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Ten Reasons to Cancel Student Loan Debt
Student debt cancellation must be a federal priority for the new administration. As the
devastating health and economic toll of the COVID-19 pandemic deepens, millions of student
borrowers are held back by high levels of debt on top of job losses and the struggle to cover
their basic needs. The pause on payments is only a temporary fix. Since student loan debt
disproportionately impacts Black and Latinx borrowers, especially women, cancelling student
debt is a racial and economic justice issue.

1. Student loan debt is a national crisis
In recent decades, especially after the 2008 Great Recession, outstanding student loan debt has skyrocketed,
reaching $1.7 trillion. It affects over 45 million borrowers, households, and families nationwide. 1 The price of a
higher education has risen while wages and incomes have remained stagnant. Cancellation would bring muchneeded relief to millions, especially because many people may also be struggling with lost income, food and
housing insecurity, and a disrupted education due to the COVID-19 pandemic and economic recession.

2. Cancelling student debt would advance gender and racial equity
The burden of student loan debt is not borne equally. Women hold over two-thirds of all outstanding debt. 2
Black borrowers also have higher average levels of debt and default. 3 Systemic barriers, such as persistent
discrimination in housing, employment, and access to educational opportunities, have kept many Black
households from accumulating and inheriting wealth. As a result, Black students are overrepresented at forprofit institutions, many of which strand borrowers with astronomical levels of debt. Cancelling student debt
can help close the racial wealth gap, and studies show that cancelling $50,000 in student debt would alleviate
the debt burden for nearly three in four Black households and increase Black wealth by a third. 4

3. Cancelling student debt is good for the economy
Cancelling student loan debt could also have a powerful stimulus effect on the economy, which will be crucial
as we look to build a sustainable economic recovery. Research has shown that cancellation would boost GDP by
billions of dollars and add up to 1.5 million new jobs, reducing the unemployment rate. 5 Workers who are Black,
Latinx, immigrants, women, and those in industries paying low wages are still facing a terrible economic
situation with high levels of unemployment. 6 Cancellation will help borrowers and the lagging economy, as
well.

4. Cancellation is targeted and would benefit those who need it most
Student debt cancellation is a targeted, progressive policy that would benefit those struggling the most. While
wealthier borrowers make larger monthly payments outright, student debt as a share of income is higher for
lower income borrowers. 7 Additionally, partially due to sky-high interest rates and misleading forbearance
policies, most borrowers still owed more than half of what they borrowed for college even 12 years after
enrolling, with Black students being the sole group that owed more than what they borrowed after 12 years.8
Therefore, lower income borrowers, especially Black borrowers, would benefit immensely from debt
cancellation.
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5. The public broadly supports—on a bipartisan basis—student debt cancellation
Polls show that cancelling student debt is broadly popular. A bipartisan May 2020 poll from the Center for
Responsible Lending and Americans for Financial Reform found that “a majority of Americans across all regions
of the U.S. support permanently reducing student loan debt by $20,000 for all borrowers.”9 Similarly, another
poll found that 56 percent of registered voters—even those who had never had loans—supported Senator
Elizabeth Warren’s proposal to cancel student debt.10

6. Student debt holders are not only young college graduates
Student loan debt does not just harm young millennials or college graduates. It is a multi-generational problem,
and one that hurts people who faced insurmountable barriers to completing their degree. Over 8 million
borrowers are aged 50 or older and, the fastest-growing age group of borrowers are people over 60 in some
states.11 Furthermore, a staggering 40 percent of all people who hold student debt did not finish college or
attain a degree.12 These borrowers often face the most hardship repaying their loans. Students of color, first
generation students, and students with low incomes are also likelier to drop out due to the high costs of
college and the lack of financial and institutional support. Cancellation would promote college affordability,
access, and completion.

7. The benefits of student debt cancellation are life-changing
Cancelling student debt will significantly improve borrowers’ lives.13 Without the burden of student loan
payments, borrowers will have more money to cover their basic needs and build wealth for their families.14
Many borrowers have had to delay significant life events, such as starting a family or buying a house, due to the
burden of student loans.15 Studies show that when student debt is cancelled, people are more able and likely to
create or invest in small businesses, attain more advanced degrees, and move to where they want to live or
work.16

8. Cancellation would have significant intergenerational, anti-poverty effects
Student debt is not an individual burden but one that strains entire families. Many borrowers take on student
loans while also caring for their parents. At the same time, millions of parents are still repaying Parent PLUS
loans they borrowed to pay for their children’s education. Struggling to pay off debt can cause serious
generational consequences, as going into default can be financially devastating. Penalties can include wage
garnishment or having critical benefits and tax credits withheld, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit. Loan
cancellation would allow for more financial security for future generations.

9. Institutional failures have worsened the student debt crisis
Student debt has skyrocketed as college tuitions have risen while state funding on education and financial aid
has fallen. At the same time, predatory for-profit institutions have lured students of color into expensive, lowquality programs, leading to higher debt levels and default rates.17 Student loan servicers have been sued for
misleading borrowers and preventing them from accessing vital programs and benefits. Even the U.S.
Department of Education has been investigated for failing to administer the Public Service Loan Forgiveness
program fairly.18 Borrowers deserve relief because factors such as skyrocketing tuition, debt-financed education
as the norm, and deceptive behavior from institutions meant to uphold the system have deepened the crisis.
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10. Higher education should be a right, not an expensive privilege
Student loans should be cancelled because higher education should be a right to all, not a luxury only
accessible to those who can afford it. Student loans for higher education should not be the second most
expensive purchase a person will make after buying a house. Along with other affordability measures such as
investments in community colleges, debt-free college, and increased Pell grants, student debt cancellation can
help all students access, complete, and flourish in higher education.
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