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Over 40 million Americans are burdened by 
$1.6 trillion in outstanding federal student loan 
debt.1 The average debt held by each borrower 
has increased by nearly 40% since 2007, and 
the total number of student debt holders has 
been steadily rising.2 Americans’ total student 
loan debt burden is now larger than all other 
sources of consumer debt with the exception of 
mortgages.3 For individual borrowers, holding 
a student loan is correlated with financial 
hardship, lower rates of homeownership, and 
reduced entrepreneurship.4

Because of this widespread and heavy 
student loan debt burden, the Biden-Harris 
Administration has prioritized providing relief 
to American borrowers. Despite ongoing 
challenges from Republicans across the country, 
the Administration has taken numerous actions 
to reduce debt.  

In August 2022, President Biden announced 
a plan to cancel up to $20,000 of student 
loan debt for borrowers nationwide.5 But this 
plan was blocked by a coalition of Supreme 
Court Justices appointed by former President 
Donald Trump and confirmed by a Republican-
controlled U.S. Senate.6 Nonetheless, the Biden-
Harris Administration did not give up—fixing 
broken student debt relief programs to provide 
nearly 5 million Americans with relief.7 And 
in April 2024, using existing authority under 
the Higher Education Act, the Administration 
announced, and is now finalizing, a new debt 
relief rule that will ensure 30 million students 
receive relief by the end of the year.8 This rule 
will broadly reform the student loan program. 
Specifically, it will:

• Help borrowers who have balances larger 
than what they originally borrowed;

• Help borrowers who have been repaying 
their loans for over 20 years;

• Help borrowers who are eligible for existing 
relief but have been unable to successfully 
apply; and

• Help borrowers who enrolled in low-
financial-value programs or institutions.

A future rule will provide relief for borrowers 
experiencing financial hardship. 

This report, prepared at the request of 
Senators Elizabeth Warren and Jeff Merkley, 
examines the impact of this new rule on 
borrowers and explains how they will benefit. 
Specifically, it highlights how low-and middle-
income borrowers, seniors, women, and Black 
borrowers will receive enormous benefits from 
the new rule.

LOW- AND MIDDLE-INCOME 
BORROWERS
The majority of student debt is held by families 
with zero or negative net worth.9 The new rule 
mitigates their acute student debt burden, 
benefitting low- and middle-income borrowers 
in the following ways:

• The rule institutes protections against 
spiraling balances for the more than 20 
million borrowers whose balances have 
risen above what they initially borrowed.10 
These borrowers tend to have lower 
incomes before they pursue higher 
education than borrowers who possess the 
financial resources to consistently pay down 
their debt.11 

• Long-term student debt holders tend to 
live in areas with lower median household 
incomes. By cancelling debt for borrowers 
who have been in repayment for over 20 
years, including borrowers who did not 
graduate from their institutions, the new 
rule will provide relief to lower-income 
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borrowers trapped in a long-term cycle of 
debt.12

• Expanding access to loan cancellation 
under existing income-driven repayment 
(IDR) plans such as the SAVE plan, the 
Biden-Harris Administration’s new IDR 
program, benefits borrowers from low-
income backgrounds by providing relief to 
over 1.1 million borrowers who received a 
Pell Grant.13 

• Providing relief to individuals experiencing 
financial hardship could benefit millions of 
borrowers from low-income backgrounds 
who have been in repayment for under 20 
years.14 

SENIORS
The number of retirement-age student debt 
holders has increased by 500% over the last 
two decades:15 over nine million student loan 
borrowers are more than 50 years old,16 and 
nearly 60% of borrowers over the age of 60 
have been in repayment for over 15 years.17 
The new rule will disproportionately benefit this 
growing group of seniors in the following ways:

• Expanding enrollment in the SAVE plan will 
provide almost 500,000 borrowers over the 
age of 50 with partial or complete relief.18 

• Eliminating balances that exceed original 
loan amounts will provide immediate relief 
to over five million borrowers over the age 
of 50.19 

• Providing relief to individuals who have 
been in repayment for over 20 years will 
immediately wipe the entire debt of over 
1.5 million borrowers over the age of 50.20

BLACK BORROWERS 
Black borrowers owe an average of $25,000 
more in student loan debt than white 
borrowers, have the highest monthly payments 
among all racial groups, and are the most likely 
of any racial group to delay buying a home due 
to their student loan debt.21 The new rule will 
benefit Black borrowers in the following ways: 

