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ABOUT GAPSA 

• Council of Graduate Students (COGS) • Medical School Student Council• School of Dentistry Student 

Council • Nursing College Board• Graduate Students in Education & Human Development 

(GradSEHD)• Pharmacy College Board • Law Council • School of Public Health Student Senate • MBA 

Association • Veterinary Medicine Student Council 
 

There are over 22,000 graduate and professional students at the 

University of Minnesota - about 40% of the student body - located within 10 

different schools and close to 200 programs. They come from all 50 states 

and over 118 countries. They all face rigorous training, hectic schedules, and 

frenzied lives. They produce world-renowned research, award-winning 

teaching, and outstanding service to Minnesota, the United States, and the 

world. GAPSA is where they all come together.  

 

The Graduate and Professional Student Assembly serves many 

functions on this campus, chief among them ensuring that the University, in 

all of its offices, programs, schools and departments, works in the interests 

of excellence in the graduate and professional experience. From curriculum 

changes to dining service changes, GAPSA and its coordinate councils 

advocate to make the University of Minnesota the premier institution for 

graduate and professional education in the nation. In addition, we strive to 

ensure that graduate and professional students have a smooth, supported, 

and enjoyable post-graduate experience. 
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IIIINTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTION    

Graduate and professional students are often overlooked when 

collecting data on the issues that affect students most. Perhaps the most 

vexing problem facing both post-graduates and undergraduates today is how 

to finance their education. Student indebtedness is on the rise, and while the 

University has examined how this affects undergraduate students, little 

research has been conducted on the impact on graduate and professional 

students. Moreover, data needs to be collected to show the scope and 

breadth of how the problem impacts graduate and professional students, 

including: 

• Federal, state and private loans—Graduate and 

professional students are targeted by private lenders as 

there is perception that graduate and professional students 

are more likely to pay back their debt. 

• Loans from Baccalaureate and/or Master’s Degrees- 

Often overlooked when examining student indebtedness. 

• Credit card debt, mortgages, car loans, etc. 

• Employability—Are graduate and professional students 

finding employment with high enough salaries to pay back 

their student loans and live comfortably? Are they being 

employed in their chosen profession? 



 

 

 

Graduate and Professional Student Indebtedness: Report and 
Recommendations 

2009 

4 

T
he

 G
ra
du

at
e 
an
d 
Pr

of
es
si
on

al
 S
tu
de

nt
 A
ss
em

bl
y 

• Mental health and academic performance— Data does 

not specifically address how indebtedness affects graduate 

and professional students. 

    
OOOOVERVIEW OF VERVIEW OF VERVIEW OF VERVIEW OF SSSSTUDENT TUDENT TUDENT TUDENT IIIINDEBTEDNESS AT THE NDEBTEDNESS AT THE NDEBTEDNESS AT THE NDEBTEDNESS AT THE 

UUUUNIVERSITY OF NIVERSITY OF NIVERSITY OF NIVERSITY OF MMMMINNESOTAINNESOTAINNESOTAINNESOTA    

 

Students attending the University of Minnesota are graduating with 

increasing amounts of student loans, credit card debt, in addition to other 

forms of debt. According to research from the Public Interest Research 

Group, student loan debt has rapidly outpaced the costs of living within the 

Twin Cities (Kinchlow, 2006).  

 

• One of the recommendations of this report will be to collect data 

to see how this data fits with the University of Minnesota 
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specifically. While we do not yet have those figures, we do know 

that the state of 

Minnesota is ranked #3 

in the nation for student 

indebtedness by the 

Project on Student 

Debt. 

• A report by the Consumer Federation of America (1999) found 

that 20% of college students had an outstanding credit card 

balance totaling at least $10,000.  

o The report also illustrated that the emotional toll that this 

phenomenon of increasing debt has been linked to student 

suicide (Consumer Federation of America, 1999).  

Once again, this information is general, and not specific to graduate 

and professional students. We know from research on the undergraduate 

student population that increasing debt often results in a decline in academic 

performance, and slower degree completion. In addition, mental health 

problems have also been linked to financial difficulty.  

