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his project, “Bad Lessons: How Student Loan Debt Promotes Participatory Inequality,” is part of a 

bigger project that I am working on with Travis Johnston, my colleague in political science at the 

University of Massachusetts Boston, so it is a collective effort. As you all know, student loan debt is in 

the news, and, for many or even most of you, if you are like I was as a student, it’s personal. 

There are at least four policy proposals when it comes to student loan debt forgiveness. These are 

broad contours, but they help root our conversation. The first, as I am sure a lot of you know, comes out 

of the 2016 Bernie Sanders campaign, as well as from Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, in terms of really being 

on the national agenda. It is overall student loan forgiveness.1 The idea is that if you forgive student loan 

debts, people are not indebted, so they can spend money, they can pursue homeownership, they can help 

small businesses, etc. It is an economic engine to have their dollars not be spent on loans but to be present 

in the economy. The first idea, then, is to get rid of student loan debt through total forgiveness.  

The second proposal comes from Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer and Senator Elizabeth 

Warren. Their idea is to cancel $50,000 in federal student loan debt per person, arguing that it will help 

close the racial wealth gap and that it will benefit the 40% of borrowers who do not have a college degree 

as well as stimulate the economy.2  

The Bernie Sanders approach is one pole in the Democratic Party, the Schumer/Warren approach 

is the median position, and the least progressive position in the Democratic Party is personified by the 

current President, Joe Biden. While campaigning for the presidency, he stated that he was prepared to 

write off $10,000, but not $50,000, in debt, in part because he does not believe it is in the purview of the 

president to do so; however, he is also willing to keep interest from accruing on those loans.3 Those are 

the three Democratic positions, broadly construed. 

I pulled the following quotation from Senator Bill Cassidy (R-LA) because I think he does a 

really good job of simplifying the whole of the Republican position: “Rather than jumping straight to 

student debt forgiveness, which creates a moral hazard for current and future student borrowers and is 

poorly targeted, Congress and the administration should do a better job of informing borrowers about 
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what options exist to make affordable payments, while simplifying options to remove confusion.”4 It’s 

not just that we should not do student loan forgiveness. It’s that if we forgive those loans, it encourages 

people to make bad bets, taking out loans that they should not have. These are the four policy positions 

that very much drove the 2020 presidential contest. 

We know now that there is a good reason that student loan debt is on the national agenda: because 

the amount of student loan debt in the United States is staggering and is rapidly worsening. This is not 

symbolic policy; this is policy that matters. In 2020, there was $1.56 trillion dollars of student loan debt 

owed by forty-five million Americans; one in five adults over age eighteen has student loan debt.5 The 

average obligation for those who currently owe is over $36,000, with an average monthly payment of 

$393.6  

Student loan debt is second only to mortgage debt in terms of the total amount.7 If you came of 

age in the 1990s, you will remember that we used to talk about credit card debt and the staggering 

negative effects of credit card debt all the time. Student loan debt was like, “Hold my beer, credit cards, 

I’m coming.” Student loan debt has really taken over, and it is an intergenerational problem. Three out of 

five parents expect to help their kids pay back student loans after they graduate from college.8 In addition, 

14% of parents have taken out a loan to help the student while the student is still in college, and the 

average amount of that loan is $37,200.9 This is—to use a very precise term—a ton of money.  

We know from psychologists, sociologists, and economists that the implications of all this debt 

include effects on physical and mental health: feelings of anxiety, extreme stress, insomnia, weight gain, 

and heart issues. We know that homeownership and having kids are delayed because of such substantial 

student loan debt. Higher debt levels also mean that individuals are less likely to pursue public interest 

jobs, and those public interest jobs benefit all of us. 

We think the story is even worse. As political scientists, we suspect that political engagement—

whether you vote, whether you contact public officials, whether you feel your government is responsive 

to you—is negatively affected by student loan debt. In particular, we are examining whether student loan 

debt heightens participatory inequality, the idea that the more economically advantaged—the richer—you 

are, the more likely you are to participate. In the United States, the more affluent you are, the more likely 

you are to be white. That is participatory inequality, and it defines American politics. We think student 

loan debt is making that problem even worse. 