• Eliminating balances that exceed original 
amounts borrowed will have extraordinary 
benefits for the average Black borrower.22 
The Center for American Progress projects 
that this provision will benefit approximately 
6 million Black borrowers.23 

• Cancelling long-held balances will benefit 
the almost 75% of Black borrowers who 
have not paid off their outstanding loans 
after 20 years.24

• Relief for borrowers facing financial 
hardship relief will have an outsized 
influence on Black borrowers and especially 
Black women. For instance, 57% of Black 
women were unable to meet essential 
expenses four years after graduation,25 and 
more broadly, Black borrowers are three 
times as likely to default on their student 
loans as white graduates.26 

WOMEN 
Women hold almost two-thirds of all student 
loan debt, are more likely to hold higher 
debt balances than their male counterparts,27 
and face perpetually lower incomes after 
graduating.28 The new rule will benefit millions 
of women in the following ways:

• Expanded PSLF relief will disproportionately 
benefit the 77% of public school teachers 
who are women.29 

• Women hold student loan balances for 
two years longer than men, on average, 
and stand to benefit from relief directed at 
those with long-held balances.30

• Relief targeted at borrowers experiencing 
financial hardship could benefit the 34% 
of women who report financial difficulties 
associated with repaying their loans,31 as 
women experience higher relative debt 
burdens and lower incomes due to a 
persistent gender pay gap. 32
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The Biden-Harris Administration has worked 
hard to provide relief from student loan 
debt to working Americans. In August 2022, 
the Administration attempted to provide 
direct, broad-based relief to up to 43 million 
borrowers, including canceling the full 
outstanding balance for approximately 20 
million Americans.33 The vast majority of those 
who would have benefitted from cancellation 
were Americans earning less than $75,000 
per year.34 But a coalition of Republican state 
attorneys general spearheaded a lawsuit 
opposing broad-based relief for borrowers.35 
Then, a group of Supreme Court Justices 
appointed by former President Donald Trump 
and confirmed by a Republican-controlled 
U.S. Senate blocked this plan from being 
implemented.36 

Despite the Supreme Court’s decision, the 
Biden-Harris Administration used its existing 
legal authority to provide borrowers with relief. 
First, by fixing existing debt relief programs, 
the Biden-Harris Administration has provided 
relief for more than 4.75 million borrowers.37 
Second, the Biden-Harris Administration is 
finalizing a rule that is expected to provide 
relief to an additional 24 million borrowers—
bringing the total number of borrowers helped 
by the Administration’s student debt policies 
to 30 million.38 President Biden has canceled 
more student debt than all previous Presidents 
combined. In fact, under this Administration’s 
leadership, 2023 was the first year in history that 
student loan debt in America declined.39 

I. FIXING EXISTING DEBT RELIEF 
PROGRAMS IN THE FIRST THREE 
YEARS OF THE BIDEN-HARRIS 
ADMINISTRATION

The Biden-Harris Administration has used 
its authority to improve existing debt relief 

programs, providing relief to more than 4.75 
million borrowers.40 Through these fixes, the 
Biden-Harris Administration has made sure that 
higher education works for more Americans by 
expanding access to existing avenues for relief.

A. Improving Relief Under Income-
Driven Repayment (IDR) Plans

IDR plans are designed to be sensitive to a 
borrower’s income level by capping monthly 
payments at an affordable amount and 
canceling all outstanding debt after a prescribed 
time period. The first IDR plan was a pilot under 
President George H.W. Bush and was expanded 
into a fully-fledged program with bipartisan 
support through the 1992 amendments to the 
Higher Education Act.41 Despite being designed 
to “ensur[e] that federal student loans did 
not turn into the type of debt trap commonly 
associated with payday loans and predatory 
subprime mortgages,”42 the widespread failures 
of student loan servicers to track borrower 
payments and IDR eligibility have meant that 
IDR plans have not realized their promise.43 
Before President Biden took office, less than 
three dozen of the two million eligible IDR 
borrowers received student loan cancellation.44 
In April 2022, the Biden-Harris Administration 
directed the Department of Education to 
examine and address inaccurate progress 
tracking and the misuse of forbearances to 
ensure that these programs achieved their 
purpose.45 To date, these reforms have provided 
direct relief to almost one million borrowers.46  

