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They borrowed money to pay for college. Here’s 
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Earlier this year, we asked readers to share with us their student loan stories. 
Nearly 400 of you responded. Some expressed regrets. Others frustration. 
Most hoped for a wholesale makeover of a federal lending system they called 
unnecessarily complex and unforgiving.

[The faces of student debt]

The Biden administration said Wednesday it was extending until May a freeze 
on student loan payments imposed during the coronavirus pandemic. 
Meanwhile, officials also are embarking on changes to loan repayment plans, 
debt forgiveness and interest capitalization.

The need for those changes is underscored in what we heard from readers. 
Their answers to one question in particular — “If you could change something 
about your loan experience, what would it be?” — provides insight into some of 
the pitfalls of the existing lending system.

Michele Costa-Bell

Program manager, 41, Boston

“As a first-generation Latina, if I didn’t take loans out, I wouldn’t have been 
able to go to college. With good grades, I managed to go to community college 
virtually for free while working 20 hours a week to support myself. To finish 
school with a BA, I had to transfer and choose a public college since it was
‘cheaper’ at 15k in 2000 compared to the tuition at a private university that 
included a scholarship.

Perhaps, the one thing I would change would be choosing to not get a master’s 
degree even though I feel that it’s been fundamental in my career trajectory. I 
did work full time while getting my master’s degree and used tuition 
reimbursement from work (yet still graduated with about $45,000 in debt).

The other things I would change, I have no control over. College should be 
affordable without taking on massive amounts of debt. Student loans should 
have a zero percent interest rate.
Due to interest, I’ve paid over $34,000 over the past 14 years. My original 
balance was $60,000 in 2007 and in 2021, it is $59,000. If my loans had no 
interest rate, I would at least be halfway to paying my loans off. I find it 
unbelievable that the government and private companies are making so much 
money from people seeking to make their lives better and contribute to 
society.”

Joe Doll

Teacher, 34, St. Paul, Minn.

“The process for student loan forgiveness needs to be simplified. When I set
out for a career as a teacher, I did not assume there would be so many strings
attached to the forgiveness program. Had I known that 99 percent of
applicants are denied forgiveness, I would likely have considered a more
lucrative career path.

The interest rate — it should not be cheaper to borrow money from a bank for a
car loan than to borrow money from the government to get an education.”

Joey Perez

Attorney, 65, Virginia Beach

“I would have put the loans in our 
daughters’ names and paid them directly. 
They would have a better chance at 
forbearance, forgiveness and income 
adjustment. Also, one of the daughter’s 
loans would be done because she is a 
public school teacher. I also wish I had 
put money in the state 529 fund [a 
savings plan to help pay for education].”

Aline Lopes

Creative project manager, 38, Jacksonville, Fla.

“I would have paid more aggressively since the beginning. I used loan 
deferments and income-based payments for too long not understanding the 
interest would accrue absurdly. I sure had much lower income in years past, 
but I wonder if I could have simply just tightened things even more back then. I 
feel like I was swimming in interest for the longest time. And like I said prior, 
I’d likely not have gone to such an expensive school.”

“The way interest is calculated. Even at a low rate, the amount of money I’ll pay 
in interest over the life of the loan will be three times the amount I borrowed. 
Why isn’t paying back the principal plus a little more enough?”

“I would have liked more warning about the high government interest rates 
and the consequences of taking out the full amount offered for every year that I 
was in med school. I could have taken out less in order to have less accruing 
interest. I am still dealing with this.”

Trevor Turner

Account executive, 28, Breckenridge, Colo.

“It’s not realistic to think I’d be where I am today without my education, and 
the additional year in my master’s program was the most rewarding experience 
of my academic career. But the monetary benefits have not been worth it. I 
wish there was more transparency upfront on the total costs and repayment 
details.

“You have no idea what $1,500 a month means until you’re paying for it 
yourself. There also needs to be a stronger correlation between salary and 
repayment, not only for federal but both private and federal combined. I was 
paying 46 percent of my take-home pay to student loans when I graduated but 
made too much to qualify for any repayment programs. The private loans are 
predatory and there’s no way out of this grip.”

Kale Driemeier

Transportation planner, 47, Austin

“I would have someone at the servicer assigned to my case so that I could have 
regular interaction with the same person about outstanding issues. As is, I have 
to call and there is a lot of variance in how well the reps are able to help me 
during the call.”

