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On May 1, 2026, the Department of Education (ED) released the Reimagining and Improving Student Education-Federal Student Loan Program (RISE) Final Rule
excluding nursing from the definition of a "professional degree" program. Below is an overview of AACN’s key arguments for the inclusion of post-baccalaureate

nursing programs and the Department’s responses.
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o All post-baccalaureate nursing programs meet the statutory three-part definition of a professional degree cited by OB3A.
o All programs offered at the master’s and doctoral level prepare graduates for advanced nursing practice and specialized roles.
o ED conflated RN and APRN licensure in the proposed rule, despite graduates of post-baccalaureate nursing programs pursuing certification/licensure distinct

from RN practice.

AACN e Many MSN programs have year-round o APRNs have expanded clinical authority
Argument enrollment and would be negatively compared to RNs.
impacted by new annual loan limits. o Represents the highest level of clinical nursing
o APRNSs have expanded clinical authority practice.
compared to RNs. o NPs have prescriptive authority in all 50
states/DC.
o Full NP practice authority recognized in 27
states, DC, and 2 territories.
o The programs all meet the three-part test but fail to meet additional “contextual” requirements.
o APRN and CRNA independent practice authority is not uniform nationally.
» Some states require physician supervision/collaboration.
o ED stated that supervision by another profession differs from other recognized professional degrees.
Dept. of
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Response =« ED stated that the MSN fails to satisfy * DNPis above the minimum degree needed for

(Final he “ | . 5 refl APRN practice, while MSN is considered
Rule) the “contextual requirements” reflected insufficient.

in the illustrative list of professional
degrees, including the expectation that
such degrees generally be at the
doctoral level rather than the master’s
level.

o DNP graduates generally do not receive
additional licensure or practice authority beyond
MSN graduates.

o ED cited concerns about higher federal loan
eligibility incentives.

While AACN did not
specifically identify
DNAP programs, we
advocated for the
inclusion of all nursing
degrees at the master’s
and doctoral level.

Clinical training and
doctoral entry
requirements alone
were insufficient criteria
for inclusion as a
professional degree.

Represents the highest
level of professional
and academic nursing
preparation.

Nurse faculty are
primarily comprised of
PhD and DNP nurses.

ED did not address PhD
nursing programs in
the final rule.

ED did not address the
impact a decreased
nursing faculty pool
would have on our BSN
nurses and educating
the future nursing
workforce.


https://www.aacnnursing.org/Portals/0/PDFs/Policy/Letters/2026/3-2-2026-AACN-Comment-Letter-Dept-of-Education-RISE-NPRM.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/05/01/2026-08556/reimagining-and-improving-student-education-federal-student-loan-program-final-regulations
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/05/01/2026-08556/reimagining-and-improving-student-education-federal-student-loan-program-final-regulations

Understanding the Three Part Test and Contextual

Requirements

Three Part Test (from Final Rule, p. 23783)

(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.

The three-part test was operationalized during the RISE
negotiated rulemaking from the descriptive definition of
“professional degree” in 34 CFR 668.2 and referenced in OB3A.

Nursing degrees (MSN, DNP, and PhD) meet all three criteria.

New Contextual Requirements (Under Final Rule)

o Apart from meeting the criteria for the three part test,
programs must fall within a specific "closed list" of
professional degrees.

« Inits final definition, ED only includes the 10 degree programs
that were classified as “professional” under existing
regulations. ED also included Clinical Psychology (Psy.D or
Ph.D). No other degrees were included.

o These new contextual requirements are not in statute nor
were they contemplated by Congress in OB3A.

Post-baccalaureate nursing is excluded unless explicitly added to
ED’s list of eligible degrees. This limits flexibility and recognition
of evolving healthcare roles.

AACN
Argument

Dept. of
Education
Response

(Final Rule)

What this
Means

Borrowing & Financial Impact

Access to federal student loans is
necessary to maintain enrollment
in post-baccalaureate nursing
programs to support future nurse
faculty and the overall nursing
workforce.

To understand the size of post-
baccalaureate nursing, as of Fall
2025, AACN member schools
reported 146,718 MSN, 44,976
DNP, and 4,077 PhD students.

ED claims only 5% of borrowers
exceed new loan limits.
Additionally, ED argues that
OB3A was intended to incentivize
institutions to decrease tuition to
align with new, statutory loan
limits, or to implement additional
solutions to provide students
with sufficient funding to attend
their programs.

ED’s data points are vague, and
the Department has provided
limited support for the claim that
only 5% of post-baccalaureate
nursing students would be
impacted.

This claim is inconsistent with
the data provided in comments
to ED in response to the NPRM.

Economic & Workforce Impact

AACN emphasized future workforce
needs, current shortages, and
additional financial burden for
nurses to pursue post-baccalaureate
education.

AACN cited strong wages for APRNS,
a positive return on investment for
post-baccalaureate nursing degrees,
and increasing workforce demand
over the next decade.

ED claims that Congress did not give
them the authority to consider the
economic and workforce impacts of
this rule.

Ed further notes that it was not
directed to implement any loan level
increases or protections for fields
experiencing workforce shortages.

Workforce realities are being
ignored and the unintended
consequences of this rule are likely
to exacerbate faculty shortages,
impede the growth of the nursing
workforce, and imperil the health of
all Americans.
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https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2026-05-01/pdf/2026-08556.pdf
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-34/subtitle-B/chapter-VI/part-668/subpart-A/section-668.2
https://www.aacnnursing.org/news-data/all-news/article/schools-of-nursing-see-enrollment-increases-across-most-program-levels-signaling-strong-interest-in-nursing-careers-1480
https://www.aacnnursing.org/news-data/all-news/article/schools-of-nursing-see-enrollment-increases-across-most-program-levels-signaling-strong-interest-in-nursing-careers-1480
https://x.com/AACNPolicy
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