March 1, 2026 
Dr. Fenaba R. Addo 
Professor 
Department of Public Policy 
University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 
RE: Department of Education, “Reimagining and Improving Student Education” Docket ID ED-2025-OPE-0944 | RIN 1840-AD98 
Dear Secretary McMahon, 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) titled  “Reimagining and Improving Student Education,” published in the Federal Register on January  30, 2026 (91 Fed. Reg. 4254). 
I am a leading scholar of debt and wealth inequality and a Professor of Public Policy at the  University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. My research program has been dedicated to  understanding how structural inequalities shape financial security, social mobility, and family  dynamics, with a particular focus on racial disparities in student debt and the reproduction of the  racial wealth gap through consumer lending. I am the co-author of A Dream Defaulted: The  Student Loan Crisis Among Black Borrowers (Harvard Education Press, 2022), which centers the  lived experiences of Black borrowers within the broader student debt landscape.  
I write to oppose the rule as written. The RISE NPRM will disproportionately harm Black and  Latinx graduate student borrowers, widen the racial student debt gap, and push communities of  color toward predatory private lending; these are all consequences the Department has not  analyzed and cannot justify. My career has been devoted to documenting precisely the dynamics  this rule will exacerbate, and the evidence I present below draws on the same federal datasets  and peer-reviewed research that the Department itself should have consulted before proposing  these changes. 
How the RISE Rule Deepens Racial Inequality in Graduate Student Lending 
The racial wealth gap remains a persistent, defining feature of the American economy (Addo,  Darity & Myers, 2024). It structures who can pursue advanced education, who must borrow to do  so, and who can repay those loans without financial ruin. My own research demonstrates that  wealth provides a unique perspective often overlooked in policy design: wealth not only insures  against financial risks but also serves as a mechanism for social mobility and solidifies access to  social, political, economic, and educational opportunities. When we fail to account for the role of  wealth in structuring borrowing outcomes, we produce policies that appear race-neutral on their  face but deepen inequality in practice. 
The proposed RISE rule does not merely fail to account for this reality, it actively worsens it. By  restricting the “professional degree” designation to eleven fields and imposing sharply lower 
loan limits on all other graduate programs, the NPRM channels higher federal lending capacity  toward programs that are disproportionately pursued by White Americans while capping  borrowing in the fields where Black and Latino students are most concentrated. The Department  conducted no racial equity analysis before proposing this rule, despite longstanding federal  requirements to consider distributional impacts in rulemaking.  
This comment addresses the disproportionate borrowing and debt burden Black and Latinx  students already carry, and the racial composition of the fields excluded from professional degree  status.  
Black and Latino Students Already Carry a Crushing Debt Burden 
Race sits at the center of the student debt story in the United States and is a central determinant  of student loan debt burdens and outcomes, more so than nearly any other social factor (Addo,  Houle, & Simon, 2016; Scott-Clayton & Li, 2016). My own work has shown that while White  Americans disproportionately benefit from the financial returns to assets, Black Americans are  
more likely to suffer the scarring effects of debt, perpetuating existing racial wealth gaps and  reinforcing systemic inequities (Addo & Auguste 2024, Addo, 2024). The disparities in graduate  student borrowing are not a product of individual choices; they reflect the interaction between a  racial wealth gap that limits family financial support, labor market discrimination that discounts  the credentials of Black and Latino graduates, and a lending system that treats all borrowers as if  they start from the same position. 
In my research, I demonstrated that parental wealth, and not parental income or education, is the  strongest predictor of racial disparities in student debt, a finding that speaks directly to the  inadequacy of a loan limit structure that ignores wealth-based differences in students’ capacity to  finance their education (Addo, Houle, & Simon, 2016). The most recent NCES data show Black  borrowers accumulating an average of $58,400 in total debt four years after completing a  bachelor’s degree, compared to $43,300 for White borrowers (NCES, B&B:16/20). 
At the graduate level specifically, thirty percent of Black graduate students held at least $100,000  in total educational debt in 2015–16, nearly three times the rate of White graduate students  (Kelchen, 2018, analyzing NPSAS:16). More recent data confirm that 64.5 percent of Black  graduate students borrowed in 2019–20, compared to less than half of students in other racial  groups (ACE, Race & Ethnicity in Higher Education, 2024). 
