct Subsidized Loan, 
national service education awards or 
post-service benefits under title I of the 
National and Community Service Act of 
1990 (AmeriCorps); 

(D) Any portion of the other financial 
assistance described in paragraph (i) of 
this definition that is included in the 
calculation of the student’s EFC; 

(E) Non-need-based employment 
earnings; 

(F) Assistance not received under a 
title IV, HEA program, if that assistance 
is designated to offset all or a portion of 
a specific amount of the cost of 
attendance and that component is 
excluded from the cost of attendance as 
well. If that assistance is excluded from 
either other financial assistance or cost 
of attendance, it must be excluded from 
both; 

(G) Federal veterans’ education 
benefits paid under— 

(1) Chapter 103 of title 10, United 
States Code (Senior Reserve Officers’ 
Training Corps); 

(2) Chapter 106A of title 10, United 
States Code (Educational Assistance for 
Persons Enlisting for Active Duty); 

(3) Chapter 1606 of title 10, United 
States Code (Selected Reserve 
Educational Assistance Program); 

(4) Chapter 1607 of title 10, United 
States Code (Educational Assistance 
Program for Reserve Component 
Members Supporting Contingency 
Operations and Certain Other 
Operations); 

(5) Chapter 30 of title 38, United 
States Code (All-Volunteer Force 
Educational Assistance Program, also 
known as the ‘‘Montgomery GI Bill— 
active duty’’); 

(6) Chapter 31 of title 38, United 
States Code (Training and Rehabilitation 
for Veterans with Service-Connected 
Disabilities); 

(7) Chapter 32 of title 38, United 
States Code (Post-Vietnam Era Veterans’ 
Educational Assistance Program); 

(8) Chapter 33 of title 38, United 
States Code (Post 9/11 Educational 
Assistance); 

(9) Chapter 35 of title 38, United 
States Code (Survivors’ and Dependents’ 
Educational Assistance Program); 

(10) Section 903 of the Department of 
Defense Authorization Act, 1981 (10 
U.S.C. 2141 note) (Educational 
Assistance Pilot Program); 

(11) Section 156(b) of the ‘‘Joint 
Resolution making further continuing 
appropriations and providing for 
productive employment for the fiscal 
year 1983, and for other purposes’’ (42 
U.S.C. 402 note) (Restored Entitlement 
Program for Survivors, also known as 
‘‘Quayle benefits’’); 

(12) The provisions of chapter 3 of 
title 37, United States Code, related to 
subsistence allowances for members of 
the Reserve Officers Training Corps; and 

(13) Any program that the Secretary 
may determine is covered by section 
480(c)(2) of the HEA; and 

(H) Iraq and Afghanistan Service 
Grants made under section 420R of the 
HEA. 
* * * * * 

Professional student: A student 
enrolled in a program of study that 
awards a professional degree upon 
completion of the program; 

(i) A professional degree is a degree 
that: 

(A) 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; 

(B) Is generally at the doctoral level, 
and that requires at least six academic 
years of postsecondary education 
coursework for completion, including at 
least two years of post-baccalaureate 
level coursework; 

(C) Generally requires professional 
licensure to begin practice; and 

(D) Includes a four-digit program CIP 
code, as assigned by the institution or 
determined by the Secretary, in the 
same intermediate group as the fields 
listed in paragraph (ii)(A) of this 
definition. 

(ii) A professional degree may be 
awarded in the following fields: 

(A) Pharmacy (Pharm.D.), Dentistry 
(D.D.S. or D.M.D.), Veterinary Medicine 
(D.V.M.), Chiropractic (DC or DCM.), 
Law (L.L.B. or J.D.), Medicine (M.D.), 
Optometry (O.D.), Osteopathic Medicine 
(D.O.), Podiatry (D.P.M., D.P., or 
Pod.D.), Theology (M.Div., or M.H.L.), 
and Clinical Psychology (Psy.D. or 
Ph.D.). 

(B) [Reserved] 
(iii) A professional student under this 

definition: 

VerDate Sep<11>2014 21:00 Apr 30, 2026 Jkt 268001 PO 00000 Frm 00116 Fmt 4701 Sfmt 4700 E:\FR\FM\01MYR3.SGM 01MYR3lo
tte

r 
on

 D
S

K
8B

H
N

X
B

4P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
U

LE
S

3



23883 Federal Register / Vol. 91, No. 84 / Friday, May 1, 2026 / Rules and Regulations 

(A) May not receive title IV aid as an 
undergraduate student for the same 
period of enrollment; and 

(B) Must be enrolled in a program 
leading to a professional degree under 
paragraph (ii) of this definition. 

Program length: The minimum 
amount of time in weeks, months, or 
years that is specified in the catalog, 
marketing materials, or other official 
publications of an institution for a full- 
time student to complete the 
requirements for a specific program of 
study. 
* * * * * 
■ 8. Amend § 685.200 by revising 
paragraph (b) to read as follows: 

§ 685.200 Borrower eligibility. 

* * * * * 
(b) Student PLUS borrower. (1) A 

graduate student or professional student 
is eligible to receive a Direct PLUS Loan 
if the student meets the following 
requirements: 

(i) The student is enrolled, or 
accepted for enrollment, on at least a 
half-time basis in a school that 
participates in the Direct Loan Program. 

(ii) The student meets the 
requirements for an eligible student 
under 34 CFR part 668. 

(iii) The student meets the 
requirements of paragraphs (a)(1)(iv) 
and (a)(1)(v) of this section, if 
applicable. 

(iv) The student has received a 
determination of his or her annual loan 
maximum eligibility under the Direct 
Unsubsidized Loan Program and, for 
periods of enrollment beginning before 
July 1, 2012, the Direct Subsidized Loan 
Program; and 

(v) The student meets the 
requirements that apply to a parent 
under paragraphs (c)(2)(viii)(A) through 
(G) of this section. 

(2)(i) Beginning on July 1, 2026, a 
graduate student or professional student 
may not borrow a Direct PLUS Loan. 

(ii) The limitation for making new 
Federal Direct PLUS Loan awards 
described in paragraph (b)(2)(i) of this 
section shall not be applicable to 
student borrowers during the period of 
the student’s expected time to 
credential, if— 

(A) the student is enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution as of 
June 30, 2026; and 

(B) a Direct Loan was made for such 
program of study prior to July 1, 2026. 

(3) If the student withdraws in 
accordance with § 668.22 or otherwise 
ceases to be enrolled in the program of 
study at any point after receiving the 
exception under paragraph (b)(2)(ii) of 

this section, the limitations under 
paragraph (b)(2)(i) shall apply. 
* * * * * 
■ 9. Section 685.201 is amended by: 
■ a. Revising paragraphs (b)(2)(i) and 
(ii). 

The revisions read as follows: 

§ 685.201 Obtaining a Loan. 

* * * * * 
(b) * * * 
(2) * * * 
(i) Before July 1, 2026, for a graduate 

or professional student to apply for a 
Direct PLUS Loan, the student must 
complete a Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid and submit it in accordance 
with instructions in the application. The 
graduate or professional student must 
also complete the Direct PLUS Loan 
MPN. 

(ii) On or after July 1, 2026, a graduate 
student or professional student may 
only apply for a Direct PLUS Loan if the 
student satisfies the conditions set forth 
in § 685.200(b)(2)(ii). 
* * * * * 
■ 10. Section 685.203 is amended by: 
■ a. Revising paragraphs (b)(2)(iii) and 
(iv)(A)(1) through (C), (c)(2)(v), (e)(3) 
through (7), (f), (g), and (j); and 
■ b. Adding paragraphs (l) and (m). 

The revisions and additions read as 
follows: 

§ 685.203 Loan Limits. 

* * * * * 
(b) * * * 
(2) * * * 
(iii) In the case of a graduate or 

professional student for a period of 
enrollment beginning on or after July 1, 
2012, and ending on or before June 30, 
2026, the total amount the student may 
borrow for any academic year of study 
under the Direct Unsubsidized Loan 
Program may not exceed $8,500. 

(iv) Loan Limits for Graduate and 
Professional Students for Periods of 
Enrollment Beginning On or After July 1, 
2026 

(A)(1) A graduate student, who is not 
a professional student, for a period of 
enrollment beginning on or after July 1, 
2026, may borrow up to $20,500 for any 
academic year under the Direct 
Unsubsidized Loan Program. 

(2) A professional student, for a 
period of enrollment beginning on or 
after July 1, 2026, may borrow up to 
$50,000 for any academic year under the 
Direct Unsubsidized Loan Program. 

(B) The limitations in effect on July 1, 
2026, for annual loan limits as described 
in paragraph (b)(2)(iv)(A) of this section 
shall not be applicable to student 
borrowers during the period of the 
student’s expected time to credential 
if— 

(1) the student is enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution as of 
June 30, 2026; and 

(2) a Direct Loan was made prior to 
July 1, 2026, for such a program of 
study. 

(C) If the student withdraws in 
accordance with § 668.22 or otherwise 
ceases to be enrolled in the program of 
study at any point after receiving the 
exception under paragraph (b)(2)(iv)(B) 
of this section, the limitations under 
paragraph (b)(2)(iv)(A) shall apply. 
* * * * * 

(c) * * * 
(2) * * * 
(v) In the case of a graduate or 

professional student for a period of 
enrollment through June 30, 2026, 
$12,000. 
* * * * * 

(e) * * * 
(3) For a graduate or professional 

student for periods of enrollment 
beginning before July 1, 2026, $138,500, 
including any loans for undergraduate 
study, minus any Direct Subsidized 
Loan, Subsidized Federal Stafford Loan, 
and Federal SLS Program loan amounts. 

(4) For a graduate student for a period 
of enrollment beginning on or after July 
1, 2026— 

(i) Who is not and has never been a 
professional student at an institution, 
$100,000, which includes any Direct 
Subsidized Loan, Subsidized Federal 
Stafford Loan, and Federal SLS Program 
loan, if applicable. 

(ii) Who is or has been a professional 
student at an institution, $200,000, 
minus any amounts such student 
borrowed as a professional student, 
which includes any Direct Subsidized 
Loan, Subsidized Federal Stafford Loan, 
Federal SLS Program loan, if applicable. 

(5) For a professional student for a 
period of enrollment beginning on or 
after July 1, 2026, $200,000, minus any 
amounts such student borrowed as a 
graduate student, which includes any 
Direct Subsidized Loan, Subsidized 
Federal Stafford Loan, and Federal SLS 
Program loan amounts, if applicable. 

(6) The limitations for aggregate loan 
limits described in paragraphs (e)(4) and 
(e)(5) of this section shall not be 
applicable to student borrowers during 
the period of the student’s expected 
time to credential, if— 

(i) The student is enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution as of 
June 30, 2026; and 

(ii) A Direct Loan was made for such 
program of study prior to July 1, 2026. 

(7) If the student withdraws in 
accordance with § 668.22 or otherwise 
ceases to be enrolled in the program of 
study at any point after receiving the 
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exception under paragraph (e)(6) of this 
section, the limitations under 
paragraphs (e)(4) or (e)(5) shall apply, as 
applicable. 
* * * * * 

(f) Direct PLUS Loans annual limit— 
(1) Annual limits before July 1, 2026. 
The total amount of all Direct PLUS 
Loans that a parent or parents may 
borrow on behalf of each dependent 
student, or that a graduate or 
professional student may borrow, for 
any academic year of study for a period 
of enrollment beginning before July 1, 
2026, may not exceed the cost of 
attendance minus other financial 
assistance for the student. 

(2) Direct PLUS annual limits for 
parents of dependents undergraduates 
on or after July 1, 2026. (i) For periods 
of enrollment beginning on or after July 
1, 2026, the total amount of all Direct 
PLUS Loans that all parents may borrow 
on behalf of each dependent student for 
any academic year of study may not 
exceed $20,000. 

(ii) The limitation for annual loan 
limits described in paragraph (f)(2)(i) of 
this section shall not be applicable to 
parent borrowers, who borrow a loan on 
behalf of a dependent student, during 
the period of the student’s expected 
time to credential, if— 

(A) the student is enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution as of 
June 30, 2026; and 

(B) a Direct Loan was made to the 
parent borrower for such program of 
study on behalf of the dependent 
student, or a Direct Loan was made to 
the dependent student for such program 
of study. 

(iii) If the student withdraws in 
accordance with § 668.22 or otherwise 
ceases to be enrolled in the program of 
study at any point after receiving the 
exception under paragraph (f)(2)(ii) of 
this section, the limitations under 
paragraph (f)(2)(i) of this section shall 
apply to the parent borrower of that 
dependent student. 

(iv) For the purposes of this 
subparagraph (f), a student who changes 
majors within the same degree or 
certificate shall be considered to be 
enrolled in the same program of study. 

(3) Direct PLUS annual limits for 
graduate students and professional 
students on or after July 1, 2026. The 
Direct PLUS annual limits for graduate 
students and professional students for 
periods of enrollment beginning on or 
after July 1, 2026, can be found at 
§ 685.200(b)(2) and (3). 

(g) Direct PLUS Loans aggregate 
limit—(1) Aggregate Limits Before July 
1, 2026. The total amount of all Direct 
PLUS Loans that a parent or parents 

may borrow on behalf of each 
dependent student, or that a graduate or 
professional student may borrow for a 
period of enrollment beginning before 
July 1, 2026, for enrollment in an 
eligible program of study may not 
exceed the student’s cost of attendance 
minus other financial assistance for that 
student for the entire period of 
enrollment. 

(2) Direct PLUS aggregate limits for 
parents of dependent undergraduates 
on or after July 1, 2026. For periods of 
enrollment beginning on or after July 1, 
2026, the total amount of all Direct 
PLUS Loans that all parents may borrow 
on behalf of each dependent student 
may not exceed $65,000, without regard 
to any amounts repaid, forgiven, 
canceled, or otherwise discharged on 
any such loan. Any amount of loan 
funds that have been returned by the 
institution, or the borrower will not 
count against the aggregate loan limit 
under this paragraph (g)(2). 

(3) The limitation for aggregate loan 
limits described in paragraph (g)(2) of 
this section shall not be applicable to 
parent borrowers during the period of 
the student’s expected time to 
credential, if— 

(i) The student is enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution as of 
June 30, 2026; and 

(ii) A Direct Loan was made to the 
parent for such program of study on 
behalf of the dependent student, or a 
Direct Loan was made to the dependent 
student for such program of study prior 
to July 1, 2026. 

(4) If the student withdraws in 
accordance with § 668.22 or otherwise 
ceases to be enrolled in the program of 
study at any point after receiving the 
exception under paragraph (g)(3) of this 
section, the limitations under paragraph 
(g)(2) of this section shall apply. 

(5) For the purposes of this paragraph 
(g), a student who changes majors 
within the same degree or certificate 
shall be considered to be enrolled in the 
same program of study. 

(6) Direct PLUS aggregate limits for 
graduate students and professional 
students On or after July 1, 2026. The 
Direct PLUS aggregate limits for 
graduate students and professional 
students for periods of enrollment 
beginning on or after July 1, 2026, can 
be found at § 685.200(b)(2) and (3). 
* * * * * 

(j) Maximum loan amounts. (1) In no 
case may a Direct Subsidized, Direct 
Unsubsidized, or Direct PLUS Loan 
amount exceed the student’s estimated 
cost of attendance for the period of 
enrollment for which the loan is 
intended, less— 

(i) The student’s other financial 
assistance for that period; and 

(ii) In the case of a Direct Subsidized 
Loan, the borrower’s expected family 
contribution for that period. 

