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Conclusion

Borrowing for college is a wise investment for most students, but it is dif�cult for students to estimate in advance how much they will be 
able to comfortably repay after they graduate. Too many students are among the minority who borrow amounts that are likely to cause 
them dif�culties, particularly if their earnings are either below average or unusually uneven over time. Data from the National Postsecondary 
Student Aid Study provide a description of who the students in this high-risk category are.

Among 2007-08 bachelor’s degree recipients, about two-thirds graduated with student debt. Among these, 25% had borrowed $30,500 
or more. In other words, about 17% of all four-year college graduates were in this high-debt category. The frequency of high debt is higher 
among independent than among dependent students. Among dependent students, high debt levels are not correlated with family income, 
but middle-income students from each sector are somewhat more likely than either lower- or higher-income students to have accumulated 
as much as $30,500 in debt. Students who graduated from for-pro�t institutions are much more likely than similar students in other sectors 
to have high debt levels, and high debt is more common among black bachelor’s degree recipients than among those from other racial/
ethnic groups.

Nonfederal borrowing is riskier than federal borrowing because it does not come with the same repayment protections and because 
nonfederal loans generally carry higher interest rates. Asian students are more likely than others to rely on nonfederal borrowing. Private 
loans are most prevalent among students from families with incomes of $100,000 or higher, and lower private loan amounts are associated 
with lower family incomes. The same pattern is observed in parent borrowing under the PLUS program.

In order to encourage students who must rely on loans to �nance their postsecondary education to make appropriate investments in 
their future, it is vital that policies be designed to protect students from unmanageable debt to the extent possible. Strong income-
based repayment is important as a supplement to moderating price increases and increasing the generosity of need-based �nancial 
aid. While it is encouraging that it is not students from the lowest-income families who are borrowing most, the data reported here 
make it clear that students need better information about the postsecondary choices available to them and about responsible 
borrowing. They need this information before they incur amounts of debt that put them at great risk of future �nancial insecurity. 

The College Board Advocacy & Policy Center was established to help transform education in America. Guided by the College 
Board’s principles of excellence and equity in education, we work to ensure that students from all backgrounds have the opportunity 
to succeed in college and beyond. We make critical connections between policy, research and real-world practice to develop innovative 
solutions to the most pressing challenges in education today. 
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