During the past decade, healthcare 
costs increased by 58%, the cost of 

living climbed by 35% in the Twin 

Cities metro, meanwhile the increases 

in student loan indebtedness jumped to 
107% nationwide (Kinchlow, 2006). 
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FIGURE 1:  FORMS OF  DEBT INCURRED  BY  GRADUATE  AND  PROFESSIONAL  STUDENTS  AND IMPACT  

 

This policy report will address the issues surrounding student loan 

indebtedness, the absence of tailored data collection, and how both this debt 

and the lack of graduate and professional specific information affects 

graduate and professional students at the U of M academically and 

personally. In addition, we will set forth recommendations on how the 

University of Minnesota and the State of Minnesota can assess this issue, 

address it, and serve as a model for other institutions and states across the 

nation. 
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LLLLOAN OAN OAN OAN IIIINDEBTEDNESS OF NDEBTEDNESS OF NDEBTEDNESS OF NDEBTEDNESS OF 2005200520052005    AND AND AND AND 2006200620062006    GGGGRADUATES BY RADUATES BY RADUATES BY RADUATES BY 

CCCCAMPUS AND AMPUS AND AMPUS AND AMPUS AND LLLLEVELEVELEVELEVEL    

Campus 
and 

Program 

2005 
% with 
Loans 

2005 Average 
Indebtedness 

2006 
% with 
Loans 

2006 Average 
Indebtedness 

2006  
Average 
Monthly 
Payment 
(10 yr std. 
repayment) 

2006 
Average 

Total Owed 
(including 
interest w/ 
10 year std. 
repayment) 

Duluth - 
Graduate 

38.50% $22,639  53.30% $24,943  $287  $34,446  

Twin 
Cities - 
Graduate 

41.10% $28,421  40.80% $30,746  $354  $42,459  

Twin 
Cities - 
First 
Profession
al (All) 

88.90% $89,719  89.20% $92,343  $1,063  $127,522  

Twin 
Cities - 
Dentistry 

96.50% $111,971  94.30% $126,054  $1,451  $174,076  

Twin 
Cities - 
Law 

86.60% $65,310  89.70% $74,046  $852  $102,255  

Twin 
Cities - 
Medicine 

93.70% $111,479  92.00% $114,706  $1,320  $158,405  

Twin 
Cities - 
Pharmacy 

79.50% $83,095  75.60% $97,091  $1,117  $134,079  

 Twin 
Cities - 
Vet 
Medicine 

90.80% $87,387  95.30% $102,632  $1,181  $141,731  

 

 The common misperception is that graduate students receive funding 

from their departments or employers to cover the costs of their education. 

The figures tell a different story: 
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• 39% of Duluth graduate students have loans, taking out an 

average of $24,943 

• 41% of Twin Cities graduate students have loans with an 

average of $30,746 

• From 2005 to 2006, graduate student loan indebtedness 

increased by approximately $2000 

For professional students, the assumption is that their salaries will be 

high enough post-graduation to pay off their student loans. However, their 

monthly payments are large enough that it could be a mortgage payment 

(see Appendix C). 

• All of the professional programs have average monthly 

repayments of over $1,000 with the exception of the Law 

School. 

• Law School students had the lowest monthly average repayment 

of $852 

• Dentistry students had the highest monthly average repayment 

of $1451 

 

 

 
See Appendix A, B and 

C for more graphs 

illustrating the data. 
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EEEEMPLOYABILITY AND MPLOYABILITY AND MPLOYABILITY AND MPLOYABILITY AND SSSSTUDENT TUDENT TUDENT TUDENT LLLLOAN OAN OAN OAN IIIINDEBTEDNESSNDEBTEDNESSNDEBTEDNESSNDEBTEDNESS    

 

 After graduation, as loan repayment looms, the problems of student 

loan indebtedness become a reality:  

• On average, undergraduates graduate with $23,000 of student 

loan debt, whereas graduate and professional graduates await 

average indebtedness estimates ranging from $30,000 to 

$140,000 (Miller, 2008; University of Minnesota-Medical 

Education, 2008).  

o How much debt students incurred before graduate and 

professional school is unknown.  

