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Looking to get ahead with a college degree, but not sure if getting one is worth the 

financial risk, or already have one, and drowning in student loan debt?   The attainment of the 

American Dream often parallels a realization that, generally, one must either be very 

industrious, or be highly educated (or both), to reach such a lofty goal.  Possessing advanced 

education status is often recognized as an essential factor in one’s rise to success nowadays, as 

postsecondary degrees are becoming a prerequisite for most job-seekers in today’s highly 

competitive marketplace.  In fact, there’s a growing earnings disparity between college grads 

and those who only have a high school diploma—so much so, that the gap between the two has 

reached its widest point to date.   Across all demographic groups, average earnings increase 

considerably with higher levels of education, and while typical college graduates earn 60% 

more than their high school diploma counterparts, those with more advanced degrees can earn 

two to three times as much as high school graduates.     

During the devastating, post-Great Recession years since 2008, workers with college 

degrees have fared the best, capturing most of the new employment opportunities and salary 

gains while non-college grads have faced shrinking job opportunities and an overall 3% decline 

in income.  As Anthony Carnevale, director of Georgetown University’s Center on Education in 

the Workforce states, “The post-Great Recession economy has divided the country along a fault 

line demarcated by college education”; the wider that fault line becomes, the deeper the 
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discrepancy between college grads and non-grads.  This division goes beyond merely income-

based advantage, as high school graduates, compared to their college-educated rivals, are less 

likely to be married, own homes, or have 401 (k) plans for retirement, and even though many 

middle-income jobs don’t require a college education, almost all require some degree of post-

high school education or training.   The following chart indicates the critical mass that student 

loan debt is reaching in the United States as of 2017: 

 

 

 

Obtaining any kind of advanced degree is indeed a great accomplishment, and those 

individuals who acquire Bachelor’s, Master’s, or Doctorate Degrees display a diligence and 

perseverance that most employers seek in job candidates.  However, getting a college degree 

can present daunting challenges that include not only academic preparedness and a steely 

resolve to succeed, but also having the ability to retain financial solvency that often is no match 
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for rising college prices.  Stagnating family incomes, which have taken a beating during the past 

few years, generally force many college-bound individuals to consider financial aid to achieve 

their dreams of academic advancement, and many families have increasingly borrowed money 

to pay for schooling.  These debt burdens have been growing at alarming rates, as during the 

last 20 years, tuition and fees “have more than doubled at four-year public institutions, and 

have increased by more than 50 percent at private four-year and public two-year colleges” 

(Akers & Chingos, 2014).  Staggeringly, Federal student loan debt is nearly $1.4 trillion, more 

than twice as much as it was a decade ago, and Federal student loans are now the largest 

source of financial aid to cover the spiraling costs of higher education (Cunningham, & Kienzl, 

2011).    

As total student loan debt in the U.S. is rising at an estimated rate of $2,726.27 every 

second, there is a growing risk to the economy as well as to students who eventually become 

ensnared in burdensome college loan debt.  This nearly $2 Trillion student loan indebtedness is 

having sometimes devastating consequences on individuals who, ironically, have found 

themselves in this predicament only because they were trying to improve their lives.  As 

previously mentioned, this crushing financial burden on college loan borrowers is preventing 

many college grads from buying houses, starting families, or “fueling economic growth in other 

ways.”   Many young people were driven into these circumstances because of the 2008 

recession, which reshaped the job market and left far fewer opportunities for many workers.  

Compounding the bleak job prospects, many jobs have been replaced by computers or 

outsourced overseas, and until very recently, the economy has been extremely sluggish and job 

growth below par.  A 2009 survey reported that 58.5% of college students planned to live at 

home throughout their college years, compared to the 49.1% who chose to live at home just 
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two years prior (Grannis, 2009); more recent studies show that as wages have plunged for the 

average young person from 2000 to 2014, many students strapped with college loan debt and 

bleak employment prospects live with their parents (Associated Press, 2016).  As reflected in 

the chart below, “The debt load of the typical recent college graduate has nearly tripled, while 

starting wages have remained flat.” These statistics reveal the stark fact that the dream of a 

traditional college experience has evaporated for many young people, since more than half of 

them will be living at home during their college years.   

