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The Coalition for Social Work and Health is a national network of professional organizations,
practice leaders, researchers, educators, policymakers, and allies engaging in activities that
amplify social work’s impact in transforming healthcare, improving health, and advancing health
equity. The Coalition envisions a world where people reliably receive and benefit from quality
care that recognizes social work’s skills and leadership in addressing the multidimensional
impacts of social drivers on health and wellbeing.

This report was developed to inform the work of the Coalition’s Policy & Advocacy Workgroup
and the broader membership. This version was revised and re-posted March 2, 2026 to address
discrepancy in tuition rates in the prior calculations.
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Background

The Trump Administration’s Department of Education is advancing a significant regulatory shift
that has received limited public attention, yet may have substantial implications for students
pursuing graduate education in health and human services. Under a rulemaking package
associated with the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA), the Department proposes to adopt
narrow criteria for a “Professional Degree,” while simultaneously tightening federal borrowing
rules for graduate students and phasing out the Graduate PLUS loan program for new
borrowers.

Collectively, this policy may significantly alter access to many professional degrees working in
health care and public health, including nursing, public health, and Master of Social Work
(MSW) degrees — potentially reducing the pipeline of future practitioners, exacerbating
workforce shortages, and limiting opportunities for populations historically supported by these
professions. The following analysis focuses on MSW degrees and examines the proposed
changes, their implications, and the anticipated process for a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking
(NPRM) if the administration proceeds.

What Is Actually Changing? A Quick Breakdown

While public attention has largely focused on the elimination of Grad PLUS, the classification of
degree programs is equally significant. The rulemaking package introduces two interconnected
changes:

New Federal Loan Caps and a Grad PLUS Phaseout for New
Borrowers

Starting July 1, 2026, new students will no longer have access to Grad PLUS, which historically
allowed students to borrow up to the full cost of attendance.

Starting that same date, graduate students will be eligible for loans subject to an annual and
aggregate lifetime cap. Students enrolled in approved professional-degree programs will be
eligible to borrow a maximum of $50,000 per year with a $200,000 aggregate lifetime limit. In
contrast, those who are not enrolled in an approved “Professional Degree” program will be
limited to the standard $20,500 per year in Direct Unsubsidized Loans, with a $100,000
aggregate lifetime cap across their graduate borrowing.

Choosing a Narrow Definition of “Professional Degree”

According to the Department’s draft regulatory language, only a narrowly defined list of degrees,
including medicine, dentistry, veterinary medicine, optometry, select engineering fields, and law,
would qualify as “professional.” Degrees traditionally recognized as professional by academic
institutions and employers, such as nursing, counseling, physical therapy, and social work, are
unlikely to be included unless the final rule is revised.
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What This Means for MSW Students

If MSW programs remain categorized as “ordinary graduate programs” under the narrow
professional-degree definition, students entering after July 1, 2026, will face dramatically tighter
borrowing constraints.

The Numbers Don't Add Up

The typical cost of attendance for a two-year MSW — tuition plus living expenses — often
exceeds $25,000-%$45,000 per year at state universities and $60,000-$80,000 at private
institutions. Under the proposed system, a full-time MSW student would be allowed to borrow
only $20,500 per year federally, often leaving a shortfall of $10,000-$40,000 per year.

Based on our analysis of an illustrative sample of 20 MSW programs, the average annual cost
for a full-time program exceeds $38,500, meaning that students would have to have $18,000
cash on hand each year to afford an education that allows them to help others. This does not
take into account cost of living expenses, which add to the financial need.

Without Grad PLUS, students would be forced to:

e pay out of pocket,

e rely on private loans with higher interest and fewer protections (more on this below)
e reduce enrollment intensity (delaying entry into the workforce),

e ordecline the degree entirely.

Who Would Be Hit the Hardest?

The populations most affected are also those that the field of social work has strived to bring
into the profession:

Low-income and first-generation students, who rely more heavily on federal loans.
Students of color, especially Black and Latino students, borrow at higher rates for
graduate education.

e Career-changers often enter MSW programs later in life with less family support and
greater financial responsibilities.

e People working for small employers, which are less likely to offer tuition benefits

Because social work is a profession where early-career salaries can be modest — especially for
those entering public health, child welfare, school-based practice, or community mental health
— the ability to rely on federal repayment, income-driven plans, and PSLF has historically made
graduate training feasible. This proposal jeopardizes that pathway, restricting students’
opportunities and options by so significantly limiting financing options.

