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Higher education is a pathway to greater financial security and prosperity. The pandemic-
induced recession illustrates how Georgians without degrees are most vulnerable during 
economic downturns, with unemployment rates for individuals with a high school education 
only—37 percent of adult Georgians—consistently double that of those with a college 
degree.1,2 Many jobs lost during recessions do not return, and almost all new jobs created 
during economic recoveries require some level of postsecondary education.3 

But students seeking a bachelor’s or associate degree or other postsecondary credentials 
often face financial roadblocks, including high costs that lead them into student debt. 
Growing student debt indicates the shift of risk and responsibility for paying for higher 
education to individuals from the public, yet the burden of excessive student debt spreads 
from individuals out to the economy.  

Seeing higher education as a private investment rather than a shared responsibility 
intensifies financial risk in an economy where postsecondary education is increasingly 
critical to achieving economic security. Debt burden varies widely by race, ethnicity and 
family wealth, and borrowers experience different challenges repaying debt based on their 
loan amounts and jobs they can get. Concerningly, borrowing rates and loan amounts are 
very high among Black students, whose college enrollment has grown quickly while state 
funding for colleges has declined and tuition increased. Debt is too risky for some low-
income students who choose not to borrow and face difficult tradeoffs that can hurt their 
chances of going to college, getting a degree and achieving financial security. Student 
loans allow for-profit colleges, which disproportionately enroll Black women, to charge high 
prices for credentials that often fail to provide an adequate return in the workforce. Those 
hardest hit are the students who borrow and do not graduate, and graduation rates are 
lower for students from low-income families and Black students who face multiple and 
cumulative financial, institutional and academic barriers to success. 

State leaders can create stronger communities and a more prosperous state by funding 
colleges and universities adequately so they can provide a high-quality education while 
keeping student costs low. Schools can work harder to support students and remove 
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roadblocks to graduation. Federal and state governments, schools, businesses and 
students themselves all have a part to play. Postsecondary education should be a shared 
responsibility, with shared gains for families, communities and the state.   

Excessive Student Debt Hurts Economy and Individual 
Financial Security 
Student loans enable many Georgians to go to college, but the consequences of 
excessive debt can also hurt students’ financial security and slow overall economic 
growth. For example, student debt is linked to lower homeownership rates among young 
adults, and housing is a vital sector of the economy and personal wealth.4 Debt is also 
linked to declines in small business formation, the engine of economic growth, as small 
businesses rely most on personal financing.5  

Many student borrowers struggle to pay back their loans, and loan default can worsen 
existing cycles of financial insecurity. Nationally, 27 percent of borrowers will default on a 
federal student loan within 12 years of starting college.6  Borrowers in repayment can 
experience wage garnishment, withholding from income tax refunds and ineligibility for 
state and federal programs like HOPE or the recent Paycheck Protection Program. 
Federal and state debt relief options like Public Service Loan Forgiveness have systemic 
problems that mean few borrowers receive the relief they expect.7 Poor credit scores from 
loan default can also make it difficult to get approval for apartment rentals or cause higher 
interest rates for other forms of consumer debt. Student loans cannot be discharged 
through normal bankruptcy proceedings, so the vast majority of people filing for 
bankruptcy do not seek debt relief (though a portion of the less than 1 percent of people 
who go through special proceedings achieved some relief).8 

Students’ College Cost Burden Increases as Public 
Investment Declines 
Students borrow to pay for college when the price of college attendance outstrips available 
financial resources. Most college students who graduate finish their degrees with debt: 57 
percent of Georgia college graduates carry debt, and of those who do, the average debt 
burden is $28,824.9 

In contrast to public K-12 education, individuals and families bear a significant share of the 
costs of public postsecondary education. Since college students are older, many do not 
receive financial or material support from parents or family. This means college 
attendance is a unique period when students are expected to pay for education and 
support themselves at the same time, before they have the credentials and earnings 
required to do so. 
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The cost of higher education is a shared responsibility among the state and federal 
government and families. But both the state and federal share of higher education costs 
have declined over time, while the cost burden on individuals and families increases.   

