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Executive Summary 
The guidance changes the map. It does not remove the gap. 
COHEAO’s Mapping the Gap report estimated that $8.70B in recent graduate and professional borrowing 
would exceed new annual federal loan limits under rules published by the U.S. Department of Education 
(ED) on May 1, 2026. A court order and subsequent guidance from ED provided selected degree programs 
temporary access to the higher professional limit. With those changes, the updated national estimate is 
$7.22B. 

That is meaningful relief, but not a full solution. About $1.48B - 17% of the original estimate - shifts under 
the current interim case. The other 83% remains. The new guidance changes where the pressure is 
concentrated, but most of the national financing challenge is still in place. 
 
 

$8.70B 
Published-rule case 

$7.22B 
Current interim case 

$1.48B 
Shift between cases 

83% 
Exposure still remaining 

 

 
What the Updated Data Show 

• Five fields - advanced nursing, physician assistant, physical therapy, occupational therapy, and 
speech-language pathology - account for about 99% of the national change. 
 

• The July 10 nursing clarification reduced the national estimate by another $190.6M compared with 
the June 29 guidance. 
 

• The effect varies sharply by campus. Some institutions see reductions of more than half; others 
see little movement. 
 

• Even when a program receives the higher professional limit, borrowing can still exceed $50,000 a 
year. 
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What Changed, What Stayed the Same 
The court order and later ED guidance changed the treatment of many healthcare programs. But the 
broader financing transition - and the need for campus planning - did not. 
 

Date Development Why it matters 
May 1, 2026 Final rule published Created the new graduate and professional borrowing limits. 

June 24, 2026 District court stay Paused part of the Department's new definition of a 
professional degree. 

June 29, 2026 Department guidance Temporarily moved specified programs to the higher 
professional limit. 

July 10, 2026 Nursing and psychology 
clarification 

Expanded treatment for additional nursing programs and 
Clinical Psychology Ph.D. programs. 

 
Two Planning Cases Campuses Should Understand 
 

Published-Rule Planning Case 
Shows exposure under the May final rule. It also 
reflects the cautious choice to keep temporarily 
reclassified programs at the lower graduate limit 
while the court case continues. 

Interim Professional-Treatment Case 
Applies the Department's current temporary 
professional treatment to qualifying degrees. 
Remaining borrowing is then tested against the 
$50,000 professional annual limit. 

 
What Has Not Changed 
 

• Grad PLUS is still unavailable to new graduate and professional borrowers for enrollment periods 
beginning on or after July 1, 2026. 

 
• The annual limits remain $20,500 for graduate students and $50,000 for professional students, 

with separate aggregate limits. 
 
• Moving a program to the higher limit can reduce the gap, but it does not always eliminate it. 
 
• Different degrees at the same institution may receive different treatment, so campus-wide totals 

are only the starting point. 
 
 

 
A $1.5 Billion Implementation Choice 
Roughly $1.5B of modeled exposure depends on how temporarily reclassified programs are 
treated. Institutions may use the higher professional limit or limit borrowing at the graduate cap 
while litigation continues. The first approach expands federal borrowing now; the second may 
reduce future disruption but shifts more financing pressure to students and families today. 
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Where the Guidance Makes the Biggest 
Difference 
Five healthcare fields account for nearly all of the national change 

The interim case shows borrowing that would still exceed the $50,000 professional annual limit. Moving a 
program to the higher limit can lower exposure substantially, but it does not necessarily reduce it to zero.  

 

 

Degree area Published Rule 
Case 

Current Interim 
Case Reduction Change (%) 

Advanced nursing $600.9M $157.8M $443.1M 74% 
Physician assistant $601.8M $211.0M $390.8M 65% 

Physical therapy $533.0M $154.7M $378.3M 71% 

Occupational therapy $255.1M $68.3M $186.8M 73% 

Speech-language pathology $75.7M $18.3M $57.4M 76% 

 
     

 

July 10 had its biggest effect in nursing 
The July 10 clarification lowered the national estimate by $190.6M compared with the June 29 
guidance, largely by extending professional treatment to more MSN and DNP programs in the 51.38 
nursing family. The Clinical Psychology clarification also matters for individual campuses, though it had 
little effect on the national total. 
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Where the National Map Changed Most 
The largest changes appear across regions, sectors, and institutional types 

 

State Published-Rule 
Case 

Current Interim 
Case Reduction Change  

(%) 
CA $1,369M $1,162M $207M 15% 
NY $925M $821M $104M 11% 
PA $453M $354M $99M 22% 
FL $460M $375M $85M 19% 
IL $591M $517M $74M 13% 
MA $351M $283M $67M 19% 
TN $220M $155M $65M 30% 
GA $190M $137M $53M 28% 
NC $196M $148M $48M 25% 
MN $152M $104M $48M 31% 

 
The pattern is national. California has the largest dollar change because of its size and concentration of 
therapy and health-professions programs. Tennessee, Georgia, Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and North 
Carolina show larger percentage changes because more of their exposure is tied to programs covered by 
the interim guidance. Differences and percentages are calculated from unrounded values. 
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Where Campuses See the Biggest Changes 
Some institutions gain major relief; others still face very large gaps 