Social work has long been one of the most diverse graduate professions, drawing students from
a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds, cultures, ages, and lived experiences. The field’s
commitment to health equity, anti-racist practice, and community-informed approaches depends
on that diversity. Research shows that this diversity, including racial concordance between
healthcare professionals and patients, leads to improved healthcare outcomes.
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This proposed policy threatens to reduce the credibility and efficacy of social work in
marginalized communities. Our overall healthcare system will become more burdened with
repeat users of emergency medicine due to the overall loss in capacity of this workforce, which
is responsible for driving down costs of care through engaging individuals in care and programs
that they are likely already eligible for.

If the affordability of social work educational pathways collapses, the profession risks becoming
less accessible and less representative — weakening its ability to provide high-quality and
evidence-based social work services to individuals at a time when behavioral-health needs,
housing instability, and crisis-care demands are intensifying nationwide.

Potential Impacts on Social Work Programs

Institutions will likely face pressure to fill the financial gap through:

Institutional scholarships,

New partnerships with employers,
Reduced tuition or tuition freezes, and
Accelerated/online program structures

However, most MSW programs do not have the endowments or philanthropic resources to
replace tens of thousands of dollars per student.

MSW programs may also see shifts in enrollment from full-time to part-time, and public MSW
programs with tuition at or below $20,500 may see an increase in student enroliment and
pressure to develop additional offerings that meet evolving needs of the field.

Bottom Line

The proposed classification of MSW programs as non-professional degrees would
fundamentally alter the economics of entering the social work profession. With sharply reduced
federal loan access and the loss of Grad PLUS, many promising future social workers —
especially those from historically excluded communities — will have fewer options to pursue the
education they need.

This isn’t just a higher-education issue. It's a workforce, mental-health, and health equity issue
that will shape the nation’s ability to meet growing behavioral health needs.

Why Forcing Social Workers Into Private Loans Is a
Policy Failure

Private Loans Systematically Disadvantage Borrowers

Private student loans are often described as predatory, not because every lender engages in
illegal behavior, but because the products themselves are designed in ways that systematically
disadvantage borrowers. These loans are structured to minimize lender risk while maximizing
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revenue, regardless of whether the education financed actually leads to sufficient income.
Unlike federal student loans, which treat higher education as a public investment and spread
risk across time and society, private loans operate like high-stakes consumer debt. When
outcomes fall short, the consequences rest almost entirely on the student.

A central feature of private loans that contributes to the perception as predatory is the shifting of
risk onto borrowers who lack bargaining power or financial stability. Repayment obligations are
fixed and inflexible, with little regard for post-graduation earnings, employment gaps, or
economic downturns. If income is lower than expected, the lender remains protected while the
borrower faces delinquency, default, and compounding interest. This structure assumes a
best-case scenario and offers few meaningful safeguards when reality diverges from the
promise of the degree.

Private loans also rely heavily on information asymmetry in their pricing and marketing.
Borrowers are often drawn in by advertised low introductory interest rates or optimistic monthly
payment estimates that reflect ideal credit conditions. Critical details—such as variable rate
increases, interest capitalization during deferment, and the true long-term cost of the loan—are
frequently buried in dense disclosures. Graduate students make these long-term financial
commitments at a time when they have limited income, limited financial literacy, and no realistic
ability to negotiate terms, which mirrors classic predatory lending dynamics.

Once a borrower begins to struggle, private loans are particularly difficult to escape. There are
no statutory forgiveness programs and virtually no realistic path to discharge through
bankruptcy. Forbearance, when offered, typically allows interest to continue accruing and
capitalizing, causing balances to grow even as borrowers attempt to stay afloat. Rather than
providing an exit or adjustment mechanism, the loan structure often deepens financial distress
over time.

The requirement of cosigners further amplifies the harm caused by private student loans.
Families, parents, and relatives nearing retirement are brought into debt without control over the
borrower’s career outcomes or health. Missed payments damage multiple credit profiles, and a
default exposes entire households to collection activity. This feature extends the lender’s
protection while spreading financial risk across generations, undermining family stability and
wealth. Even in the cases of death, discharge through probate court extends these liabilities to
cosigners.