Millicent Usoro

Attorney, 28, Los Angeles

“I’m not sure I would have chosen a 25-year repayment plan after which the 
loan is forgiven, knowing that I will be taxed on the forgiven loan amount. I’m 
going to have to aggressively pay down my debt over the next 25-ish years to 
pay some of that balance down so I’m not taxed an enormous amount when it 
is forgiven.”
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Michele Costa-Bell said she would change the way interest is compounded on student loans. (Josh Bell)

Joey Perez wished he had put money in a 529 
fund, a savings plan to help pay for education.
(Family photo)

Aline Lopes says if she could do it again, she would have tried not to use deferments and income-based payments at the
start of her loan. (Aline Lopes)

Glendon Chamberlin believes the amount of interest paid over the life of a student loan is too high. (Anne O'Connor)

Glendon Chamberlin

Elementary schoolteacher, 59, Great Barrington, Mass.

Noelle Tiongson said she would have liked to have been warned about high interest rates. (Noelle Tiongson)

Noelle Tiongson

Pediatric neurologist, 38, Los Angeles
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The faces of student debt
Nearly 45 million people hold $1.7 trillion in education loans. Here are some of their

stories.

By Danielle Douglas-Gabriel, John D. Harden

APRIL 6, 2021

There are parents who have traded in their financial security for their 
children’s dreams. Husbands who have dropped out of college to care 
for family. Professionals whose bid for parity at work has pushed 
retirement further out of reach. And young graduates who forgo health 
insurance to pay down their loans.

These are some of the stories of the nearly 45 million people who hold
$1.7 trillion in education loans in the United States. For some, 
repayment of the debt is an inconvenience. For others, it’s a burden.

Public misconceptions about who has student loans and why simplifies 
what is a nuanced and complex discussion over debt relief. Among the 
fastest growing categories of student loan borrowers over the last two 
decades are Black students and people age 50 and over, according to 
the latest Federal Reserve data.

Between 2010 and 2015, the number of outstanding loans by 
borrowers 50 and older grew by 80 percent — more than 32 
percentage points higher than the growth of borrowers below 50 years 
old, according to Federal Reserve data. The trend has continued in 
recent years, according to data from the Education Department.

In 2019, the Federal Reserve found that borrowing rates were higher in
areas with a majority of Black residents. The agency noted the income
disparities are likely driven by lower-income students who are more
likely to need loans to pay for school.

As the merits of student debt cancellation are debated, we talked to
borrowers in these categories to show how debt affects people at various
stages of their lives. Dozens shared their stories, but we narrowed the
group down to a few who represent significant trends.

[Tell us your student loan debt story]

Emmanuel Dunagan sits on a bench near the Chicago River, a place he frequented as a student at the Illinois Institute 

of Art,, on March 13, 2021.(Youngrae Kim for The Washington Post)

Emmanuel Dunagan, 28
Bellwood, Ill. | Illustrator

Higher education is and forever will be a sensitive subject for me.

Coming out of high school, I took the year off to work and figure out 
what I wanted to do with my life. I knew I wanted to do something 
creative but didn’t know how to actualize that. Instead of going to a 
university, I enrolled in a community college — College of DuPage —
and that is still to this day one of the best decisions I’ve made. It was 
affordable and gave me a chance to figure out my path.

When I finished in the winter of 2014, I transferred to the Illinois 
Institute of Art in Chicago. It was more affordable than other nearby 
schools and, I guess, I was persuaded by the marketing. I remember 
watching commercials and they presented themselves as the institution 
to be at if you were creative. You know, they had audio-visual programs, 
design, culinary classes, so it was quite a wide range.

When I was studying illustration at the Art Institutes, I thought I was 
getting a decent education at first. Some of the material felt dated, and I 
wasn’t being challenged. I thought about leaving, but money was still an 
issue and I had built a community there with faculty and students.
In my last year, I was so excited about the community I created and 
what lay ahead. And then in one week it was all washed away. It was 
July 2018 and I had two courses left, when we learned our school had 
lost its accreditation. Come to find out, they knew since January and 
told us nothing. No other school would take all of my credits. The 
choices were start all over again or finish out a program for a worthless 
degree.

I stayed. Everybody around me was scrambling to figure out what 
they’re going to do. And it wasn’t just students. It was the faculty, too. I 
watched a faculty member, who gave 10 years of her life to that 
institution, box up her office, just stunned. There was more than enough 
grief to go around. I had built a relationship with these people. So I was 
hurting for myself, but I was also grieving over everybody else’s 
circumstances.