(2) Effective July 1, 2026, the lifetime 
maximum aggregate amount of loans 
made, insured, or guaranteed under the 
Act that a student may borrow, shall be 
$257,500, excluding Federal Direct 
PLUS or Federal PLUS loans made to 
that student as a parent on behalf of 
another dependent undergraduate 
student. Such maximum, aggregate loan 
amount shall be determined without 
regard to any amounts repaid, forgiven, 
canceled, or otherwise discharged on 
such loans. Any amount of loan funds 
that have been returned by the 
institution, or the borrower, will not 
count against the lifetime maximum 
aggregate loan limit in this paragraph 
(j)(2). 

(3) The limitation for lifetime 
maximum aggregate loan limits 
described in paragraph (j)(2) of this 
section shall not be applicable to 
student borrowers during the period of 
the student’s expected time to 
credential, if— 

(i) The student is enrolled in a 
program of study at an institution as of 
June 30, 2026; and 

(ii) A Direct Loan was made for such 
program of study prior to July 1, 2026. 

(4) If the student withdraws in 
accordance with § 668.22 or otherwise 
ceases to be enrolled in the program of 
study at any point after receiving the 
exception under paragraph (j)(3) of this 
section, the limitations under paragraph 
(j)(2) of this section shall apply. 
* * * * * 

(l) For the purposes of this section, if 
a student is enrolled in a program that 
awards both a graduate degree and 
professional degree, the student shall be 
considered a professional student if 
more than 50 percent of the credit hours 
in that program count toward the 
professional degree. 

(m) Additional rules for loan limits— 
(1) Less than full-time enrollment. 
Notwithstanding any provision of 34 
CFR parts 682 or 685, in any case in 
which a student is enrolled in an 
eligible program (except for a non-term 
program) at an institution on a less than 
a full-time basis during any academic 
year, the amount of any Direct Loan that 
student may borrow for an academic 
year or its equivalent shall be reduced 
in direct proportion to the degree to 
which that student is not so enrolled on 
a full-time basis, as of the date the 
institution determined the student’s 
eligibility for the disbursement in 
accordance with 34 CFR 668.164(b)(3), 
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rounded to the nearest whole percentage 
point, as follows: 

Equation 11 to paragraph (m)(1) 
introductory text 

(i) Periods of Enrollment that are Less 
than a Full Academic Year. For a period 
of enrollment of less than an academic 
year as defined under § 668.3, the 
institution must calculate the Direct 
Loan eligibility that student may borrow 
for the term in which the borrower is 
enrolled, or its equivalent, in direct 
proportion to the degree to which that 

student is not so enrolled on a full-time 
basis for that term. 

(A) The institution shall first 
determine the amount of the academic 
year loan limit under this section that 
the term represents. 

(B) The institution shall then 
determine the borrower’s eligibility for 
a disbursement of a Direct Loan for the 

term, in accordance with 34 CFR 
668.164(b)(3). 

(C) The institution shall then reduce 
the borrower’s Direct Loan amount 
based on less than full-time enrollment 
for that term at that institution, as 
follows: 

Equation 12 to paragraph (m)(1)(i)(C) 

(ii) Periods of Enrollment in 
Subscription-based Programs. For a 
period of enrollment that is in a 
subscription-based program as defined 
in § 668.2, the institution must apply 
the reduction under paragraph (m)(1) 
based on the student’s enrollment status 
determined by the institution as follows: 

(A) For the first and second 
subscription periods, in any case in 
which the institution has determined 
that a student is enrolled in an eligible 
program on a less than a full-time basis, 
the amount of any Direct Loan that 
student may borrow for an academic 
year or its equivalent shall be reduced 
in direct proportion under (m)(1)based 
on the student’s enrollment status 
determined by the institution for the 
subscription-based program and the 
number of credit hours calculated by the 
institution for the student to complete 
before receiving subsequent 
disbursements for that program; and 

(B) For the third subscription period 
and for each subsequent subscription 
period, the institution would treat the 
student as enrolled full-time in a non- 
term program. 

(2) Institutionally Determined Loan 
Limits. (i) Beginning on July 1, 2026, an 
institution may limit the total amount of 
Direct Subsidized, Unsubsidized, and 
PLUS loans that a student, or a parent 
on behalf of such student, may borrow 
for a program of study for an academic 
year, as long as any such limit is applied 
consistently to all students enrolled in 
that program of study. 

(ii) An institution that limits the total 
amount of Direct Loans for an eligible 

program under paragraph (m)(2)(i) of 
this section must document its decision 
and follow the record retention and 
examination requirements in 34 CFR 
668.24. 

(iii) An institution must provide clear 
and conspicuous information describing 
any program of study that is subject to 
the loan limitation and explain the need 
for such limitation to current and 
prospective students, including, but not 
limited to: publication in the 
institution’s course catalog, publication 
on institution’s website(s), and award 
notifications. 

(iv) Prior to taking such action under 
paragraph (m)(2)(i) of this section, an 
institution must notify the student who 
plans to enroll or is enrolled in the 
program subject to this limitation. 

(v) For purposes of this paragraph 
(m)(2), program of study means eligible 
program. 
* * * * * 

■ 11. Section 685.204 is amended by 
revising paragraphs (f)(1), (f)(3) 
introductory text, and (g)(1) to read as 
follows: 

§ 685.204 Deferment. 

* * * * * 
(f) Unemployment deferment. (1)(i) 

For loans disbursed before July 1, 2027, 
a Direct Loan borrower is eligible for a 
deferment during periods that, 
collectively, do not exceed three years 
in which the borrower is seeking and 
unable to find full-time employment. 

(ii) For loans disbursed on or after 
July 1, 2027, a borrower may not receive 
an unemployment deferment. 
* * * * * 

(3) For the purposes of obtaining an 
unemployment deferment under 
paragraph (f)(2)(ii) of this section, the 
following rules apply: 
* * * * * 

(g) Economic hardship deferment. 
(1)(i) For loans disbursed before July 1, 
2027, a Direct Loan borrower who has 
experienced or will experience an 
economic hardship in accordance with 
paragraph (g)(2) of this section, is 
eligible for a deferment during periods 
that, collectively, do not exceed three 
years. 

(ii) For loans disbursed on or after 
July 1, 2027, a borrower may not receive 
an economic hardship deferment under 
paragraph (g) of this section. 

(iii) An economic hardship deferment 
is granted for periods of up to one year 
at a time, except that a borrower who 
receives a deferment under paragraph 
(g)(2)(iv) of this section may receive an 
economic hardship deferment for the 
lesser of the borrower’s full term of 
service in the Peace Corps or the 
borrower’s remaining period of 
economic hardship deferment eligibility 
under the 3-year maximum. 
* * * * * 
■ 12. Section 685.205 is amended by 
revising paragraph (c)(1) to read as 
follows: 

§ 685.205 Forbearance. 

* * * * * 
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(c) Period of forbearance. (1)(i) The 
Secretary grants forbearance for a period 
of up to one year. 

(ii) For loans disbursed on or after 
July 1, 2027, and notwithstanding 
paragraph (c)(1)(i) of this section, the 
Secretary grants forbearance for a period 
that does not exceed nine months 
within a 24-month period for 
forbearances under paragraph (a)(1) of 
this section. The forbearance under this 
paragraph (c)(1)(ii) begins on the first 
month for which the forbearance is 
granted. 
* * * * * 
■ 13. Revise § 685.208 to read as 
follows: 

§ 685.208 Fixed payment repayment plans. 

(a) General. Under a fixed payment 
repayment plan, the borrower’s required 
monthly payment amount is determined 
based on the amount of the borrower’s 
Direct Loans, the interest rates on the 
loans, and the repayment plan’s 
maximum repayment period. 

(b) Fixed Repayment Plans for Direct 
Loans Made Before July 1, 2026. (1) 
Standard repayment plan for all Direct 
Subsidized Loan, Direct Unsubsidized 
Loan, and Direct PLUS Loan borrowers, 
who have not received a Direct Loan on 
or after July 1, 2026, and for Direct 
Consolidation Loan borrowers who 
entered repayment before July 1, 2006, 
and have not received a Direct Loan on 
or after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full 
within ten years from the date the loan 
entered repayment by making fixed 
monthly payments. 

(ii) A borrower’s payments under this 
repayment plan are at least $50 per 
month, except that a borrower’s final 
payment may be less than $50. 

(iii) The number of payments or the 
fixed monthly repayment amount may 
be adjusted to reflect changes in the 
variable interest rate identified in 
§ 685.202(a). 

(iv) The repayment period for the 
repayment plan described in this 
paragraph (b)(1) does not include 
periods of authorized deferment or 
forbearance. 

(2) Standard repayment plan for 
Direct Consolidation Loan borrowers 
entering repayment on or after July 1, 
2006, and who have not received a 
Direct Loan on or after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full by 
making fixed monthly payments over a 
repayment period that varies with the 
total amount of the borrower’s student 
loans, as described in paragraph 
(b)(2)(iii) of this section. 

(ii) A borrower’s payments under this 
repayment plan are at least $50 per 
month, except that a borrower’s final 
payment may be less than $50. 

(iii) Under this repayment plan, if the 
total amount of the Direct Consolidation 
Loan and the borrower’s other student 
loans, as defined in § 685.220(i), is— 

(A) Less than $7,500, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 10 years of entering repayment; 

(B) Equal to or greater than $7,500 but 
less than $10,000, the borrower must 
repay the Consolidation Loan within 12 
years of entering repayment; 

(C) Equal to or greater than $10,000 
but less than $20,000, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 15 years of entering repayment; 

(D) Equal to or greater than $20,000 
but less than $40,000, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 20 years of entering repayment; 

(E) Equal to or greater than $40,000 
but less than $60,000, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 25 years of entering repayment; 
and 

(F) Equal to or greater than $60,000, 
the borrower must repay the 
Consolidation Loan within 30 years of 
entering repayment. 

(iv) The repayment period for the 
repayment plan described in this 
paragraph (b)(2) does not include 
periods of authorized deferment or 
forbearance. 

(3) Extended repayment plan for all 
Direct Loan borrowers who entered 
repayment before July 1, 2006, and who 
have not received a Direct Loan on or 
after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full by 
making fixed monthly payments within 
an extended period of time that varies 
with the total amount of the borrower’s 
loans, as described in paragraph 
(b)(4)(iv) of this section. 

(ii) A borrower makes fixed monthly 
payments of at least $50, except that a 
borrower’s final payment may be less 
than $50. 

(iii) The number of payments or the 
fixed monthly repayment amount may 
be adjusted to reflect changes in the 
variable interest rate identified in 
§ 685.202(a). 

(iv) Under the repayment plan, if the 
total amount of the borrower’s Direct 
Loans is— 

(A) Less than $10,000, the borrower 
must repay the loans within 12 years of 
entering repayment; 

(B) Greater than or equal to $10,000 
but less than $20,000, the borrower 
must repay the loans within 15 years of 
entering repayment; 

(C) Greater than or equal to $20,000 
but less than $40,000, the borrower 

must repay the loans within 20 years of 
entering repayment; 

(D) Greater than or equal to $40,000 
but less than $60,000, the borrower 
must repay the loans within 25 years of 
entering repayment; and 

(E) Greater than or equal to $60,000, 
the borrower must repay the loans 
within 30 years of entering repayment. 

(v) The repayment period for the 
repayment plan described in this 
paragraph (b)(3) does not include 
periods of authorized deferment or 
forbearance. 

(4) Extended repayment plan for all 
Direct Loan borrowers entering 
repayment on or after July 1, 2006, and 
who have not received a Direct Loan on 
or after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a new 
borrower with more than $30,000 in 
outstanding Direct Loans accumulated 
on or after October 7, 1998, must repay 
either a fixed annual or graduated 
repayment amount over a period not to 
exceed 25 years from the date the loan 
entered repayment. For this repayment 
plan, a new borrower is defined as an 
individual who has no outstanding 
principal or interest balance on a Direct 
Loan as of October 7, 1998, or on the 
date the borrower obtains a Direct Loan 
on or after October 7, 1998. 

(ii) A borrower’s payments under this 
plan are at least $50 per month and will 
be more if necessary to repay the loan 
within the required time period. 

(iii) The number of payments or the 
monthly repayment amount may be 
adjusted to reflect changes in the 
variable interest rate identified in 
§ 685.202(a). 

(iv) The repayment period for the 
repayment plan described in this 
paragraph (b)(4) does not include 
periods of authorized deferment or 
forbearance. 

(5) Graduated repayment plan for all 
Direct Loan borrowers who entered 
repayment before July 1, 2006, and who 
have not received a Direct Loan on or 
after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full by 
making payments at two or more levels 
within a period of time that varies with 
the total amount of the borrower’s loans, 
as described in paragraph (b)(5)(iv) of 
this section. 

(ii) The number of payments or the 
monthly repayment amount may be 
adjusted to reflect changes in the 
variable interest rate identified in 
§ 685.202(a). 

(iii) No scheduled payment under this 
repayment plan may be less than the 
amount of interest accrued on the loan 
between monthly payments, less than 
50 percent of the payment amount that 
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would be required under the standard 
repayment plan described in paragraph 
(b)(1) of this section, or more than 150 
percent of the payment amount that 
would be required under the standard 
repayment plan described in paragraph 
(b)(1) of this section. 

(iv) Under this repayment plan, if the 
total amount of the borrower’s Direct 
Loans is— 

(A) Less than $10,000, the borrower 
must repay the loans within 12 years of 
entering repayment; 

(B) Greater than or equal to $10,000 
but less than $20,000, the borrower 
must repay the loans within 15 years of 
entering repayment; 

(C) Greater than or equal to $20,000 
but less than $40,000, the borrower 
must repay the loans within 20 years of 
entering repayment; 

(D) Greater than or equal to $40,000 
but less than $60,000, the borrower 
must repay the loans within 25 years of 
entering repayment; and 

(E) Greater than or equal to $60,000, 
the borrower must repay the loans 
within 30 years of entering repayment. 

(v) The repayment period for the 
repayment plan described in this 
paragraph (b)(5) does not include 
periods of authorized deferment or 
forbearance. 

(6) Graduated repayment plan for 
Direct Subsidized Loan, Direct 
Unsubsidized Loan, and Direct PLUS 
Loan borrowers entering repayment on 
or after July 1, 2006, and who have not 
received a Direct Loan on or after July 
1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full by 
making payments at two or more levels 
over a period of time not to exceed ten 
years from the date the loan entered 
repayment. 

(ii) The number of payments or the 
monthly repayment amount may be 
adjusted to reflect changes in the 
variable interest rate identified in 
§ 685.202(a). 

(iii) A borrower’s payments under this 
repayment plan may be less than $50 
per month. No single payment under 
this plan will be more than three times 
greater than any other payment. 

(iv) The repayment period for the 
repayment plan described in this 
paragraph (b)(6) does not include 
periods of authorized deferment or 
forbearance. 

(7) Graduated repayment plan for 
Direct Consolidation Loan borrowers 
entering repayment on or after July 1, 
2006, and who have not received a 
Direct Loan on or after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full by 
making monthly payments that 

gradually increase in stages over the 
course of a repayment period that varies 
with the total amount of the borrower’s 
student loans, as described in paragraph 
(b)(7)(iii) of this section. 

(ii) A borrower’s payments under this 
repayment plan may be less than $50 
per month. No single payment under 
this plan will be more than three times 
greater than any other payment. 

