How Much Do Students Really Owe?
      The CUNY faculty has consistently protested whenever there are planned tuition hikes, even though the system has some of the lowest in-state charges of any public university nationwide.  Recently, evidence was presented to seemingly verify that CUNY’s tuition is onerous.  Even though close to 60 percent of Brooklyn College students have their tuition fully paid for through tuition assistance programs, federal grants, and scholarships, it was reported to national education organizations that 48 percent of its graduates had student loan debt that averaged $16,500.
  By contrast, this essay will present survey results that demonstrate the loan burden is much lower, especially for students who graduated a NYC high school.  
     There are reasons to believe that the reported figures overstate BC student indebtedness.  Average loan debt may be influenced by a modest cohort of students who accumulated very large debt.  In this case, this cohort would drive up the average indebtedness so that the median indebtedness would be significantly lower.  In addition, though colleges are suppose to report to national agencies only the student loan debt gathered at the school from which they graduated, data files make this separation difficult so that BC reports total loan debt for their graduates.  Given that BC has a sizeable share of its graduates who are transfer students, it may be that the high average debt is driven by those students who, after accumulating substantial indebtedness at another college, transferred to and graduated from BC.    Finally, we should be primarily concerned about the fairness of tuition for NYC high school graduates.  Our judgment should not be influenced by other students, who pay higher tuition and may take out substantial loans.  As a result, we should assess loan indebtedness separately for those who graduated a NYC high school. 

    In order to answer these questions, during Fall 2012 and Spring 2013, a survey instrument was administered to business students: (1) the location of the high school they graduated from; (2) the share of their tuition in the current academic year that will be paid for out of grants and scholarships; (3) the amount of loans they have or anticipate undertaking for this current academic year; and (4) the amount of loans they expect to accumulate by the time they graduate.   
	Table 1: Student Loans by Tuition Subsidy and High School Graduated



	Tuition Subsidy
	No Current 

No Future
	No Current

Some Future
	Current Loan $1,000-4,500
	Current Loan >$4,500
	Total

	Full Subsidy
	
	
	
	
	

	NYC HS
	   122
	22
	  2
	  4
	150

	Other HS
	     15
	  3
	  2
	  2
	22

	Partial Subsidy
	
	
	
	
	

	NYC HS
	   31
	  2
	  7
	  3
	43

	Other HS
	    7
	  4
	  6
	  4
	21

	No Subsidy
	
	
	
	
	

	NYC HS
	   104
	 11
	  12
	  10
	137

	Other HS
	          20
	  0
	  3
	  6
	29

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	        299
	42
	           32
	29
	   402

	Share (pct)
	74.4
	10.4
	8.0
	7.2
	100.0

	NYC HS
	257
	35
	21
	17
	   330

	Share (pct)
	77.9
	10.6
	6.4
	5.1
	100.0

	Other HS
	42
	7
	11
	12
	   72

	Share (pct)
	58.3
	9.7
	15.3
	16.7
	100.0

	   Full Subsidy includes students who answered that “76 percent or more of this year’s tuition” was paid for by scholarships and/or grants.  No Subsidy includes students who answered that “0 to 25 percent of this year’s tuition” was paid for through grants and/or scholarships.  Partial Subsidy includes students who answered either “26-50 percent” or “51-75 percent.” 

     No loans No Future includes those who answered that for the current academic year they had taken out or anticipate taking out loans “$0 to $999” and indicates that when they graduated they anticipate having loans totaling “$0 to $999.” No Current Some Future includes respondents who said that in the current year they took out loans “$0 to $999” but by graduation, they anticipated have accumulated loans totaling more than $2,000.  The rest of respondents had taken out or anticipated taking out loans of at least $1,000 during the current academic year.   They were grouped by size of loan: (a) $1,000 to $4,499; and (b) $4,500 or more.  



        Students who graduated high schools outside NYC comprised 18 percent of our sample which is only one percentage point above the share campus wide. About 43 percent of our sample reported that they had virtually a full tuition subsidy which is below the 60 percent figure the BC administration cites.  It may very well be that fully subsidized students comprise a smaller share of School of Business than campus wide.  These fully subsidized students rarely have student loans.  Indeed, in our sample only six of the 124 NYC high school graduates receiving full subsidy, took out a loan of at least $1,000 for the current year.  
    Despite a below average share of fully subsidized students, the survey found that only a small share of student took out loans for the current academic year.  Overall, only 15.2 percent of students surveyed took out loans of at least $1,000 for the current academic year; with only 7.2 percent having current loans of at least $4,500.  These numbers were even lower for those who graduated NYC high schools.  Indeed, even if we only look at NYC high school graduates who have no tuition subsidy, loans are very modest.  Only 16.1 percent of NYC high school graduates with no tuition subsidy have current loans of at least $1,000; with 7.3 percent having current loans of at least $4,500.  By contrast, for all those who graduated a non-NYC high school, 32.0 percent have current loans of at least $1,000; with 16.7 percent having current loans of at least $4,500.   

     Interestingly, these findings almost perfectly mirror some of the recent findings reported in the CUNY publication, The CUNY Value (http://cuny.edu/about/resources/value.html).  It reported that only 15 percent of the 150,000 CUNY full-time undergraduate students have a federally-backed student loan.   Some might dismiss this statistic because it includes a large share of poorer students at the community colleges who still have their full financial aid, many of whom will drop out before graduation.  My survey students, however, were senior college students the vast majority having completed at least three semesters.   My findings suggest that the CUNY Value statistic is indeed representative of the senior colleges and suggests that any association of CUNY tuition rates with high student loan rates is misguided.  Only a small share of students who graduated NYC high schools borrows a significant amount annually, even among those who have no tuition subsidy.  It is the loan behavior of those who graduated high school from outside NYC that drive the overall loan rate figures, along with the fact that the reported numbers include loans taken by transfer students at their former schools and is an average rather than a median measure.  
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