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An arbitrary rule change is threatening
America’s health care system

Febrwapry 2F, 2923

BY KYMBERLEE MONTGOMERY
AND MARY ELLEN GLASGOW

“pregnant woman in rural Pennsylvania
goes into labor at 2 a.m. Thankfully, the
hospital has a certified nurse midwife on
call. A teenager in crisis needs immediate

mental health care, and the only available appoint-
ment is with a psychiatric-mental health nurse
practitioner. A trauma patient arrives in the
emergency room needing surgery, and the clinician
prepared to safely administer anesthesia is a
certified registered nurse anesthetist.

These nurses aren’t “support staff.” They are the
primary clinicians whom millions of Americans
rely on for essential health care. Yet a little-known
federal policy change could make it significantly
harder for students to enter these advanced
nursing roles by sharply reducing access to the
federal loans required to complete graduate nurs-
ing education.

‘Graduate students have historically been able to
borrow up to the full cost of attenda.nce for then'
programs, butaspartofl pleme zthe g

splits borrowers into two categories: “Professional
students” can take out up to $50,000 in annual
loans and $200,000 in total, whlle gra.dua.te
student.s" are limited to $2

in Ju]y, with an open coent period in place
throu

sue is how the Education Depart-
ent determines which programs qualify as
ofessional.”

Rather than evaluating programs primarily on
licensure requirements, clinical intensity or job
duties, the Education Department relies heavily on
the Classification of Instructional Programs a
numeric grouping system first developed in 1980
and maintained by the National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics. Medicine and dentistry quahfy as
professional programs, while graduate nursing
programs — including those for nurse practitio-
ners, nurse anesthetists and nurse midwives — fall
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ILLUSTRATION BY CHLOE COLEMAN/THE WASHINGTON POST: ISTOCK

under the “graduate” category.

This narrow, outdated administrative distinc-
tion, not the substance or rigor of nursing
education is what places graduate nursing pro-

across the country, particularly in rural and
underserved communities. They deliver primary
care, mental health services, anesthesia, maternal
health care and specialty care in both community-
based and acute care settings. Their graduate
programs require extensive clinical hours, simula-
tion-based training and specialized faculty supervi-
sion. Refusing to categorize them as “professional”
for loan purposes does not reflect their rigor or
their critical role in the health care system.
Limiting access to loans could make it more
difficult for aspiring APRNs to pursue their
degrees. Graduate nursing students report average
annual education costs of more than $38,000,
nearly double the new loan cap, according to a
survey in November by the American Association of
Colleges of Nursing (AACN). More than 80 percent
say the new rule will affect their ability to finance
their education, and more than three-quarters of
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