When the state developed the current funding formula for higher education in the 1980s, 
three-quarters of the cost was funded by the state and one-quarter came from tuition. Over 
time, state funding decreased, and the student contribution doubled to today’s even split.10  

 

Federal Pell Grants also declined in the share of higher education costs they cover. As 
recently as 2001-2002, the maximum Pell grant covered an average of 42 percent of the 
cost of attendance. In 2019-20, the maximum Pell Grant of $6,095 now covers 28 percent 
of the average cost of attendance at public four-year colleges and 12 percent at non-profit 
private colleges.11 Wages for jobs students can get are low compared to housing and other 
costs. In 2001, a student could work a full-time, minimum-wage summer job and earn 
enough to pay for two semesters of tuition and fees at Kennesaw State University—
assuming all earnings were going to pay for college. Today, the same earnings would 
cover one semester of tuition only.12 It therefore comes as no surprise that average 
student loan debt for those who borrow has increased by about $7,000 over the past 15 
years in Georgia.13 

State Funding Covers Less of Higher Education’s Costs Than It Used to 

Source: GBPI analysis of University System of Georgia Annual Financial Reports, Enrollment 
Reports and Budgets. 
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Family Income and Wealth Disparities Affect Borrowing  

With both federal and state support declining, individuals and families must rely on their 
own income and savings to pay for college. Both are distributed unequally in Georgia 
today. Median family income varies widely in the 22 colleges and universities in the 
University System of Georgia, from under $18,000 to over $120,000.14 (Data unavailable 
for technical colleges or private colleges and universities.) Many students struggle to make 
basic ends meet, let alone pay for college. 

Average Student Loan Debt has Increased Over the Last 15 Years 
in Georgia 

Source: The Institute for College Access and Success. Student debt and the class of 2018. 
Amounts adjusted for inflation. 
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Wealth disparities are also wide. In Georgia, white 
households’ average net worth is six times higher 
($123,830) than Black households ($20,630).15 
The racial wealth gap both contributes to and is 
exacerbated by student debt. Policies and 
practices that excluded African-Americans from 
wealth-building, like redlining, discriminatory 
lending and housing discrimination, prevented 
Black households from building wealth and 
stripped existing wealth from them.16 With fewer 
family resources to pay for college, Black students 
are more likely to turn to loans to finance higher 
education, and they borrow more on average.17 
Student debt subtracts from Black wealth in young 
adulthood, continuing a cycle of lower wealth and 
assets among Black households. Ironically, the 
pathway to opportunity that higher education 
represents for so many can contribute to financial 
insecurity and wealth disparities between white 
and Black Georgians, when paired with excessive 
student debt.18,19 In addition to discrimination, 
many Black Georgians experience so-called 
“predatory inclusion,” where higher education is 
accessible only on risky or exploitative terms that 
might limit its benefits.20 

Many Students Who Choose Not to Borrow Still Cannot 
Afford College  
It is important to note that some students with financial need will choose not to borrow. 
Though these students might avoid debt, the tradeoffs they make can decrease their 
chances to enroll in, excel in and finish college. Strategies students use to avoid debt 
include attending lower-priced (and lower-resourced) two-year colleges, delaying or 
pausing school enrollment to work and save money, enrolling part-time and working part 
or full-time. 

Asian and Latinx students, immigrant families and independent students without parental 
financial support are less likely to borrow, even when they have significant financial need. 
Factors related to non-borrowing include the complexity of applying for federal loans, 
differing cultural perceptions or prohibitions on holding debt and negative experiences or 
inexperience with financial services, institutions, credit and debt. 21 

Undocumented Students 
Ineligible for Federal Loans 
and Aid 

Undocumented students are 
ineligible for federal financial aid, 
including federal loans, state 
student loans and state aid like 
HOPE. They are also ineligible 
for in-state tuition. These 
students must rely on private 
scholarships and loans and pay 
out of pocket for higher in-state 
tuition. In Georgia, about 14,000 
undocumented students ages 18-
24 are enrolled in school, and 
30,000 are not enrolled, 
according to estimates from the 
Migration Policy Institute. Without 
access to loans, grants and in-
state tuition, college is too 
expensive for many 
undocumented students. 
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Student Debt More Likely For Black Students and Women 
Georgia’s college students have become increasingly racially and ethnically diverse. In the 
university system, Black, Latinx and Asian students enroll in college in greater numbers 
every year, far outpacing population growth, while white student enrollment has declined. 
In the last 20 years, Black student enrollment was double that of Black population growth 
and Latinx student enrollment more than four times overall growth.22  