The consequences of this debt are devastating. In A Dream Defaulted, my co-author and I  documented how these defaults are not simply financial events but cascading crises that damage  credit, delay homeownership and retirement savings, and transmit economic instability across  generations (Houle & Addo, 2022). These disparities exist against the backdrop of a massive  racial wealth gap. The 2022 Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances found median White  household wealth of $284,310, six times Black household wealth ($44,100) and nearly five times  Latinx household wealth ($62,120). My research has shown that this wealth gap is not incidental  to borrowing, it is the primary mechanism through which racial inequality in student debt is  produced and reproduced across generations. Black families have fewer resources to shield their  children from debt, and the debts their children incur yield lower returns in a discriminatory 
labor market. Any reduction in federal loan access is therefore a direct blow to these  communities, not a neutral adjustment to program parameters. 
The Excluded Fields Are Where Black and Latinx Students Are Concentrated 
The RISE rule restricts “professional degree” status and the higher $50,000 annual and $200,000  aggregate loan limits that accompany it to eleven fields: pharmacy, dentistry, veterinary  medicine, chiropractic, law, medicine, optometry, osteopathic medicine, podiatry, theology, and  clinical psychology. All other graduate programs, including nursing (DNP), social work  (MSW/DSW), physical therapy (DPT), education (Ed.D.), public health (DrPH), and business  (MBA), are capped at $20,500 per year and $100,000 in aggregate. NCES IPEDS data and  professional association reports reveal a clear racial pattern in this classification. 
Practice-oriented fields (excluded from higher loan limits), like social work, have notably high  Black and Latinx representation. The Council on Social Work Education reports that MSW  programs are over 22 percent Black and approximately 14 percent Latinx. Education alone  produces more Black doctoral recipients than any other field (3,423 in 2021–22). Fields that  receive higher loan limits are substantially Whiter and less diverse. Veterinary medicine is about  71% White and just 2.8% Black. Law school is 17.3% combined Black and Latinx. Even  medicine, at roughly 22.7% combined, has lower minority representation than the excluded  fields (AAVMC, 2023; AAMC, 2023–24; LSAC, 2024; NCES, Digest of Education Statistics,  2023). 
The pattern is unmistakable: fields with the highest Black and Latino representation, social work,  education, business, and nursing, are systematically excluded from professional degree loan  limits, while some of the least diverse fields in American higher education, such as veterinary  medicine and optometry, receive the higher limits. The Council on Social Work Education  estimates that 370,000 students are affected by the exclusion, with approximately $8 billion in  federal loans no longer available (CSWE, 2025). The American Council on Education found that  39 percent of students in master’s-level health programs currently borrow above the proposed  new annual limits (ACE, 2026). These are not marginal effects; they represent a structural  reallocation of federal lending capacity away from the programs that serve the most diverse  student bodies in American higher education. 
The Department Failed to Analyze Racial Impacts and Call to Action 
The populations most dependent on federal graduate lending are precisely the populations least  able to absorb reduced federal support, given a six-to-one White-to-Black wealth gap, borrowing  rates fifteen to twenty percentage points higher than White peers, and default rates three to five  times higher even after controlling for income and attainment. The rule’s narrow professional  degree definition creates a two-tier system that maps onto racial demographics: fields that are  thirty to forty-four percent Black and Latinx receive lower loan limits while fields that are  seventy percent or more White receive higher ones. Third, the Department’s failure to analyze  these distributional effects violated its own operative guidance under Executive Order 12866 and  OMB Circular A-4, and may render the rule arbitrary and inconsistent under established 
administrative law precedent. The Regulatory Impact Analysis discusses costs and benefits in  terms of students, borrowers, institutions, and taxpayers, but does not disaggregate those impacts  by race, income, or any other sociodemographic characteristic. This omission is not merely a  best-practice failure; it violates active federal guidance that the Department is bound to follow. 
Underlying much of my research career has been the finding that incremental policy changes  may not adequately address the systemic issues that drive educational debt inequities, and that an  emphasis on personal financial responsibility oversimplifies the problem by failing to address  structural factors like racial wealth gaps and discrimination in the labor market. The RISE rule  embodies precisely this failure. It imposes limits as though all borrowers have equal access to  family resources and private credit, and channels public investment away from the fields that are  doing the most to diversify the American workforce. 
The Department should withdraw the proposed professional degree definition, conduct a full  racial equity impact analysis, and publish that analysis for public review before finalizing any  rule that restructures graduate student lending. The data to perform this analysis exists within the  Department’s own data systems. The obligation to perform it is embedded in longstanding  executive orders and regulatory guidance. The consequences of failing to do so will be measured  in billions of dollars of additional debt borne disproportionately by Black and Latino borrowers  and in the narrowing of pathways into the professions that serve our most vulnerable  communities. 
Sincerely, 
Dr. Fenaba R. Addo, Ph.D. 
Professor of Public Policy  
University of North Carolina- Chapel Hill 
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