I knew I had these looming student loans, but I was still trying to make 
sense of what was happening. I still had to find a job. I still had to find a 
way to use my degree. I still had to pay my bills. I was so incredibly hurt 
and devastated because I did everything by the book, worked hard. Even 
though it is a piece of paper, it validates the journey. It validates the 
work.

But I refuse to let this situation define me. There was a point I was 
worried I wouldn’t get the job I have now because of what happened. 
Clearly, what matters to them was what I brought to the table during the 
interview process, my portfolio, my experience and my ideas. I’m 
grateful for that, but I still want accountability for what happened at the 
Art Institutes

Stephanie and John Vanderslice, both professors of creative writing at the University of Central Arkansas, at the 

campus on March 20, 2021.(Brandon Dill for The Washington Post)

Stephanie Vanderslice, 54
Conway, Ark. | Creative Writing Professor

My husband and I have taken on the equivalent of a mortgage for our 
sons’ educations. We are paying off a $15,000 loan for our oldest son. 
We also have another $72,000 in loans for our younger son, who has 
three semesters left that will mean borrowing another $24,000. He’s 
borrowed another $20,000 on his own.

We would have been paying more for our oldest, but he got very 
homesick his first year at Rochester Institute of Technology in New 
York. He came home and went to the public university where my 
husband and I teach, University of Central Arkansas.

[How presidential candidates pay for college: The surprisingly high 
cost for parents taking out loans]

We were very fortunate, in that case, because our university pays 80 
percent of the cost for faculty children. After he graduated from our 
school, he lived with us for a year until he paid off the $2,500 loan he 
took out for RIT. He’s a very practical kid, probably why he’s a computer 
analyst.

My younger son, he’s a musician: a cellist. The University of Rochester’s 
Eastman School of Music had a professor he really wanted to study with, 
and it’s a good school for his field. He’s passionate about music, and he’s 
really good.

We wanted the boys to go where they thought was the best match and 
would give them the best opportunities. We always would say, “If it’s 
about education, we want to make it possible.” Both of our parents were 
that way.

But it’s such a different time than when we went to college.

I graduated with $8,000 in student loans in the 1990s. It wasn’t hard to 
pay that off. When I continued to graduate school, I got scholarships 
and fellowships. I worked the first year as a secretary and paid off the 
debt. My husband’s debt from the University of Virginia was even 
smaller than mine. We’re lucky. We’re clear of our own college debt, so 
we could take on some for our children.

When the boys were growing up, we didn’t really have much to save. 
While they were young, we were paying for day care. And then, we were 
very slowly promoted through the university. We were honestly just 
getting by. And then, when we finally got to stick our heads above water, 
college was like, wham!

I went into the Parent Plus program thinking, “Oh, this is the 
government, it will be a cheaper alternative to private loans, right?” And 
then, I started seeing the origination fees and the high interest. But 
private loans make me nervous and I assumed the government would 
treat us better than a bank. The other thing is, we live in a 101-year-old 
house. We have some equity in it, but we need that in case anything 
breaks down.

The way I look at it is we’re prioritizing education. We have the money 
now to pay, but it’s been hard, you know. We are at a point in our lives 
where we’re established. We have a house. We have had our children. If 
we have to be frugal for 10 or 15 more years, we can do it. We’re going to 
be really pinching pennies, and it will take longer to retire. We don’t 
have much of an emergency fund, and we just have to be really careful.
[Graduate school debt is driving up the cost of helping borrowers 
manage their student loans]

Erin Corbett, 43
Bloomfield, Conn. | Educator

I picked up the bulk of my debt from a doctorate program at the
University of Pennsylvania. There was never any intention of pursuing
that degree. I already had an MBA, but my boss at the time told me that
if I wanted to keep my position as director of data management I needed
to get a terminal degree.

I looked for programs that were the shortest, the most accelerated. All of
those happened to be at elite universities that can afford to expand into
these designer degrees. Whereas PhD programs typically include a
financial commitment from the university, there is no support for
executive doctorates. And that’s what I got.

It was a program for people who want to be college presidents or some
senior level administrator. I was not one of those people. I had this job
that I was good at, and I just wanted to keep it.

There is a lack of understanding about the path that women, particularly
Black women, have to take to rise in their field, to at least touch the glass
ceiling. My boss was a decent guy, but he was like, “You’re going to have
to get this degree because of the optics.” That credential didn’t make me
any better at my job.

The flip side is I wouldn’t have had access if I just had my bachelor’s
degree, or even my MBA, because it is the weight of the Penn name that
people respond to, especially when you are a Black woman. It is a very
different conversation to walk into a room of policymakers and
introduce yourself as Dr. Corbett, casually mentioning that you got your
doctorate from Penn. People change their attitudes.