B. Launching the Saving on a Valuable 
Education (SAVE) Plan

In August 2023, in addition to reforming existing 
IDR plans, the Biden-Harris Administration 
launched the Saving on a Valuable Education 
(SAVE) plan.47 The SAVE plan is a new IDR 
program that lowers monthly payments for 
enrolled borrowers by updating the formula for 
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calculating payments48 and raising borrowers’ 
income exemption from 150% to 225% of the 
federal poverty line.49 On top of modifying 
borrowers’ monthly payments to account for 
income and family size, the plan pays down 
any remaining monthly interest for borrowers 
that make their full monthly payments and 
after as few as 10 years provides automatic 
loan cancellation for individuals who borrowed 
$12,000 or less.50 This program primarily 
benefits low-income borrowers by reducing 
monthly student loan payments commensurate 
with income and ensuring that individual 
borrowers who make less than $32,800 per 
year will have no monthly payments.51 Since 
implementing the SAVE program, the Biden-
Harris Administration has cancelled student 
debt for almost 360,000 borrowers.52 Despite 
these benefits, Republican state attorneys 
general have filed lawsuits to block the 
program, and the Eighth Circuit temporarily 
stayed the entirety of the program.53 If the 
injunction sought by Republican attorneys 
general is made permanent, it would be 
responsible for doubling the monthly payments 
of some low-income borrowers.54 In order to 
protect the program now and in the future, 
Senator Jeff Merkley introduced the Codifying 
SAVE Plan Act, which would explicitly enact 
the President’s landmark SAVE plan into law.55 
The legislation would ensure student borrowers 
have a much-needed path to lower payments 
and loan cancellation for years to come.

C. Streamlining Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness (PSLF)

The Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) 
program is designed to incentivize borrowers 
to pursue a career in public service.56 Congress 
created the program during the George W. 
Bush Administration as part of the College 
Cost Reduction and Access Act.57 Now, some 
Republicans are instead pushing to repeal 
federal student loan relief plans such as PSLF.58 

PSLF expands access to higher education and 
public service careers by providing student 
debt relief to individuals who have worked 
in a public service position for 10 years while 

making 120 qualifying monthly payments.59 
Failures by student loan servicers enabled by 
the Trump Administration60 meant that only 
7,000 individuals had been approved for PSLF 
relief prior to the Biden-Harris Administration 
taking office.61 To redress these failures, 
the Administration implemented fixes and 
regulatory improvements to expand the 
program’s effectiveness.

First, the Administration implemented a 
“limited PSLF waiver” that provided credit to 
borrowers for payments that previously did 
not qualify under the program.62 Second, the 
Administration standardized and modernized 
elements of the program, including unifying 
rules related to late, partial, and lump sum 
payments—enabling borrowers to obtain credit 
for certain payments and periods of deferments 
if they certify their employment in a qualified 
profession.63 The goal of these fixes is to rectify 
the failures of student loan servicers such as 
MOHELA that contributed to 99% of PSLF 
applications being rejected.64

Through these program improvements, the 
Biden-Harris Administration has provided relief 
to nearly 950,000 borrowers since assuming 
office.65 

D. Compensating Scammed Borrowers 
Scammed borrowers do not receive the value 
they were promised when they signed up for 
an educational program and its accompanying 
loans. For example, major national for-profit 
colleges accused of misconduct such as falsely 
advertising career and earnings prospects often 
scammed individual borrowers into taking 
out loans based on these representations.66 
To protect these consumers, the Biden-Harris 
Administration revamped and improved the 
borrower defense program to provide relief to 
borrowers misled or victimized by institutional 
misconduct.67 The Administration improved the 
program by rescinding a Trump-era formula 
that the Department of Education determined 
often “did not result in an appropriate 
relief determination.”68 Specifically, the 
Administration changed this formula to simplify 
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the rules to enable borrowers to receive full 
relief if they were the victim of a scam.69 To 
date, these reforms have provided relief to 1.6 
million borrowers who were scammed by their 
institutions.70 

E. Discharging Debt Owed by 
Totally and Permanently Disabled 
Borrowers

Borrowers who are totally and permanently 
disabled are often unable to repay their 
loans.71 Rather, they are often referred to 
collection agencies or see their benefits 
garnished, impeding their access to critical 
services.72 To rectify this issue, the Biden-Harris 
Administration has cross-referenced borrower 
data with the Social Security Administration 
(SSA) and automatically discharged the student 
debt of borrowers identified as eligible for a 
total and permanent disability discharge. 73 
More than 548,000 borrowers have received 
relief through this action.74

