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The Honorable Jim Cooper
United States House of Representatives

1536 Longworth House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515

Dear Representative Cooper:

As the House of Representatives moves to consider H.R. 4508, the PROSPER Act, I urge you to

oppose this bill because it would make postsecondary education less affordable and less accessible tor
students, particularly graduate and professional students. Since its initial enactment in 1965, the goal oF
the Higher Education Act has been to improve access to high quality postsecondary education for all
students, particularly low-income students. While there are some positive provisions of the PROSPER

Act, most notably related to regulatoiy reform, the bill reduces federal student aid by $15 billion over the
course of 10 years.

While I understand the interest in stream lining federal aid programs to ensure it is targeted to
those in need, the Congressional Budget Office estimates that the PROSPER Act would result in a $ 15
billion reduction in federal student aid. Graduate and professional students have seen a continual erosion

of federal student aid in recent years, including the elimination of subsidized federal loans, the
elimination ofPerkins Loans, and higher interest rates than undergraduate loans. The PROSPER Act
proposes to eliminate the Grad PLUS federal loan program; implement a $150,000 aggregate borrowing
cap that would include undergraduate borrowing; impose an annual borrowing cap of $28,500; eliminate
eligibility for federal work-study; and eliminate the Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program.
Taken together, these proposals would harm students pursing graduate and professional degrees at both

the front end—by limiting borrowing and participation in work-study programs—and the back end—by

removing loan forgiveness opportunities.

Vanderbilt supports efforts to ensure all academically talented students are able to pursue a
graduate or professional degree, regardless of their financial background. We are doing our part to keep

tuition increases to a minimum and provide institutional financial aid to our graduate and professional
students. Last fall, I announced that we will invest $125 million into one of the most extensive graduate

student scholarship programs in the country. Solving society's greatest challenges requires creative

interdisciplinary thinking, which is part and parcel of a world-class graduate education. What our

graduate students learn at Vanderbilt prepares them notjust to become exceptional academics, but also

visionary leaders in business, industry, the arts, and public service. The Russell G. Hamilton Scholarship

program will ultimately cover the full tuition of approximately 100 graduate students.

While we are proud of this commitment, many of our students still rely on federal work-study and

loans, at least in part, to finance their education. Last year 432 Vanderbilt undergraduate students and

300 graduate and professional students, primarily in our schools of divinity and education, participated in
the federal work-study program, which requires institutions to match federal dollars, three to one. I urge

you to ensure the work-study program remains available to graduate and professional students and any

formula changes preserve funding for existing institutions and students. Maintaining access to federal

loans, which provide important protections and benefits to students, is a critical piece of how students

zii Kirkland Hall tel 615.322.1813

Nashville, Tennessee 37140 fax 615.32.2.6060

www. va nderbilt.edu/chanceflor



finance their graduate and professional educations. Our graduates secure jobs that enable them to repay

Iheir loans, as our exceptionally low default rate of 0.5 percent demonstrates.

Eliminating PSLF will severely constrain the ability of many young people to pursue their
passions. Countless Vanderbilt graduates choose to enter lower paying public service jobs because they

are committed to the missions of those organizations and to serving their communities, Our graduates are

advocating for students with disabilities at risk of involvement in thejuvenile justice system. They are
serving as social workers, public defenders, nurses, teachers, and civil servants. Absent PSLF, many of

them would not be able to afford to pursue careers that provide critical services to our communities.

Colleges and universities should be held accountable for ensuring students receive a quality
education and students should be able to repay their federal loans when they graduate, ensuring
accountability for taxpayer dollars. I believe Vanderbilt meets these standards. 1 am concerned that

implementation of the proposed loan repayment rate by program could have unintended consequences.

Students should be free to choose the course of study best suited for them, not directed to certain

programs based on their ability to pay. The complexity of such a proposal could also ultimately confuse
students. I hope conversations will continue to further refine this concept.

I applaud provisions of the PROSPER Act that would enact recoinmendations made by the Task
Force on Government Regulation of Higher Education, which I had the privilege to co-chair. Reducing
the regulatory burden faced by institutions while still maintaining important protections for students and
families, as well as taxpayers, will enable institutions to focus on educating students. The PROSPER Act
streamlines reporting requirements, removes outdated regulations, and makes commonsense changes to

how federal aid is administered. It also makes welcome changes to the federal student aid program such

as simplifying the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and eliminating origination fees.
Encouraging usage of the IRS Data Retrieval Tool, with proper privacy protections, would dramatically
simplify the FAFSA.

Vanderbilt feels strongly that regional accreditors should be required to implement a differential
review process for institutions thai meet certain standards. At least one regional accreditor has already

developed a differential pathway allowing them to focus their attention on institutions with higher levels
of risk. While the PROSPER Act provides authority for accreditors to use differential review, it does not
require them to do so. Based on our experience, I do not believe that all accreditors will afford

themselves ofthis option voluntarily. In the absence of this, I appreciate the language in the bill that
would permit institutions to change regional accreditors given they are not subject to existing sanctions.

Thank you for considering my views on this important piece of legislation. I know we all share
the goal of ensuring our students have access to high quality, affordable education that prepares them for
a successful future. Our country's future depends on it.

Sincerely,

^
Nicholas S. Zeppos

Chancellor
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