I’m usually in the room with mostly White men, who, if they have any
postsecondary credential, it’s a bachelor’s; a handful have an advanced
degrees. It says a lot to Black women about how we, after pushing and
grinding and clawing and mortgaging our lives to get these degrees, are
still forced to be in these room with people who haven’t had that
struggle.

I’ve had people tell me when I go into prisons to teach that I’m wasting
my degree. I’ve had positions where I’ve been paid very well, but I want
to be an educator, help communities feel more empowered. I would not
be happy doing something just for the money. I don’t have a job right
now, so any income I bring in is from higher education consulting in
prisons.

The first time it really hit me how much I owed was right before I 
graduated in 2017. There’s the exit interview where they were like,
“Hello, welcome to all of the money that you owe. Here it is. Would you 
like to pay $5,000 a month?”

I placed the loans in forbearance. Income-based repayment is 
something I considered, but my income varies from year to year. It 
would be just a lot of paperwork to verify my earnings. And public 
service loan forgiveness was never really on the table because I always 
seem to land at organizations that don’t qualify.

The funny thing is I paid off the $12,000 I graduated with from
undergrad, and the $30,000 for the MBA was manageable. But this
debt? If I looked at it in-depth, it would depress me to no end, and it
would just be a downward spiral because there is no way to dig out of it.

Rapid rise in educational debt for those 50 and older
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In 2019 borrowing rates in Black-majority Zip codes were higher
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Erin Corbett earned a doctorate from the University of

Pennsylvania. (Courtesy of Erin Corbett)
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Trey Roberts graduated from William Peace University in Raleigh, N.C. (Courtesy of Trey Roberts)

Trey Roberts, 29
Raleigh, N.C. | Community Engagement Manager

My academic journey was kind of long because of student loans. My
family didn’t really think about how we were going to pay for school. We
just knew that if you want a better life, you go to college. When I applied
and got financial aid packages, the loans terrified me.

So I went to Nash Community College and started working at a movie
theater. Then, I left school. I started thinking if I go farther, I might end
up in debt that I won’t be able to repay. I figured I might as well just
work. The place I’m from, Halifax County, is one of the poorest counties
in North Carolina, and there’s a limit to what you can do there.

I remember getting a job offer at the post office, which paid $15 an hour.
And I remember my family telling me: “Oh, my God, that’s a good-
paying job.” And it was for where we lived. But I had bigger dreams.
That’s when I returned to Nash. I completed and went onto William
Peace University to study communications because it was close to home,
small and a good fit.

I didn’t know anyone in Raleigh and needed a place to live. Room and
board wasn’t covered by federal loans and scholarships, so I took out a
private student loan. I was cautiously optimistic at that point. I was
borrowing all of this money, but, you know, it’s going to be okay. I’m
going to go out into the world and make enough to pay off all those
student loans.

When I graduated, I was a server at a restaurant and making just
enough to pay my half of the rent and feed myself. But I had to pay these
student loans. I didn’t want to go into default. I didn’t want to mess up
my credit. There were a lot of sacrifices. I didn’t have health insurance
because I couldn’t afford the premium and my student loan payments.

Even now with a new job that pays more, I need a roommate and have to
budget. I’m really nervous about what will happen when my income-
based repayment starts up again. I got the new job at the start of the
pandemic, when I didn’t have to make payments. Now that I make
more, I will have to pay more. But the government doesn’t take into
account my private student loan. With both loans, I was paying over
$200. And I can’t afford to pay more.

A lot of my friends are talking about buying houses, and I can’t even
imagine that. Saving has never really been possible. I’m just thankful
I’m able to pay the bills and survive to the next check. I’ve been taking
on freelance gigs here and there just to fill in some gaps. So I work twice
as hard without being able to save.

I’m still thankful that I went to college. Only one of my parents got as far
as finishing community college. You know, I borrowed because I didn’t
come from money. It feels like education is a luxury. It shouldn’t be.

Larry Hennis, 64
Saint Peter, Minn. | Press Operator

I owe $117,000 on a $60,000 loan after paying more than $53,000 over
the past nine years.

I was accepted to William Mitchell College of Law in 2004. The plan was 
to get a JD and get a job at Westlaw or LexisNexis writing law texts. 
That same year, my wife was diagnosed with cancer. I became her 
caregiver, but we decided I should go ahead and enroll in law school. I 
did okay the first semester, but by the spring semester, her condition 
worsened.

