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Coalition of Higher Education Assistance Organizations 
Since 1981, COHEAO has served as a partnership of colleges, universities and organizations. 
dedicated to promoting student-friendly, efficiently operated campus-based loan and tuition 
payment programs. COHEAO leadership and staff regularly meet with higher education policymakers and 
provide member support through various task forces and programs, including an extensive financial 
literacy initiative. COHEAO offers professional development opportunities and subject matter experts to 
members to assist institutions and their students with successful outcomes.  For more information about 
COHEAO - visit our website at www.COHEAO.org. 

Why COHEAO Commissioned This Report 
COHEAO commissioned the Mapping the Gap report because new the federal student loan caps taking 
effect on July 1 will be experienced on campuses as practical student-financing and student-account 
issues. If federal borrowing no longer covers the amount graduate and professional students are expected 
to finance, the remaining balances will land somewhere. In many cases, that somewhere may be student 
accounts and bursar operations.  

Student accounts and bursar operations are therefore central to implementation. These offices may see 
unpaid balances, larger payment-plan demand, requests for institutional flexibility, confusion about private 
loans, and student communications challenges during the early stages of implementation. 

The purpose of Mapping the Gap is to give institutions and policymakers a practical map of where these 
issues are most likely to appear first. 
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Graduate and Professional Loan Caps and the Uneven Exposure Across Higher Education 

 

In Brief  

Beginning July 1, 2026, the federal financing framework for graduate and professional education changes 
substantially. The elimination of Grad PLUS borrowing for new borrowers and new annual and aggregate loan 
limits shift more financing risk to students, families, private credit markets, employers, and institutions. The 
result is not a uniform national shock. It is an uneven exposure problem that will land differently by program, 
institution, state, repayment environment, and response capacity. 

 

National Baseline 

Metric Current estimate 

Total modeled annual exposure / gap ~$8.7B 

PFHC exposure $6.09B 

Affected borrowers, proxy 378,241 

High-brand institution exposure $3.30B 

Small private nonprofit <5,000 UG exposure $1.93B 

 

Key Takeaways 

 The national gap is large enough to matter, but concentrated enough to be actionable; program-level review matters 
more than a single institution-wide total. 

 PFHC is the largest and most policy-relevant exposure cluster, reflecting a mismatch between clinical workforce 
preparation and federal loan-limit categories. 

 Private-market capacity may grow, but replacement financing will be credit-screened and may depend on borrower or 
cosigner strength. 

 Repayment context matters: the caps arrive as repayment stress has returned and institutions face renewed attention 
to delinquency, default prevention, and borrower support. 

 The same federal cap can create an access problem in one setting and a response opportunity in another. 

 
Where Exposure Concentrates 

Program area Exposure Implementation significance 

PFHC $6.09B Largest exposure cluster; includes high-cost clinical and direct-care 
programs. 

Business / MBA $753M Employer support, private-credit access, and pricing power vary 
widely. 

Law $553M Generally professional-cap relevant, but graduate legal rows such 
as LLM remain important. 

Education $244M Lower earnings ceilings may create affordability pressure. 

Other clusters $1.06B Includes STEM, non-clinical mental health, and residual rows 
requiring local review. 

Note: Values are approximate modeled annual exposure and use the report’s broad public-facing PFHC definition. 

 

Why PFHC Matters 

Patient-facing healthcare is both a student-financing issue and a workforce issue. Many clinical, direct-care programs 
appear to carry meaningful exposure under the lower graduate cap even though students, employers, and communities 
may view them as professional workforce preparation. Litigation over the federal professional-degree definition does not 
remove the need for near-term program review, student communications, and planning for affected clinical pathways. 
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Why Exposure Lands Differently 

Risk pressure Response opportunity 

Exposure is large, concentrated, and difficult to 
absorb; students have limited private-credit access; 
gaps appear late in billing or payment-plan cycles. 

Institutions have the capacity to respond early through 
employer partnerships, institutional lending, philanthropy, 
alumni networks, or other mission-aligned financing tools. 

Smaller or tuition-dependent institutions may face 
sharper pressure when exposure is concentrated in 
a few clinical or professional programs. 

High-brand or well-resourced institutions may design 
targeted, responsible financing pathways before students 
experience the gap as a private-credit problem or unpaid 
balance. 

 
Repayment and Private-Credit Context 

The caps are being implemented at a time when Direct Loan delinquencies and defaults are elevated and replacement 
financing is likely to depend more heavily on credit underwriting. Private and nonprofit/state-based lending may expand, 
and some approved borrowers may receive attractive pricing, but the replacement market cannot operate like the former 
Grad PLUS backstop and lenders acknowledge there is a population of graduate/professional borrowers they cannot 
serve. Students may face higher pricing, cosigner dependence, denials, discouragement from applying, or gaps that 
emerge late in packaging and billing cycles. 

 

State Context: Exposure and Repayment Do Not Move Together 

State Exposure Weighted nonpayment Exposure in 10%+ bands 

California $1.37B 5.1% 8.2% 

Texas $230.9M 8.8% 35.8% 

Arizona $123.1M 14.7% 90.9% 

Virginia $207.1M 9.5% 30.3% 
These examples illustrate why the report reads exposure and repayment context together. The full report and 
appendices provide the broader state-level view. 

 

Planning Questions for Institutions 

 Which programs have borrowing patterns above the new annual caps, and how large is the average gap? 
 Which students may receive temporary protection under grandfathering, and where could less-than-full-time 

enrollment create additional exposure? 
 Which clinical or professional-looking programs may receive lower graduate-cap treatment? 
 Are affected students likely to qualify for private credit on workable terms, and how dependent would they be on 

cosigners? 
 Could new gaps appear as unpaid balances, larger payment plans, delayed enrollment, or late-cycle withdrawal risk? 
 What employer, alumni, institutional lending, philanthropic, or other resources can be responsibly mobilized? 

 
 
 

Bottom Line 

The caps create risk where exposure is large, concentrated, and difficult to absorb. 
They create opportunity where institutions can respond early, design responsible 
financing pathways, and support students in a more constrained federal lending 
environment. Campuses should identify where exposure sits now, before financing 
gaps become enrollment disruptions, larger payment-plan needs, or unpaid student 
balances. 

 

Source note: This brief summarizes COHEAO/GAP Index analysis from Mapping the Gap and its appendices, using the PEER Center exposure baseline, FSA institutional 
nonpayment-rate data, IPEDS enrollment data, the broad public-facing PFHC definition layer, and public private-lending market materials. Figures are rounded. 




