Anited States Senate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

October 27, 2025

The Honorable Linda McMahon
Secretary of Education

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, D.C. 20202

The Honorable Nicholas Kent
Under Secretary

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, D.C. 20202

Dear Secretary McMahon and Under Secretary Kent,

As a bipartisan group of United States Senators committed to strengthening the American
workforce and transportation infrastructure, we write to urge the Department to issue a targeted
regulatory or guidance clarification regarding new changes to the student loan programs under the
Higher Education Act. This clarification will ensure that students enrolled in accredited
undergraduate or Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)-certificated Part 141 flight training
programs have appropriate access to federal student loan limits for professional students.

Airline pilots are crucial to the functioning of America’s airlines industry. The availability of pilots
is necessary for air carriers to do route and network planning to meet consumer demand from the
traveling public and cargo shippers. With airline industry growth set to increase over the next
decade, ensuring a sufficient supply of commercial aviators is necessary for the industry, with
knock-on effects for the competitiveness of the American economy. Unfortunately, the cost of
becoming an airline pilot is high, and finding ways to finance it can be challenging, particularly as
pilots coming from the civilian ranks represent an increasing share of new commercial pilots.

Aviation and aerospace stakeholders are taking meaningful steps to address supply, including
dramatically raising pilot compensation, investing in foundational pilot training programs, and
expanding partnerships with universities and flight training providers. Congress has also
recognized the importance of developing the pilot pipeline and preserving small community air
service; the FAA Reauthorization Law of 2024 authorizes $20 million to support projects and
generate interest among students for careers as aircraft pilots. However, a sustainable solution must
also include appropriate federal support for students pursuing pilot education and training,
particularly through FAA Part 141 flight training programs offered at accredited institutions of
higher education or flight schools.
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These programs are exclusively offered at the undergraduate level or at FAA-certificated Part 141
flight schools and represent the foundation of the pilot development plpelme They prepare
students for commercial licensure, after which graduates' must build up to 1,500 hours of flight
timeto qualify for the Airline Transport Pilot (ATP) certificate. This process—mandated by FAA
safety. and certification standards—adds significant costs, often between $80,000 and $100,000,
on.top of traditional tuition. Yet students: enrolled in these programs remain subject 1o standard
undergraduate loan limits, maklng it difficult or 1mposs1ble for many to complete tralmng and
enter this eritical profession.

As you know, recent changes to the federal student loan system implement new lifetime borrowing
caps for graduate and professional students. Importantly, the new provisions define “professional
students” by referencing 34.CFR §668.2, which defines a profés‘s’i’bnal'degr'ee as one that requires
advanced skill and a professional lcense to practice, By this definition, accredited and FAA-
certificated Part 141 ﬂi_ght fraining programs should be included. However, because the
regulation fails to expressly identify such programs and is written ambiguously, further
regulatory clarification or guidance from the Department is urgéntly needed to énsure they
are explicitly included..

Therefore, we respectfully urge the Department to issue clarifying regulations that explicitly
include qualified undergraduate and FAA-certificated Part 141 flight training programs —
those accredited by an accreditor recognized by the U.S. Department of Education and
certified by the FAA — within ‘the definition ofa “professional degree” under 34 CFR §668.2.
The. specific language should ensure that “accredited programs providing the training
deseribed in 14 CFR-§ 141 (or any successor regulations)” are covered.

This action would allow students in these programs to: access the loan limits for professional
students, bringing federal support in line with the training, licensure, and economic realities of
pilot education and fraining, '

This is not ‘@ réquest for new authority or special treatment. It is a narrow, commonsense
clarification that aligns federal regulations with real-world workforee: needs, supports a high-
demand and high-wage protession, and expands access to students who might otherwise be locked
out of a vital career pathway, The median salary for commercial- airline pilots now exceeds
$226,000", and there is strong. bipartisan agreement that building. a robust and diverse pilot
workforce is a national priority.

We-appreciate your-attention to this urgent matter and encourage the Department to. act swiftly in

issuinig regulations or- ‘guidance. Doing so will strengthen the pilot pipeline, promote upward
mobility,-and support the long-term health of the U.S. air transportation system.

| See htips:/iwww.bls.gov/ooh/transpoitation-and-iaterial-movingiairline-and-commercial-pilots. htm#trab-5




Sincerely,
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Dan Sullivan
United States Senator

Cynthia Lummis
United States Senator
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Ted Budd
United States Senator

Cindy Hyde-Smith
United States Senator
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Lisa Murkowski
United States Senator
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Tammy Baldwin
United States Senator
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Chuck Grassley
United States Senator
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Ruben Gallego
United States Senator

John Hoeven
United States Senator
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Tim Sheehy
United States Senator
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Shelly Moore Capito
United States Senator

Jim Justice
United States Senator

Katie Boyd Britt
United States Senator
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James Risch

United States Senator
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Chris Coons
United States Senator
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Steve Daines
United States Senator
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Amy Klobuchar
United States Senator
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Joni K. Ernst
United States Senator

Jerry Moran
United States Senator
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Mark Kelly
United States Senator
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Chris Van Hollen
United States Senator
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y Duckworth
Unlted States Senator
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Ron Wyden
United States Senator
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M. Michael Rounds
United States Senator
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Bill Hagerty
United States Senator
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Jacky Rosen
United States Senator
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John Hickenlooper
United States Senator
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Lisa Blunt Rochester
United States Senator

Marsha Blackburn
United States Senator
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Raphael Warnock
United States Senator
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Thom Tillis
United States Senator