Overall, 57 percent of college graduates carry student debt in Georgia.23 Most student 
loans are provided by the federal government, with a small share coming from the state, 
colleges themselves and private lenders. Each year about half of undergraduate students 
in the university system will take out student loans to finance the cost of their education. 
Borrowing rates are lowest among Asian students and highest among Black or African-
American students.24  

 

Among students who borrow, average amounts vary by about $1,000 per year. Latinx and 
Asian students borrow the least on average (about $7,500) and Black and Native Hawaiian 
or Other Pacific Islander students borrow the most (about $8,500).25 Most loan providers, 
including the federal government, the largest provider of student loans, limit borrowing to 
certain amounts. 

In University System, Black Students Most Likely to Turn to Loans to Pay 
for College 
Share of Undergraduates in University System Who Borrowed in 2017-2018 

 

Source: University System of Georgia. Data shows borrowing behavior in one year, not during 
entire period of enrollment. 
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Lower Incomes for Women Mean Higher Student Debt Burdens 

Women are the majority of college students in Georgia, making up 59 percent of 
enrollment in public colleges, 63 percent of non-profit private colleges and 72 percent of 
for-profit colleges.26 In the university system, women are more likely to borrow than men 
(52 percent vs 46 percent), though they borrow slightly smaller amounts.27  

Though they are more likely to graduate, women can expect to enter an economy where 
they are paid less on average. That means they may spend more time paying back student 
debt, or loan payments may represent a heavier financial burden. Median earnings for 
Georgia women with some college or an associate degree is similar to median earnings for 
men with less than a high school diploma ($30,197 versus $29,218). And median earnings 
for women with graduate degrees are still less than median earnings for men with 
bachelor’s degrees ($61,467 vs. $67,400).28  

Black and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander Students Borrow 
Highest Amounts in University System, on Average 
Average Undergraduate Student Loan Amount Borrowed in 2017-2018 

 

Source: University System of Georgia. Data show loan amounts in one year, not during entire period of 
enrollment. Includes all federal, state and institutional loans and private loans which institutions must 
validate for enrollment. Other private loans and credit card debt not included. 
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For Black and Latinx women in Georgia, the gender earnings gap is even larger. White 
women with bachelor’s degrees have a median income of $45,000, compared to $42,000 
for Black women, $40,000 for Asian women and $35,000 for Latinx women with the same 
education level.29   

In the university system, the average first-semester loan taken out by women represents 
about 9 percent of median income for female bachelor’s degree holders in Georgia. For 
male graduates, the average loan amount is about 6 percent of median income.  

The combination of higher enrollments, greater likelihood of borrowing, lower incomes and 
slower repayments leads to estimates that women hold nearly two-thirds of the more than 
$1.3 trillion of student debt in the U.S.30 

 

Race, Income and College Price Influence Borrowing 
Patterns 
Race and differences in income and wealth affect differences in borrowing rates across 
the university system. Though about half of students overall will borrow in a given year, in 
some schools, almost all students will borrow to finance their education. 31 Consistent with 
demographic patterns that the students likeliest to turn to loans to pay for college are 

Keke Harley worked her way up a large restaurant chain after high school, raising 
her daughter and eventually managing hundreds of employees. But during the 
Great Recession, she had to lay off many employees. Even with her experience, 
she knew that if she lost her job, she would be vulnerable in the job market without 
a college degree. Seeking more stability, Harley enrolled in Savannah State 
University after having been out of college for 16 years. She took classes full-time 
and worked 25 to 40 hours a week. Harley received the Zell Miller Scholarship and 
Pell Grant, but still needed help paying for living expenses, so she took out federal 
loans. Without loans, she says she would have gone part-time and would probably 
still be in school today.  