(iii) Under this repayment plan, if the 
total amount of the Direct Consolidation 
Loan and the borrower’s other student 
loans, as defined in § 685.220(i), is— 

(A) Less than $7,500, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 10 years of entering repayment; 

(B) Equal to or greater than $7,500 but 
less than $10,000, the borrower must 
repay the Consolidation Loan within 12 
years of entering repayment; 

(C) Equal to or greater than $10,000 
but less than $20,000, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 15 years of entering repayment; 

(D) Equal to or greater than $20,000 
but less than $40,000, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 20 years of entering repayment; 

(E) Equal to or greater than $40,000 
but less than $60,000, the borrower 
must repay the Consolidation Loan 
within 25 years of entering repayment; 
and 

(F) Equal to or greater than $60,000, 
the borrower must repay the 
Consolidation Loan within 30 years of 
entering repayment. 

(iv) The repayment period for the 
repayment plan described in this 
paragraph (b)(7) does not include 
periods of authorized deferment or 
forbearance. 

(8) Tiered Standard repayment plan 
for Direct Loan borrowers who received 
a Direct Loan before July 1, 2026, and 
also received a Direct Loan that was 
made on or after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full by 
making fixed monthly payments over a 
repayment period that varies with the 
total amount of the borrower’s Direct 
Loans, as described in paragraph 
(b)(8)(ii) of this section. 

(ii) A borrower’s payments under this 
repayment plan are at least $50 per 
month, except that when a borrower’s 
balance is less than $50, the minimum 
payment will be equal to the 
outstanding amount due. 

(iii) Under this repayment plan, if the 
total amount of Direct Loans at the time 
the borrower is entering repayment, is— 

(A) Less than $25,000, the borrower 
must repay the Direct Loan within 10 
years of entering repayment; 

(B) Equal to or greater than $25,000 
but less than $50,000, the borrower 

must repay the Direct Loan within 15 
years of entering repayment; 

(C) Equal to or greater than $50,000 
but less than $100,000, the borrower 
must repay the Direct Loan within 20 
years of entering repayment; and 

(D) Equal to or greater than $100,000, 
the borrower must repay the Direct Loan 
within 25 years of entering repayment. 

(c) Fixed Repayment Plans for Direct 
Loans Made On or After July 1, 2026. 
The fixed repayment plans under this 
paragraph (c) shall only apply to Direct 
Loans made on or after July 1, 2026. 

(1) Tiered Standard repayment plan 
for Direct Loan borrowers who received 
a Direct Loan on or after July 1, 2026. 

(i) Under this repayment plan, a 
borrower must repay a loan in full by 
making fixed monthly payments over a 
repayment period that varies with the 
total amount of the borrower’s Direct 
Loans, as described in paragraph 
(c)(1)(ii) of this section. 

(ii) A borrower’s payments under this 
repayment plan are at least $50 per 
month, except that when a borrower’s 
balance is less than $50, the minimum 
payment will be equal to the 
outstanding amount due. 

(iii) Under this repayment plan, if the 
total amount of Direct Loans at the time 
the borrower is entering repayment, is— 

(A) Less than $25,000, the borrower 
must repay the Direct Loan within 10 
years of entering repayment; 

(B) Equal to or greater than $25,000 
but less than $50,000, the borrower 
must repay the Direct Loan within 15 
years of entering repayment; 

(C) Equal to or greater than $50,000 
but less than $100,000, the borrower 
must repay the Direct Loan within 20 
years of entering repayment; and 

(D) Equal to or greater than $100,000, 
the borrower must repay the Direct Loan 
within 25 years of entering repayment. 
■ 14. Revise § 685.209 to read as 
follows: 

§ 685.209 Income-driven repayment plans. 
(a) General. Income-driven repayment 

(IDR) plans are repayment plans that 
base the borrower’s monthly payment 
amount on the borrower’s income and 
family size. The five IDR plans are— 

(1) The Revised Pay As You Earn 
(REPAYE) plan, which may also be 
referred to as the Saving on a Valuable 
Education (SAVE) plan; 

(2) The Income-Based Repayment 
(IBR) plan; 

(3) The Pay As You Earn (PAYE) 
Repayment plan; and 

(4) The Income-Contingent 
Repayment (ICR) plan; and 

(5) The Repayment Assistance Plan. 
(b) For the purposes of this section, 

the following terms apply: 
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(1) Applicable amount means— 
(i) For a borrower who is not a new 

borrower under the IBR plan, 15 percent 
of the result obtained by calculating on 
at least an annual basis, the amount of 
the borrower’s adjusted gross income, 
and the borrower’s spouse’s adjusted 
gross income if married filing jointly, 
that exceeds 150 percent of the poverty 
guideline; 

(ii) For a new borrower under the IBR 
plan, 10 percent of the result obtained 
by calculating on at least an annual 
basis, the amount of the borrower’s 
adjusted gross income, and the 
borrower’s spouse’s adjusted gross 
income if married filing jointly, that 
exceeds 150 percent of the poverty 
guideline; or 

(iii) For any borrower under the PAYE 
plan, 10 percent of the result obtained 
by calculating on at least an annual 
basis, the amount of the borrower’s 
adjusted gross income, and the 
borrower’s spouse’s adjusted gross 
income if married filing jointly, that 
exceeds 150 percent of the poverty 
guideline. 

(2) Base payment, under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, means the 
amount of the applicable base payment 
for a borrower with an adjusted gross 
income— 

(i) Not more than $10,000, is $120; 
(ii) More than $10,000 and not more 

than $20,000, is 1 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(iii) More than $20,000 and not more 
than $30,000, is 2 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(iv) More than $30,000 and not more 
than $40,000, is 3 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(v) More than $40,000 and not more 
than $50,000, is 4 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(vi) More than $50,000 and not more 
than $60,000, is 5 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(vii) More than $60,000 and not more 
than $70,000, is 6 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(viii) More than $70,000 and not more 
than $80,000, is 7 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(ix) More than $80,000 and not more 
than $90,000, is 8 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; 

(x) More than $90,000 and not more 
than $100,000, is 9 percent of such 
adjusted gross income; and 

(xi) More than $100,000, is 10 percent 
of such adjusted gross income. 

(3) Dependent, for the purposes of the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, means an 
individual who qualifies as a dependent 
under section 152 of the Internal 
Revenue Code of 1986, as amended, and 
who were claimed on the borrower’s 

Federal income tax return. For a 
borrower who filed a Federal tax return 
as married filing separately, 
‘‘dependent’’ shall only include the 
dependents claimed on the borrower’s 
return. 

(4) Discretionary income means the 
greater of $0 or the difference between 
the borrower’s income as determined 
under paragraph (e)(1) of this section 
and— 

(i) For the REPAYE plan, 225 percent 
of the applicable Federal poverty 
guideline; 

(ii) For the IBR and PAYE plans, 150 
percent of the applicable Federal 
poverty guideline; and 

(iii) For the ICR plan, 100 percent of 
the applicable Federal poverty 
guideline. 

(5) Eligible loan, for purposes of 
determining the applicable amount and 
for adjusting the monthly payment 
amount in accordance with paragraph 
(g) of this section means— 

(i) Any outstanding loan made to a 
borrower under the Direct Loan 
Program, except for a Direct PLUS Loan 
made to a parent borrower, or an 
excepted consolidation loan; and 

(ii) Any outstanding loan made to a 
borrower under the FFEL Program, 
except for a Federal PLUS Loan made to 
a parent borrower, or an excepted 
consolidation loan. 

(6) Excepted consolidation loan 
means— 

(i)(A) A FFEL or Direct Consolidation 
Loan if such consolidation loan repaid 
a FFEL or Direct PLUS Loan made to a 
parent borrower on behalf of a 
dependent student; or 

(B) A FFEL or Direct Consolidation 
Loan that repaid a FFEL or Direct 
Consolidation loan described under 
paragraph (b)(6)(i)(A) of this definition 
that repaid a FFEL or Direct PLUS Loan 
made to a parent borrower on behalf of 
a dependent student; and 

(ii) Excludes a loan described under 
paragraphs (b)(6)(i)(A) or (B) of this 
definition that was being repaid under 
the ICR, PAYE, or IBR plans on any date 
on or after July 4, 2025, through anCd 
including June 30, 2028. For purposes of 
paragraph (b)(6)(ii) of this definition, 
being repaid means at least one payment 
was made under the ICR, PAYE, or IBR 
repayment plans. 

(7) Excepted loan means any 
outstanding loan that is— 

(i) a Federal Direct PLUS Loan made 
to a parent borrower on behalf of a 
dependent student; or 

(ii) a Federal Direct Consolidation 
Loan, if it repaid an excepted PLUS loan 
(as defined in this section) or an 
excepted consolidation loan (as defined 
in this section). 

(8) Excepted PLUS loan means any 
outstanding loan that is a FFEL or Direct 
PLUS Loan made to a parent borrower 
on behalf of a dependent student. 

(9) Family size means, for all IDR 
plans except the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, the number of individuals that is 
determined by adding together— 

(i)(A) The borrower; 
(B) The borrower’s spouse, for a 

married borrower filing a joint Federal 
income tax return; 

(C) The borrower’s children, 
including unborn children who will be 
born during the year the borrower 
certifies family size, if the children 
receive more than half their support 
from the borrower and are not included 
in the family size for any other borrower 
except the borrower’s spouse who filed 
jointly with the borrower; and 

(D) Other individuals if, at the time 
the borrower certifies family size, the 
other individuals live with the borrower 
and receive more than half their support 
from the borrower and will continue to 
receive this support from the borrower 
for the year for which the borrower 
certifies family size. 

(ii) The Department may calculate 
family size based on FTI reported to the 
Internal Revenue Service. 

(10) Income means either— 
(i) The borrower’s and, if applicable, 

the spouse’s Adjusted Gross Income 
(AGI) as reported to the Internal 
Revenue Service; or 

(ii) The amount calculated based on 
alternative documentation of all forms 
of taxable income received by the 
borrower and provided to the Secretary. 

(11) Income-driven repayment plan 
means a repayment plan in which the 
monthly payment amount is primarily 
determined by the borrower’s income. 

(12) Monthly payment or the 
equivalent under the PAYE, ICR, and 
IBR plans means— 

(i) A required monthly payment as 
determined in accordance with 
paragraphs (k)(4)(i) through (iii) of this 
section; 

(ii) A month in which a borrower 
receives a deferment or forbearance of 
repayment under one of the deferment 
or forbearance conditions listed in 
paragraph (k)(4)(iv) of this section; or 

(iii) A month in which a borrower 
makes a payment in accordance with 
procedures in paragraph (k)(6) of this 
section. 

(13) New borrower means— 
(i) For the purpose of the PAYE plan, 

an individual who— 
(A) Has no outstanding balance on a 

Direct Loan Program loan or a FFEL 
program loan as of October 1, 2007, or 
who has no outstanding balance on such 
a loan on the date the borrower receives 
a new loan after October 1, 2007; and 
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(B) Receives a disbursement of a 
Direct Subsidized Loan, a Direct 
Unsubsidized Loan, a Direct PLUS Loan 
made to a graduate or professional 
student, or a Direct Consolidation Loan 
on or after October 1, 2011, except that 
a borrower is not considered a new 
borrower if the Direct Consolidation 
Loan repaid a loan that would otherwise 
make the borrower ineligible under 
paragraph (13)(i)(A) of this definition. 

(ii) For the purposes of the IBR plan, 
an individual who has no outstanding 
balance on a Direct Loan or FFEL 
program loan before July 1, 2014, and 
obtains no new loan on or after July 1, 
2026, or who has no outstanding 
balance on such a loan on the date the 
borrower obtains a loan after July 1, 
2014, but before July 1, 2026. 

(14) Poverty guideline refers to the 
income categorized by State and family 
size in the Federal poverty guidelines 
published annually by the United States 
Department of Health and Human 
Services pursuant to 42 U.S.C. 9902(2). 
If a borrower is not a resident of a State 
identified in the Federal poverty 
guidelines, the Federal poverty 
guideline to be used for the borrower is 
the Federal poverty guideline (for the 
relevant family size) used for the 48 
contiguous States. 

(15) Support includes money, gifts, 
loans, housing, food, clothes, car, 
medical and dental care, and payment 
of college costs. 

(c) Borrower eligibility for IDR plans. 
(1) Except as provided in paragraphs 
(d)(2) and (d)(4) of this section, 
defaulted loans may not be repaid under 
an IDR plan. 

(2) Through June 30, 2028, a Direct 
Loan borrower who has not received a 
Direct Loan on or after July 1, 2026, may 
repay under the REPAYE plan if the 
borrower has loans eligible for 
repayment under the plan; 

(3)(i) Except as provided in paragraph 
(c)(3)(ii) of this section, any Direct Loan 
borrower may repay under the IBR plan 
if the borrower has loans eligible for 
repayment under the plan and elects to 
have their aggregate monthly payment 
amount recalculated to not exceed the 
applicable amount when the borrower 
initially enters the plan. 

(ii) A borrower who has made 60 or 
more qualifying repayments under the 
REPAYE plan on or after July 1, 2024, 
may not enroll in the IBR plan. 

(4) Through June 30, 2028, a borrower 
may repay under the PAYE plan only if 
the borrower— 

(i) Has loans eligible for repayment 
under the plan; 

(ii) Is a new borrower; 
(iii) Elects to have their aggregate 

monthly payment amount recalculated 

to not exceed the applicable amount 
when the borrower initially enters the 
plan; 

(iv) Was repaying a loan under the 
PAYE plan on July 1, 2024. A borrower 
who was repaying under the PAYE plan 
on or after July 1, 2024, and changes to 
a different repayment plan in 
accordance with § 685.210(b) may not 
re-enroll in the PAYE plan; and 

(v) Has not received a Direct Loan on 
or after July 1, 2026. 

(5)(i) Except as provided in (c)(5)(ii) 
or (c)(5)(iii) of this section, and through 
June 30, 2028, a borrower may enroll 
under the ICR plan only if the 
borrower— 

(A) Has loans eligible for repayment 
under the plan; 

(B) Was repaying a loan under the ICR 
plan on July 1, 2024. A borrower who 
was repaying under the ICR plan on or 
after July 1, 2024, and changes to a 
different repayment plan in accordance 
with § 685.210(b) may not re-enroll in 
the ICR plan unless they meet the 
criteria in paragraphs (c)(5)(ii) or 
(c)(5)(iii); and 

(C) Has not received a Direct Loan on 
or after July 1, 2026. 

(ii)(A) Through June 30, 2028, a 
borrower may choose the ICR plan to 
repay a Direct Consolidation Loan 
disbursed on or after July 1, 2006, and 
that repaid a parent Direct PLUS Loan 
or a parent Federal PLUS Loan. 

(B) Paragraph (c)(5)(ii)(A) of this 
section shall not apply if that borrower 
received a Direct Loan on or after July 
1, 2026. 

(iii)(A) Through June 30, 2028, a 
borrower who has a Direct 
Consolidation Loan disbursed on or 
after July 1, 2025, which repaid a Direct 
Parent PLUS Loan, a FFEL Parent PLUS 
Loan, or a Direct Consolidation Loan 
that repaid a consolidation loan that 
included a Direct Parent PLUS or FFEL 
Parent PLUS Loan may not choose any 
IDR plan except the ICR plan. 

(B) Paragraph (c)(5)(iii)(A) of this 
section shall not apply if that borrower 
received a Direct Loan on or after July 
1, 2026. 

(6) Any Direct Loan borrower may 
repay under the Repayment Assistance 
Plan if the borrower has loans eligible 
for repayment under the plan. 

