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Nursing is a Professional Degree

Current Issue

The student loan amounts available to post-baccalaureate nursing students are changing. The One Big Beautiful Bill
Act (OB3A) created a distinction between the loan limits for programs classified as graduate and those classified as
professional, with professional programs having significantly higher limits. The Department of Education is currently
undergoing a rulemaking process that does not define nursing as a professional degree and would result in
insufficient federal student loan limits if finalized as written.

AACN is urging the Department of Education to explicitly include post-baccalaureate nursing programs
(MSN, DNP, Ph.D.) in the regulatory definition of professional degree programs.

Frequently Asked Questions

What has the Department of Education done so far to implement these new changes?

Following enactment of OB3A, the Department of Education began the implementation process with a
negotiated rulemaking. The Department convened the Reimagining and Improving Student Education (RISE)
Committee in fall 2025 to update definitions tied to the student loan limits. Across two sessions, negotiators
debated the scope of what constitutes a professional degree and ultimately adopted a narrow framework limiting
professional degree programs. The Department then used this definition in its Notice of Proposed Rulemaking
(NPRM), which was released on January 30, 2026. This rule is not yet finalized.

Despite AACN'’s advocacy, post-baccalaureate nursing programs were not included in the proposed definition of
professional degrees. If this rule is finalized as currently written, post-baccalaureate nursing students will be
subject to significantly lower borrowing limits.

Why should | be concerned about nursing not being categorized as a professional degree? What will
happen if nursing is classified as a graduate program?

This decision has clear implications for the accessibility of post-baccalaureate nursing education, the nursing
workforce, and the stability of the healthcare system. If nursing is defined as a graduate degree, students would
be restricted to lower borrowing limits and could be forced to seek high-interest private loans or abandon
advanced practice education. In a recent AACN survey, over 80% of post-baccalaureate nursing students reported
that the lower graduate loan limits would negatively impact their ability to finance their education. These
consequences are particularly concerning given the increased demand for nurse practitioners, nurse anesthetists,
nurse midwives, clinical nursing specialists, and nursing faculty, all of which require post-baccalaureate education.

Further, these lower loan limits are fundamentally mismatched with the actual structure of post-baccalaureate
nursing education. Because of the year-round or trimester schedules used by many schools, nursing students
would quickly exceed the annual borrowing limit of $20,500.

Finally, the failure to include nursing as a professional degree does not reflect the current realities of nursing
education, licensure, and scope of practice. Like other professional degrees, post-baccalaureate nursing education
provides competencies far beyond the Bachelor of Science in Nursing (BSN), and there is a direct link between
the completion of these programs and eligibility for licensure, with curricular design and outcomes set according
to regulatory and professional standards.

How will lower loan limits for nursing impact rural and underserved communities?

Advanced practice registered nurses (APRNs) are critical to providing healthcare to rural and underserved
populations. For example, certified registered nurse anesthetists (CRNAs) represent more than 80% of anesthesia
providers in rural counties. The proposed change risks worsening unprecedented healthcare workforce
challenges, particularly in communities that are already facing provider shortages. Sustaining access to post-
baccalaureate nursing education is critical to protecting patient access to care and strengthening the healthcare
system now and into the future.
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1/text
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/01/30/2026-01912/reimagining-and-improving-student-education
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/higher-education-laws-and-policy/higher-education-policy/negotiated-rulemaking-for-higher-education-2025-2026
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https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Get-the-Facts-Access-General.pdf
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(More) Frequently Asked Questions

Why are we only discussing the issue of graduate and professional degrees now?
For the first time, this distinction will have a direct, negative effect on nursing students’
ability to pursue advanced education. The existing regulatory definition for professional
degree programs (34 CFR § 668.2) did not have any impactful consequences for student
loans because graduate and professional degrees were treated equally until the passage of
OB3A.

Do these aggregate limits include loans taken out during baccalaureate
education?

No. These new loan limits only apply to costs incurred in post-baccalaureate nursing
programs, including MSN, DNP, and PhDs. However, separately, OB3A sets a new lifetime
borrowing cap of approximately $257,500 that does encompass baccalaureate education.

How does this impact schools that only offer RN-BSN or BSN programs?

These restrictions could impact all nursing education pathways. Nursing education relies
on advanced practice nurses to serve as faculty across all levels of nursing programs. If
nurses are not able to affordably finance advanced education, nursing schools may have
increased difficulty finding qualified faculty. This would exacerbate the ongoing nurse
faculty shortage. A recent survey of deans at AACN member schools found that 71% of
respondents anticipate negative downstream consequences on their BSN enrollment
because of these lower loan limits.

Will these limits decrease education costs?

We've seen no evidence to suggest that this action will lower education costs. Schools
may feel pressure to eliminate critical learning components, reduce the number of
individuals they admit, or cut support services for students, all of which risks diminishing
workforce supply and readiness during an ongoing nursing workforce shortage. Further,
these new loan caps artificially limit student choice and reduce marketplace competition
among schools.

Can students make up the difference in private student loans?

Private student loan debt often has higher interest rates, fewer borrower protections, and
less favorable repayment terms compared to federal loans. Additionally, many students do
not have the established credit necessary to obtain these loans. If these restrictive limits
force students to rely on more private loans, their financial burden may increase rather
than decrease and their return on investment may be lower. In a recent AACN survey, over
80% of post-baccalaureate nursing students reported that the lower graduate loan limits
would negatively impact their ability to finance their education.

Is the decision that nursing programs are not professional degrees final?

No. The Department of Education’s rulemaking process is not yet finalized. The
Department must review every comment it receives on its Notice of Proposed Rulemaking
before they can finalize these new regulatory definitions and begin enforcing them.

How can | advocate for nursing as a professional degree?

Please sign up to be an AACN Advocate and use our action center to send a comment
directly to the Department of Education advocating for nursing as a professional degree
today. We have tailored comments for students, faculty, and supporters. We encourage
you to personalize your message to show the negative impacts of this decision. Your voice
and advocacy are essential to this effort.
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