 

 

Outlining the severity of college debt, William C. Dudley, the president and CEO of the 

Federal Reserve Bank of New York stated, “We have gained an increasing understanding that 

how we finance post-secondary education has significant effects on a variety of critical 

economic outcomes, including economic growth and inequality,” implying that the 
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exponentially increasing student debt will not only prove detrimental to overall national fiscal 

growth, but spur levels of economic inequality among those saddled with overwhelming 

financial obligations because of their loans.  As leading student financial aid expert Mark 

Kantrowitz says, more than 25% of these borrowers are graduating college with excessive debt.  

These same individuals are 10% more likely to say that this debt burden “caused delays in major 

life events” while 20% are more likely to say that “their debt influenced their employment 

plans, causing them to take a job outside their field, to work more than they desired, or to work 

more than one job.”  

 Having a college education, or a more advanced degree, undoubtedly improves one’s 

life in myriad ways, from better employment prospects to higher-salaried positions, but 

devastating student debt can dash those hopes and actually put one at a great disadvantage, 

negating all of his or her hard work in obtaining an academic degree.  Is this student loan crisis 

overblown?  If what has been put forth in this article hasn’t given you a sense of urgency, as 

Kane states, “…watch the national balance increase on this student debt clock from FinAid.org.”  

On a similar note, a sobering statistic recently put out by Consumer Reports, 2016, states that, 

“Today, one in four borrowers are behind in their payments, according to the Consumer 

Financial Protection Bureau, with an estimated 7.6 million in default. As borrowers struggle to 

make payments, debt-collection profits rise.”   For added perspective, consider the plight of 

these individuals who’ve found themselves in a mountain of student debt, with no relief in 

sight: 

 “I feel I kind of ruined my life by going to college,” says Jackie Krowen, 32, of Portland, 

Oregon, a nurse with a student loan balance of $152,000. “I can’t plan for an actual 

future.” 
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 Retired University of Cincinnati professor Mary Franklin says student debt collectors told 

her they would garnish her disability insurance benefits because she had fallen behind 

on a student loan dating back decades.  “I tried to explain to them that I was ill,” she 

says. “They said the federal government [doesn’t] care.” Eventually, she says, she 

managed to resume payments.  

 

Or the trepidation about her future that this young woman felt: 

 
The work was automated and fast-paced: Calls were robo-dialed, and the delinquent 

borrower’s account history flashed on the computer screen in Jessie Suren’s cubicle. Her 

job, which paid about $12 an hour, was to engage with the borrower, stick to the 

script—and try to get some money out of people who were delinquent on student 

loans. 

 

At the massive call center in Harrisburg, Pa., Suren felt like she was working for the 

enemy. The 28-year-old owes about $90,000 in student loans.  Some calls were scary, 

Suren says; angry borrowers would curse and threaten, declaring they were jobless and 

broke. Other calls were heartbreaking; borrowers would say they or their children were 

terminally ill.  

 

Whatever their story, Suren says she’d have to tell borrowers what would happen if 

they didn’t pay: American Education Services, a loan servicing company, could take their 

tax refund and garnish their wages.  

 

After hanging up, Suren would sometimes reflect on her own student loans. “This is 

going to be me in a couple of years,” she would think. Eventually, she quit. 

 
The national student debt burden isn’t going away anytime soon, and for those who find 

themselves hampered with such overbearing liability, there are options—and any option is 

better than defaulting on one’s student loans, as one can readily see by the previous 

testimonials.  As Dudley (2015) states, credit bureau data tracking indicates that “the overall 

rate of repayment of outstanding student loans is very low, with many borrowers delinquent on 

their loans.”  He goes on to say, “These loans are also not collateralized, nor are the interest 
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rates risk-based…[and] unlike other forms of debt, are not dischargeable in bankruptcy.  This 

also means that delinquent student loans tend to remain on a borrower’s credit record long 

after the borrower has stopped making payments, thus leading to very high measured rates of 

delinquency.”  A good place to start of course, is to prepare for student loan payments before 

they get out of hand.  Some good tips to start this process include the following: 