Now some of you might be sitting there thinking, “My parents took out loans, and no one spoke 

of participatory inequality” or “Student loans have been taken out for a considerable amount of time,” and 

that’s true. What is different is that, since the 1970s, the amount of student loan debt carried by borrowers 

has really been dramatically heightened in real dollars. As Sara Goldrick-Rab noted in her book Paying 

the Price, “Just as Americans decided that college was essential, states began spending less on public 
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higher education and the price of college rose.”10 The average grant award, which you do not have to pay 

back, covered 80% of college costs in the 1970s; in 2012, it covered only 31%.11 Between 1988 and 

2018—just a thirty-year span, there was a 129% increase in tuition at private four-year institutions.12 

Additionally, from 1990 to 2010, state funding to public colleges and universities was cut 26%.13 It 

remains the case that 73% of individuals who go to college go to a state university where they reside and, 

according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, another $6.6 billion in state funding was cut from 

2008 to 2018.14 These are dramatic cutbacks, further saddling borrowers. In addition, we know that over 

half of the states have cut funding for public higher education in response to the budget pressures created 

by COVID.15 

All of this has dire consequences. Seventy percent of those who begin college take out a loan, so 

the majority of your classmates, and probably you yourself, have taken out a loan to complete your 

degree.16 This is where our project adds something to our understanding of politics and policy because 

this does not get talked about nearly as much: forty percent of those who take on loans never finish the 

degree, so they are indebted with student loan debt but do not experience the economic gains from having 

a degree.17 

Importantly, whether or not you finish your degree, the debt stays with you. There is a fancy word 

for this: non-dischargeable. A “non-dischargeable” debt cannot be gotten rid of even if you declare 

bankruptcy. Since 2005, student loan debt has been considered non-dischargeable, so you are usually 

saddled with it for the rest of your life. We know that those who are in default on their loans are not 

equally distributed among degree status. Figure 1 below, which groups delinquency status by how many 

days the loans are delinquent as well as by whether or not the borrower ever completed school, shows that 

the majority of those who are paying back their loans completed their degree. Of borrowers actively 

repaying their loans, 68.4% completed a degree; however, only 31.6% of those who never completed a 

degree are paying back their loans, a two-to-one ratio. Those who completed their degree and are paying 

it back, you will notice, took out considerably more money. In contrast, those who did not finish but are 

still paying back (“stop-outs”) took out considerably less in loan dollar amount. 

When we started this project, debt for higher education was not an area we had done work in 

before. Rather, I am a scholar of public policy and democratic engagement, and Travis is a 

Congressionalist who was a middle school special education teacher prior to graduate school. Initially, we 

thought that the amount of loan debt would be determinative—higher debt, more depressive effects for 

political participation. Once we got into the literature, though, we realized, “Oh, we had better distinguish 

between those who dropped out and those who finished.” In terms of the majority of those who are 

delinquent, meaning they are not paying back their loan, we see the inverse pattern; the majority of those 

delinquent never completed their degree: 54% versus 46% (see Figure 1 below). Almost 60% of those 
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Figure 1. Delinquency status for graduates vs. non-graduates.18 

 

who have been delinquent for over a year never completed their degree (pre-COVID). They took out less 

money, yes, but they never completed a degree. They may not have huge loans, but they are apt to have a 

much harder time paying them back. 

Keep in mind that those people who never completed a degree are disproportionately male, are 

disproportionately of color, and are disproportionately first-generation college students, meaning that they 

are the first in their family to go to college. When we look at participatory inequality in the United States, 

lower-income individuals are less likely to vote, people of color are less likely to vote, and men are less 

likely to vote, so there is a pretty strong demographic correlation between who those who “stop out” and 

are delinquent and those who, on average, participate less in politics. And, again, driving home the point: 

smaller absolute debt levels are more crippling for those who do not finish the degree as delinquency rates 

are much higher. The effect of loans is conditioned less by amount than by whether or not one finished 

the degree. 