Finally, enforcement of private student loans relies on aggressive and coercive collection
mechanisms. Lenders and servicers can pursue lawsuits, obtain judgments, garnish wages, and
destroy credit, all with limited regulatory oversight compared to the federal system. The
imbalance of power is stark: well-resourced financial institutions on one side and individual
borrowers with limited legal or financial recourse on the other. In this context, private student
loans are predatory not because of isolated bad actors, but because the system is designed to
extract value without accountability, flexibility, or shared responsibility when educational
investments fail.
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Public Loans Have Stronger Protections, Access to Redress

Federal Direct Unsubsidized and Grad PLUS loans come with a set of statutory protections that
are largely absent from private graduate student loans. These protections reflect the federal
government’s treatment of graduate education as a public investment rather than a purely
private consumer transaction. As a result, federal loans are designed to absorb uncertainty
about income, employment, and life events. Under the current proposal, Grad PLUS loans
would be eliminated, removing the following protections.

One of the most significant protections is access to income-driven/income-based repayment
plans (IDR/IBR). Federal graduate loans can be repaid under plans that cap monthly payments
as a percentage of discretionary income and adjust annually based on earnings and household
size. This means that borrowers who enter lower-paying fields, experience unemployment, or
face economic instability are not locked into unaffordable payments. Private graduate loans, by
contrast, require fixed payments based on the loan balance and interest rate, regardless of the
borrower’s financial circumstances.

“Private graduate loans, by contrast, require fixed
payments based on the loan balance and interest rate,
regardless of the borrower’s financial circumstances.”

Federal graduate loans also offer multiple pathways to loan forgiveness that do not exist in the
private market. Borrowers working in government or nonprofit settings may qualify for PSLF,
which cancels remaining balances after ten years of qualifying payments. Federal loans are also
eligible for forgiveness after twenty to twenty-five years under IDR/IBR plans, as well as
discharge in cases of permanent disability or death. Private graduate loans provide no
comparable forgiveness mechanisms, even when borrowers spend decades in public service or
face life-altering circumstances.

Another key protection is the availability of standardized deferment and forbearance options.
Federal loans allow borrowers to pause payments during periods of unemployment, economic
hardship, or further education, with clearly defined rules and borrower rights. During national
emergencies or economic crises, federal borrowers may also receive broad relief, such as
payment pauses or interest waivers. Private lenders may offer limited hardship relief at their
discretion, but these options are inconsistent, temporary, and often allow interest to continue
accruing without meaningful oversight.

Cost predictability and legal protections further distinguish federal loans from private ones.
Federal graduate loans carry fixed interest rates set by statute and uniform servicing standards
governed by federal law. Borrowers have access to formal dispute processes, clear disclosures,
and consumer protections enforced by public agencies. Private loans are governed by individual
contracts and corporate policies, which can vary widely and provide far fewer avenues for
accountability or relief.
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Importantly, with public loans, the federal government maintains direct oversight authority over
the loan servicer, MOHELA, as part of the agreement. This is a key difference that allows a
borrower to utilize their First Amendment right to redress their grievances with the legislators
they elect to represent them. In every congressional office—all 438 elected representatives in
the House of Representatives and all 100 Senate offices—there are dedicated staff members
that occupy the sole task of managing constituent casework, including managing
correspondence and securing resolution with MOHELA on troubled student loans. Through this
constituent service, members of the public with public loans can cut through the red tape,
circumvent hours on hold speaking to a robot assistant, and engage in direct correspondence
with a staff member who holds jurisdiction authority requiring a response from the loan servicer
and bi-directional satisfactory case resolution. Whether it be negotiating an offer in compromise
to settle a delinquent debt, reaching a live agent, reopening an administratively closed case, or
receiving additional clarity on a form letter denial, Congress maintains a lifeline of help to assist
graduate school student loan borrowers with public loans.

“Members of the public with public loans can cut
through the red tape, circumvent hours on hold
speaking to a robot assistant, and engage in direct
correspondence with a staff member who holds
jurisdiction authority requiring a response from the loan
servicer and bi-directional satisfactory case resolution.”