(7) Transition from Income- 
Contingent Repayment Plans 

(i) Before July 1, 2028, a borrower 
repaying Direct Loans under the PAYE, 
and ICR plan, respectively, under 
paragraphs (a)(1), (a)(3), or (a)(4) of this 
section, or who is in an administrative 
forbearance (as defined under 
§ 685.205(b)) associated with PAYE, or 
ICR, must elect to repay those Direct 
Loans under one of the following 

repayment plans for which they are 
otherwise eligible before July 1, 2028: 

(A) the Repayment Assistance Plan 
under paragraph (a)(5) of this section; 

(B) the IBR plan under paragraph 
(a)(2) of this section; 

(C) the standard repayment plans 
under § 685.208(b)(1) or (b)(2); 

(D) the graduated repayment plans 
under § 685.208(b)(5), (b)(6), or (g)(7); 

(E) the extended repayment plans 
under § 685.208(b)(3) or (b)(4); or 

(F) through June 30, 2028, the PAYE 
and ICR plans, respectively, under 
paragraphs (a)(3) and (4) of this section. 

(ii) A borrower who elects to repay 
their loans under paragraph (c)(7)(i) of 
this section shall begin repaying under 
the terms of their elected repayment 
plan on July 1, 2028. Notwithstanding 
the foregoing, the borrower may elect to 
repay their loans earlier than July 1, 
2028. 

(iii) (A) In the case of a borrower who 
does not select a repayment plan under 
paragraph (c)(7)(i) of this section by July 
1, 2028, the Secretary shall require the 
loans to be repaid under the following 
repayment plans: 

(1) the Repayment Assistance Plan 
under paragraph (a)(5) of this section, 
for the Direct Loans eligible to be repaid 
under such repayment plan; or 

(2) the IBR plan under paragraph 
(a)(2), for the Direct Loans that are 
ineligible to be repaid under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. 

(B) The Secretary will require the 
borrower to repay their Direct Loans 
that are in a repayment status in PAYE, 
or ICR or an administrative forbearance 
associated with PAYE, or ICR 
repayment plan under the terms of the 
applicable plan under paragraphs 
(c)(7)(iii)(A)(1) or (2) of this section on 
July 1, 2028. 

(d) Loans eligible to be repaid under 
an IDR plan. (1) Through June 30, 2028, 
the following loans are eligible to be 
repaid under the REPAYE and PAYE 
plans: Direct Subsidized Loans, Direct 
Unsubsidized Loans, Direct PLUS Loans 
made to graduate or professional 
students, and Direct Consolidation 
Loans that are not excepted 
consolidation loans; 

(2) The following loans, including 
defaulted loans, are eligible to be repaid 
under the IBR plan: Direct Subsidized 
Loans, Direct Unsubsidized Loans, 
Direct PLUS Loans made to graduate or 
professional students, and Direct 
Consolidation Loans that are not 
excepted consolidation loans. 

(3) Through June 30, 2028, the 
following loans are eligible to be repaid 
under the ICR plan: Direct Subsidized 
Loans, Direct Unsubsidized Loans, 
Direct PLUS Loans made to graduate or 

VerDate Sep<11>2014 21:00 Apr 30, 2026 Jkt 268001 PO 00000 Frm 00123 Fmt 4701 Sfmt 4700 E:\FR\FM\01MYR3.SGM 01MYR3lo
tte

r 
on

 D
S

K
8B

H
N

X
B

4P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
U

LE
S

3



23890 Federal Register / Vol. 91, No. 84 / Friday, May 1, 2026 / Rules and Regulations 

professional students, and all Direct 
Consolidation Loans (including 
excepted consolidation loans), except 
for Direct PLUS Consolidation Loans 
made before July 1, 2006. 

(4) The following loans, including 
defaulted loans, are eligible to be repaid 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan: 
Direct Subsidized Loans, Direct 
Unsubsidized Loans, Direct PLUS Loans 
made to graduate or professional 
students, and Direct Consolidation 
Loans that are not excepted 
consolidation loans. 

(5) Notwithstanding the conditions 
under paragraphs (d)(1) through (3) of 
this section, only Direct Loans made 
before July 1, 2026, may be repaid under 
the PAYE, IBR, and ICR plans. 

(e) Treatment of income and loan 
debt—(1) Income. (i) For purposes of 
calculating the borrower’s monthly 
payment amount under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, REPAYE, IBR, and 
PAYE plans— 

(A) For an unmarried borrower, a 
married borrower filing a separate 
Federal income tax return, or a married 
borrower filing a joint Federal tax return 
who certifies that the borrower is 
currently separated from the borrower’s 
spouse or is currently unable to 
reasonably access the spouse’s income, 
only the borrower’s income is used in 
the calculation. 

(B) For a married borrower filing a 
joint Federal income tax return, except 
as provided in paragraph (e)(1)(i)(A) of 
this section, the combined income of the 
borrower and spouse is used in the 
calculation. 

(ii) For purposes of calculating the 
monthly payment amount under the ICR 
plan— 

(A) For an unmarried borrower, a 
married borrower filing a separate 
Federal income tax return, or a married 
borrower filing a joint Federal tax return 
who certifies that the borrower is 
currently separated from the borrower’s 
spouse or is currently unable to 
reasonably access the spouse’s income, 
only the borrower’s income is used in 
the calculation. 

(B) For married borrowers (regardless 
of tax filing status) who elect to repay 
their Direct Loans jointly under the ICR 
Plan or (except as provided in paragraph 
(e)(1)(ii)(A) of this section) for a married 
borrower filing a joint Federal income 
tax return, the combined income of the 
borrower and spouse is used in the 
calculation. 

(2) Loan debt. (i) For the REPAYE, 
IBR, PAYE plans and the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, the spouse’s eligible 
loan debt is included for the purposes 
of adjusting the borrower’s monthly 
payment amount as described in 

paragraph (g) of this section if the 
spouse’s income is included in the 
calculation of the borrower’s monthly 
payment amount in accordance with 
paragraph (e)(1) of this section. 

(ii) For the ICR plan, the spouse’s 
loans that are eligible for repayment 
under the ICR plan in accordance with 
paragraph (d)(3) of this section are 
included in the calculation of the 
borrower’s monthly payment amount 
only if the borrower and the borrower’s 
spouse elect to repay their eligible 
Direct Loans jointly under the ICR plan. 

(f) Monthly payment amounts.(1) For 
the REPAYE plan, the borrower’s 
monthly payments are— 

(i) $0 for the portion of the borrower’s 
income, as determined under paragraph 
(e)(1) of this section, that is less than or 
equal to 225 percent of the applicable 
Federal poverty guideline; plus 

(ii) 5 percent of the portion of income 
as determined under paragraph (e)(1) of 
this section that is greater than 225 
percent of the applicable poverty 
guideline, prorated by the percentage 
that is the result of dividing the 
borrower’s original total loan balance 
attributable to eligible loans received for 
the borrower’s undergraduate study by 
the original total loan balance 
attributable to all eligible loans, divided 
by 12; plus 

(iii) For loans not subject to paragraph 
(f)(1)(ii) of this section, 10 percent of the 
portion of income as determined under 
paragraph (e)(1) of this section that is 
greater than 225 percent of the 
applicable Federal poverty guidelines, 
prorated by the percentage that is the 
result of dividing the borrower’s original 
total loan balance minus the original 
total loan balance of loans subject to 
paragraph (f)(1)(ii) of this section by the 
borrower’s original total loan balance 
attributable to all eligible loans, divided 
by 12. 

(2) For new borrowers under the IBR 
plan and for all borrowers on the PAYE 
plan, the borrower’s monthly payments 
are the lesser of— 

(i) 10 percent of the borrower’s 
discretionary income, divided by 12; or 

(ii) What the borrower would have 
paid on a 10-year standard repayment 
plan based on the eligible loan balances 
and interest rates on the loans at the 
time the borrower began paying under 
the IBR or PAYE plans, except that the 
borrower may repay such loans in 
excess of 10 years. 

(3) For those who are not new 
borrowers under the IBR plan, the 
borrower’s monthly payments are the 
lesser of— 

(i) 15 percent of the borrower’s 
discretionary income, divided by 12; or 

(ii) What the borrower would have 
paid on a 10-year standard repayment 
plan based on the eligible loan balances 
and interest rates on the loans at the 
time the borrower began paying under 
the IBR plan, except that the borrower 
may repay such loans in excess of 10 
years. 

(4)(i) For the ICR plan, the borrower’s 
monthly payments are the lesser of— 

(A) What the borrower would have 
paid under a repayment plan with fixed 
monthly payments over a 12-year 
repayment period, based on the amount 
that the borrower owed when the 
borrower began repaying under the ICR 
plan, multiplied by a percentage based 
on the borrower’s income as established 
by the Secretary in a Federal Register 
notice published annually to account for 
inflation; or 

(B) 20 percent of the borrower’s 
discretionary income, divided by 12. 

(ii)(A) Married borrowers may repay 
their loans jointly under the ICR plan. 
The outstanding balances on the loans 
of each borrower are added together to 
determine the borrowers’ combined 
monthly payment amount under 
paragraph (f)(4)(i) of this section; 

(B) The amount of the payment 
applied to each borrower’s debt is the 
proportion of the payments that equals 
the same proportion as that borrower’s 
debt to the total outstanding balance, 
except that the payment is credited 
toward outstanding interest on any loan 
before any payment is credited toward 
principal. 

(5) For the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, the borrower’s applicable monthly 
payment is an amount equal to— 

(i) the borrower’s applicable base 
payment, divided by 12; minus 

(ii) $50 for each dependent of the 
borrower. 

(g) Adjustments to monthly payment 
amounts. (1) Monthly payment amounts 
calculated under paragraphs (f)(1) 
through (3) of this section will be 
adjusted in the following circumstances: 

(i) In cases where the spouse’s loan 
debt is included in accordance with 
paragraph (e)(2)(i) of this section, the 
borrower’s payment is adjusted by— 

(A) Dividing the outstanding principal 
and interest balance of the borrower’s 
eligible loans by the couple’s combined 
outstanding principal and interest 
balance on eligible loans; and 

(B) Multiplying the borrower’s 
payment amount as calculated in 
accordance with paragraphs (f)(1) 
through (3) of this section by the 
percentage determined under paragraph 
(g)(1)(i) of this section. 

(ii) In cases where the borrower has 
outstanding eligible loans made under 
the FFEL Program, the borrower’s 

VerDate Sep<11>2014 21:00 Apr 30, 2026 Jkt 268001 PO 00000 Frm 00124 Fmt 4701 Sfmt 4700 E:\FR\FM\01MYR3.SGM 01MYR3lo
tte

r 
on

 D
S

K
8B

H
N

X
B

4P
R

O
D

 w
ith

 R
U

LE
S

3



23891 Federal Register / Vol. 91, No. 84 / Friday, May 1, 2026 / Rules and Regulations 

calculated monthly payment amount, as 
determined in accordance with 
paragraphs (f)(1) through (3), of this 
section or, if applicable, the borrower’s 
adjusted payment as determined in 
accordance with paragraph (g)(1) of this 
section is adjusted by— 

(A) Dividing the outstanding principal 
and interest balance of the borrower’s 
eligible loans that are Direct Loans by 
the borrower’s total outstanding 
principal and interest balance on 
eligible loans; and 

(B) Multiplying the borrower’s 
payment amount as calculated in 
accordance with paragraphs (f)(1) 
through (3) of this section or the 
borrower’s adjusted payment amount as 
determined in accordance with 
paragraph (g)(1) of this section by the 
percentage determined under paragraph 
(g)(2)(i) of this section. 

(iii) In cases where the borrower’s 
monthly payment amount calculated 
under paragraphs (f)(1) through (3) of 
this section or the borrower’s adjusted 
monthly payment as calculated under 
paragraph (g)(1)(i) or(g)(1)(ii) of this 
section is— 

(A) Less than $5, the monthly 
payment is $0; or 

(B) Equal to or greater than $5 but less 
than $10, the monthly payment is $10. 

(2) Monthly payment amounts 
calculated under paragraph (f)(4) of this 
section will be adjusted to $5 in 
circumstances where the borrower’s 
calculated payment amount is greater 
than $0 but less than or equal to $5. 

(3)(i) Monthly payment amounts 
calculated under paragraph (f)(5) of this 
section will be adjusted in cases when 
the borrower’s spouse’s loan debt is 
included in accordance with paragraph 
(e)(2)(i) of this section: 

(A) The borrower’s payment is 
adjusted by— 

(1) Dividing the outstanding principal 
and interest balance of the borrower’s 
eligible loans by the couple’s combined 
outstanding principal and interest 
balance on eligible loans; and 

(2) Multiplying the borrower’s 
payment amount as calculated in 
accordance with paragraph (f)(5) of this 
section by the percentage determined 
under paragraph (g)(3)(i) of this section. 

(B) If a borrower’s adjusted monthly 
payment, as calculated under paragraph 
(g)(3)(i), is less than $10, the monthly 
payment is $10. (ii) In cases where the 
borrower’s monthly payment amount 
calculated under paragraph (f)(5) of this 
section is less than $10, the monthly 
payment is $10 except that the final 
payment may be less than $10. 

(h) Interest. If a borrower’s calculated 
monthly payment under an IDR plan is 
insufficient to pay the accrued interest 

on the borrower’s loans, the Secretary 
charges the remaining accrued interest 
to the borrower in accordance with 
paragraphs (h)(1) through (4) of this 
section. 

(1) Under the REPAYE plan, during 
all periods of repayment on all loans 
being repaid under the REPAYE plan, 
the Secretary does not charge the 
borrower’s account any accrued interest 
that is not covered by the borrower’s 
payment; 

(2)(i) Under the IBR and PAYE plans, 
the Secretary does not charge the 
borrower’s account with an amount 
equal to the amount of accrued interest 
on the borrower’s Direct Subsidized 
Loans and Direct Subsidized 
Consolidation Loans that is not covered 
by the borrower’s payment for the first 
three consecutive years of repayment 
under the plan, except as provided for 
the IBR and PAYE plans in paragraph 
(h)(2)(ii) of this section; 

(ii) Under the IBR and PAYE plans, 
the 3-year period described in paragraph 
(h)(2)(i) of this section excludes any 
period during which the borrower 
receives an economic hardship 
deferment under § 685.204(g); and 

(3) Under the ICR plan, the Secretary 
charges all accrued interest to the 
borrower. 

(4) (i) Under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, during all periods of 
repayment on all loans being repaid 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
the Secretary does not charge the 
borrower’s account for any accrued 
interest that is not covered by the 
borrower’s on-time payment of the 
amount due for that month. 

(ii) If a borrower’s payment is credited 
to a future monthly payment, and the 
payment equals or exceeds the on-time 
monthly payment amount made under 
the Repayment Assistance Plan under 
(f)(5)(i) of this section, the Secretary 
charges the borrower’s account any 
accrued interest that is not covered by 
the borrower’s on-time payment of the 
amount due for that month, in 
accordance with paragraph (h)(4)(i) of 
this section. 

(i) Changing repayment plans. A 
borrower who is repaying under an IDR 
plan may change at any time to any 
other repayment plan for which the 
borrower is eligible, except as otherwise 
provided in § 685.210(b). 

(j) Interest capitalization. (1) Under 
the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
REPAYE, PAYE, and ICR plans, the 
Secretary capitalizes unpaid accrued 
interest in accordance with § 685.202(b). 