Institution State Published-
Rule Case 

Current 
interim-
Case 

Reduction Primary drivers 

University of St. Augustine 
for Health Sciences CA $105.9M $40.0M $66.0M 

Physical therapy; Occupational 
therapy 

Nova Southeastern 
University FL $188.5M $160.4M $28.1M 

Physician assistant; 
Anesthesiologist assistant 

Walden University MN $71.0M $45.2M $25.8M Advanced nursing 

University of Southern 
California CA $247.9M $228.8M $19.1M 

Physical therapy; Occupational 
therapy 

South University GA $30.7M $12.8M $17.9M 
Physician assistant; Advanced 
nursing 

Midwestern University-
Glendale Campus IL $211.8M $195.3M $16.5M 

Physical therapy; Physician 
assistant 

Emory University GA $52.2M $36.1M $16.1M 
Advanced nursing; Physical 
therapy 

South College TN $30.0M $14.2M $15.9M 
Physician assistant; Physical 
therapy 

Columbia University in the 
City of New York NY $134.5M $120.2M $14.3M 

Advanced nursing; Physical 
therapy 

Johns Hopkins University MD $58.5M $44.3M $14.2M Advanced nursing 

This is not a ranking:  The table shows the largest modeled dollar changes in the national dataset. The results reflect program mix 
and recent borrowing patterns - not institutional quality, financial strength, or program value. Differences are calculated from 
unrounded values. 
 
The same reduction can mean very different things. At the University of St. Augustine for Health Sciences, 
exposure falls sharply because of physical and occupational therapy, but about $40M remains. The 
University of Southern California sees a smaller percentage change and still has about $229M in exposure. 
Nova Southeastern receives meaningful relief but retains about $160M. 
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The Tough Choices That Lie Ahead 
Qualifying programs may use the higher professional loan limit while the court’s stay remains in effect. 
That treatment is temporary and may change as litigation proceeds. ED also notes that institutions 
may set program-level loan limits and may wish to consider keeping temporarily reclassified programs 
at the graduate cap to reduce the risk of disruption if program classifications change again. 

That leaves campuses weighing two legitimate concerns: Helping students use more federal financing 
now, and reducing the risk of disruption later. Neither choice is easy. 
 

Use the Higher Interim Professional Limit Limit Borrowing to the Graduate Cap 
Can reduce immediate reliance on private credit and 
help students cover more of the cost with federal 
loans. 

Can reduce the chance of disruption if a program’s 
temporary treatment changes later. 

Requires clear communication that the higher limit is 
temporary and may not apply to future cohorts or 
disbursements. 

Can shift more of the financing gap to students, 
families, institutional aid, payment plans, employers, 
or private lenders now. 

 
Three Different Campus Realities 

Major relief, but a large gap remains 
University of St. Augustine for Health Sciences: 
exposure falls about 62%, but roughly $40.0M 
remains. 

 

Limited relief, very large gap remains University of Southern California: exposure falls 
about 8%, leaving roughly $228.8M. 

 

Very little movement New York University: exposure falls about $5.0M, 
leaving roughly $244.5M. 

 
 
 
Practical Questions Institutions Are Facing 
How much uncertainty can the institution accept, how much financing pressure can students bear, and 
what support is available when federal loans still do not cover the cost? 
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What Institutional Leaders Should Do Now 
Institutions are not debating whether the new limits matter; they are debating how to respond. Different 
offices and departments on campus may reasonably reach different conclusions about whether to use the 
higher interim professional limit, retain a lower program-level limit, expand institutional support, or rely more 
heavily on private credit and other sources of financing. The practical answer will depend on program cost, 
student finances, enrollment goals, available resources, and each institution's tolerance for the risk of a 
later policy change. 

These choices reach well beyond the financial aid office. They affect students, enrollment, cash flow, 
academic programs, communications, and institutional risk. The strongest approach is to make the 
tradeoffs explicit, use both planning cases, and agree in advance on how the campus will respond if the 
guidance changes again. 

 

• Confirm which degrees qualify. Check the exact degree title, CIP code, credential level, and 
current Department treatment. Broad program labels are not enough. 
 

• Compare both planning cases. Identify which programs change, how much exposure remains, 
and where students may need other financing. 
 

• Choose the campus approach deliberately. Include financial aid, registrar, finance, student 
accounts, enrollment, academic leadership, communications, and counsel. 
 

• Explain what is temporary. Students need clear information about current limits, the possibility of 
future changes, grandfathering, and any remaining gap. 
 

• Prepare for the gap that remains. Review private credit, payment plans, institutional aid or lending, 
employer support, philanthropy, and program pricing. 
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Method and Use 
This update uses the same public-data foundation and annual exposure measure as Mapping the Gap, 
updated for Department guidance through July 10, 2026. The analysis covers 58,609 program records 
across 2,243 institutions. For programs temporarily treated as professional, the analysis retains any 
borrowing that would still exceed the $50,000 annual professional limit. 

The figures are planning estimates - not borrower-level eligibility decisions, revenue-loss forecasts, 
institutional ratings, or judgments about program quality. Public data do not always show exact degree 
titles, campus coding decisions, individual borrowing histories, or final campus implementation. 
Institutions should confirm their own programs and students. Totals may differ slightly because of 
rounding. 
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Across Higher Education (June 1, 2026). 
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o Federal Student Aid, GENERAL-26-42, Update to List of Professional Degree Programs Due to 
Court Order (updated July 10, 2026). 

 
 

 

 

 

For the original report and future updates, visit COHEAO.org. 
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