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· Commenters should include in their comments only information that they wish to make publicly available. Additionally, commenters should not include in their comments any personally identifiable information in comments about other individuals.
· Commenters are encouraged to include supporting facts and research in their comments. When doing so, commenters are encouraged to provide citations to the published materials.
· Explain views as clearly as possible, and refrain from using any profanity.
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The Honorable Linda E. McMahon
Secretary of Education
U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20202
34 CFR Part 674, 682, 685
Docket ID ED-2025-OPE-0944
RIN 1840-AD98
Reimagining and Improving Student Education

RE: Public Comment on Proposed Rule – Definition of "Professional Degrees" – Threatens Viability of Counselor Education Programs and Mental Health Workforce Development
Dear Secretary McMahon:
I am writing as [title] of the [program name] at [university] to submit public comment expressing grave concern about the Department of Education's proposed rule excluding counseling programs from "professional degree" status. This rule threatens counselor education programs nationwide and will devastate mental health workforce development at a time of unprecedented need.
I respectfully urge the Department to revise the proposed rule to include master's-level counseling programs in the professional degree category with corresponding federal loan limits.
The Harm to Counselor Education Programs
Our program has [number] students currently enrolled, preparing to serve communities across [state/region] as [clinical mental health counselors / school counselors / rehabilitation counselors]. The proposed rule will:
1. Cause immediate enrollment declines. Prospective students who cannot afford program completion will choose other careers with adequate federal loan support. We are already hearing serious concerns from admitted students about financing their education under the proposed rule.
2. Force current students to abandon programs mid-completion. Students who relied on Graduate PLUS loans will face impossible choices: predatory private debt, indefinite educational pause, or program abandonment despite significant progress.
3. Harm program sustainability. Declining enrollment will threaten program financial viability, forcing reductions in faculty, clinical training partnerships, and resources—creating a downward spiral harming program quality and potentially forcing closures.
4. Contradict accreditation standards. CACREP-accredited programs must meet rigorous standards for curriculum, faculty qualifications, clinical training, and student outcomes. We cannot reduce program rigor to lower costs—the $20,500 annual loan cap is fundamentally inadequate for competent, ethical counseling practice education.
The Workforce Crisis Context
The proposed rule comes at the worst possible time:
· Severe provider shortages. [State/region] faces significant mental health workforce shortages, particularly in rural and underserved areas. [Include state-specific data if available]
· Unprecedented demand. Youth mental health crises, suicide rates, substance use disorders, and trauma-related disorders have increased dramatically. Schools, community mental health centers, and healthcare systems desperately need trained counselors.
· Federal investment at risk. The Department has invested significantly in school-based mental health services and trauma-informed practices. These investments are undermined if students cannot afford the required education.
Counseling Meets Professional Degree Standards
Our program meets every criterion defining professional education:
· Rigorous accreditation: CACREP requires comprehensive curriculum standards across eight core content areas, specific faculty qualifications including doctoral degrees and state licensure, ongoing systematic assessment, and demonstrated student learning outcomes
· Extensive clinical training: Our students complete [2000-3000] hours of supervised practicum and internship, providing direct counseling services to real clients—clinical requirements comparable to or exceeding other helping professions included in the proposed rule's professional degree definition
· State licensure requirement: Graduates must pass the National Counselor Examination or state-specific licensing exam, complete [2000-3000] hours of post-graduate supervised practice, and meet continuing education requirements—equivalent to other independently licensed healthcare professionals
· Terminal degree for practice: The master's degree is the terminal credential for independent clinical practice; counselors do not require doctoral degrees for the full scope of services, including diagnosis, treatment planning, crisis intervention, and psychotherapy
· High-stakes public service: Our graduates assess suicide risk, provide crisis intervention, treat trauma and PTSD, diagnose mental health conditions, and work with vulnerable populations—work demanding the highest clinical competence and ethical practice, directly impacting public safety
The exclusion is arbitrary and inconsistent with characteristics defining professional graduate education requiring specialized training for independent licensed practice.
Comparison to Included and Excluded Professions
Professions included as "professional degrees":
· Medicine, Dentistry, Law, Pharmacy, Veterinary Medicine, Optometry, Podiatry, Chiropractic
Professions excluded despite meeting similar criteria:
· Mental Health Counseling, School Counseling, Rehabilitation Counseling, Nurse Practitioners, Physician Assistants, Clinical Social Work
All excluded professions require:
· Accredited graduate programs with rigorous curriculum standards
· Extensive supervised clinical training
· National or state licensing examinations
· State licensure for independent practice
· Terminal master's or doctoral degrees for full scope of practice
· High levels of public responsibility for health and safety