After graduating with a bachelor’s degree in accounting, Harley got a job but faced 
roadblocks moving up into positions that matched her skills and experience. She 
said, “I’m going to have to have more education as an African-American woman to 
get in the door.” She decided to return to school for a Master’s in Business 
Administration and a Master’s in Public Administration. Today, Harley works as an 
accountant for a local non-profit hospital in Savannah. With her bachelor’s and two 
master’s degrees, she has accumulated $70,000 in student debt. 
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Black students, the three schools with the highest borrowing rates in the university system 
are Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Other schools with high borrowing rates 
have larger shares of Black students than the university system as a whole (28 percent). 
(Note: Due to data limitations, the following section focuses on borrowing behavior within 
the university system only.) 

Schools with Highest Borrowing Rates Enroll Large Shares of Black 
Students from Low-Income Families 

School 
% BA Graduates 
who Borrowed, 
FY 2019 

Median 
Family  
Income 

% Black 
Undergraduates 

Fort Valley State University 95% $23,359 92% 

Savannah State University 92% $25,348 82% 

Albany State University 89% $25,949 75% 

Clayton State University 80% $25,526 62% 

Valdosta State University 79% $39,809 40% 

University of West Georgia 77% $45,114 37% 

Source: University System of Georgia; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. 
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Schools with the lowest borrowing rates fall into two categories: lower-priced, associate-
degree-dominant colleges and selective schools that enroll a larger share of students from 
high-income families. Two of the schools with the lowest borrowing rates serve significant 
percentages of Hispanic/Latinx students who tend to be less likely to borrow, even with 
financial need. Latinx students represent 31 percent of Dalton State College enrollment 
and 16 percent of Georgia Highlands College compared to 10 percent of total university 
system enrollment.32 Schools with lower borrowing rates also tend to have more students 
who attend part-time to save money, and therefore take longer to graduate.  

Lower Borrowing Rates at Less Expensive Schools and Schools with More 
Students from High-Income Families 

Lower-Priced Associate 
Degree Dominant 
Schools 

% BA 
Graduates 
who 
Borrowed, FY 
2019 

Median Family  
Income 

Estimated 
Total Price, 
Living Off 
Campus With 
Family 

Average Years 
to Associate 
Degree 

Dalton State College 33% $39,745 $9,115 4.9 

Georgia Highlands 
College 

41% $38,186 $9,922 4.3 

South Georgia State 
College 

38% $30,909 $7,540 3.9 

Atlanta Metropolitan State 
College 

51% $17,572 $9,316 4.0 

Schools With More 
Students from High-
Income Families 

% BA 
Graduates 
Who 
Borrowed, FY 
2019 

Median Family 
Income 

Estimated 
Total Price, 
Living Off 
Campus Not 
with Family 

Average Years 
to Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Georgia Institute of 
Technology 

37% $120,878 $20,340 4.6 

University of Georgia 45% $100,976 $13,865 4.4 

Source: University System of Georgia; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. Total price is for in-state students.  
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Schools with above-average loan amounts include the Georgia Institute of Technology and 
colleges that serve predominantly Black and low-income students. Georgia Tech enrolls a 
large number of out-of-state students, who have a higher cost of attendance and higher loan 
amounts. However, the same loan can pose very different risks, depending on family 
income, wealth and a labor market with uneven barriers and opportunities based on race, 
gender and school. For example, the average cumulative loan amount at both Georgia 
Tech and Clayton State University is about $29,000. This represents about a quarter of the 
typical family’s annual income at Georgia Tech and more than the typical family’s annual 
income at Clayton State.  
 
