
Giving Students a 
Second Chance at 
Success Through 
Debt Forgiveness

College is an important pillar of the American dream. Despite the increasing cost, college is 
still the best shot many have at stable employment 1 and higher lifetime earnings,2 even after 
adjusting for the high price of an education.3

For many students, however, earning a degree remains  
a challenge 4 — all too often because of financial hardship.  
As many struggle to get through college,5 addressing the 
academic as well as the financial needs of students has  
become a focus for many higher education institutions.

To that end, an influx of colleges are thinking creatively about 
increasing student success by addressing their financial health. 
While mentoring,6 advising,7 early alert programs, and long-term 
academic planning are all proven to be effective in boosting 
students’ academic success, most of the non-academic 
obstacles to student success revolve around financial need.  
The Financial Health Network has published research 
highlighting some of the strategies to remove financial barriers 

students face, such as intentional academic advising  
to lower debt burdens and true-cost-of-college audits.8 

Perhaps one of the more troubling trends is the number  
of students who drop out of school because of small-dollar 
financial obligations owed directly to their schools.  
Debt forgiveness is a fairly new addition to the list of  
financial health tools that have gained traction lately.  
These programs target students who have accumulated  
a significant number of credits toward their degrees  
but stopped their education for an extended period  
of time or perhaps permanently. These students pay  
the cost of attending college, without the benefits  
of a college degree. 
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REPEATING THE SUCCESS

That’s the case with approximately 13,000 former students in the Detroit metropolitan 
area who have attended Wayne State University, but have not earned a degree.9  
Since July 2018, Wayne State University has reached out to adults who stopped their 
education for two or more years with a GPA of at least 2.0, offering to forgive an 
outstanding balance of up to $1,500 incrementally over three semesters if they return to 
school, maintain a minimum 2.5 GPA, and take a minimum of 6 credit hours each semester. 

THE WARRIOR WAY BACK TO WAYNE STATE UNIVERSITY
The Warrior Way Back  program has enrolled 209 returning students since the Fall 2018 
semester, the majority of which are African Americans and are in high financial need. 
There are 126 current participants in the program. Students who participate in the 
program likely see an increase in their credit scores once balances are erased and  
they’re able to take advantage of academic and non-academic support initiatives,  
such as the Emergency Grant Program.10 Wayne State University has added a returning 
student advisor and a program manager to assist with onboarding students and,  
more importantly, welcoming them back to campus with the support they deserve.

By helping students return to school, 
Wayne State University has generated 
$750,000 in additional net revenue over 
four academic semesters. Moreover, the 
program is helping the university better 
connect to its community and promote  
a culture of caring that extends beyond  
the classroom. Since the launch of  

Warrior Way Back, other schools  
in the area have recognized the  
potential benefit. In April 2019,  
Detroit Regional Chamber Foundation, 
Oakland University, and Henry Ford 
College announced their partnership  
in the program. The three schools  
agreed to share records for students 
participating in the program and allow  
any qualified applicant to participate.11 

The expansion of the program creates  
an opportunity to measure the  
impact on the financial health  
of participants, as well as program  
graduates. Returning to college  
provides these students with a second 
chance to achieve academic success.  
By addressing their short-term  

financial needs, Wayne State University 
and other innovative campuses are 
investing in the long-term financial health 
of their students. Reducing potential 
costs for program participation and 
demonstrating the positive impact on 
students’ financial health are important  
for increasing participation in the Warrior 
Way Back program. By helping to solve  
its students’ financial health vulnerabilities,  
Wayne State University is, in turn, 
supporting their academic success.
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How are you investing in students’ financial health? If you’re interested in joining innovative campuses,  
technology firms, and thought leaders leading the charge to improve student financial health,  
learn more at finhealthnetwork.org/research/student or contact bpeck@finhealthnetwork.org  
or tladha@finhealthnetwork.org.
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