(2) Under the IBR plan, the Secretary 
capitalizes unpaid accrued interest— 

(i) In accordance with § 685.202(b); 

(ii) When a borrower’s payment is the 
amount described in paragraphs (f)(2)(ii) 
and (f)(3)(ii) of this section; and 

(iii) When a borrower leaves the IBR 
plan. 

(k) Forgiveness timeline. (1) In the 
case of a borrower repaying under the 
REPAYE plan who is repaying at least 
one loan received for graduate or 
professional study, or a Direct 
Consolidation Loan that repaid one or 
more loans received for graduate or 
professional study, a borrower repaying 
under the IBR plan who is not a new 
borrower, or a borrower repaying under 
the ICR plan, the borrower receives 
forgiveness of the remaining balance of 
the borrower’s loan after the borrower 
has satisfied 300 monthly payments or 
the equivalent in accordance with 
paragraph (k)(4) of this section over a 
period of at least 25 years; 

(2) In the case of a borrower repaying 
under the REPAYE plan who is repaying 
only loans received for undergraduate 
study, or a Direct Consolidation Loan 
that repaid only loans received for 
undergraduate study, a borrower 
repaying under the IBR plan who is a 
new borrower, or a borrower repaying 
under the PAYE plan, the borrower 
receives forgiveness of the remaining 
balance of the borrower’s loans after the 
borrower has satisfied 240 monthly 
payments or the equivalent in 
accordance with paragraph (k)(4) of this 
section over a period of at least 20 years; 

(3) Notwithstanding paragraphs (k)(1) 
and (2) of this section, a borrower 
receives forgiveness if the borrower’s 
total original principal balance on all 
loans that are being paid under the 
REPAYE plan was less than or equal to 
$12,000, after the borrower has satisfied 
120 monthly payments or the 
equivalent, plus an additional 12 
monthly payments or the equivalent 
over a period of at least 1 year for every 
$1,000 if the total original principal 
balance is above $12,000. 

(4) For the PAYE, ICR, and IBR plans, 
a borrower receives a month of credit 
toward forgiveness by— 

(i)(A) Notwithstanding paragraph 
(k)(4)(i)(B) of this section, making a 
payment under an IDR plan except the 
Repayment Assistance Plan or having a 
monthly payment obligation of $0; 

(B) For the IBR plan only, making a 
payment on or before June 30, 2028, 
under the PAYE, or ICR plan or having 
a monthly payment obligation of $0; 

(ii) Making a payment under the 10- 
year standard repayment plan under 
§ 685.208(b)(1); 

(iii) Making a payment under a 
repayment plan with payments that are 
as least as much as they would have 
been under the 10-year standard 
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repayment plan under § 685.208(b)(1), 
except that no more than 12 payments 
made under paragraph (l)(9)(iii) of this 
section may count toward forgiveness 
under the REPAYE plan; 

(iv) Deferring or forbearing monthly 
payments under the following 
provisions: 

(A) A cancer treatment deferment 
under section 455(f)(3) of the Act; 

(B) A rehabilitation training program 
deferment under § 685.204(e); 

(C) An unemployment deferment 
under § 685.204(f); 

(D) An economic hardship deferment 
under § 685.204(g), which includes 
volunteer service in the Peace Corps as 
an economic hardship condition; 

(E) A military service deferment 
under § 685.204(h); 

(F) A post active-duty student 
deferment under § 685.204(i); 

(G) A national service forbearance 
under § 685.205(a)(4) on or after July 1, 
2024; 

(H) A national guard duty forbearance 
under § 685.205(a)(7) on or after July 1, 
2024; 

(I) A Department of Defense Student 
Loan Repayment forbearance under 
§ 685.205(a)(9) on or after July 1, 2024; 

(J) An administrative forbearance 
under § 685.205(b)(8) or (9) on or after 
July 1, 2024; or 

(K) A bankruptcy forbearance under 
§ 685.205(b)(6)(viii) on or after July 1, 
2024, if the borrower made the required 
payments on a confirmed bankruptcy 
plan; 

(v) Making a qualifying payment as 
described under § 685.219(c)(2); 

(vi)(A) Counting payments a borrower 
of a Direct Consolidation Loan made on 
the Direct Loans or FFEL program loans 
repaid by the Direct Consolidation Loan 
if the payments met the criteria in 
paragraph (k)(4) of this section, the 
criteria in § 682.209(a)(6)(vi) that were 
based on a 10-year repayment period, or 
the criteria in § 682.215; 

(B) For a borrower whose Direct 
Consolidation Loan repaid loans with 
more than one period of qualifying 
payments, the borrower receives credit 
for the number of months equal to the 
weighted average of qualifying 
payments made rounded up to the 
nearest whole month; 

(C) For borrowers whose Joint Direct 
Consolidation Loan is separated into 
individual Direct Consolidation loans, 
each borrower receives credit for the 
number of months equal to the number 
of months that was credited prior to the 
separation; or 

(vii) Making payments under 
paragraph (k)(6) of this section. 

(5) For the IBR plan only, a monthly 
repayment obligation for the purposes of 
forgiveness includes— 

(i) A payment made pursuant to 
paragraph (k)(4)(i) or (k)(4)(ii) of this 
section on a loan in default; 

(ii) An amount collected through 
administrative wage garnishment or 
Treasury Offset Program that is 
equivalent to the amount a borrower 
would owe under paragraph (k)(4)(i) of 
this section, except that the number of 
monthly payment obligations satisfied 
by the borrower cannot exceed the 
number of months from the Secretary’s 
receipt of the collected amount until the 
borrower’s next annual repayment plan 
recertification date under IBR; or 

(iii) An amount collected through 
administrative wage garnishment or 
Treasury Offset Program that is 
equivalent to the amount a borrower 
would owe on the 10-year standard 
plan. 

(6)(i) A borrower may obtain credit 
toward forgiveness as defined in 
paragraph (k) of this section for any 
months in which a borrower was in a 
deferment or forbearance not listed in 
paragraph (k)(4)(iv) of this section, other 
than periods in an in-school deferment, 
by making an additional payment equal 
to or greater than their current IDR 
payment, including a payment of $0, for 
a deferment or forbearance that ended 
within 3 years of the additional 
repayment date and occurred after July 
1, 2024. 

(ii) Upon request, the Secretary 
informs the borrower of the months for 
which the borrower can make payments 
under paragraph (k)(6)(i) of this section. 

(7) In the case of a borrower repaying 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan, 
the borrower receives forgiveness of the 
remaining balance of the borrower’s 
loans after the borrower has satisfied 
360 monthly payments or the equivalent 
in accordance with paragraph (k)(8) of 
this section over a period of at least 30 
years. 

(8) For a borrower repaying at least 
one loan under the Repayment 
Assistance Plan— 

(i) To qualify for loan forgiveness, a 
borrower must have— 

(A) participated in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan during any period; 

(B) made their final payment under 
such Repayment Assistance Plan prior 
to loan cancellation; and 

(C) Made 360 qualifying monthly 
payments, which includes any of the 
following: 

(1) An on-time monthly payment 
made by the date the payment is due for 
that month in accordance with 
paragraph (f)(5) of this section; 

(2) An on-time monthly payment 
made by the date the payment is due for 
that month under the Tiered Standard 

repayment plan in accordance with 
§ 685.208(c)(1); 

(3) A monthly payment under any 
other repayment plan (excluding the 
Repayment Assistance Plan), of not less 
than the monthly payment that would 
have been required under a standard 
repayment plan amortized over a 10- 
year period; 

(4) A monthly payment under the IBR 
plan in accordance with this section of 
not less than the monthly payment 
required under the plan, including the 
minimum payment permitted under that 
plan; 

(5) Prior to July 1, 2028, a monthly 
payment under an income-contingent 
repayment plan under this section, of 
not less than the monthly payment 
required under the applicable plan, 
including the minimum payment 
permitted under such plan; 

(6) Prior to July 1, 2028, a monthly 
payment under an alternative 
repayment plan in accordance with 
§ 685.221, of not less than the monthly 
payment required under the plan, 
including the minimum payment 
permitted under that plan; 

(7) A month when the borrower 
received an unemployment deferment 
(as provided under § 685.204(f)) or 
economic hardship deferment (as 
provided under § 685.204(g)); or 

(8) A month that ended before July 1, 
2026, when the borrower did not make 
a payment because they were in a 
period of deferment or forbearance as 
follows: 

(i) A cancer treatment deferment 
under section 455(f)(3) of the Act; 

(ii) A rehabilitation training program 
deferment under § 685.204(e); 

(iii) An unemployment deferment 
under § 685.204(f); 

(iv) An economic hardship deferment 
under § 685.204(g), which includes 
volunteer service in the Peace Corps as 
an economic hardship condition; 

(v) A military service deferment under 
§ 685.204(h); 

(vi) A post active-duty student 
deferment under § 685.204(i); 

(vii) A national service forbearance 
under § 685.205(a)(4) on or after July 1, 
2024; 

(viii) A national guard duty 
forbearance under § 685.205(a)(7) on or 
after July 1, 2024; 

(ix) A Department of Defense Student 
Loan Repayment forbearance under 
§ 685.205(a)(9) on or after July 1, 2024; 

(x) An administrative forbearance 
under § 685.205(b)(8) or (9) on or after 
July 1, 2024; or 

(xi) A bankruptcy forbearance under 
§ 685.205(b)(6)(viii) on or after July 1, 
2024, if the borrower made the required 
payments on a confirmed bankruptcy 
plan. 
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(l) Application and annual 
recertification procedures. (1) To 
initially enter or recertify their intent to 
repay under an IDR plan, a borrower 
(and their spouse, if applicable) 
provides approval for the disclosure of 
applicable tax information to the 
Secretary either as part of the process of 
completing a Direct Loan Master 
Promissory Note or a Direct 
Consolidation Loan Application and 
Promissory Note in accordance with 
sections 493C(c)(2) and 494(a)(2) of the 
Act or on application form approved by 
the Secretary. 

(2) If a borrower (and their spouse, if 
applicable) does not provide approval 
for the disclosure of applicable tax 
information under sections 493C(c)(2) 
and 494(a)(2) of the Act when 
completing the promissory note or on 
the application form for an IDR plan, the 
borrower must provide documentation 
to the Secretary— 

(i) For the Income-Based Repayment 
plan, of the borrower’s income and 
family size; or 

(ii) For the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, the borrower’s income and the 
number of dependents of the borrower. 

(3) If the Secretary has received 
approval for disclosure of applicable tax 
information, but cannot obtain the 
borrower’s tax information from the 
Internal Revenue Service, the borrower 
(and their spouse, if applicable) must 
provide documentation to the 
Secretary— 

(i) For the Income-Based Repayment 
plan, the borrower’s income and family 
size; or 

(ii) For the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, the borrower’s income and the 
number of dependents. 

(4) After the Secretary obtains 
sufficient information to calculate the 
borrower’s monthly payment amount, 
the Secretary calculates the borrower’s 
payment and establishes the 12-month 
period during which the borrower will 
be obligated to make a payment in that 
amount. 

(5) The Secretary sends to the 
borrower a repayment disclosure that— 

(i) Specifies the borrower’s calculated 
monthly payment amount; 

(ii) Explains how the payment was 
calculated; 

(iii) Informs the borrower of the terms 
and conditions of the borrower’s 
selected repayment plan; 

(iv) Informs the borrower of how to 
contact the Secretary if the calculated 
payment amount is not reflective of the 
borrower’s current income and family 
size, or income and the number of 
dependents for the Repayment 
Assistance Plan; 

(v) Informs the borrower of the right 
of the Secretary to follow the procedures 
in paragraph (l)(3) of this section and in 
accordance with section 493C(c)(2) of 
the Act on an annual basis to 
automatically recertify their eligibility 
for an IDR plan; and 

(vi) Informs the borrower of their right 
to opt out, at any time, of the disclosure 
of applicable tax information under 
section 493C(c)(2) of the Act and 
describes the process for affirmatively 
opting out. 

(6) If the borrower believes that the 
payment amount is not reflective of the 
borrower’s current income and family 
size, or income and the number of 
dependents for the Repayment 
Assistance Plan, the borrower may 
request that the Secretary recalculate the 
payment amount. To support the 
request, the borrower must also submit 
alternative documentation of income 
and family size, or income and the 
number of dependents for the 
Repayment Assistance Plan to account 
for circumstances such as a decrease in 
income since the borrower last filed a 
tax return, the borrower’s separation 
from a spouse with whom the borrower 
had previously filed a joint tax return, 
the birth or impending birth of a child, 
or other comparable circumstances. 

(7) If the borrower provides 
alternative documentation under 
paragraph (l)(6) of this section or if the 
Secretary obtains documentation from 
the borrower or spouse under paragraph 
(l)(3) of this section, the Secretary grants 
forbearance under § 685.205(b)(9) to 
provide time for the Secretary to 
recalculate the borrower’s monthly 
payment amount based on the 
documentation obtained from the 
borrower or spouse. 

(8) Once the borrower has 3 monthly 
payments remaining under the 12- 
month period specified in paragraph 
(l)(4) of this section, the Secretary 
follows the procedures in paragraphs 
(l)(3) through (l)(7) of this section. 

(9) If the Secretary requires 
information from the borrower under 
paragraph (l)(3) of this section to 
recalculate the borrower’s monthly 
repayment amount under paragraph 
(l)(8) of this section, and the borrower 
does not provide the necessary 
documentation to the Secretary by the 
time the last payment is due under the 
12-month period specified under 
paragraph (l)(4) of this section— 

(i) For the IBR and PAYE plans, the 
borrower’s monthly payment amount is 
the amount determined under 
paragraphs (f)(2)(ii) or (f)(3)(ii) of this 
section; 

(ii) For the ICR plan, the borrower’s 
monthly payment amount is the amount 

the borrower would have paid under a 
10-year standard repayment plan based 
on the total balance of the loans being 
repaid under the ICR Plan when the 
borrower initially entered the ICR Plan; 

(iii) For the REPAYE plan, the 
Secretary removes the borrower from 
the REPAYE plan and places the 
borrower on an alternative repayment 
plan under which the borrower’s 
required monthly payment is the 
amount the borrower would have paid 
on a 10-year standard repayment plan 
based on the current loan balances and 
interest rates on the loans at the time the 
borrower is removed from the REPAYE 
plan; and 

(iv) For the Repayment Assistance 
Plan, the borrower’s required monthly 
payment is the amount the borrower 
would have paid on a 10-year standard 
repayment plan based on the total 
balance of the loans when such loans 
entered repayment. 

(10) At any point during the 12-month 
period specified under paragraph (l)(4) 
of this section, the borrower may 
request that the Secretary recalculate the 
borrower’s payment earlier than would 
have otherwise been the case to account 
for a change in the borrower’s 
circumstances, such as a loss of income 
or employment or divorce. In such 
cases, the 12-month period specified 
under paragraph (l)(4) of this section is 
reset based on the borrower’s new 
information. 

(11) The Secretary tracks a borrower’s 
progress toward eligibility for 
forgiveness under paragraph (k) of this 
section and forgives loans that meet the 
criteria under paragraph (k) of this 
section without the need for an 
application or documentation from the 
borrower. 