The Department has not articulated clear, objective criteria explaining why counseling is excluded while professions with equivalent education, training, licensure, and responsibility are included. This suggests arbitrary classification rather than meaningful distinctions.
The Debt-to-Income Crisis This Creates
Entry-level counselor salaries typically range from $35,000-$50,000:
· School counselors: $40,000-$55,000
· Community mental health counselors: $35,000-$48,000
· Private practice (early career): $40,000-$60,000
· Veterans Affairs counselors: $50,000-$65,000

Students forced to borrow through private loans will face unsustainable debt-to-income ratios:
· Private loan monthly payments exceeding 30-50% of take-home pay
· No income-driven repayment plans
· No Public Service Loan Forgiveness eligibility
· Higher interest rates (7-12% vs. 5-7% federal) compounding debt faster

The result: graduates who cannot afford to remain in counseling despite community need—or prospective students who recognize financial impossibility and choose other careers, worsening workforce shortages.
Regulatory Impact Analysis Concerns
The Department's regulatory impact analysis inadequately addresses:
1. Workforce supply effects: Projected declines in counselor supply by state, specialty area, and practice setting
2. Healthcare access implications: Mental health service availability impacts in underserved areas, schools, and community mental health centers
3. Rural community impacts: Effects on rural communities given rural students' disproportionate federal loan dependence
4. Interaction with federal mental health initiatives: Rule alignment with Department programs supporting school-based mental health and behavioral health workforce development
5. Policy alternatives: Other approaches addressing program cost concerns while preserving adequate federal financial aid access
The Department has responsibility under the Administrative Procedure Act to thoroughly analyze workforce and public health implications before implementing a rule with such significant consequences.
What I Am Asking the Department to Do
I respectfully urge the Department of Education to:
1. Revise the proposed rule to include master's-level counseling programs in the professional degree definition with corresponding federal loan limits ($50,000 annually / $200,000 lifetime)
2. Conduct comprehensive workforce impact analysis examining mental health provider supply, healthcare access in underserved areas, program viability, and alignment with federal mental health policy priorities
3. Establish clear, objective criteria for professional degree classification based on accreditation standards, clinical training requirements, licensure mandates, terminal degree status, and scope of independent practice—applied consistently across all programs
4. Extend the comment period and hold public hearings in multiple regions allowing counseling students, educators, practitioners, employers, and communities to testify on real-world policy implications
5. Consult with workforce development and healthcare access experts including HRSA, SAMHSA, state mental health authorities, and professional counseling organizations before finalizing the rule
6. Delay implementation until adequately assessing workforce consequences and considering policy alternatives protecting student access to affordable federal loans
The Bottom Line
Students in our program are committed, talented, and passionate about serving others through professional counseling. They have chosen a career addressing critical societal needs despite modest financial rewards. They deserve federal financial aid policies making education accessible—not policies creating insurmountable barriers based on arbitrary distinctions.
This rule will not reduce program costs, improve educational quality, or enhance institutional accountability. It will price students out of counseling education, threaten program sustainability, and worsen the mental health workforce crisis—harming communities depending on counseling services in schools, community mental health centers, veterans' programs, and other essential settings.
The Department has authority and responsibility to craft regulations supporting workforce development in critical shortage areas while ensuring appropriate stewardship of federal resources. Including counseling programs in the professional degree definition achieves both goals and aligns with the Department's stated priorities for mental health and workforce preparation.
I welcome the opportunity to provide additional information, program cost and student outcome data, accreditation and licensure standards documentation, and student/graduate testimony about this rule's effects on their ability to serve communities in need.
I can be reached at [phone] or [email].
Thank you for your consideration.
Sincerely,
[Your Name, Credentials]
[Title]
[Program Name]
[University]

CC:
[University President/Provost]
[Association for Counselor Education and Supervision – executivedirector@acesonline.net}
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