This is the hook of this project. We think that that difference matters for participatory inequality, 

and there is strong theoretical grounding to expect that this is the case. The policy feedback literature is 

intuitive: when you have a good experience with the government, you want to participate more.19 You 
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think the government listens to people like you, so you go away with good feelings, and those good 

feelings lead to participation. If you have a bad experience with government, you are less likely to 

participate and to believe government wants to hear from you. Perhaps a number of you got $1400, or 

some amount, in the mail as a COVID stimulus check. You were loving the government, at least that day. 

You were walking tall. You were rich that day! In contrast, think about when you go to the Department of 

Motor Vehicles (DMV). Nobody has left the DMV happy—except maybe when you got your license 

when you were sixteen. Otherwise, nobody has enjoyed the experience of being at the DMV. That is a 

more negative experience and leaves people feeling less inclined toward political participation. 

We are simply using this explanatory framework to suggest that student loan debt should affect 

people’s feelings about their role in the polity—whether they want to participate, whether they think it is 

worth contacting a government official, whether they even feel confident in doing so. Using that same 

theoretical framework, we know that student loan debt is proximate, meaning that if you have student 

loan debt, you associate said loans with government. This is not some remote, distant event. When you 

get a student loan, that debt is in your face, and it is in your face over your life course until you pay it off. 

It all starts with the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). I am guessing most of you who 

filled out a FAFSA were not like, “That was easy, that was great, how intuitive, thank you.” The FAFSA 

starts that association with the government. 

In 2010, the Obama administration did what I think is a good thing. They eliminated the middle 

person in terms of the for-profit companies. The government cannot contract with for-profit companies to 

target delinquent borrowers to get their money back. That is a good thing because a lot of those for-profit 

companies were very invasive—calling you at work and so on. What eliminating the middle person did is 

make sure that the person, the entity coming after you for that loan repayment, is the government though 

this creates all the more association between your student loans and the government. 

Most individuals who take out loans are between eighteen and twenty-six years old. The research 

finds that that age cohort is ripe for political socialization.20 When in this age group, you are more willing 

to change your mind. However, what you think after that age is often what holds over your life course; 

what you settle on in these years in terms of politics tends to stick. So student loans come right when you 

are most apt to be formulating your core beliefs about the government. For this reason, too, then, student 

loans are apt to have policy feedback effects. 

Last but not least, we have seen feedback effects before with education policy. Many of you have 

heard talk about the greatest generation, the World War II generation. They participated in government, in 

civic engagement, over their life course more than any other generation. There has been a lot of work 

done on this by Suzanne Mettler, and that participation comes back to the GI Bill.21 For those of you who 

do not know, the GI Bill provided almost free college for returning veterans, and it provided low-interest 
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loans to get a home at a time when the vast majority of people did not go to college and did not own a 

home. The positive of a nearly free education produced confidence in and engagement with government 

over the course of their lives. Government was viewed as an empowering force. It was not as good for 

African Americans, but even for African American veterans, we know that as a result of the GI Bill, they 

were more active in social protest, especially in the Civil Rights movement. When it comes to women, 

Andrea Rose at Duke University has found that women participate more in politics, in part, because of 

government programs such as the National Defense Education Act (1958), the Higher Education Act of 

1965, and Title IX.22 For our purposes, these findings make clear that education policies have had positive 

effects for political participation. Empowering policy choices in higher education produced increased 

political engagement. It stands to reason that disempowering policy choices, such as significant debt, can 

produce political disengagement.  

You should understand that there has been major retrenchment of government support for higher 

education, and that gap has been filled by student loans. The experience of student loans is proximate for 

everyone, but the direst effects are actually on those who took out smaller amounts and did not finish 

school. We think that the story is more complicated than just how much money you are in the hole. We 

think the story is how debt interacts with whether or not you get your degree. 