(m) Automatic enrollment in an IDR 
plan. The Secretary places a borrower 
on the IDR plan under this section that 
results in the lowest monthly payment 
based on the borrower’s income and 
family size if— 

(1) The borrower is otherwise eligible 
for the plan; 

(2) The borrower has approved the 
disclosure of tax information under 
paragraph (l)(1) of this section; 

(3) The borrower has not made a 
scheduled payment on the loan for at 
least 75 days or is in default on the loan 
and is not subject to an offset under the 
Treasury Offset Program, administrative 
wage garnishment under section 488A 
of the Act, or to a judgment secured 
through litigation; and 

(4) The Secretary determines that the 
borrower’s payment under the IDR plan 
would be lower than or equal to the 
payment on the plan in which the 
borrower is enrolled. 
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(n) Removal from default. The 
Secretary will no longer consider a 
borrower in default on a loan if— 

(1) The borrower provides 
information necessary to calculate a 
payment under paragraph (f) of this 
section; 

(2) The payment calculated pursuant 
to paragraph (f) of this section is $0; and 

(3) The income information used to 
calculate the payment under paragraph 
(f) of this section includes the point at 
which the loan defaulted. 

(o) Other provisions. (1) For the PAYE 
plan, Repayment Assistance Plan, and 
REPAYE plan, if the borrower’s monthly 
payment amount or the monthly 
payment reduced under paragraph 
(g)(3)(i) of this section is not sufficient 
to pay any of the principal due, the 
payment of that principal is postponed. 

(2)(i) Matching Principal Payment 
under the Repayment Assistance Plan. 
When the borrower is not in a period of 
deferment under § 685.204 or 
forbearance under § 685.205, for each 
month the borrower makes an on-time 
monthly payment as applied in 
paragraph (f)(5)(i) of this section and the 
outstanding principal balance is 
reduced by less than $50, the Secretary 
reduces such total outstanding principal 
of the borrower by an amount that is 
equal to— 

(A) the lesser of— 
(1) $50; or 
(2) the monthly payment made; minus 
(B) the amount of the monthly 

payment that is applied to such total 
outstanding principal balance. 

(ii) If a borrower’s payment is credited 
to a future monthly payment, and the 
payment equals or exceeds the monthly 
repayment amount made under (f)(5)(i) 
of this section, the Secretary does not 
provide the borrower a matching 
principal payment in accordance with 
paragraph (o)(2)(i) of this section. 

(3) For purposes of the Repayment 
Assistance Plan under this section, a 
borrower’s monthly payment under 
(f)(5) of this section is considered on- 
time if the payment is received on or 
before the due date for the current 
month, but after the due date for the 
previous month. 

(i) When the borrower elects to make 
a payment in excess of the amount due, 
the next payment due date is 
automatically advanced. A borrower is 
not eligible to receive matching 
principal and interest payment for the 
periods without a due date. To receive 
a matching principal and interest 
payment a borrower must opt out of 
advancing payment due date. The 
Secretary allows the borrower to opt-out 
of advancing the due date which is 
provided for in 34 CFR 685.211. In the 

case where the borrower makes an 
electronic payment, the Secretary allows 
the borrower to select when submitting 
the payment whether the excess 
payment will advance the due date (and 
eliminate the possibility of a Repayment 
Assistance Plan subsidy until the next 
month in which a payment becomes 
due), or to not advance the due date. No 
matter the method of payment, the 
borrower may contact their servicer to 
elect not to advance the due date. The 
Secretary shall disclose to the borrower 
the potential consequences of electing to 
advance the due date or not. 

(ii) If a borrower elects to make a 
payment in excess of the amount due 
and does not opt-out of advancing the 
due date through the process described 
in subparagraph (o)(3)(i), for the month 
the payment was made, as well as for 
each month the borrower would have 
been required to make a payment if the 
due date had not been advanced, the 
borrower will be considered to have 
made: 

(A) a qualifying monthly payment 
under subparagraph (k)(8)(C) of this 
section; 

(B) a monthly payment for the 
purposes of the Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness Program under section 
§ 685.219(c)(2). 
■ 15. Amend by revising § 685.210 to 
read as follows: 

§ 685.210 Choice of repayment plan. 
(a) Initial selection of a repayment 

plan. (1)(i) Before a Direct Loan enters 
into repayment, the Secretary provides 
a borrower with a description of the 
available repayment plans and requests 
that the borrower select one. A borrower 
may select a repayment plan before the 
loan enters repayment by notifying the 
Secretary of the borrower’s selection in 
writing. 

(ii) Borrowers with Direct Loans made 
on or after July 1, 2026, may select— 

(A) The Tiered Standard repayment 
plan in accordance with § 685.208 if 
those Direct Loans are otherwise eligible 
to be repaid under the plan; or 

(B) The Repayment Assistance Plan in 
accordance with § 685.209 if those 
Direct Loans are otherwise eligible to be 
repaid under the plan. 

(2)(i) For Direct Loans made before 
July 1, 2026, if a borrower does not 
select a repayment plan, the Secretary 
designates the standard repayment plan 
described in § 685.208(b)(1) or (b)(2) for 
the borrower, as applicable. 

(ii) For Direct Loans made on or after 
July 1, 2026, if a borrower does not 
select a repayment plan, the Secretary 
designates the Tiered Standard 
repayment plan described in 
§ 685.208(c)(1) for the borrower. 

(3) All Direct Loans obtained by one 
borrower must be repaid together under 
the same repayment plan, except that— 

(i) A borrower of a Direct PLUS Loan 
or a Direct Consolidation Loan that is 
not eligible for repayment under an IDR 
plan may repay the Direct PLUS Loan or 
Direct Consolidation Loan separately 
from other Direct Loans obtained by the 
borrower; 

(ii) A borrower of a Direct PLUS 
Consolidation Loan that entered 
repayment before July 1, 2006, may 
repay the Direct PLUS Consolidation 
Loan separately from other Direct Loans 
obtained by that borrower; and 

(iii)(A) A borrower of a Direct PLUS 
Loan or an excepted consolidation loan 
defined under § 685.209 that is not 
eligible for repayment under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan must repay 
the Direct PLUS Loan or excepted 
consolidation loan separately from other 
Direct Loans obtained by the borrower 
that are being repaid under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan. 

(B) A borrower who has received an 
excepted loan as defined under 
§ 685.209 made on or after July 1, 2026, 
must repay the excepted loan under the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan under 
§ 685.208(c)(1) and may repay the other 
Direct Loans separately from such 
excepted loan. 

(b) Changing repayment plans. (1) For 
Direct Loans made before July 1, 2026, 
a borrower who has entered repayment 
may change to any other repayment 
plan for which the borrower is eligible 
at any time by notifying the Secretary. 
However, a borrower who is repaying a 
defaulted loan under the IBR plan or 
who is repaying a Direct Consolidation 
Loan under an IDR plan in accordance 
with § 685.220(d)(1)(i)(A)(3) may not 
change to another repayment plan 
unless— 

(i) The borrower was required to and 
did make a payment under the IBR plan 
or other IDR plan in each of the prior 
three months; or 

(ii) The borrower was not required to 
make payments but made three 
reasonable and affordable payments in 
each of the prior 3 months; and 

(iii) The borrower makes, and the 
Secretary approves, a request to change 
plans. 

(2)(i) For Direct Loans made before 
July 1, 2026, a borrower may not change 
to a repayment plan that would cause 
the borrower to have a remaining 
repayment period that is less than zero 
months, except that an eligible borrower 
may change to an IDR plan under 
§ 685.209 at any time. 

(ii) For the purposes of paragraph 
(b)(2)(i) of this section, the remaining 
repayment period is— 
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(A) For a fixed repayment plan under 
§ 685.208 or an alternative repayment 
plan under § 685.221, the maximum 
repayment period for the repayment 
plan, the borrower is seeking to enter, 
less the period of time since the loan 
has entered repayment, plus any periods 
of deferment and forbearance; and 

(B) For an IDR plan under § 685.209, 
as determined under § 685.209(k). 

(3) For Direct Loans made before July 
1, 2026, a borrower who made payments 
under the IBR plan and successfully 
completed rehabilitation of a defaulted 
loan may choose the REPAYE plan 
when the loan is returned to current 
repayment if the borrower is otherwise 
eligible for the REPAYE plan and if the 
monthly payment under the REPAYE 
plan is equal to or less than their 
payment on IBR. 

(4)(i) For Direct Loans made before 
July 1, 2026, if a borrower no longer 
wishes to pay under the IBR plan, the 
borrower must pay under the standard 
repayment plan or the Repayment 
Assistance Plan. For the standard 
repayment plan, the Secretary 
recalculates the borrower’s monthly 
payment based on— 

(A) For a Direct Subsidized Loan, a 
Direct Unsubsidized Loan, or a Direct 
PLUS Loan, the time remaining under 
the maximum ten-year repayment 
period for the amount of the borrower’s 
loans that were outstanding at the time 
the borrower discontinued paying under 
the IBR plan; or 

(B) For a Direct Consolidation Loan, 
the time remaining under the applicable 
repayment period as initially 
determined under § 685.208(b)(7)(iii) 
and the amount of that loan that was 
outstanding at the time the borrower 
discontinued paying under the IBR 
plan. 

(ii) For Direct Loans made before July 
1, 2026, a borrower who no longer 
wishes to repay under the IBR plan and 
who is required to repay under the 
Direct Loan standard repayment plan in 
accordance with paragraph (b)(4)(i) of 
this section may request a change to a 
different repayment plan after making 
one monthly payment under the Direct 
Loan standard repayment plan. For this 
purpose, a monthly payment may 
include one payment made under a 
forbearance that provides for accepting 
smaller payments than previously 
scheduled, in accordance with 
§ 685.205(a). 

(5) For Direct Loans made on or after 
July 1, 2026, a borrower may change 
repayment plans in accordance with 
this paragraph (b)(5) at any time after 
the loan has entered repayment by 
notifying the Secretary. 

(i) A borrower who is enrolled in the 
Tiered Standard repayment plan under 
§ 685.208(c)(1) or is placed in the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan in accordance 
with the provisions under paragraph 
(a)(2)(ii) of this section may change to 
the Repayment Assistance Plan under 
§ 685.209. 

(ii) A borrower who is enrolled in the 
Repayment Assistance Plan under 
§ 685.209 may change to the Tiered 
Standard repayment plan under 
§ 685.208(c)(1). 
■ 16. Section 685.211 is amended by 
revising paragraphs (a)(1)(i), (d)(3)(ii), 
and (f) to read as follows: 

§ 685.211 Miscellaneous payment 
provisions. 

(a) * * * 
(1) * * * 
(i) Except as provided for the Income- 

Based Repayment plan or Repayment 
Assistance Plan in paragraph (a)(1)(ii) of 
this section, the Secretary applies any 
payment in the following order: 

(A) Accrued charges and collection 
costs. 

(B) Outstanding interest. 
(C) Outstanding principal. 
(ii) The Secretary applies any 

payment made under the Income-Based 
Repayment plan or the Repayment 
Assistance Plan in the following order: 

(A) Accrued interest. 
(B) Collection costs and late charges. 
(C) Loan principal. 

* * * * * 
(d) * * * 
(3) * * * 
(ii) If a borrower defaults on a Direct 

Subsidized Loan, a Direct Unsubsidized 
Loan, a Direct Consolidation Loan that 
is not an excepted consolidation loan as 
defined in § 685.209, or a student Direct 
PLUS Loan, the Secretary may designate 
the Repayment Assistance Plan or the 
income-based repayment plan for the 
borrower. 
* * * * * 

(f) Rehabilitation of defaulted loans. 
(1) A defaulted Direct Loan, except for 
a loan on which a judgment has been 
obtained, is rehabilitated if the borrower 
makes 9 voluntary, reasonable and 
affordable monthly payments within 20 
days of the due date during 10 
consecutive months. The Secretary 
determines the amount of a borrower’s 
reasonable and affordable payment on 
the basis of a borrower’s total financial 
circumstances. 

(i)(A) Before July 1, 2027, the 
Secretary initially considers the 
borrower’s reasonable and affordable 
payment amount to be an amount equal 
to the payment required under any 
eligible income-driven repayment plan, 

except if this amount is less than $5, the 
borrower’s monthly payment is $5. 

(B) Beginning on and after July 1, 
2027, the Secretary initially considers 
the borrower’s reasonable and affordable 
payment amount to be an amount equal 
to the payment required under any 
eligible income-driven repayment plan, 
except that if this amount is less than 
$10, the borrower’s monthly payment is 
$10. 

(ii)(A) The Secretary may calculate 
the payment amount based on 
information provided orally (or through 
other means) by the borrower or the 
borrower’s representative and provide 
the borrower with a rehabilitation 
agreement using that amount. 

(B) The Secretary may provide a 
single application for the purpose of 
enabling a borrower to apply for loan 
rehabilitation and income driven 
repayment simultaneously, and may, 
with the borrower’s approval, calculate 
the payment amount for any income 
driven repayment plan that the 
borrower would otherwise be eligible 
for (after successful rehabilitation of the 
defaulted loan) to inform the borrower 
of the projected monthly repayment 
amount under such plan after the loans 
are rehabilitated. The Secretary may use 
the calculated payment required under 
any eligible income driven repayment 
plan for the purpose of determining the 
reasonable and affordable payment 
amount under this paragraph (f)(1), with 
the borrower’s approval. Nothing in this 
section prohibits the Secretary from 
accepting an application from a 
borrower for an IDR plan who is 
currently enrolled in a rehabilitation 
agreement but has not yet completed 
such agreement by making the requisite 
payments. 

(C) The Secretary requires the 
borrower to provide documentation to 
confirm the borrower’s AGI and family 
size, except that the Secretary may, in 
his or her discretion, consider such 
additional documentation unnecessary 
if the borrower approves having the 
payment amount calculated by the 
Secretary for an eligible income driven 
repayment plan as the borrower’s 
reasonable and affordable payment. If 
the borrower’s AGI or family size is not 
available, or if the Secretary believes 
that the borrower’s reported AGI or 
family size may be inaccurate, the 
borrower must provide other 
documentation to verify income or 
family size. If the borrower fails to 
provide acceptable documentation to 
verify family size, the Secretary assumes 
a family size of one. If the borrower does 
not provide the Secretary with any 
income documentation requested by the 
Secretary to calculate or confirm the 
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reasonable and affordable payment 
amount within a reasonable time 
deadline set by the Secretary, the 
rehabilitation agreement provided is 
null and void. 

(iii) A reasonable and affordable 
payment amount is not— 

(A) A required minimum loan 
payment amount (e.g., $50) if the 
Secretary determines that a smaller 
amount is reasonable and affordable; 

(B) A percentage of the borrower’s 
total loan balance; or 

(C) Based on other criteria unrelated 
to the borrower’s total financial 
circumstances. 

(iv) Within 15 business days of the 
Secretary’s determination of the 
borrower’s loan rehabilitation payment 
amount, the Secretary provides the 
borrower with a written rehabilitation 
agreement which includes the 
borrower’s reasonable and affordable 
payment amount, a prominent statement 
that the borrower may object orally or in 
writing to the reasonable and affordable 
payment amount with the method and 
timeframe for raising such an objection, 
a statement that the rehabilitation is 
null and void if the borrower does not 
provide the documentation required to 
calculate the reasonable and affordable 
payment amount, and an explanation of 
any other terms and conditions 
applicable to the required series of 
payments that must be made. To accept 
the agreement, the borrower must sign 
and return the agreement or accept the 
agreement electronically under a 
process provided by the Secretary. The 
Secretary does not impose any other 
conditions unrelated to the amount or 
timing of the rehabilitation payments in 
the rehabilitation agreement. The 
written rehabilitation agreement informs 
the borrower of the effects of having the 
loans rehabilitated (e.g., removal of the 
record of default from the borrower’s 
credit history and return to normal 
repayment). 