Lastly, federal graduate loans limit the spillover harm to families and households. They do not
require cosigners, placing responsibility solely on the borrower and reducing the risk of
intergenerational financial damage. Private graduate loans frequently rely on cosigners,
exposing family members to credit harm, legal liability, and collection activity if the borrower
struggles. Taken together, these protections make federal graduate loans fundamentally
different in structure and intent from private graduate school loans, offering a safety net that
private lending simply does not provide.

Private Loans are More Difficult to Refinance, Consolidate

Refinancing in the private market is entirely credit-driven. To qualify, a borrower usually needs a
strong credit score, a stable employment history, and a high debt-to-income ratio that
demonstrates the ability to comfortably service the loan. For many graduate
borrowers—especially those in public service, education, health, or nonprofit
fields—post-graduation income simply does not meet private lenders’ underwriting thresholds.
As a result, borrowers who most need refinancing relief are often the least able to qualify for it.
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“‘Borrowers who most need refinancing relief are often
the least able to qualify for it.”

Federal graduate loans operate differently because refinancing is not the primary mechanism for
relief. Instead of requiring borrowers to prove improved creditworthiness, federal loans offer
built-in adjustment mechanisms such as income-driven repayment, deferment, forbearance, and
forgiveness programs. Borrowers can lower payments, extend repayment horizons, or qualify for
cancellation without having to re-underwrite their debt or demonstrate higher income. In this
sense, federal loans are easier to “manage” even though they are not refinanced in the
traditional private-market sense.

Private loans are also harder to refinance because many borrowers are already financially
constrained by the time they seek them. Interest accrual during school and periods of hardship
can cause balances to grow, worsening debt-to-income ratios and making lenders less willing to
offer better terms. Missed payments, even minor ones, further reduce eligibility. Refinancing
often requires a cosigner with strong credit, which limits options for borrowers without that
support and introduces risk to the cosigner.

By contrast, federal borrowers can consolidate loans without a credit check and without losing
access to statutory protections. While consolidation does not lower interest rates, it simplifies
repayment and preserves eligibility for income-based plans and forgiveness programs. Private
refinancing, on the other hand, permanently replaces the original loan with a new private
contract, locking borrowers into terms that cannot be softened by federal protections.

In short, private loans are harder to refinance because relief is conditional on financial success,
while federal loans are designed to accommodate financial uncertainty. Refinancing in the
private market rewards borrowers who least need help, whereas federal loan programs provide
adjustment pathways precisely for those whose income or circumstances fall short of
expectations.

Following the Proposed Changes, What Would

Private Loans Look Like?

As of late 2025/early 2026, average private student loan fixed APRs generally range from 4.5%
to over 13%, with some high-end rates exceeding 17%. Borrowers with excellent credit (720+)
or with co-signers may secure lower rates, such as 7.29% for 10-year fixed loans. Typical
repayment terms range from 5 to 15 years. These figures come from a range of online sources
and lenders, but the consensus is: rates vary widely based on the borrower’s personal financial
picture and the terms of the loan at the time (i.e., some private loans do not carry origination
fees that become part of the principal amount upon initiation, which are commonly found in the
terms of public loans).
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Given these variabilities, an estimate of the monthly payment for a loan must take into account
some general assumptions: you are an average American, with an average credit score, living

in an average major metropolitan locality, having completed an average MSW program, and
accumulating an average total cost that we have calculated to be around $77.022.28. The
proposed changes to the Department of Education’s Degree Reclassification would only cover
about half of the cost of attendance, forcing students to turn to private loans for the remainder
of their tuition.

Let's Do The Math (Our Methods)

To make mathematical calculations, affordability assessments, and cost comparisons, we need
to hold several variables constant. While we recognize no two situations are the same, in this
paper, we make the following assumptions:

1. Students do not utilize work/study, receive a fellowship to offset tuition costs, receive
outside scholarships, or receive merit or need-based funding. Many students have a mix
of these variables, which complicates the financial picture. For the sake of equal
comparisons across the student population, these shall be omitted.

2. The cost of attendance includes tuition only. Some schools factor in the cost of living,
healthcare, student meal plans, gym and recreation center costs, student parking, event
fees, textbook and media fees, and/or other administrative fees. These were accounted
for in the initial calculations for cost and have allowed for viable cross-campus
comparison.

3. Students receive admission to an average, run-of-the-mill MSW program, as calculated
in the MSW Calculations report. Every school is different from the last, but by breaking it
down to its fundamental cost per unit, we have been able to establish an average cost
for a Master's in Social Work.

