Anited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

April 6, 2017

The Honorable Betsy DeVos
Secretary of Education

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

Dear Secretary DeVos:

We write with great concern over the U.S. Department of Education’s (“Department”) lack of
consistent, transparent, and fair treatment of student loan borrowers participating in the Public
Service Loan Forgiveness (“PSLF”) program.

Our nation’s student loan borrowers who uphold their commitments expect the federal
government to do the same. Members of our military, first responders, teachers, social workers,
public defenders, and many other honorable public servants across the country are dedicating 10
or more years of their lives to help their communities in return for the basic promise of relief on
their student loan debt. Many of these individuals have decided to borrow for their education
explicitly because the option to receive relief on their debt allows them to afford the lower pay
and benefits that are associated with the public sector, and in our rural, tribal, and other under-
resourced communities.

Recently, the Department has suggested that some individuals may not be able to rely on the
prior notices and advice they have received from the agency and its designated contractor. It is
unacceptable for the Department to have told students they may rely on PSLF to help pay their
student loans, only to have that assurance suddenly revoked. Borrowers who have been told in
error that their employers qualify for PSLF should at a minimum be grandfathered-in for the
period they were previously approved, even if the Department intends to change its
determination about qualifying employment going forward.

Additionally, the Department has created a great deal of confusion for applicants who are
employed by non-profit organizations that provide certain types of public service, but are not
categorized under Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code. To clarify this confusion, we
request that the Department further define and formally clarify the types of eligible employers
that qualify for PSLF. These include, but are not limited to, organizations working in the areas of
emergency management, military service, public safety, law enforcement, public interest law
services, early childhood education, service for individuals with disabilities and the elderly,
public health, public education, and school-based services.

This guidance should be publicly accessible in a prominent location and include real-world
examples of organizations that qualify in each of these fields. And, when the Department
receives requests to approve new employers it has not previously considered, these borrowers
should receive a timely response.



PSLF borrowers also deserve the highest standards of customer service when making progress
toward their debt relief. There are several steps that should be taken to improve the user
experience with PSLF. When the Department or its designated contractor issues denials of
employment certification to borrowers, these communications should give borrowers clarity and
support. Denials should state the specific reasons that an employer or form has been denied,
clearly list the options and process for a borrower to appeal the decision, and specifically inform
the borrower that they may work with their employer to provide documentation to support a
conclusion that their employment qualifies.

Finally, the Department should act swiftly to fully digitize the PSLF employment certification
and application process, including allowing borrowers and employers to digitally sign their
forms. The Government Paperwork Elimination Act, signed nearly two decades ago, called for
federal agencies to increase their use of electronic forms, electronic filing, and electronic
signatures to conduct official business with the public. Although it is positive that borrowers can
digitally upload many forms and documents on the web with their servicers, PSLF forms have
limited functionality.

Currently, all borrowers must print the employment certification form, manually sign it, and also
have it manually signed by their employer. Furthermore, online submission of a scanned form is
only an option for borrowers who have existing accounts with the Department’s designated
contractor. Borrowers with other student loan servicers should not be required to mail or fax their
forms. In an era where fax usage and availability has declined significantly, borrowers should not
be asked to fax information to loan servicers when modern technology is readily available to
solve these problems.

These steps would provide PSLF applicants with additional certainty and transparency as they
work to meet their obligations. Given that borrowers may first become eligible for full
forgiveness of their remaining balances through PSLF on September 2, 2017 of this year—Iess
than six months away—we request your response to the policies and reforms to the Department’s
implementation of the PSLF program as expeditiously as possible and no later than April 27,
2017. Thank you for your attention to this matter.
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