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Students who graduated from college in 2010 with student loans owed an average of $25,250, up 5 percent 

from the previous year, according to a report scheduled for release Thursday.  

The average debt — once again the highest on record — came as the class of 2010 faced an unemployment 

rate for new college graduates of 9.1 percent, the highest in recent years, according to the report by the 

Project on Student Debt, which pointed out that unemployment rates for those without college degrees 

were still higher.  

Matthew Reed, the report’s author, said that some people had expected the jump “to be even higher 

because of the economic downturn,” but that larger grants had helped “at least partially offset lower family 

incomes and higher tuitions while the class of 2010 was in school.” About two-thirds of the class of 2010 

graduated with student debt. (The debts examined in the report do not include loans taken out by 

parents.)  

The report is based on data from more than 1,000 colleges, representing half of all public and private 

nonprofit four-year schools. The average amount of debt would be even higher if the report included 

profit-making schools, where almost all students take out loans and, according to federal data, borrow 

about 45 percent more than students at nonprofits. But only five of 471 profit-making colleges reported 

student debt data for their 2010 graduates, the report said.  

“Student debt goes up and it doesn’t ever go down,” said Mark Kantrowitz, the publisher of Finaid.org and 

Fastweb.com, two Web sites that offer advice on paying for college. “We’re clearly heading in the direction 

of decreased college affordability. Among lower-income students, the canaries in the cage that squawk 

first, we’re already seeing a decline in enrollment in four-year colleges and an increase in lower-cost two-

year institutions,” he said.  

Mr. Kantrowitz estimated that for the class of 2011, average debt was $27,200 — or, if parent loans were 

included, $34,000.  

Aid advisers, concerned about the rising rate of defaults, stress the importance of borrowing as much as 

possible through federal loan programs before turning to private loans, which offer fewer consumer 

protections.  

“How you borrow, not just how much you borrow, really matters,” said Lauren Asher, president of the 

Institute for College Access and Success, the parent organization of the Project on Student Debt. “If you 

have federal student loans, income-based repayment, unemployment deferment, and other options can 

help you manage your debt even in these tough times.”  

The report listed the colleges where the class of 2010 had the highest average debt, cautioning, however, 

that since not every college reported its data, there may be others where the figures are higher. Of those in 



the report, the top two were the Cleveland Institute of Art, where the average debt was $55,231 and 82 

percent of the students had loans, and Eastern Nazarene College, where the average was $51,336, and 87 

percent had loans.  

The report found that student debt loads vary substantially from state to state: New Hampshire students 

topped the list, owing an average of $31,048, while Utah’s students averaged half that. Students borrow 

more in the Northeast and Midwest, where there are more private nonprofit colleges, than in the West, 

where a greater share of students attend public universities.  

The burden of student loans and the rising default rate has become a central concern of the nationwide 

Occupy protests, and a salient political issue.  

Last week, the Obama administration announced new programs to ease the repayment of student loans, 

changing the income-based repayment program next year to allow lower monthly payments and shorter 

durations for low-income borrowers, and offering a slightly lower interest rate to some borrowers who 

consolidate their loans.  

Democrats generally applauded the changes, while some Republicans criticized them, saying that they 

would encourage excessive borrowing.  

 