4. All loans are to be considered as subsidized for the sake of simplicity. In the real world,
most, if not all, public and private graduate loans are unsubsidized. This means that the
loans begin accruing interest immediately, despite the student’s current course
enrollment. Some schools operate on quarter systems, while others operate on semester
systems, with few providing financial aid all at once at the beginning of the school year,
and the rest disbursing that aid with the start of the new quarter/semester. Taking into
account each loan term as it is generated creates far too much variability. A few hundred
dollars in interest growth for the first quarter/semester of a two-year program is
comparatively negligible when compared to the interest growth of the entire graduate
school loan balance over 10 years of repayment. For simplicity, we assume that all loans
will not grow in interest as they are established, and that the loans will become payable 6
months after graduation.

5. All students will complete their enrolled MSW degree. We recognize that many students
choose to drop out of their courses for a variety of reasons; however, we will assume
that all students commit to and complete their programs. Otherwise, attrition rates
complicate loan burden comparisons, as some students will accrue private and/or public
loans and fail to graduate, maintaining their debt burden.
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6. Students are enrolled full-time. Some schools offer part-time or executive programs
tailored for full-time employees who choose to maintain their day jobs. These
comparisons are made possible by the base enroliment option, given that not all schools
offer an evening-only option.

7. Students may retain outside employment to cover living costs, but it does not impede
their full-time education enrollment status. We will assume they can meet their
educational requirements relating to attendance, homework, and adequate performance
on examinations. Otherwise, the variability imposed by the range of extracurricular
commitments reduces the capacity for pure cost and affordability comparisons.

A broad industry view suggests private loan rates for average borrowers often center around
~6% to 10%, depending on lender and loan terms, and for a creditworthy borrower, an analyst at
Forbes Business has calculated that a common average fixed rate is around ~7-9%. However,
as noted in the previous paragraph, some private loans can carry APR rates as high as 13-17%.
By comparison, current public student loans maintain a fixed APR of 7.92%. Below is a run of
the range of interest rates utilizing the Forbes Advisor’s student loan calculator.

Example Monthly Payment Estimate for a Private $77,022 10-Year Loan
Calculated March 2026. Estimated Payoff Date in March 2036.

Monthly Total Interest Total Amount Paid
Interest Rate .
Payment Paid

7% APR (V Lo) $894 $30,292 $107,314
7.92% APR (Public) $931 $34,726 $111,748

9% APR (Lo) $975 $40,059 $117,081

13% APR (Med) $1,150 $60,980 $138,002
17% APR (Hi) $1,338 $83,612 $160,634

Estimates above are calculated using standard loan amortization formulas (principal + interest over 120 months).
Payment increases slightly with higher interest rates. These estimates assume a 10-year fixed repayment schedule
and don'’t include origination fees or taxes.

How Do the Numbers Change Under the Proposed
Reclassification?

To draw a direct comparison for the fork in the road that we are about to cross, we can use the
7.92% APR figure in the table above as a baseline for an average MSW. With the public loan
cap reduction, students will still be able to finance up to $20,500 each year for the two-year
program (total of $41,000), with the remaining $36,022 financed via private loans, unless they
have it in cash.

For this thought exercise, imagine three students: Jordan, Taylor, and Verdell. They are all
attending the same school for an MSW and were charged the same initial tuition: $77,022.

Jordan has decent credit and was able to maximize their federal public loans at 7.92%,
financing their remaining tuition balance of $36,022 with a 13% APR private loan; whereas
Taylor has bad credit, but after similarly maxing their $41,000 public student loans at the same
rate, they could only qualify for the most aggressive private loans at 17%. Verdell started grad
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school three years earlier and was therefore able to utilize the Grad PLUS loans, borrowing up
to the cost of tuition at the public loan fixed APR, graduating in May 2026, just one month shy of
the anticipated end date for those federal public loans. Their rate is the baseline the Department
of Education is moving away from, depicted as the green text in the previous and following
tables.

