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Getting a graduate degree is an impressive accomplishment — only 14% of people have one, and it typically helps you earn 
more. For example, those with a doctoral degree on average earn $4 million over their lifetimes, in comparison to $2.8 million 
for those who have obtained a bachelor’s degree. And let’s not forget about the prestige that comes with the title you get to put 
in front of or behind you signature on emails. I mean, who doesn’t want to make mom proud?

All kidding aside, most people who go to graduate school do so because they want to gather expertise in a specific area of 
interest, such as, law, medicine, education, or social work. And nobody starts a graduate program with the goal of drowning 
in student debt when they finish. But the harsh reality is that some graduate schools and programs leave graduates even worse 
off financially than before they started. 

In this analysis, we look at graduate programs across the US, specifically focusing on whether these schools allow students to 
pay down their educational debt after they attend. If they can’t, it’s going to be a difficult road ahead for them, as these degrees 
are pricey for students. Some are also a risky bet for the taxpayers who help subsidize these educational pursuits. 

Methodology
This analysis uses U.S. Department of Education data to assess whether students have been successful in paying down their 
educational loans after pursuing an advanced degree. In total, we include 1,661 institutions of higher education and 6,371 grad-
uate programs in this study. Specifically, we examine a two-year cohort of graduate students to determine how much they owe 
on their federal education loans five years after they’ve left an institution (2018–19, 2019–20) and entered repayment (2013–
14, 2014–15). Furthermore, we examine individual graduate programs across the US, and calculate a debt-to-income ratio for 
each. For this, we use the median debt and earnings data, measured four years after they’ve completed their program of study. 

How Much Do Graduate Students Owe on Their Loans Five Years Later? 
Believe it or not, some graduate schools leave students owing millions of dollars more on their loans five years after they enter 
repayment. Some even show their cohort of graduate students accumulating hundreds of million in loan interest without 
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being able to make a dent on their loan principal whatsoever. This generally happens when students aren’t earning enough to 
keep up with minimum payments on their educational debt.                                                                                                                                               

 
 

For example, out of the 1,661 institutions in this analysis, 528 (32%) show their students owing 
more on their loans than the amount they initially borrowed, even five years after entering 
repayment. Even more concerning, 24 show their former graduate students having 
accumulated over $25 million in interest alone at each of their institutions, as these borrowers 
fail to earn enough to keep their loan balance from ballooning.  
 
Graduate Schools Where Students Owe $100 Million (Or More) on Their Loans 
While most institutions see their graduate students paying down at least some of their interest 
soon after leaving, others see a massive accumulation of interest, with borrowers unable to 
make payments large enough to prevent their balance from growing. In fact, some individual 
institutions leave their graduate students owing more than $100 million in addition to the 
amount they initially borrowed five years prior in their pursuits to obtain a sought-after 
graduate credential.  

 
Graduate Schools Where Students Owe Over $100 Million In Interest  

After Five Years 

 
 
Notably, all of the institutions that show their graduate students accumulating the largest 
amount of loan interest are private non-profit and for-profit institutions. At these institutions, 
each cohort of graduate students borrowed between $584 million and $1.38 billion over a two-
year period, and each saw their loan balance grow between 10% and 29% over that time. 
Graduate students at Walden University saw their cumulative loan balance grow the most, as 
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Lowest Performing Programs 
Specific programs may be contributing the most to the increasing indebtedness we see at some graduate schools. Below, we 
examine the graduate programs at institutions where students’ loan balances grew the across the United States. We show 
those where students take on most debt in comparison to their relative income four years after earning their graduate degree. 

Debt-to-Earnings Ratio for Graduate Programs at Low-Performing Institutions
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*Chart focuses on institutions where students owe more than an additional $100 million in graduate student debt five years 
after entering repayment. Programs highlighted are top three programs with highest debt-to-income ratio.  
 
At Walden University, for example, students who earn a doctorate in Psychology graduate 
owing $175,633 in Federal student debt, 243% more than the $72,197 they earn four years 
after graduation. Similarly, those who earn a graduate certificate in Curriculum and Instruction 
leave their program owing $122,882 in federal student loan debt, while earning a much lower 
salary of $62,564. Students who take on this much debt relative to their anticipated earnings 
after graduating are likely to struggle with repayment, if not find it unmanageable altogether.  
 
Conclusion 
Right now, there are few protections in place to prevent students from owing too much while 
earning so little after earning their graduate credential. While some of this underperformance 
can be addressed program by program, we also see individual institutions where entire cohorts 
of students end up owing millions more on their educational debt than the amount they initially 
borrowed. With no checks and balances in place, this cycle where students take on massive 
amounts of debt—that they will never be able to fully pay back—will continue to occur. 
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