• From 2005 to 2006, undergraduate students at the University of 

Minnesota incurred a 16% increase in student loan debt 

according to a 2007 report by the Institute for College Access 

and Success (Horwath, 2007).  

There is often a gap in finding employment in their chosen field for 

many undergraduates1. According to a survey sent to graduates at the 

University of Minnesota: 

• 37% will not have found a job within two months after 

graduation, and  

                                                           
1 The same data needs to be collected on all of the graduate and professional programs at the U of M.  
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• 22% will work in fields that have no link to their 

undergraduate degree (Anderson, 2007).  

Again, we will argue in our recommendations that similar data is 

collected to show how this affects graduate and professional students. 

Students should have access to this information when investigating career 

paths and deciding which program is the best fit for their personal and 

professional goals. 

Even professions that have traditionally held the promise of a 

financially-secure future are recognizing that student loan debt affects all 

students, regardless of how much money they will make. The University of 

Minnesota Medical School formerly held the title of the most expensive public 

medical school, and currently is the second most expensive in the nation 

(Association of American Medical Colleges, 2008).  

• In 2007, the mean student loan indebtedness figure for 2007 

graduates of the University of Minnesota’s Medical School totaled 

$141,691 (University of Minnesota, 2008). This was the 

average, and does not take into account the students’ credit card 

debt, car loan, mortgage payments, home equity loans, etc.  

• Note that this figure is substantially different from what was 

reported by the University of Minnesota in 2006. According to 

that data, medical students were taking out approximately 

$30,000 less than in 2007—$114,706.  
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TTTTHE HE HE HE RRRRISE OF ISE OF ISE OF ISE OF PPPPRIVATE RIVATE RIVATE RIVATE 

LLLLOANSOANSOANSOANS    

 

 In addition to the traditional 

federal loans that students apply 

for, private loans are becoming 

increasingly popular.  

• According to the Institute of 

Higher Education Policy, 

federal student loans 

increased from eighty-six 

percent, whereas private sector loans swelled by 1,042 percent 

during a ten year time frame from 1996 to 2006 (Moran, 2008).  

• The National Consumer Law Center reports that private loans now 

account for one dollar out of every four-dollars borrowed to 

students.  

They attribute this trend to the increasing cost of education, 

inadequate financial planning and awareness of financial matters, and 

students’ trust of lending institutions (Moran, 2008).  

 

    

The Association of American 

Medical Colleges (2008) 

estimates that in 2033 physicians 

who sign up for the standard 10-

year loan repayment option 

would have to contribute half of 

their after-tax earnings towards 

repaying their student loans. 
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CCCCREDIT REDIT REDIT REDIT CCCCARD ARD ARD ARD DDDDEBTEBTEBTEBT    

 With increasing credit card debt, students are likely to work more and 

to drop classes in light of their financial woes (Dugas, 1999). The University 

of Minnesota has begun to address this issue by no longer accepting credit 

card payment for tuition and fees, as well as banning credit card companies 

from soliciting on campus. However, the issue of credit card indebtedness 

and how it affects graduate and professional students has been left out of 

the data collection efforts. Therefore, the following information will provide a 

template on how credit card debt may be affecting postgraduates, and 

serves as a call to action for future research. 

• In an article by the University’s Alumni Association, the author 

notes that 54.1% of students at the U of M have between two to 

six credit cards. 

• Nationally, graduate 

and undergraduate 

students have an 

average of six credit 

cards (McDonald, 

2004).  

• In another study by Boynton Health Services, 78% of students 

reported having at least one credit card and approximately 30% 

While still in school at the U of M, 

indebted students struggle with 
depression, binge drinking, smoking, 

and lower GPAs (Howard, 2001). 
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of fifth year undergraduates acknowledge having unmanageable 

credit card debt (Helms, 2005).  

• On average, undergraduate students have accumulated $2,327 

in credit card debt (Minnesota Daily, 2007).  

While still in school at the U of M, indebted students struggle with 

depression, binge drinking, smoking, and lower GPAs (Howard, 2001). 