By graduation in Spring 2028, both Jordan and Taylor paid a variation of the following formula:

$41,000 + $36,022 = $77,022

Public Graduate Loans Private Graduate Loans Total Paid
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Estimated Cost of Attendance Breakdown for Incoming Fall 2026 MSW Students:

Interest Rate Monthly Payment TotaIPIanitderest Total Amount Paid
Verdell Total $931 $34,726 $111,748
Public 7.92% APR $495 $18,485 $59,485
Private 13% APR $537 $28,519 $64,541
Jordan Total $1,032 $47,004 $124,026
Public 7.92% APR $495 $18,485 $59,485
Private 17% APR $626 $39,104 $75,126
Taylor Total $1,121 $57,589 $134,611

$101 - $190/Month $12,278 - $22,863 Over Loan Lifetime
Net Cost Increase more than Verdell more than Verdell

$137,000
$127,000
$117,000
$107,000
$97,000
$87,000
$77,000

Estimated Loan Balance Over Time

134,611

Paying Even More to Help Others?

$124,026

$112,747

$77,022

Taylor pays
$22,863 and
Jordan pays
$12,278 more than
Verdell, over time

According to the Department of Labor, the duties of healthcare social workers are to provide
individuals, families, and groups with the psychosocial support needed to cope with chronic,
acute, or terminal illnesses. Services include providing patients with information and counseling,
advising family caregivers, and making referrals for other services. Healthcare social workers
also provide case and care management, and other interventions designed to promote health,
prevent disease, and address barriers to healthcare access.
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While many eager and ambitious students may pursue careers based on estimates of financial
gain and the accumulation of wealth, it is intrinsic to the profession of social work to find
motivation in helping others. Selflessness is the driving factor for many who choose the
honorable path of an MSW. As a society, we must ask ourselves to weigh the justifiable costs of
pursuing a public-interest profession. Is it useful for the Department of Education to not classify
a master's-level social work degree that enables clinical licensure as a “Professional Degree,”
forcing them to pay an additional $12k - $22k to afford an education aimed at public service? Is
it in line with our society’s needs that the administration will increase financial barriers and
burden for prospective students?

The Proposed Change is Unaffordable

Solely considering the baseline monthly repayment amount prior to the proposed changes, $931
per month is quite the challenge for working public servants. It was already a considerable debt
burden to shoulder the previous degree classification rules, and a shift to increase this by
10-20% is bereft of compassion. The proposed rules will remove the protections for those
with worse credit.

The Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics (OEWS) Profile, managed by the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics at the Department of Labor, shows the statistical spread expected for
income for “Healthcare Social Workers” based on May 2024 data, to be the following:

National estimates for healthcare social workers

Employment Relative Mean Hourly Mean Annual Wage Relative
Employment Standard Error Wage Wage Standard Error
185,940 1.1 % $34.63 $72,030 0.6 %
Percentile 10% 25% 50% 75% 90%
Hourly Wage $21.65 $26.62 $32.74 $40.10 $48.50
Annual Wage $45,030 $55,360 $68,090 $83,410 $100,870

Per the ADP Salary calculator, the data shows that an average clinical social worker can expect
to take home ~$4958 per month, after paying $1,043 in state and federal taxes.

The DOL BLS recently released their Consumer Expenditure Surveys for 2024, showing that the
average annual expenditures for all consumer units in 2024 were $78,535, and the average
income before taxes was $104,207, with an after-tax amount of $72,438 - $6,099 less than
average expenditures. Even before running any calculations or modifying for a clinical social
worker’s estimated income and associated student loan liabilities, we see that there is very little
breathing room for the average American, with a potential expenditure overrun of -$6,099. The
math shows that average Americans cannot stomach any rule changes that would exacerbate
the existing checkbook deficits.
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Annual Consumer Expenditures Survey, 2024

Average American Income Before Taxes $104,207

Estimated Taxes (State, Fed) $31,771

Estimated Take-Home Pay $72,436

Average Expenditures $78.535

Average Contributions to Education $1,569

Social Worker-Specific Expenditures, 2024

Average Healthcare Social Worker Salary $72,030

Estimated Taxes (State, Fed) $12.516
Estimated Take-Home Pay $59,514 | Annual Deficit:
Expenditures Plus Ed Loans (Verdell) $88,138 |($28,624)
Expenditures Plus Ed Loans $89,338 |($29,824)
Expenditures Plus Ed Loans (Taylor) $90,418 |($30,904)