There weren’t enough hours in the day, and I couldn’t keep up to remain 
in school. I flunked out with about $60,000 in loans from graduate 
school and one year of law school. If you’ve ever been around a 
chronically ill person, you know there are good days and bad ones. This 
became my life for eight years — there would be stretches where 
everything’s fine and then suddenly another setback.

Then there’s the expense. Even though I have insurance, there’s still a 
lot of things that aren’t covered. I filed for bankruptcy in 2009 because 
of the crushing medical bills. I put the loans in deferment and 
forbearance because I simply didn’t have the money to pay them. All the 
time the clock was ticking on the capitalized interest.

My wife died in 2012. I was so broke at that time I had to borrow money 
from my sister to pay for the funeral. A few months after her death, my 
loans went into default. Ultimately, 15 percent of my wages were 
garnished — about a third of what the payments would have been if I 
had tried to make them.
The federal government added penalties and fees which only add insult 
to injury. At some point it tends to become a meaningless number.
I have had enough stress in my life to last two lifetimes. I want to be able 
to retire. I’m approaching 65, and that’s a big unknown. I work in 
printing services at Minnesota State University and could qualify for 
Public Service Loan Forgiveness. But that program is such a mess and I 
don’t want to be in my seventies or eighties waiting for relief.
I borrowed the money, but there is no way I should end up owing twice 
what I borrowed after essentially paying it off. I didn’t plan for my wife 
to get sick for eight years and then die, and I feel like I’m being punished 
for that. I’m in this position largely because of her illness and death.

Catherine McDermott-Coffin at her home in Bedford Hills, N.Y., on March 19, 2021. She 

earned a doctorate at Antioch University New England in New Hampshire. (Bryan Anselm 

for The Washington Post)

Catherine McDermott-Coffin, 73
Bedford Hills, N.Y. | Clinical Psychologist

When I was in my early 50s, I wanted to change careers. I had been
working in hospital administration for 25 years and was getting
frustrated by everything being about the bottom line. So I decided I
wanted to go back to school to become a clinical psychologist. Everyone
in my family thought I was crazy. It’s a six-year process. And so I was
like, “Well, I’ll be 58 when I’m out, but if I don’t do it, I’ll still be 58 in a
frustrating job.”

I decided to go for it. I went to graduate school at Antioch University
New England in New Hampshire. They had a program that allowed me
to live at home and go there two days a week to complete my doctorate.
That was a four-year program and then one year of internship and then
one year of postdoc supervision before you can become licensed. I
borrowed about $110,000. By the time I finished, I had accrued
$36,000 in interest.

Right before I started my postdoc, I had an opportunity to consolidate
those loans at an interest rate of 2.88 percent for a 30-year term. I
jumped at that and started paying $620.21 a month. I became licensed
in 2006; I got a job working at Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, the
only maximum security prison for women.

Somewhere around 2008, I learned about the loan forgiveness program
for public service. But I found out that because my consolidated federal
loan was owned by a commercial lender, it was ineligible. The only way I
could have been eligible would be to convert those loans to the direct
loan program. Well, you lose your interest rate and there is no guarantee
of success in that program.

[Seeking forgiveness: The dizzying journey for public servants with
student debt]

I did what I thought was best. It just frustrates me because I should have
been eligible. What does it matter who holds my loan, when I borrowed
the money from the federal government? I worked in a state prison for
12 ½ years, spent more time there than the forgiveness program even
required. And you know, I have never missed a payment.

At this point, I borrowed $112,000, paid back about $120,000 and have

another $103,000 to go. So I will have paid back double.

(Catherine’s total debt surpassed $148,000 by the time she graduated. 
Because she extended her payment over 30 years, as interest accrues she 
could end up paying double what she owed.)

I don’t regret going back to school. I’ve had a very rewarding second 
career. I ran a mental health unit providing a service. I helped create a 
space where incarcerated women could feel safe. I certainly could have 
made more money in private practice, but I feel like I had a tremendous 
impact on the lives of the women in that prison.

But here is this loan forgiveness program, and I fulfilled the 
requirements. I’m still able to pay as long as my husband and I continue 
to work. We would like to eventually retire. My husband is 77 and I’m 
going to be 74. That $621 a month would be significant in retirement.

This story has been updated to more fully explain McDermott-Coffin’s 
debt obligation.

$38,000

Larry Hennis dropped out of the William Mitchell College of

Law to care for his dying wife. (Courtesy of Larry Hennis)

$117,037

$148,966
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