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What does reducing student loan debt have to do with coffee? 

More specifically, why does Starbucks care that fewer than half 

of the students who begin college in the U.S. actually graduate? 

We care in part because when we look at the 135,000 partners 

(employees) working in more than 7,100 Starbucks stores across every

state in the nation, we see America. Indeed, more than 70 percent of 

our store partners are students or aspiring students that have not yet 

earned their own bachelor’s degrees. 

Recently, we embarked on a journey to try and help them.

For more than 40 years, Starbucks has believed that our success 

as a company depends on the well-being and success of our people. 

That’s what compelled us to be among the first companies to offer 

health care to part-time workers more than two decades ago and, later,

stock to all employees (which is why we call ourselves “partners”). For 

more than twenty years these two decisions have improved the lives of

millions of our people and their family members, as well as fueled our 

growth. 

More recently, we have been considering how the role and 

responsibility of a for-profit public company is changing, and how we 

can change with it. Answering that question, as well as contemplating 

the needs of our own people, has led us down several paths. Among 

them, the often rocky road of trying to attain a college degree in 

America.

Several factors contribute to why too few students graduate 

college. Skyrocketing tuition costs and the crushing burden of student-
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loan debt are among the most significant. Indeed, the Consumer 

Financial Protection Bureau calculates total student loan debt in the 

U.S. at nearly $1.2 trillion—greater than our nation’s credit card debt. 

And considering that seven in ten college graduates are saddled with 

education debt close to $30,000, it’s no wonder so many make the 

decision to leave school early. 

 At Starbucks, we have come to understand that addressing the 

debt burden is crucial to improving college graduation rates. This issue 

is currently front-and-center in Washington, D.C., where next year’s 

expiration of the Higher Education Act has policy makers focused on 

the government’s role in debt reduction. 

But solutions can go beyond federal policy reforms. Progress can 

also come from the private sector. 

Today, the business community has an opportunity as well as a 

responsibility to help pave the path to a college degree—beginning 

with our own employees. 

Not only is doing so beneficial to our nation, but as for-profit companies

we have fiscal incentives to step up. America’s citizens are, after all, 

our customers. When 37 percent of households headed by someone 

younger than 40 are trying to pay back student loans, a record high 

according to a Pew Research Center survey, people have less 

disposable income to contribute to a thriving economy. Another reason 

for companies to move the graduation needle is that a well-educated, 

knowledgeable, and vibrant workforce is crucial to any organization’s 

success.

In our own efforts to help our people come closer to achieving 

their dreams, Starbucks recently committed to making the most 

significant investment in our partners in more than twenty years.

In a first-of-its kind collaboration, Starbucks and Arizona State 

University (ASU) are making it easier for Starbucks full- and part-time 

U.S. partners to afford, access, and complete college. Beginning this 
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fall, Starbucks partners that enter ASU as juniors or seniors can 

complete a degree with full tuition reimbursement. Those who enter as

freshmen and sophomores receive a partial tuition scholarship plus 

need-based financial aid, followed by 100 percent tuition 

reimbursement for the final two years of college.

When we announced the College Achievement Plan in June, U.S. 

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan was by our side in a show of 

support along with scores of other policymakers and education experts.

When Republicans and Democrats, conservatives and liberals, all 

celebrate something, it’s a sign that the country can indeed come 

together to find solutions to tough problems.  

Most gratifying, however, thousands of Starbucks partners 

applied immediately. Allison Hills was the first. Coincidentally, Allison 

had already attended Arizona State University in Tempe but only 

finished two years. Overwhelmed by student loans that topped 

$26,000, Alison had no choice but to move back home and get a job. 

She began working as a barista at a Starbucks store in Bonney Lake, 

Washington, where she was quickly promoted to shift supervisor. 

Nevertheless, Allison clung to her hopes of one day finishing her 

degree. The day the Starbucks College Achievement Plan was 

announced, Allison’s mother heard about it on the news and called her 

daughter. Finishing college was their shared dream.

We are thrilled that approximately 2,000 partners completed an 

application to ASU and nearly 1,800 have been admitted to ASU. More 

than 1,000 partners are officially enrolled at ASU and staring classes 

this fall.  That’s over 1,000 young people on their way to completing a 

college degree that once was out of reach.  That’s more than 1,000 

dreams that are a step closer to becoming reality.  We are just getting 

started, but already the evidence is there for others to see: Build it and

they will come. It is our hope that other companies and universities can
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learn from these and other efforts and pave their own path so that 

more students’ dreams can come to fruition.

So, what have we learned? First, we selected an educational 

partner that meets our company’s unique requirements. Not all 

universities have the scale to support the large volume of students 

that we anticipate; a curriculum as broad as Starbucks partners’ varied

interests; and online course options so our partners around the country

can participate. With its size and 40 online majors to choose from, ASU 

meets this bar. As more great universities continue to build their online

curriculums and make college more affordable and accessible, we 

encourage them to accelerate their efforts as ASU has, and open their 

doors wider to welcome working students.  

The Starbucks College Achievement Plan also provides non-

financial support. Many students leave school because of time 

constraints, lack of information, and few if any emotional 

reinforcements. Without advisors assisting students to choose the best 

major, to access more aid, or to better manage their money and time, 

the college experience can become untenable. Because ASU is already 

a leader in providing support services to monitor students’ progress 

and intervene when they stumble, Starbucks is able to help partners 

and their families better navigate the college journey, and finish 

school.

We also made the decision not to require program participants to

stay at Starbucks once they graduate. We hope they do, but we will 

wish them well with whatever they choose to do. Without that freedom,

we believe the College Achievement Plan would not be as meaningful 

to our people. 

We are excited for our partners that have begun classes and we 

look forward to sharing the program’s progress with policymakers, the 

educational community, and other companies in the private sector that

want to do their part. We know our way is not the only way, but our 
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hope is that our efforts will serve as an early model for organizations 

with similar aspirations.    Our partners inspired us to create a first-of-

its-kind benefit in our industry.  If others follow, we can help a 

generation of students achieve their dreams.  

#  #  #
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