Putting this in the context of a healthcare social worker, the above table also includes
information that the Bureau provides in its 2024 Consumer Expenditure Survey. Their
calculations factor in that the average American Consumer makes an annual contribution to
their education of $1569. For social workers, our review of the student loan data above places
that figure significantly higher, at a baseline of $11,172 ($931/mo x 12 mos) under the original
Department of Education rules and up to $13,452 ($1,121/mo x 12 mos) per year under the new
proposed policy. Replacing the BLS low estimate with our calculations, we arrive at the bottom
of the chart: average MSW students taking out full student loans with an average healthcare
social worker salary, paying the expected amount to those loans, live in an annual deficit of
over $28k — and potentially thousands more under the new policy. For students like

and Taylor, who have lost the ability to borrow up to the cost of attendance with public loans,
they are forced to pay around - $2,280 more each year in student loan payments, just for
turning to the private market to fill the gaps left by the new Department of Education proposed
rules. These shortcomings mean that the incoming cohorts pursuing an MSW will feel the
squeeze elsewhere for years to come: in their grocery, entertainment, housing, transportation,
apparel, healthcare, and retirement budgets. Even before these proposed Department of
Education degree reclassification changes, the situation is untenable, devoid of compassion for
a career of service that brings light into the lives of the tired, the poor, and the huddled masses.
What happened to the American values of “service before self?”

The BLS data illustrate how the cost of living typically outpaces the income that healthcare
social workers can stomach. It is clear: wages need to grow significantly for today's social
workers to account for the already-staggering $28k after-tax income deficit. The
Department of Education failed to take into account the drastic measures healthcare social
workers already face, and it is imperative that they do not worsen the situation by not classifying
an MSW as a “Professional Degree,” with progressively larger impacts on prospective students
with poorer credit.
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What Happens Next?

Here are the main steps of rulemaking and the anticipated timeline:

1. Publication of the NPRM

In late January, the Department of Education released its proposed rule
that defines which degrees qualify as “professional.”

Social work was not included on the list.

2. Public Comment Period (30 days)

During this window, organizations such as CSWH, CSWE, NASW,
universities, and advocacy groups will have an opportunity to submit
comments. This will be the key moment for the social work profession to
argue for MSW inclusion within the professional-degree list.

The key reason is that an MSW is required to be a healthcare/clinical
social worker, through state licensing regulations.

Comments are due by Mar 2, 2026, at 11:59 PM EST

3. Department Review and Revisions (several weeks to several
months)

The Department will analyze comments, consider revisions, and prepare
the final regulatory text.

4. Publication of the Final Rule (likely spring 2026)

Universities have been planning toward a July 1, 2026, effective date
based on Department guidance.

5. Effective Date & Transition Rules

Students who borrowed before July 1, 2026, will be “grandfathered-in”
under previous loan rules for up to 3 years or until they complete their
current program, whichever comes first.

New entrants after July 1, 2026, would be fully bound by the new caps
in both personal and parental public loans, in addition to the elimination
of the Grad PLUS loan program.
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Commentary

The Department’s proposed regulations claim to “simplify” federal student loan repayment by
phasing out existing programs and replacing them with tiered and income-based options.
However, this surface simplification risks reducing borrower choice and flexibility. For many
students, particularly those in non-traditional careers or with variable incomes, established
public student loan programs have provided critical support tailored to real-world financial
variability. Eliminating these options in favor of a one-size-fits-all Repayment Assistance Plan
would undermine protections for lower-income or part-time borrowers who benefited from
existing safeguards designed around graduated, income-linked payments. In addition, imposing
stricter caps on borrowing without subsequent increases in grant support could
disproportionately impact students in high-cost fields where education expenses outpace
average salary growth, ultimately worsening inequality rather than alleviating it.

In addition, while the proposal touts reductions in taxpayer outlays through lower loan
forgiveness costs, it fails to credibly address the long-term economic implications of pushing
borrowers into repayment agreements that may not reflect their capacity to repay without
additional financial distress. Capping loan access and streamlining repayment overlooks the
reality that higher education remains a prerequisite for economic mobility in many sectors. Strict
borrowing limits will likely discourage investment in advanced skills or professional credentials,
worsening the “talent drain” in social work. Rather than outright eliminating proven repayment
plans, a more balanced approach would retain multiple pathways to accommodate diverse
borrower profiles while strengthening safeguards against predatory tuition practices and
expanding targeted financial assistance.
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