(2) The Secretary provides the 
borrower with a written statement 
confirming the borrower’s reasonable 
and affordable payment amount, as 
determined by the Secretary, and 
explaining any other terms and 
conditions applicable to the required 
series of payments that must be made 
before the borrower’s loans can be 
rehabilitated. The statement informs the 
borrower that the borrower may object 
to the terms and conditions of the 
rehabilitation agreement and explains 
the method and timeframe for objecting 
to the terms and conditions of the 
rehabilitation agreement. 

(3) If the borrower rejects the monthly 
payment amount determined under 
paragraph (f)(1) of this section, the 

Secretary recalculates the payment 
based solely on information provided on 
a form approved by the Secretary and, 
if requested, supporting documentation 
from the borrower and other sources, 
and considerations 

(i) The borrower’s, and if applicable, 
the spouse’s current disposable income, 
including public assistance payments, 
and other income received by the 
borrower and the spouse, such as 
welfare benefits, Social Security 
benefits, Supplemental Security Income, 
and workers’ compensation. Spousal 
income is not considered if the spouse 
does not contribute to the borrower’s 
household income; 

(ii) Family size as defined in 
§ 685.209; and 

(iii) Reasonable and necessary 
expenses, which include— 

(A) Food; 
(B) Housing; 
(C) Utilities; 
(D) Basic communication expenses; 
(E) Necessary medical and dental 

costs; 
(F) Necessary insurance costs; 
(G) Transportation costs; 
(H) Dependent care and other work- 

related expenses; 
(I) Legally required child and spousal 

support; 
(J) Other title IV and non-title IV 

student loan payments; and 
(K) Other expenses approved by the 

Secretary. 
(4) The Secretary provides the 

borrower with a new written 
rehabilitation agreement confirming the 
borrower’s recalculated reasonable and 
affordable payment amount. To accept 
the agreement, the borrower must sign 
and return the agreement or accept the 
agreement electronically under a 
process provided by the Secretary. 

(5) The Secretary includes any 
payment made under paragraph (1) of 
the definition of ‘‘satisfactory repayment 
arrangement’’ in § 685.102(b) in 
determining whether the 9 out of 10 
payments required under paragraph 
(f)(1) of this section have been made. 

(6) A borrower may request that the 
monthly payment amount be adjusted 
due to a change in the borrower’s total 
financial circumstances only upon 
providing the documentation specified 
in paragraph (f)(3) of this section. 

(7) During the rehabilitation period, 
the Secretary limits contact with the 
borrower on the loan being rehabilitated 
to collection activities that are required 
by law or regulation and to 
communications that support the 
rehabilitation. 

(8) If a defaulted loan is rehabilitated, 
the Secretary instructs any consumer 
reporting agency to which the default 

was reported to remove the default from 
the borrower’s credit history. 

(9) A defaulted Direct Loan on which 
a judgment has been obtained may not 
be rehabilitated. 

(10) A Direct Loan obtained by fraud 
for which the borrower has been 
convicted of, or has pled nolo 
contendere or guilty to, a crime 
involving fraud in obtaining title IV, 
HEA program assistance may not be 
rehabilitated. 

(11)(i) If a borrower’s loan is being 
collected by administrative wage 
garnishment while the borrower is also 
making monthly payments on the same 
loan under a loan rehabilitation 
agreement, the Secretary continues 
collecting the loan by administrative 
wage garnishment until the borrower 
makes five qualifying monthly 
payments under the rehabilitation 
agreement, unless the Secretary is 
otherwise precluded from doing so. 

(ii) After the borrower makes the fifth 
qualifying monthly payment, the 
Secretary, unless otherwise directed by 
the borrower, rescinds the garnishment 
order issued to the borrower’s employer. 

(iii)(A) Before July 1, 2027, a borrower 
may only obtain the benefit of a 
suspension of administrative wage 
garnishment while also attempting to 
rehabilitate a defaulted loan once. 

(B) On or after July 1, 2027, a 
borrower may only obtain the benefit of 
a suspension of administrative wage 
garnishment while also attempting to 
rehabilitate a defaulted loan a maximum 
of twice per loan. 

(12)(i) Effective for any defaulted 
Direct Loan that is rehabilitated on or 
after August 14, 2008, and before July 1, 
2027, the borrower cannot rehabilitate 
the loan again if the loan returns to 
default status following the 
rehabilitation. 

(ii) Effective for any defaulted Direct 
Loan on or after July 1, 2027, the 
borrower may not rehabilitate the loan 
again if the loan returns to default status 
following the second rehabilitation. 

(13) A borrower who has a Direct 
Loan that is rehabilitated and which has 
been returned to repayment status on or 
after July 1, 2024, may be transferred to 
REPAYE by the Secretary if the 
borrower’s minimum payment amount 
on REPAYE would be equal to or less 
than the minimum payment amount on 
the Income-Based Repayment Plan. 

(14) A borrower who has a defaulted 
Direct Loan that is rehabilitated on or 
after July 1, 2026, may be automatically 
transferred to the income-driven 
repayment plan by the Secretary if that 
borrower applied for such plan on a 
single application. 
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■ 17. Amend § 685.219 by revising to 
read as follows: 

§ 685.219 Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
Program (PSLF). 

(a) Purpose. The Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness Program is intended to 
encourage individuals to enter and 
continue in full-time public service 
employment by forgiving the remaining 
balance of their Direct loans after they 
satisfy the public service and loan 
payment requirements of this section. 

(b) Definitions. The following 
definitions apply to this section: 

(1) Aiding or abetting has the same 
meaning as defined under 18 U.S.C. 2. 

(2) AmeriCorps service means service 
in a position approved by the 
Corporation for National and 
Community Service under section 123 
of the National and Community Service 
Act of 1990 (42 U.S.C. 12573). 

(3) Chemical castration or mutilation 
means: 

(i) The use of puberty blockers, 
including GnRH agonists and other 
interventions, to delay the onset or 
progression of normally timed puberty 
in an individual who does not identify 
as his or her sex; and 

(ii) The use of sex hormones, such as 
androgen blockers, estrogen, 
progesterone, or testosterone, to align an 
individual’s physical appearance with 
an identity that differs from his or her 
sex. 

(4) Child or children for the sole and 
specific purpose of this section means 
an individual or individuals under 19 
years of age. 

(5) Civilian service to the military 
means providing services to or on behalf 
of members, veterans, or the families or 
survivors of deceased members of the 
U.S. Armed Forces or the National 
Guard that is provided to a person 
because of the person’s status in one of 
those groups. 

(6) Early childhood education 
program means an early childhood 
education program as defined in section 
103(8) of the Act (20 U.S.C. 1003). 

(7) Eligible Direct Loan means a Direct 
Subsidized Loan, a Direct Unsubsidized 
Loan, a Direct PLUS Loan, or a Direct 
Consolidation Loan. 

(8) Emergency management means 
services that help remediate, lessen, or 
eliminate the effects or potential effects 
of emergencies that threaten human life 
or health, or real property. 

(9) Employee or employed means an 
individual: 

(i) To whom an organization issues an 
IRS Form W–2; 

(ii) Who receives an IRS Form W–2 
from an organization that has contracted 
with a qualifying employer to provide 

payroll or similar services for the 
qualifying employer, and which 
provides the Form W–2 under that 
contract; 

(iii) who works as a contracted 
employee for a qualifying employer in a 
position or providing services which, 
under applicable State law, cannot be 
filled or provided by a direct employee 
of the qualifying employer. 

(10) Foreign Terrorist Organizations 
mean organizations on the list 
published under paragraph (a)(2)(A)(ii) 
under the Immigration and Nationality 
Act (8 U.S.C. 1189). 

(11) Full-time means: 
(i) Working in qualifying employment 

in one or more jobs— 
(A) A minimum average of 30 hours 

per week during the period being 
certified, 

(B) A minimum of 30 hours per week 
throughout a contractual or employment 
period of at least 8 months in a 12- 
month period, such as elementary and 
secondary school teachers and 
professors and instructors, in higher 
education, in which case the borrower 
is deemed to have worked full time; or 

(C) The equivalent of 30 hours per 
week as determined by multiplying each 
credit or contact hour taught per week 
by at least 3.35 in non-tenure track 
employment at an institution of higher 
education. 

(12) Illegal discrimination means a 
violation of any Federal discrimination 
law including, but not limited to, the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 (42 U.S.C. 1981 
et seq.), Americans with Disabilities Act 
(42 U.S.C. 12101 et seq.), and the Age 
Discrimination in Employment Act of 
1967 (29 U.S.C. 621 et seq.). 

(13) Law enforcement means service 
that is publicly funded and whose 
principal activities pertain to crime 
prevention, control or reduction of 
crime, or the enforcement of criminal 
law. 

(14) Military service means ‘‘active 
duty’’ service or ‘‘full-time National 
Guard duty’’ as defined in section 
101(d)(1) and (d)(5) of title 10 in the 
United States Code and does not 
include active duty for training or 
attendance at a service school. 

(15) Non-governmental public service 
means services provided by employees 
of a non-governmental qualified 
employer where the employer has 
devoted a majority of its full-time 
equivalent employees to working in at 
least one of the following areas (as 
defined in this section): emergency 
management, civilian service to military 
personnel, military service, public 
safety, law enforcement, public interest 
law services, early childhood education, 
public service for individuals with 

disabilities or the elderly, public health, 
public education, public library 
services, school library, or other school- 
based services. Service as a member of 
the U.S. Congress is not qualifying 
public service employment for purposes 
of this section. 

(16) Non-tenure track employment 
means work performed by adjunct, 
contingent or part time faculty, teachers, 
or lecturers who are paid based on the 
credit hours they teach at institutions of 
higher education. 

(17) Other Federal Immigration laws 
mean any violation of the Immigration 
and Nationality Act (8 U.S.C. 1105 et 
seq.) or any other Federal immigration 
laws. 

(18) Other school-based services mean 
the provision of services to schools or 
students in a school or a school-like 
setting that are not public education 
services, such as school health services 
and school nurse services, social work 
services in schools, and parent 
counseling and training. 

(19) Peace Corps position means a 
full-time assignment under the Peace 
Corps Act as provided for under 22 
U.S.C. 2504. 

(20) Public education service means 
the provision of educational enrichment 
or support to students in a public school 
or a public school-like setting, including 
teaching. 

(21) Public health means those 
engaged in the following occupations 
(as those terms are defined by the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics): physicians, 
nurse practitioners, nurses in a clinical 
setting, health care practitioners, health 
care support, counselors, social workers, 
and other community and social service 
specialists. 

(22) Public interest law means legal 
services that are funded in whole or in 
part by a local, State, Federal, or Tribal 
government. 

(23) Public library service means the 
operation of public libraries or services 
that support their operation. 

(24) Public safety service means 
services that seek to prevent the need 
for emergency management services. 

(25) Public service for individuals 
with disabilities means services 
performed for or to assist individuals 
with disabilities (as defined in the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (42 
U.S.C. 12102)) that is provided to a 
person because of the person’s status as 
an individual with a disability. 

(26) Public service for the elderly 
means services that are provided to 
individuals who are aged 62 years or 
older and that are provided to a person 
because of the person’s status as an 
individual of that age. 

(27) Qualifying employer means: 
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(i)(A) A United States-based Federal, 
State, local, or Tribal government 
organization, agency, or entity, 
including the U.S. Armed Forces or the 
National Guard; 

(B) A public child or family service 
agency; 

(C) An organization under Section 
501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code 
of 1986 that is exempt from taxation 
under Section 501(a) of the Internal 
Revenue Code; 

(D) A Tribal college or university; or 
(E) A nonprofit organization that— 
(1) Provides a non-governmental 

public service as defined in this section, 
attested to by the employer on a form 
approved by the Secretary; and 

(2) Is not a business organized for 
profit, a labor union, or a partisan 
political organization; and 

(ii) Does not include organizations 
that engage in activities such that they 
have a substantial illegal purpose, as 
defined in this section. 

(28) Qualifying repayment plan 
means: 

(i) An income-driven repayment plan 
under § 685.209; 

(ii) The 10-year standard repayment 
plan under § 685.208(b) or the 
consolidation loan standard repayment 
plan with a 10-year repayment term 
under § 685.208(c); 

(iii) Except for the alternative 
repayment plan, any other repayment 
plan if the monthly payment amount is 
not less than what will have been paid 
under the 10-year standard repayment 
plan under § 685.208(b); 

(iv) An income-contingent repayment 
plan under § 685.209 for which a 
payment was received on or before June 
30, 2028; or 

(v) The Repayment Assistance Plan as 
defined as defined under § 685.209. 

(29) School library services mean the 
operations of school libraries or services 
that support their operation. 

(30) Substantial illegal purpose 
means: 

(i) aiding or abetting violations of 8 
U.S.C. 1325 or other Federal 
immigration laws; 

(ii) Supporting terrorism, including by 
facilitating funding to, or the operations 
of, cartels designated as Foreign 
Terrorist Organizations consistent with 
8 U.S.C. 1189, or by engaging in 
violence for the purpose of obstructing 
or influencing Federal Government 
policy; 

(iii) Engaging in the chemical and 
surgical castration or mutilation of 
children in violation of Federal or State 
law; 

(iv) Engaging in the trafficking of 
children to another State for purposes of 
emancipation from their lawful parents 
in violation of Federal or State law; 

(v) Engaging in a pattern of aiding and 
abetting illegal discrimination; or 

(vi) Engaging in a pattern of violating 
State laws as defined in paragraph 
(b)(34) of this section. 

(31) Surgical castration or mutilation 
means surgical procedures that attempt 
to transform an individual’s physical 
appearance to align with an identity that 
differs from his or her sex or that 
attempt to alter or remove an 
individual’s sexual organs to minimize 
or destroy their natural biological 
functions. 

(32) Terrorism is defined under 18 
U.S.C. 2331. 

(33) Trafficking means transporting a 
child or children from their State of 
legal residence to another State without 
permission or legal consent from the 
parent or legal guardian for purposes of 
emancipation from their lawful parents 
or legal guardian, in violation of 
applicable law. 

(34) Violating State law means a final, 
non-default judgment by a State court 
of: 

(i) Trespassing; 
(ii) Disorderly conduct; 
(iii) Public nuisance; 
(iv) Vandalism; or 
(v) Obstruction of highways. 
(35) Violence for the purpose of 

obstructing or influencing Federal 
Government policy means violating any 
part of 18 U.S.C. 1501 et seq. by 
committing a crime of violence as 
defined under 18 U.S.C. 16. 

(c) Borrower eligibility. 
(1) A borrower may obtain loan 

forgiveness under this program if the 
borrower— 

(i) Is not in default on the loan at the 
time forgiveness is requested; 

(ii) Is employed full-time by a 
qualifying employer or serving in a full- 
time AmeriCorps or Peace Corps 
position— 

(A) When the borrower satisfied the 
120 monthly payments described under 
paragraph (c)(1)(iii) of this section; and 

(B) At the time the borrower applies 
for forgiveness under paragraph (e) of 
this section; and 

(iii) Satisfies the equivalent of 120 
monthly payments after October 1, 
2007, as described in paragraph (c)(2) of 
this section, on eligible Direct loans. 