Larger Loans Taken Out at Schools with More Students from Low-Income 
Families 

School 

Average 
Cumulative 
Loan Amount 
Among 
Graduates 
Who 
Borrowed 

Median 
Family  
Income 

Estimated 
Total Price, 
2019-20* 

% Black 
Undergraduates 

Savannah State 
University $34,086 $25,348 $17,255 82% 

Fort Valley State 
University $33,944 $23,359 $20,644 92% 

Albany State 
University $31,188 $25,949 $19,634 75% 

Georgia Institute of 
Technology $29,546 $120,878 $29,632 7% 

Clayton State 
University $28,584 $25,526 $21,290 62% 

Columbus State 
University $27,898 $37,465 $22,068 39% 

Source: University System of Georgia; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. Excludes PLUS or other loans made to parents. 
*Total price is for in-state students living on campus.  
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Lower-priced state colleges have the lowest average loan amounts. State colleges offer 
associate degrees and bachelor’s degrees in select disciplines. Forty percent of students 
in state colleges attend part-time, and 22 percent are from rural counties.33,34 

Schools with Lowest Average Loan Amounts Are Lower-Priced Schools 

School 

Average 
Cumulative 
Loan 
Amount 
Among 
Graduates 
Who 
Borrowed 

Median 
Family  
Income 

Estimated 
Total Price 
2019-20* 

% 
Part-
Time 

Atlanta Metropolitan State College $10,905 $17,572 $17,722 59% 

Georgia Highlands College $11,695 $38,186 $18,870 53% 

East Georgia State College $13,780 $31,399 $25,332 32% 

South Georgia State College $14,979 $30,909 $15,014 36% 

Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College $15,373 $34,762 $17,387 38% 

Dalton State College $15,614 $39,745 $15,595 38% 

Source: University System of Georgia; Loan amount is in one year and includes all federal, state and 
institutional loans and any private loans which institutions must validate for enrollment. Other private loans 
and credit card debt not included. * Total price is for in-state students living off campus, not with family.  

 

Know More. Borrow Less.  

The University System of Georgia launched its “Know More. Borrow Less” 
campaign in 2019 to provide students clearer information about borrowing. 
Components include so-called “debt notifications,” which give the amount a student 
owes, the expected monthly payments and projections of future costs should they 
borrow more; a standardized financial aid award letter that provides a 
recommended loan amount instead of a maximum loan amount and chatbots to 
respond to student and parent questions. For more, see 
usg.edu/know_more_borrow_less.  

 

http://www.usg.edu/know_more_borrow_less
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For-Profit College Students at Much Higher Risk of Loan 
Default 
One of excessive student loan debt’s worst outcomes is loan default. Default can hurt 
credit scores, eligibility for scholarships and other programs and make it harder to achieve 
financial security. Nationally, 27 percent of borrowers will default on a federal student loan 
within 12 years of starting college.  Among students entering college in 2014, 20 percent 
of Latinx students and 37.5 percent of Black students defaulted within the next 12 years, 
compared to 12 percent of white students.35 

Black students are more likely to enroll in for-profit colleges, which are much more 
expensive than public colleges and universities, especially for certain occupational 
certificates and two-year degrees.36 Seventy-two percent of students enrolled in for-profit 
colleges in Georgia are women, and 44 percent are Black women.37   

Loan default rates among students who start at for-profit colleges are almost four times 
higher than for students starting at private non-profit and public colleges. Nationally, 
default rates are similar for students who begin school at public and non-profit private 
colleges (12 to 13 percent within 12 years). Though overall only 5 percent of students who 
complete a bachelor’s degree default on their student loans, 26 percent of graduates who 
attended a for-profit defaulted on a student loan. Forty-four percent of certificate-holders 
who attended a for-profit college defaulted on their loans.38 

 

 

College Graduation and Fair Labor Market Key to 
Successful Repayment 
Graduation plays a significant role in the ability to repay student loans. Only 5 percent of 
students who complete a bachelor’s degree default on their student loans, compared to 24 
percent of students who did not finish a degree and are no longer in school. Default rates 
are even higher for those who attended for-profit colleges but did not complete; most of 
these students will default. In fact, the borrowers most likely to default on student loans 
are those with the smallest debts, as students who drop out tend to have smaller total loan 
amounts. Thirty-five percent of student loan defaults are for amounts smaller than $5,000, 
and 66 percent of all defaults are for amounts less than $10,000.39 

Loan default rates among students who start at for-profit colleges is 
almost four times higher than for students starting at private non-
profit and public colleges. 
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Still, graduation rates differ by race and ethnicity. Black students enroll in college in high 
numbers, but about half of first-time, full-time freshmen in the university system will 
graduate with a bachelor’s degree within six years, compared to 67 percent of white 
students.40 Though Black students do not all experience college the same way, many face 
a combination of challenges that create barriers to graduation. Black students are more 
likely than students of other races and ethnicities to attend colleges with fewer resources 
and experience financial roadblocks.41 A lack of encouraging and welcoming interactions 
with faculty, staff and other students can also affect a sense of belonging and commitment 
critical to persistence and graduation.  

