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Office of Postsecondary Education
U.S. Department of Education

400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20202

Re: Docket No. ED-2025-OPE-0016—Proposal to Develop Regulations and Establish
Negotiated Rulemaking Committee

To Whom It May Concern:

As the leading authority on oral health in the United States, the American Dental Association
(ADA), representing over 159,000 dentists across the country, writes to respond to your
request for feedback about the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program, various income-
driven student loan repayment plans, and other topics that would help streamline current
federal student financial assistance programs. We offer these comments in response to your
Federal Register notice of April 4, 2025 (90 FR 14741).

The Department of Education is proposing to establish a negotiated rulemaking committee
to consider whether and how Title IV regulations are impacting institutions of higher
education, states, and other partners. The Department is also seeking to establish whether
existing regulations may inhibit innovation and contribute to rising college costs.

Today, over three quarters (78 percent) of dental school graduates with educational debt
are starting their careers owing over $312,000 in student loans." Eighty-five percent use
federal Direct Unsubsidized Stafford Loans, and more than three quarters (79 percent) use
federal Grad PLUS Loans—either as a stand-alone financing mechanism or to supplement
what the Direct Loan did not cover." And the interest on these loans can be as high as 9.5 or
10.5 percent, depending on the type of loan and market conditions.?

The ADA’s comments, which are enclosed, may be summarized as follows.
o Expand the number of income-based repayment options for educational loans.

e Eliminate all non-statutory “capitalizing events” that cause unpaid interest to become
part of the principal balance of the borrower’s student loan.

¢ Allow accreditors to continue their oversight of institutions of higher education and
ensure that federal student loans can be used only for accredited programs.

e Simplify the application process, clarify the eligibility and qualification criteria, and
refine the definition of “qualifying employers” in the Public Service Loan Forgiveness
Program.?
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e Appoint individuals to the negotiated rulemaking committee who have intimate
knowledge of what is driving postgraduate borrowing, not just undergraduate
borrowing.

Thank you for providing the opportunity to comment. These changes will not eliminate the
debt hardship for early career dentists, but they will help offset the unprecedented financial
challenges these essential health care providers face at graduation.

If you have any questions or would like to talk further, please contact Mr. Robert J. Burns at
202-789-5176 or burnsr@ada.org.

Sincerely,

s/ Is/

Brett Kessler, D.D.S. Elizabeth Shapiro, D.D.S., J.D., C.A.E.
President Interim Executive Director
BHK:EAS:rb

Enclosure

" Istrate EC, Samanta A, Booker CL, West KP. Dentists of Tomorrow 2024: An Analysis of the
Results from the ADEA 2024 Survey of U.S. Dental School Seniors. American Dental Education
Association (ADEA) Education Research Series. Issue 7, December 2024.

220 U.S.C. §1087e
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The ADA offers the following detailed comments for consideration by the Department of
Education’s Negotiated Rulemaking Committee, which has been asked to consider whether and
how Title IV regulations are impacting institutions of higher education, states, and other
partners. The Committee is also seeking to establish whether existing regulations may be
inhibiting innovation and contributing to rising college costs.

Expand income-based loan repayment. The ADA urges the Department to use its
discretionary authority to expand the number of income-based repayment options for
educational loans. In 1993, Congress authorized the Department to offer a variety of these
plans with exceptionally broad criteria for their design and selection.! This authority enables the
Department to find creative ways of using income-contingent repayment plans to curb the
accumulation of principal and interest on educational loans.

For example, the Department might consider an option that uses a smaller portion of a
borrower’s adjusted gross income to calculate their monthly student loan payment. This would
prevent a borrower’s balance from growing due to unpaid interest—by eliminating any remaining
monthly interest after the borrower makes each full scheduled payment.

Curtail interest capitalization. The ADA urges the Department to use its discretionary
authority to eliminate non-statutory “capitalizing events” in the GRAD Plus loan program, which
causes unpaid interest to be rolled into the principal balance of the borrower’s student loan,
often without their knowledge.? Interest capitalization is triggered whenever a separation or
grace period ends, at the end of forbearance or deferment, when voluntarily changing
repayment plans, and by other events.?

Interest capitalization increases the loan’s principal, the amount of interest that accrues, and
typically the monthly payments. Eliminating non-statutory events that trigger it could yield tens of
thousands of dollars in savings for early career dentists and those experiencing serious financial
hardship.

The ADA applauds the Department for eliminating interest capitalization on Direct Loans where
such capitalization is not required by statute.* The Association hopes the Department will take
the same action for GRAD Plus loans.

Ensure accreditation remains intact. Accrediting agencies—including the Commission on
Dental Accreditation (CODA)—are an independent mechanism to hold institutions of higher
education accountable for the quality, integrity, and financial stability. Accreditation helps protect
students from fraudulent actors and, more important, graduate with the highest level of
knowledge and skills to succeed in their professions.

In any major reform of Title IV student loan programs—such as moving federal student loan
programs to another federal agency—the ADA urges that accreditors be allowed to continue
their oversight of institutions of higher education and that federal student loans can be used only
for accredited programs.

Reform the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program. The ADA urges the Department to

simplify the application process, clarify the eligibility and qualification criteria, and refine the
definition of “qualifying employers” for the Public Service Loan Forgiveness Program.® The
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PSLF program forgives any remaining federal educational debt after ten years of qualifying
public service.®

PSLF reform has the potential to alleviate the oral health needs of the vulnerable and
underserved by encouraging dentists to practice in underserved areas. We urge the Department
to automatically qualify Health Centers™ and federally qualified health centers (or FQHCs)' as
“qualifying employers.”

Health Centers and FQHCs are certified by the Health Resources and Services Administration
(HRSA) and the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), respectively. These
facilities serve patients with limited incomes and/or who live in health professional shortage
areas. Granting automatic “qualified employer” status would simplify the Department’s efforts to
ensure the PSLF program is fulfilling its purpose.

Data is also needed to help policy makers determine what public needs the PSLF program is
(and is not) fulfilling. For example, the Department is not currently tracking the numbers of DDS-
or DMD-degreed dentists participating in the program. Knowing whether and how the PSLF
program is driving dentists to practice in underserved areas would help policy makers adjust the
program to meet the most vital public health needs.

Select negotiators with significant postgraduate financing expertise. The Department has
stated its intent “select negotiators from nominees of the organizations and groups that
represent the interests significantly affected by the proposed regulations.” We strongly urge that
the Department select individuals with intimate knowledge of how postgraduate students use
Title IV programs to finance their education, which far surpasses a new dentist's undergraduate
debt.

For example, the undergraduate debt of most dental school graduates in 2024 was reportedly
$14,900. Comparatively, their dental school debt was reportedly $297,800.7 This cost disparity
suggests that the drivers of postgraduate educational costs are distinct from the drivers of
undergraduate tuition. Borrowing trends would necessarily track these cost disparities.

" “Health Center” is a designation administered by HRSA. Health Centers receive capacity grants under Section 330
of the Public Health Service Act. Section 330-funded facilities provide care for uninsured and underserved individuals
residing in health professional shortage areas. There are also Health Center Look-Alikes that provide the same
services to the same populations, but without Section 330 grants.

T “Federally Qualified Health Center” (FQHC) is a designation administered by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services (CMS). FQHCs must provide a full range of care to medically underserved patients, regardless of their
ability to pay—including primary medical care, emergency medical services, dental care, mental health and
substance abuse treatment, and more.
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