1. Spend your grace period after graduation to research student loan repayment plans 

2. Start to figure out a budget that can accommodate your student loans 

3. Make payment of student loans a priority 

4. Stay in communication with your loan server;  he or she may be your best safeguard 

against loan default 

5. If possible, try to schedule early payments to avoid late fees or penalty charges 

6. Do whatever you can to avoid student loan default  

For those individuals who want to take a proactive stance regarding their student loan 

commitments, some options for repayment of these loans are as such:  

 Standard Repayment:  Repayment of the loan over 10 years has the highest 
monthly payment, but the lowest amount of interest over the life of the loan. 
 

 Loan Consolidation: Federal loan consolidation makes repayment administration easier 
by combining several loans into a single new loan.  These plans increase the loan term, 
so the total interest paid over the term is higher. 
 

 Deferments: Borrowers are able to defer (temporarily suspend) their loan payments if 
they meet certain criteria. These include enrolling at least half time in school or 
experiencing economic hardship or unemployment. Borrowers do not have to make 
payments on the loan principal until the deferment ends (Cunningham & Kienzl, 2011). 
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There are, of course, other choices available, dependent upon one’s financial situation, but 

these three methods are the most popular ones that most people employ to offlay or eliminate 

their student debt burden.  You may also consider some of these options: 

 Public Service Loan Forgiveness:  You may be able to be eligible for loan forgiveness 

under this program if you are employed by a government or non-profit organization and 

diligently pay off your student debt every month for a period of ten years – and the 

government will forgive the remaining loan balance.  The following organization qualify 

under the PSLF Program:  

 Government organizations at any level – federal, state, local 

 Tax-exempt (under Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code), non-profit 

organizations 

 Non-profit organizations that provide certain types of qualifying services but 

which may not be tax-exempt under the 501(c)(3) Code. 

 Income-Based Repayment Plan (IBR):  under this plan, your loans may be forgiven after 

20 to 25 years of qualifying payments, and this is dependent on the date of your initial 

loan.  Pay As You Earn (PAYE) is another type of income-driven repayment plan that 

“requires you to hold out for 20 years before qualifying for student loan forgiveness.”   

 Undue Hardship:  As mentioned before, you may be able to claim economic hardship, 

but the burden of proof to prove undue hardship is on the borrower, and “meticulous 

records” must be presented to court that show that you would be unable to maintain 

even a minimal standard of living if you were forced to pay your student loan debt.   
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Stern (2018) suggests that a good rule of thumb is to repay your loans quickly, if possible.  

As he states, “We spoke to investment managers and financial planners for their top tips to 

become free of student loans.  Here are five ways to pay off student loans quickly”: 

1.  Treat the loan like a mortgage:  As with a mortgage, make larger payments, if 

possible, to reduce the principal amount more quickly. 

2.  Create a 3-5 year plan:  Know the set time of the duration of your loan payment 

schedule, and try to create a plan that coincides with your end date – and stick to it! 

3.  Establish a college repayment fund:  Have money move automatically into a college 

repayment fund to set aside money that won’t be spent on clothes or expensive 

dinners. 

4.  Start early with a part-time job in college:  You can offset your student loan balance 

by starting early with a payoff schedule that is supported by part-time work while you’re 

still attending school.   

5.  Avoid the usual traps:  Don’t fall off “the budgetary wagon” by deviating from your 

original plan to pay off your debt.  As Stern maintains, “The most effective way to 

reduce debt is to plan ahead, make some sacrifices, focus on future financial goals and 

delay instant gratification.”  

So don’t let student loan debt ruin your life, and also don’t let your loans go into default, 

as the consequences can be dire.  If you’re ready to take your life back and find an alternative 

to chronic worry because of debilitating, outstanding student loan debt, check out your options 

to find out more about how you can become student loan debt free while enjoying your college 

degree, and ALL of the benefits it brings—without the crushing debt! 
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