II. THE ADMINISTRATION’S 2024 
RULEMAKING WILL PROVIDE 
ADDITIONAL RELIEF FOR TENS OF 
MILLIONS OF BORROWERS

On June 30, 2023, the same day the Supreme 
Court struck down President Biden’s first 
student debt cancellation plan, the Biden-Harris 
Administration announced a new proposal using 
existing legal authority to cancel borrowers’ 
student debt under the Higher Education 
Act (HEA).75 The HEA requires a “negotiated 
rulemaking process” that brings together 
representatives of the Department of Education 
and affected stakeholders to negotiate the 
terms of a proposed regulation.76 This process 
generally takes longer than the rulemaking 
processes typically undertaken by executive 
agencies.77

The Administration started this process in June 
2023 and, after robust negotiations, announced 
a proposed rule in April 2024.78 As a result, 
the Biden-Harris Administration is now close 

to finalizing a rule that is expected to provide 
relief to an additional 26 million borrowers—
bringing the total number of borrowers 
provided relief by the Administration’s student 
debt policies to over 30 million.79 Utilizing 
clearly defined authority under Section 432(a) 
of the HEA, the Biden-Harris Administration 
proposes to eliminate accrued interest for 23 
million borrowers, fully cancel debt for over four 
million borrowers, and provide over 10 million 
borrowers with at least $5,000 in debt relief.80 
The Administration’s actions are targeted as 
follows. 

A. The new rule will provide relief for 
borrowers who have balances that 
are larger than what they originally 
borrowed.

The first category in the rule provides relief 
to borrowers who have been buried by the 
accumulation of interest on their debt and 
currently owe more money than when they first 
received their loan.81 In doing so, the Biden-
Harris Administration is seeking to counteract a 
phenomenon known as negative amortization,82 
helping borrowers who are underwater on their 
loans recover from excessive interest charges. 
This provision is income-sensitive. First, it 
provides up to $20,000 in cancellation to relieve 
the amount that any borrower’s current loan 
balance exceeds their initial loan balance.83 
Second, for individuals making $120,000 or 
less a year, heads of a household making 
$180,000 or less, and married couples making 
$240,000 or less, this provision would waive the 
entire amount that a borrower’s current loan 
balance exceeds their initial loan.84 The goal is 
simple: intervene in the debt spiral by reducing 
borrower’s loan balances to what they initially 
owed. Loan repayment plans have consistently 
failed to implement a waiver process for 
interest payments—leading to compounding 
loan balances even when a borrower’s monthly 
payment was lowered as part of an income-
driven repayment (IDR) plan.85 
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B. The new rule will help borrowers 
who have been repaying their loans 
for over 20 years.

The second category in the new rule targets 
undergraduate borrowers who have been in 
repayment for over 20 years and borrowers 
holding non-undergraduate loans who have 
been in repayment for over 25 years.86 The 
standard repayment plan administered by the 
U.S. Department of Education covers a 10-year 
repayment period.87 However, in practice, it 
often takes borrowers close to 20 years88 to pay 
off their balances—creating a “chronic strain 
that carries with it real physical and mental 
challenges.”89 Congress sought to mitigate 
this chronic strain—as expressed in the Higher 
Education Act—by capping the maximum time 
a borrower is in repayment at 25 years.90 

In defiance of Congress’ intent, student loan 
servicers have failed to properly track and 
qualify individuals eligible for IDR relief—
leaving millions of otherwise eligible borrowers 
floundering as their loan balances increase 
or remain outstanding for decades.91 The 
Administration estimates that 2.6 million 
undergraduate borrowers have been in 
repayment for over 20 years.92 While all debt 
holders are affected by crushing student debt 
burdens, the longer a borrower holds student 
debt, the higher their chances of default—
severely affecting their ability to secure credit 
opportunities or withstand financial difficulties.93 
By relieving this long-term debt burden from 
borrowers, this provision unlocks the ability of 
long-term borrowers to meaningfully participate 
in economic activity—from starting a small 
business to buying a home.94    

C. The new rule will help borrowers 
who are eligible for existing 
relief but have not been able to 
successfully apply.

The third category of borrowers targeted by 
the new rule are individuals who are otherwise 
eligible for existing relief programs but have 
been unable to successfully apply. The Biden-

Harris Administration will automatically cancel 
student debt for eligible borrowers: under the 
new SAVE program, through the existing Public 
Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program, as 
well as under other existing federal programs 
such as those providing protections for 
borrowers who attended schools that closed 
unexpectedly.95 

Millions of borrowers could benefit from this 
rule. First, one estimate projects that 3.5 million 
borrowers are eligible for relief under the 
PSLF waiver program.96 Of these borrowers, 
more than 800,000 are teachers, 350,000 are 
nurses and related healthcare professionals, 
over 200,000 are social workers, and 140,000 
are firefighters and police officers.97 Second, 
1.7 million borrowers hold loans that are 
eligible for relief under the SAVE program but 
have never applied, and over half of these 
borrowers are eligible to have their entire 
balances cancelled.98 Third, 260,000 borrowers 
are eligible to have their loans automatically 
discharged because they have attended schools 
that have closed—the rule would benefit almost 
200,000 borrowers who come from low-income 
backgrounds and received Pell Grants.99 This 
new rule dramatically improves the effectiveness 
of Congressionally-authorized avenues for 
student debt relief.