Likewise, as the 

average GPA 

decreases, the 

proportion of 

students at the university who report credit card debt of levels beyond 

$1,000 a month increases (Helms, 2005). This figure seems to be significant 

as two-thirds of students who reported taking anti-depressants had more 

than $1,000 in credit card debt (Dugas, 1999).  

 College students have been an easy target for credit card companies 

and predatory loan agents. According to credit counselor Darry Dahlheimer:  

College students are the yummiest customers they could ever imagine. 

First of all, they want to brand them for life, knowing that once they 

start with a particular company, they might very well keep that debt 

for 10 years or 20 years. Secondly, college students are great 'cause 

even though they don't have much money, most college students have 

This figure seems to be significant at two-thirds of students 

who reported taking anti-depressants had more than $1,000 

in credit card debt (Dugas, 1999). 
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some connection with parents or family who will bail them out if they 

do rack up a lot of charges, (qtd. in Helms, 2005, p. 1). 

 As the national figures suggest, if students have on average six 

credit cards, the temptation is there to incur more debt when in a tight 

financial situation. In addition, graduate and professional students 

often travel to present or network at conferences. Part of our data 

collection efforts must take a look at how well students are financially 

supported in these endeavors, and examine how many students are 

charging the high cost of attending a conference to their credit cards. 

  

CCCCURRENT URRENT URRENT URRENT SSSSTRATEGIESTRATEGIESTRATEGIESTRATEGIES    

This report will provide recommendations at the university level and 

state levels. However, we will briefly discuss the national context to highlight 

that this issue is being given critical attention, and how other players may 

support initiatives at the University level. Some progress has been made, 

but it is not enough to address these issues of student loan indebtedness at 

the University of Minnesota, particularly that of the graduate and 

professional student population.  

At the national level, President Bush signed into law the College Cost 

and Reduction Act of 2007, which was billed as the: 

• “Most comprehensive infusion of funds to student aid since the G.I. 

Bill” of 1944 (Horwath, 2007, p. 1).  
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• This would increase funds to the Pell Grant program, and would 

cut interest rates from 6.8% to 3.4% by 2012 (Horwath, 

2007).  

However, the dramatic increases in student loan indebtedness from 

year to year, demands further measures to tackle the issue at the 

University, state AND federal levels. Also, the Act does not address the 

predatory practices of private loan programs, which often have hidden 

terms, and substantial interest rates (Moran, 2008).  

 As mentioned earlier, the University has made strides by not allowing 

credit card companies to solicit on-campus, and by barring credit cards as a 

payment option for tuition and fees. Despite the University’s new policy 

forbidding credit card companies from 

soliciting on-campus, Citibank recently 

partnered with Domino’s pizza 

to offer free pizzas to 900 U of M 

students who filled out a credit card 

application. Coupons for the free 

pizzas were distributed on-

campus. While improvements 

have been made, the enforcement of such policies needs to be taken 

seriously by the credit card companies and the university. 

“This displeased the 
Governor, who has seen 
tuition rates increase 
threefold (while accounting 
for inflation) since he 
attended the U of M in the 
1980s,” (Grovum, 2008). 
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At the state level, there is growing tension between the University and 

the governor, as other key stakeholders such as students and their families 

see increasing debt, and seek increased accountability from their 

representatives to tackle the issue of rising tuition costs, and growing 

indebtedness levels. This pressure reached a boiling point when in 2007, the 

University received a 17% base increase from the State, yet increased 

tuition by 7% (Grovum, 2008). This displeased the Governor, who has seen 

tuition rates increase threefold (while accounting for inflation) since he 

attended the U of M in the 1980s (Grovum, 2008).    

 

CCCCURRENT URRENT URRENT URRENT IIIISSUESSSUESSSUESSSUES,,,,    FFFFUTURE UTURE UTURE UTURE PPPPROBLEMSROBLEMSROBLEMSROBLEMS    

While we know that undergraduate student indebtedness is closely 

linked with lower GPAs, mental health issues, and delayed degree 

completion, we suggest that graduate and professional students face the 

same issues. How we address these issues will differ from that of the 

undergraduate population in some ways, but within our recommendations 

we will also provide ways in which we can come together to address student 

indebtedness at the University of Minnesota. 
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RRRRECOMMENDATIONSECOMMENDATIONSECOMMENDATIONSECOMMENDATIONS    

 

 There are three primary goals of this policy to minimize the issues 

related to student loan indebtedness centered on three themes: data 

collection, advocacy and resources.  