(2) Except as provided in paragraph 
(c)(4) of this section, a borrower will be 
considered to have made monthly 
payments under paragraph (c)(1)(iii) of 
this section by— 

(i) Paying at least the full scheduled 
amount due for a monthly payment 
under the qualifying repayment plan; 

(ii) Paying in multiple installments 
that equal the full scheduled amount 
due for a monthly payment under the 
qualifying repayment plan; 

(iii) For a borrower on an income- 
driven repayment plan under § 685.209, 
paying a lump sum or monthly payment 
amount that is equal to or greater than 
the full scheduled amount in advance of 
the borrower’s scheduled payment due 
date for a period of months not to 
exceed the period from the Secretary’s 
receipt of the payment until the 
borrower’s next annual repayment plan 
recertification date under the qualifying 
repayment plan in which the borrower 
is enrolled; 

(iv) For a borrower on the 10-year 
standard repayment plan under 
§ 685.208(b)(1) or the consolidation loan 
standard repayment plan with a 10-year 
repayment term under § 685.208(b)(2), 
paying a lump sum or monthly payment 
amount that is equal to or greater than 
the full scheduled amount in advance of 
the borrower’s scheduled payment due 
date for a period of months not to 
exceed the period from the Secretary’s 
receipt of the payment until the lesser 
of 12 months from that date or the date 
upon which the Secretary receives the 
borrower’s next submission under 
subsection (e). 

(v) Except during periods when a 
borrower is enrolled in the Repayment 
Assistance Plan under § 685.209, 
receiving one of the following 
deferments or forbearances for the 
month: 

(A) Cancer treatment deferment under 
section 455(f)(3) of the Act; 

(B) Economic hardship deferment 
under § 685.204(g); 

(C) Military service deferment under 
§ 685.204(h); 

(D) Post-active-duty student 
deferment under § 685.204(i); 

(E) AmeriCorps forbearance under 
§ 685.205(a)(4); 

(F) National Guard Duty forbearance 
under § 685.205(a)(7); 

(G) U.S. Department of Defense 
Student Loan Repayment Program 
forbearance under § 685.205(a)(9); 

(H) Administrative forbearance or 
mandatory administrative forbearance 
under § 685.205(b)(8) or (9); and 

(vi) Being employed full-time with a 
qualifying employer, as defined in this 
section, at any point during the month 
for which the payment is credited. 

(3) If a borrower consolidates one or 
more Direct Loans into a Direct 
Consolidation Loan, including a Direct 
PLUS Loan made to a parent borrower, 
the weighted average of the payments 
the borrower made on the Direct Loans 
prior to consolidating and that met the 
criteria in paragraphs (c)(2)(i) through 
(vi) of this section will count as 
qualifying payments on the Direct 
Consolidation Loan. 
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(4) Effective on or after July 1, 2026, 
through a standard as described in 
paragraph (h) of this section, no 
payment shall be credited as a 
qualifying payment for any month 
subsequent to a determination that a 
qualifying employer engaged in 
activities enumerated in paragraph 
(b)(30) such that it has a substantial 
illegal purpose, as described in this 
section. 

(d) Forgiveness amount. The Secretary 
forgives the principal and accrued 
interest that remains on all loans for 
which the borrower meets the 
requirements of paragraph (c) of this 
section as of the date the borrower 
satisfied the last required monthly 
payment obligation. 

(e) Application process. 
(1) Notwithstanding paragraph (f) of 

this section, after making the 120 
monthly qualifying payments on the 
eligible loans for which loan forgiveness 
is requested while working the 120 
months of qualifying service, a borrower 
may request loan forgiveness by filing 
an application approved by the 
Secretary. 

(2) If the Secretary has sufficient 
information to determine the borrower’s 
qualifying employer and length of 
employment, the Secretary informs the 
borrower if the borrower is eligible for 
forgiveness. 

(3) If the Secretary does not have 
sufficient information to make a 
determination of the borrower’s 
eligibility for forgiveness, the borrower 
must provide additional information 
about the borrower’s employment and 
employer on a form approved by the 
Secretary. 

(4) If the borrower is unable to secure 
a certification of employment from a 
qualifying employer, the Secretary may 
determine the borrower’s qualifying 
employment or payments based on 
other documentation provided by the 
borrower at the Secretary’s request. 

(5) The Secretary may request 
reasonable additional documentation 
pertaining to the borrower’s employer or 
employment before providing a 
determination. 

(6) The Secretary may substantiate an 
employer’s attestation of information 
provided on the form in paragraph (e)(3) 
of this section based on a review of 
information about the employer. 

(7) If the Secretary determines that the 
borrower meets the eligibility 
requirements for loan forgiveness under 
this section, the Secretary— 

(i) Notifies the borrower of this 
determination; and 

(ii) Forgives the outstanding balance 
of the eligible loans. 

(8) If the Secretary determines that the 
borrower does not meet the eligibility 
requirements for loan forgiveness under 
this section, grants forbearance of 
payment on both principal and interest 
for the period in which collection 
activity was suspended. The Secretary 
notifies the borrower that the 
application has been denied, provides 
the basis for the denial, and informs the 
borrower that the Secretary will resume 
collection of the loan. The Secretary 
does not capitalize any interest accrued 
and not paid during this period. 

(9) If the Secretary has notified the 
borrower’s employer that the employer 
may no longer satisfy the definition of 
qualifying employer set forth in 
paragraph (b)(28) of this section, 
pending a determination made under 
paragraph (h) of this section, the 
Secretary notifies the borrower of the 
potential change in the employer’s 
status. 

(10) If the Secretary has determined 
the borrower’s employer has ceased to 
be a qualifying employer as a result of 
a determination made under paragraph 
(h) of this section, the Secretary notifies 
the borrower of the change in the 
employer’s status. 

(f) Application not required. The 
Secretary forgives a loan under this 
section without an application from the 
borrower if the Secretary has sufficient 
information in the Secretary’s 
possession to determine the borrower 
has satisfied the requirements for 
forgiveness under this section. 

(g) Reconsideration process. 
(1) Within 90 days of the date the 

Secretary sent the notice of denial of 
forgiveness under paragraph (e)(8) of 
this section to the borrower, the 
borrower may request that the Secretary 
reconsider whether the borrower’s 
employer or any payment meets the 
requirements for credit toward 
forgiveness by requesting 
reconsideration on a form approved by 
the Secretary. Borrowers who were 
denied loan forgiveness under this 
section after October 1, 2017, and prior 
to July 1, 2023, have 180 days from the 
effective date of this Final Rule to 
request reconsideration. 

(2) To evaluate a reconsideration 
request, the Secretary considers— 

(i) Any relevant evidence that is 
obtained by the Secretary; and 

(ii) Additional supporting 
documentation not previously provided 
by the borrower or employer. 

(3) The Secretary notifies the 
borrower of the reconsideration decision 
and the reason for the Secretary’s 
determination. 

(4) If the Secretary determines that the 
borrower qualifies for forgiveness, the 

Secretary adjusts the borrower’s number 
of qualifying payments or forgives the 
loan, as appropriate. 

(5) After the Secretary makes a 
decision on the borrower’s 
reconsideration request, the Secretary’s 
decision is final, and the borrower will 
not receive additional reconsideration 
unless the borrower presents additional 
evidence. 

(6) Except for repayment periods 
when a borrower is repaying under the 
Repayment Assistance Plan under 
§ 685.209, for any months in which a 
borrower postponed monthly payments 
under a deferment or forbearance and 
was employed full-time at a qualifying 
employer as defined in this section but 
was in a deferment or forbearance status 
besides those listed in paragraph 
(c)(2)(v) of this section, the borrower 
may obtain credit toward forgiveness for 
those months, as defined in paragraph 
(d) of this section, for any months in 
which the borrower— 

(i) Makes an additional payment equal 
to or greater than the amount they 
would have paid at that time on a 
qualifying repayment plan or 

(ii) Otherwise qualified for a $0 
payment on an income-driven 
repayment plan under § 685.209. 

(7) Notwithstanding paragraph (g)(1) 
of this section, a borrower may not 
request reconsideration under this 
paragraph (g) based on the Secretary’s 
determination that the organization lost 
its status as a qualifying employer due 
to engaging in activities that have a 
substantial illegal purpose under the 
standard described in paragraph (h) of 
this section. 

(h) Standard for determining whether 
a qualifying employer has a substantial 
illegal purpose. 

(1) The Secretary determines by a 
preponderance of the evidence, and 
after notice and opportunity to respond 
(which is referred to as the ‘‘employer 
reconsideration process’’), that a 
qualifying employer has engaged on or 
after July 1, 2026, in illegal activities 
such that it has a substantial illegal 
purpose by considering the materiality 
of any illegal activities or actions as 
described in paragraph (b)(30) of this 
section. In making such a 
determination, the Secretary shall 
presume that any of the following is 
conclusive evidence that the employer 
engaged in activities enumerated in 
paragraph (b)(30): 

(i) A final judgment by a State or 
Federal court, whereby the employer is 
found to have engaged in illegal 
activities that have a substantial illegal 
purpose; 

(ii) A plea of guilty or nolo 
contendere, whereby the employer 
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admits to have engaged in illegal 
activities that have a substantial illegal 
purpose or pleads nolo contendere to 
allegations that the employer engaged in 
illegal activities that have substantial 
illegal purpose; or 

(iii) A settlement that includes 
admission by the employer that it 
engaged in illegal activities that have a 
substantial illegal purpose described in 
paragraph (h) of this section. 

(2) Nothing in this paragraph 
(h)(2)shall be construed to authorize the 
Secretary to determine an employer has 
a substantial illegal purpose based upon 
the employer or its employees 
exercising their First Amendment 
protected rights, or any other rights 
protected under the Constitution. 

(i) Process for determining when a 
qualifying employer engaged in 
activities such that it has a substantial 
illegal purpose. 

(1) The Secretary will determine that 
a qualifying employer violated the 
standard under paragraph (h) of this 
section when the Secretary: 

(i) Receives an application as 
referenced under paragraph (e) of this 
section in which the employer fails to 
certify that it did not participate in 
activities that have a substantial illegal 
purpose; or 

(ii) Determines that the qualifying 
employer engaged in activities such that 
it has a substantial illegal purpose under 
paragraph (h) of this section, unless, 
prior to the issuance of the Secretary’s 
determination, the Secretary includes 
the factors set forth in paragraph (j)(2) 
of this section. 

(2) Notwithstanding paragraph (i)(1) 
of this section, the Secretary shall, in 
the event an employer is operating 
under a shared identification number or 
other unique identifier, consider the 
organization to be separate if the 
employer is operating separately and 
distinctly, for the purposes of 
determining whether an employer is 
eligible. 

(j) Regaining eligibility as a qualifying 
employer. An organization that loses 
eligibility for failure to meet the 
conditions of paragraph (b)(27) of this 
section may regain eligibility to become 
a qualifying employer after— 

(1) 10 years from the date the 
Secretary determines the organization 
engaged in activities such that it has a 
substantial illegal purpose in 
accordance with paragraph (h) of this 
section, if, at or after that time, the 
organization certifies on a borrower’s 
subsequent application that the 
organization is no longer engaged in 
activities that have a substantial illegal 
purpose as defined in paragraph (b)(30) 
of this section; or 

(2) The Secretary approves a 
corrective action plan signed by the 
employer that includes— 

(i) a certification by the employer that 
it is no longer engaging in activities that 
have a substantial illegal purpose as 
defined in paragraph (b)(30) of this 
section; 

(ii) a report describing the employer’s 
compliance controls that are designed to 
ensure that the employer does not 
continue to engage in activities that 
have a substantial illegal purpose as 
defined in paragraph (b)(30) of this 
section in the future; and 

(iii) any other terms or conditions 
imposed by the Secretary designed to 
ensure that employers do not engage in 
actions or activities that have a 
substantial illegal purpose. 

(k) Borrower notification of regained 
eligibility. If an employer regains 
eligibility under paragraph (j) of this 
section, the Secretary shall update the 
qualifying employer list, which is 
accessible to borrowers for purposes of 
certification or application. 
■ 18. Amend Section 685.220 by 
revising paragraphs (d)(2)(i), (h) (1) 
through (3), and (i)(2) and (3) to read as 
follows: 

§ 685.220 Consolidation. 

* * * * * 
(d) * * * 
(2) * * * 
(i)(A) Before July 1, 2028, the 

borrower has a Federal Consolidation 
Loan that is in default or has been 
submitted to the guaranty agency by the 
lender for default aversion, and the 
borrower wants to consolidate the 
Federal Consolidation Loan into the 
Direct Loan Program for the purpose of 
obtaining an income-contingent 
repayment plan or an income-based 
repayment plan; or 

(B) On or after July 1, 2028, the 
borrower has a Federal Consolidation 
Loan that is in default or has been 
submitted to the guaranty agency by the 
lender for default aversion, and the 
borrower wants to consolidate the 
Federal Consolidation Loan into the 
Direct Loan Program for the purpose of 
obtaining the Repayment Assistance 
Plan; or 
* * * * * 

(h)(1) For a Direct Consolidation Loan 
made before July 1, 2026, a borrower 
may choose a repayment plan, in 
accordance with §§ 685.208, 685.209, 
and 685.221, and may change 
repayment plans in accordance with 
§ 685.210(b). 

(2) For a Direct Consolidation Loan 
made on or after July 1, 2026, a 
borrower may choose the Tiered 

Standard repayment plan, or the 
Repayment Assistance Plan, in 
accordance with §§ 685.208, 685.209 
and may change repayment plans in 
accordance with § 685.210(b). 

(i) * * * 
(2)(i) Borrowers who entered 

repayment before July 1, 2006. The 
Secretary determines the repayment 
period under § 685.208 (b)(3)(iv) or 
(5)(iv) on the basis of the outstanding 
balances on all of the borrower’s loans 
that are eligible for consolidation and 
the balances on other education loans 
except as provided in paragraphs 
(i)(3)(i), (ii), and (iii) of this section. 

(ii) Borrowers entering repayment on 
or after July 1, 2006. The Secretary 
determines the repayment period under 
§ 685.208 (b)(2)(iii) or (7)(iii) on the 
basis of the outstanding balances on all 
of the borrower’s loans that are eligible 
for consolidation and the balances on 
other education loans except as 
provided in paragraphs (i)(3)(i) through 
(iii) of this section. 

(3)(i) The total amount of outstanding 
balances on the other education loans 
used to determine the repayment period 
under § 685.208(b)(2)(iii), (3)(iv), (5)(iv), 
and (7)(iii) may not exceed the amount 
of the Direct Consolidation Loan. 

(ii) The borrower may not be in 
default on the other education loan 
unless the borrower has made 
satisfactory repayment arrangements 
with the holder of the loan. 

(iii) The lender of the other 
educational loan may not be an 
individual. 
* * * * * 
■ 19. Section 685.221 is amended by 
revising paragraph (a) and adding 
paragraph (e) to read as follows. 

§ 685.221 Alternative repayment plan. 
(a) The Secretary may provide an 

alternative repayment plan to a 
borrower who has not received a Direct 
Loan on or after July 1, 2026, and who 
demonstrates to the Secretary’s 
satisfaction that the terms and 
conditions of the repayment plans 
specified in §§ 685.208 and 685.209 are 
not adequate to accommodate the 
borrower’s exceptional circumstances. 
* * * * * 

(e) The repayment plan under this 
section shall only apply to Direct Loans 
made before July 1, 2026. 
■ 20. Section 685.303 is amended by 
revising paragraph (d)(5) to read as 
follows: 

§ 685.303 Processing loan proceeds. 
* * * * * 

(d) * * * 
(5) The school must disburse loan 

proceeds in substantially equal 
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installments, and no installment may 
exceed one-half of the loan, except 
when borrowers are subject to the award 

year loan limit for less than full-time 
enrollment, as described in 34 CFR 
685.203(m), the institution will disburse 

in accordance with such schedule of 
reductions. 
* * * * * 
[FR Doc. 2026–08556 Filed 4–30–26; 8:45 am] 
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