D. The new rule will provide relief 
for borrowers who attended 
“low-financial-value” programs or 
institutions.

The fourth category of relief provides ongoing 
relief for borrowers who took out student debt 
to complete programs or attend institutions 
that failed to provide sufficient financial value.100 
This provision is available to borrowers who 
attended an institution that lost federal funding 
due to high student loan default rates or for 
failing to provide sufficient financial value.101 
Additionally, it would provide relief to borrowers 
who attended institutions or completed 
vocational programs that have consistently 
failed to produce earnings beyond those of a 
high school graduate.102 In taking this action, 
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the Biden-Harris Administration is expected to 
provide relief to almost one million borrowers.103

E. A future rule will provide relief for 
borrowers experiencing financial 
hardship. 

The final proposed category would provide 
relief to borrowers experiencing substantial 
financial hardship.104 Hardship determinations 
will likely rely on factors that include a 
borrower’s household income, assets, type 
and level of institution attended, age of the 
borrower’s loan, receipt of means-tested public 
benefits, the size of the student debt burden 
relative to income, and other considerations.105 
Additionally, the Secretary of Education would 
have the authority to provide immediate relief 
to borrowers who are at least 80% likely to 
be in default in the upcoming year.106 While 
not included in the text of the new rule, the 
Biden-Harris Administration has indicated that 
borrowers can expect a separate proposal 
to address financial hardship “in the coming 
months,”107 and the Department of Education 
has targeted the proposal for a September 
release.108
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Ten of millions of borrowers will benefit from 
the Biden-Harris Administration’s new student 
debt relief rule. This new rule will help low- and 
middle-income families and the economy as 
a whole—freeing up borrowers from crushing 
debt and empowering them to buy homes, start 
new businesses, and invest in themselves and 
their families.

I. LOW- AND MIDDLE-INCOME 
BORROWERS

Broad-based student debt relief would have 
extraordinary benefits for low- and middle-
income families, as the majority of student 
debt is held by households with no wealth.109 
An increasing number of low- and middle-
income families turn to community college and 
non-degree awarding vocational programs 
as alternatives to four-year universities110 in 
the face of skyrocketing tuition costs.111 Upon 
entering the workforce, students who pursue 
community college and vocational options tend 
to make less money to pay down their student 
debt than those who pursue a bachelor’s or 
graduate degree.112

The Biden-Harris Administration’s proposed 
relief plan captures these individuals and 
benefits borrowers who incurred debt to attend 
a two-year institution, those who completed 
a certificate program, and those who never 
completed college but are still saddled with a 
crushing student debt burden. 

The burden of student debt payments can be 
especially devastating for those that choose 

historically affordable education options. 24% of 
associate’s degree programs failed to provide 
earnings above those of the average high 
school graduate113 while only 3% of bachelor’s 
degree programs failed to achieve the same 
benchmark.114 The impacts are severe. By age 
30, 37% of associate’s degree holders have 
been delinquent in student loan payments at 
least once.115 Targeted relief to lower-income 
borrowers through the SAVE program has 
provided additional relief from unfairly high 
payment burdens. The Administration’s new 
rule goes even further to help low- and middle-
income borrowers.

First, the rule’s protections against negative 
amortization will mitigate the compounding 
student debt burden that weighs down low- 
and middle-income borrowers in particular—
benefiting those with lower incomes relative 
to the size of their debt.116 Over 50% of all 
borrowers experience negative amortization,117 
and these borrowers tend to have lower 
pre-college incomes than borrowers who 
consistently pay down their debt.118 These 
individuals will receive immediate relief under 
the new rule as their excess balances are wiped 
out—increasing their earning potential and 
reducing instances of loan delinquency and 
default.119 

Second, by targeting relief to borrowers that 
have been in repayment for over 20 years, the 
new rule will provide relief to low- and middle-
income borrowers trapped in a cycle of debt. 
In New York, for instance, more than two-thirds 
of low-income student debt holders do not 
have a college degree and face significant 
challenges repaying lower levels of debt—often 
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choosing between affording necessities and 
paying down their student loans.120 Nationally, 
the vast majority of individuals holding student 
debt live in census tracts with median incomes 
below $40,000,121 and in 2019, the lowest 
income decile of America would have had to 
devote 98% of their income to paying off their 
debts.122 This debt-to-income ratio is practically 
impossible to manage and contributes to long, 
and in some cases never-ending, repayment 
periods for lower-income borrowers. By 
providing relief for borrowers that have been 
in repayment for over 20 years, the new rule 
will provide immediate relief to many low- and 
middle-income borrowers. 