DDDDATA ATA ATA ATA CCCCOLLECTIONOLLECTIONOLLECTIONOLLECTION    

• First, we need to increase the amount of data that we have on 

student loan indebtedness at the University of Minnesota, and 

find out how we compare to other comparable institutions both 

within the region, and within the Big Ten.  
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• Address the scope of problem at the institutional and 

departmental levels: 

o Create trends reports showing the trajectory of student 

loan indebtedness at the U of M.  

o Create guidelines: Provide consistent information from the 

Financial Aid Office and develop a rule of thumb for how 

much students should borrow based on their projected 

income. Currently, the website has different figures which 

are misleading. 

• Work with academic units and other student organizations to 

create a streamlined data collection process: 

• Likewise, we need to collect data that differentiates 

undergraduate and graduate students and what issues they 

share in common. The current data does not make clear 

distinctions between these populations.  

• Work with U of M researchers who have studied the problem and 

how it affects undergraduate students. 

• Collaborate with academic units who collect similar types of data 

so that students are not receiving multiple surveys. 
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RRRRECOMMENDATIONS FOR TECOMMENDATIONS FOR TECOMMENDATIONS FOR TECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE HE HE HE SSSSTATE OF TATE OF TATE OF TATE OF MMMMINNESOTAINNESOTAINNESOTAINNESOTA    

• Funding to higher education should be stabilized.  

o What should be the state’s role in financing higher 

education? What is the optimal percentage? This would 

help protect students and their families from unexpected 

tuition increases, and also allow the University of 

Minnesota and MNSCU become more accountable in their 

practices. 

• Financial literacy should be a priority in the PK-20 curriculum.  

• The Minnesota Office of Higher Education’s upcoming survey on 

how families finance higher education should include graduate 

and professional students, in addition to the undergraduate 

student population.  

AAAADVOCACYDVOCACYDVOCACYDVOCACY    

By using the data, we can work across campus, and with the National 

Association of Graduate-Professional Students (NAGPS) to increase 

awareness about graduate and professional student indebtedness. 

Our goals would include: 

• To dispel any myths about the funding of graduate study 

o Work with staff and faculty  

o Create realistic expectations for prospective and current students 
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• Coordinate with NAGPS to work on the state and national level to raise 

awareness and set the stage for future legislative action 

• And finally, on-campus we must devise ways to educate students 

about these issues, and devise enforceable policies.  

RRRRESOURCESESOURCESESOURCESESOURCES    

• Create advising structures for “non-traditional” students focusing on 

the different issues that affect the graduate and professional student 

population 

o Ex.: Home equity loans, retirement, etc. 

• Create an office of “Financial Management Services” 

o As important as legal services and heath services 

o Can use data collection process to advocate for the need and 

increase demand of this service 

� Collaborate with undergraduate organizations 

• Create website with information specifically for our 23,000 graduate 

and professional students 

o Calculators 

o Facts and Figures 

o FAQ with Financial Planner 

This staggering problem deserves our attention and action at the 

University of Minnesota. By focusing first on data collection, then advocacy 
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and resources, we can start to fully address the often-overlooked problem of 

graduate and professional student indebtedness. Building a social structure 

that allows for the accumulation of so much student loan and credit card 

debt precisely when student are beginning their professional lives will have 

frightening ramifications. Action must be taken now before things spiral out 

of control.  
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AAAAPPENDIX PPENDIX PPENDIX PPENDIX A:A:A:A:    2005200520052005    &&&&    2006200620062006    PPPPERCENTAGE OF ERCENTAGE OF ERCENTAGE OF ERCENTAGE OF 

SSSSTUDENTS WITH LOANSTUDENTS WITH LOANSTUDENTS WITH LOANSTUDENTS WITH LOANS    
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