Even if you have relatively high student debt, there can be a positive association with the 

government if you have the degree. The degree gives you more resources and more civic skills, and it puts 

you into occupations with more upward mobility (those are the correlates of higher participation). That 

means that even though you might be annoyed by the loan, you also know you got some real goodies. 

Your relationship with the government might be a bit ambivalent on the student loans, but you generally 

feel positive towards it because of the ways your life has improved. 

The same cannot be said for those who do not finish. They are indebted at smaller levels, but 

without the degree they re-enter the low-wage service market. I am not saying that they did not have 

positive educational experiences in terms of learning, but the lasting effect of being in debt and not having 

the degree, which would push them into higher economic categories, means that they have the debt but 

few of the goodies from the debt. We think that these two groups, those who finished their degree and 

those who did not, are going to experience different political effects of student loan debt.  

There are many surveys that ask about student loan debt and whether you went to a public, 

private, or for-profit school. There are also a lot of surveys that ask about political participation, but these 

are never on the same survey, much to our frustration! As a result, we got some grant money to ask both 

of those sets of questions on the same survey. We wanted to find out how indebted people were, how 

many times they started and stopped school, as well as their likelihood to vote, their likelihood to contact 

political officials, and their interest in politics. We controlled for all the factors, such as age, race, political 
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party, gender—anything that might be associated with whether someone votes—independent of student 

loan debts. We wanted to see if student loan debt still mattered once we controlled for all those factors. 

We found that those who had student loan debt but no degree were less likely to vote, were less 

likely to contact government officials, and paid less attention to politics as a result (see Figure 2 below). 

Hence, there are depressive effects for political engagement and political participation for those who are 

indebted but did not get that degree. Those who have the degree with debt were more likely to contact 

political officials, and they were more likely to pay attention to politics. 

 

 
Figure 2. Findings of our study: The amount of the loan is less important than completion of the degree. Those who 

have not completed are less likely to engage in civic action. 
 

Interestingly, the amount of the loan had no independent effect. That is not what was driving the 

effects on participation. We found that the most important variable was whether you have the debt and the 

degree or have the debt and no degree. This is a very common experience in US politics, and we hear less 

from those who have not finished a degree. They have a distinct policy interest because their loan debt is 

smaller but much more cumbersome. Their interest is to get student loan forgiveness but not necessarily 

at $50,000. A smaller amount of loan forgiveness would help them considerably. Thus, Joe Biden’s plan 

of $10,000 would actually assist most of these borrowers tremendously, and the $10,000 amount is more 

politically palatable to average Americans. But our findings also show that it is those with the debt and 

the degree, those who desire larger amounts of loan forgiveness, that government officials hear more 

from. 
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We know that this is not the only thing driving participatory inequality in the United States. There 

are voter access policies and a lot of other things that we can talk about, but student loan debt is an 

important part of the story. Look at how massive the amount of student loan debt is. One in four adults 

are carrying it. This is an experience that is driving participatory inequality in the United States, and we 

know that policymakers are more responsive to those they hear from. They are hearing from the people 

who finished and have debt, and those are the people pushing for the Sanders policy or the Warren and 

Schumer plan. Policy makers are less likely to hear from those who did not finish and who usually need 

smaller levels of debt forgiveness, that is, a more Bidenesque policy. 

The key takeaway from this talk is that student loans have unintended negative effects for 

political engagement and civic participation. We should be funding public and private higher education so 

that no one needs to take out so many cumbersome loans. In the current political moment, though, since 

funding higher education is not what is occurring, it is important to know that those people who do not 

finish their degree but take on debt have unique policy interests directly stemming from their experience 

with the government and student loans that are less likely to be heard by policy makers. 

If these results were widely known, would student loan policy be more generous, or would 

policymakers double down? Or would they continue to be more responsive to those with, quite frankly, 

more economic voice? We hope that the discussion of student loans better differentiates between those 

who finish a degree and those who do not. We hope, too, that higher education policy and funding leave 

far fewer students indebted and at lower levels. This is good for America, and it is good civic 

engagement.  
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