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Student Loan Debt: 
High and Rising

1,676.7 billion
June 2020

Source: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, Consumer Credit, G. 19 Series 



Black-White disparities in 
student debt grew during the 

period of 2001-2013.

Seamster, L. and Charron-Chénier, R. 2017. “Predatory Inclusion and Education 
Debt: Rethinking the Racial Wealth Gap.” Social Currents, 4(3), 199-207. 



Black students borrow at higher rates 
independent of degree status.



Black graduates 
disproportionately take on 
more student debt for their 

degrees.

Source: The College Board 2019; NCES, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2016



Black and Latinx borrowers have 
higher default rates.

Source: Scott-Clayton, J. (2017). What Accounts for Gaps in Student Loan Default, and What Happens After. Evidence Speaks Reports, 
Vol 2,# 57. Center on Children and Families at Brookings. Source: BPS 2003-04



Black and Latinx borrowers 
have higher default rates.

Source: Scott-Clayton, J. (2017). What Accounts for Gaps in Student Loan Default, and What Happens After. 
Evidence Speaks Reports, Vol 2,# 57. Center on Children and Families at Brookings. Source: BPS 2003-04
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Student debt story is intergenerational 
and varies by race/ethnicity.



What explains racial disparities in 
education debt

1. Family social background and the legacy of 
disadvantage

2. Institutional characteristics disadvantage black 
students

3. Unequal returns to education in the labor market
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Addo, F., J. Houle, and D. Simon. 2016. “Young, Black, and (Still) in the Red: Wealth, Race, and Student Loan Debt.” 2016. Race and Social Problems 8:64-76. 
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Addo, F., J. Houle, and D. Simon. 2016. “Young, Black, and (Still) in the Red: Wealth, Race, and Student Loan Debt.” 2016. Race and Social 
Problems 8:64-76. 
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Latinx families use a greater proportion 
of their incomes to cover college costs.

Source: Latinos in Higher Education: Financing and Student Loans, Statistical Brief, March 2019



HBCU vs. non-HBCU student loan 
characteristics

Percent with loans Median loans borrowed

Saunders, K. M., Williams, K. L., & Smith, C. L. (2016). Fewer Resources, More Debt: Loan Debt 
Burdens Students at Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Frederick D. Patterson Research 
Institute, UNCF.



Institutional Sector and Race

Arbeit, C. A., & Horn, L. 2017. A Profile of the Enrollment Patterns and Demographic Characteristics of Undergraduates at For-
Profit Institutions. Stats in Brief. NCES 2017-416. National Center for Education Statistics.



Trends in labor market success 
of recent grads, by race

Underemployment RatesUnemployment Rates

Jones, J., & Schmitt, J. (2014). A college degree is no guarantee. Center for 
Economic and Policy Research (CEPR)
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Houle, J. and F. Addo. Racial Disparities in Student Debt and the Reproduction of the Fragile Black Middle Class. 2019. Sociology of 
Race and Ethnicity. 5(4), 562–577.

Racial disparities in debt are 
large and increase across the 

early adult life course. 
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Black young 
adults hold 
10.4% less 
wealth relative 
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due to higher 
student debt 
burdens 
(Houle & Addo 2018)



Completion Rates and Net Worth, 
by Race and Gender
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Most Millennials have some 
post-secondary experience.
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Will the solution(s) perpetuate existing 
societal inequalities? 



Thank you.
Contact info: 

faddo@wisc.edu
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The Student Borrower Protection Center (SBPC)

2

The Student Borrower Protection Center is a nonprofit organization 

solely focused on alleviating the burden of student debt for millions of 

Americans. The SBPC engages in advocacy, policymaking, and 

litigation strategy to rein in industry abuses, protect borrowers’ rights, 

and advance economic opportunity for the next generation of 

students.



PROTECT BORROWERS

protectborrowers.org

The SBPC Civil Rights Project

3

• In 2020, the SBPC officially launched its Civil Rights project.

• SBPC Civil Rights Project reframes the student debt crisis through a 

lens of racial and economic justice.

• Our work focuses on how civil rights, fair lending, and consumer 

protection laws must be used to address racial discrimination and 

inequity in the student debt crisis.
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Disparate Debts: How Student Loans Drive Racial Inequality Across 
American Cities

4
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Disparate Debts: How Student Loans Drive Racial Inequality Across 
American Cities

5



PROTECT BORROWERS

protectborrowers.org

Student loan delinquency and racial segregation – Milwaukee
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Source: Washington Center for Equitable Growth, University of Virginia, Experian
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Across the country, communities of color bear a 
disproportionate student debt burden
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Source: Federal Reserve Bank of New York (2019)

Percent of population with a student loan



PROTECT BORROWERS

protectborrowers.org

8

Borrowers of color are far more likely to default on student 
loans

Source: FRBNY Consumer Credit Panel/ Equifax; FSA Data Center (2019)

Percent of student loan borrowers in default
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How do we address this?
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States for Borrower Protection
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The SBPC’s States for Borrower Protection project provides support to 

advocates, policymakers, and anyone else working to protect borrowers 

by equipping them with the facts necessary to level the playing field.
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protectborrowers.org

States for Borrower Protection: Student Loan Borrower Bill of Rights
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A Student Loan Borrower Bill of Rights offers critical protections 

seen in near every other consumer finance market:

• Set Standards. States needs to set standards for handling the millions of 

student loan bills that come due each year, protecting borrowers when 

paperwork gets botched, when payments get lost, or when loan 

companies change.

• Ban Abusive Practices. States need to create new, enforceable rights for 

all student loan borrowers, including borrowers who have been the victims 

of industry abuses.

• Demand Transparency. States can gain new insight through regular 

supervision of the student loan market.
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Borrowers of color use IDR at lower rates than white 
borrowers
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Source: Urban Institute (2018)

Loan Repayment by race or ethnicity
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IDR has benefits across borrowers’ financial lives

13

When borrowers access IDR, they benefit across their financial lives.

Compared to non-IDR borrowers, borrowers making IDR payments…

Are more able to access 

credit cards

Are 21% less likely to fall 

behind

Improve their credit scores 

by 7.5 points

Pay down $90 more in debt each 

month

Are 10% more able to get a 

mortgage
Source: Herbst, Daniel J., Liquidity and Insurance in Student Loan Contracts: Estimating the Effects 

of Income-Driven Repayment on Default and Consumption (Working Paper, January 31, 2018)
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When jobs are scarce, IDR protects borrowers from financial shocks.

As unemployment spikes in a community, borrowers in IDR…

IDR has benefits across borrowers’ financial lives

14

Are less sensitive to drops in home 

values

Default on student loans at lower 

rates

Source: Mueller & Yannelis, Students in Distress: Labor Market Shocks, Student 
Loan Default, and Federal Insurance Programs (Working Paper, 2017)
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Thank You



Racial Disparity and its Impact 
on Student Loan Borrowing

Panel Discussion



Thank you for joining us for today’s webinar event:
Racial Disparity and its Impact on Student Loan Borrowing

Please remember that today’s webinar was recorded and will be
posted on our website: cfs.wisc.edu

within two business days.
Please contact Hallie Lienhardt with questions:

Hallie.lienhardt@wisc.edu
608-890-0229
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