 

 

Graduation rates differ by income as well. More than 70 percent of students with family 
income higher than $75,000 will graduate within six years, compared to 46 percent of 
students from families with income less than $35,000.42 In technical colleges, which tend 
to enroll a larger share of financially independent students and more students from low-
income families, only 1 in 3 students who start a technical certificate, diploma or degree 
will finish a credential within 150 percent of the normal time for completion (e.g., within 
three years for an associate degree).   

The labor market that graduates enter also matters for successful loan repayment. 
Bachelor’s degree holders default at a low rate, but Black college graduates are more than 
five times as likely to default on student loans than white graduates (21 percent and 4 
percent, respectively). In fact, Black graduates are more likely to default than white college 
dropouts. Part of the reason is Black students are more likely to enroll in for-profit 
colleges, which tend to be much more expensive than public colleges. Black students 
make up 60 percent of for-profit college students in Georgia, where average net price is 
$23,121 for four-year colleges and $19,701 for two-year colleges, compared to $11,500 for 
public four-year colleges and $3,710 for public two-year colleges.43  Students who attend 
for-profit colleges are also less likely to be able to get a job and have lower earnings 
compared to their peers who attended non-profit and public colleges.44 Higher cost and 
debt, and lower employment rates and earnings mean bachelor’s degree holders who 
attended for-profit colleges at any point default at more than six times the rate of students 
who never attended a for-profit college.45,46 National data show debt divides grow even 
larger after graduation, as some students pursue graduate school or face racial 
discrimination in the job market.47   

Five percent of students who complete their bachelor’s will default 
on their loans. But only 62 percent of students in the university 
system will graduate within six years. 
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Conclusion 
Student loan debt enables many students to go to college, but the consequences of 
excessive debt can also hurt students’ financial security and contribute to social and 
economic inequalities.  

Excessive debt and loan default can set people back—a cruel irony given that higher 
education’s promise for so many is financial security for their families and the building of 
intergenerational wealth. The growing cost and necessity of higher education mean more 
low-wealth Black families are borrowing to attend college. But they are also less likely to 
complete college and more likely to default, hindering their ability to build wealth and pass 
it on to their children. In contrast, higher-wealth families have a financial cushion for hard 
times, access to well-funded school systems and access to capital for larger investments 
like education or housing.  

Financing higher education with debt has become increasingly common as public state 
and federal resources fail to keep up with student enrollment and employer demand for 
college graduates. Current federal policy conversations to reduce debt include increasing 
need-based Pell Grants, raising awareness of repayment options, simplifying income-
driven repayment and canceling portions of student debt. 

State financial aid policy can also reduce the need for students to borrow. This means 
increasing funding for need-based state grants and scholarships, and funding colleges and 
universities adequately to shift the higher education cost burden away from individual 
students.  

Colleges and universities can also ensure policies and practices are in place, so 
campuses are designed to support students through their education to graduation. That 
means prioritizing services like academic advising and mental health support, reducing 
administrative barriers, creating welcoming and inclusive environments and providing 
students with accurate information and guidance when making borrowing decisions.  

Businesses who want more employees with postsecondary credentials to fill positions can 
do their part by offering paid internships for college students, contributing to need-based 
scholarships, ensuring diverse hiring pools and fair hiring practices and supporting policies 
for college affordability at the state and federal levels.  

During and after this recession and recovery, postsecondary education will be more 
important than ever for individuals and the state’s prosperity. Before the pandemic, it was 
predicted that more jobs in Georgia would require some form of college education than 
Georgians with those credentials.48 Evidence suggests the recession will lead to 
permanent job loss for some positions that do not require a college credential.49 
Policymakers must share in managing the risk of debt-financed education so that it does 
not harm individuals, slow the economy and worsen social and economic inequalities.  
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