Third, the new rule expands access to existing 
programs, including the SAVE program, which 
already targets relief to low- and middle-income 
borrowers. This program expansion will benefit 
over 1.1 million borrowers who received Pell 
Grants123—a program reserved for students 
who display “exceptional financial need.”124 
Further, 64% of borrowers who earn less than 
$25,000 per year face default, and low-wealth 
individuals generally are over twice as likely 
to default on their student loans.125 Under 
the Administration’s new rule, over 750,000 
borrowers who have defaulted on their loans 
will be eligible for relief under the expanded 
SAVE program.126

Finally, the Administration’s proposed relief for 
borrowers who attended “low-financial-value 
programs or institutions” and its proposed 
financial hardship rule will provide relief to 
low- and middle-income borrowers who have 
been in repayment for under 20 years but are 
facing delinquency and default. Almost 90% of 
individuals who default on their student loans 
are Pell Grant recipients,127 and each year, 
nearly 100,000 borrowers default on their loans 
for a second time.128 In total, approximately 8 
million Americans are in default and borrowed 
just over $9,600 on average, about half of what 
non-defaulters borrow.129 By implementing 
protections and relief for borrowers who 
attended institutions with high rates of student 
loan default, the Biden-Harris Administration 

will provide immediate relief to over 400,000 
borrowers who have defaulted on their student 
debt.130 Furthermore, this provision could also 
provide relief to borrowers who attended the 
24% of associate’s degree programs that failed 
to provide earnings above those of the average 
high school graduate.131 Finally, through broader 
relief to borrowers experiencing financial 
hardship, the Biden-Harris Administration 
stands poised to potentially provide immediate 
support to millions of borrowers from low-
income backgrounds who are facing dire 
financial circumstances and a crushing debt 
burden.132

In sum, the Biden-Harris Administration is 
applying its regulatory power to relieve the 
student debt burden of low- and middle-income 
borrowers by lowering, and in some cases 
eliminating, monthly payments and canceling 
debt altogether. The rationale is clear—lower-
income borrowers pursuing higher education 
should not be punished for their lack of 
generational wealth. 

II. SENIORS 

The Biden-Harris Administration’s student debt 
plan will confer significant benefits on American 
seniors. Nine million, or 20%, of all federal loan 
borrowers are 50 years and older,133 and there 
has been a 500% increase in the number of 
borrowers aged 60 and over in the past two 
decades, as older Americans face particular 
challenges in repaying outstanding debt 
given lower incomes and “unusually low” cash 
savings.134 Seniors who hold student debt face 
distinct financial constraints and are exposed to 
financial distress because they tend to hold debt 
for longer and have more chances to default.135  

The new rule would benefit older borrowers 
by alleviating their long-term financial burdens 
and providing opportunities for accelerated 
relief. Crucially, the rule would help borrowers 
entering retirement age by expanding the 
uptake of existing programs, targeting negative 
amortization, and wiping debt for those who 
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have been in repayment for at least 20 years.136 
Over 1.5 million borrowers over the age of 50 
will receive immediate and total relief under the 
rule’s 20-year repayment provisions, while the 
rule’s other provisions could potentially provide 
many more with varying levels of partial relief.137

First, by expanding enrollment in the SAVE 
plan, almost 500,000 borrowers over the 
age of 50 would receive some debt relief.138 
Second, new provisions in the proposed rule 
will eliminate balances that exceed borrowers’ 
original loan amounts—providing immediate 
relief to over five million borrowers over the 
age of 50.139 Finally, the new rule will provide 
relief to individuals who have been in repayment 
for over 20 years.140 Of these borrowers, 63% 
are over the age of 50, meaning the rule will 
wipe out the debt of over 1.5 million older 
borrowers.141

III. BLACK BORROWERS

Student debt burdens Black borrowers more 
than any other racial group, but the new 
Biden-Harris Administration rule will help 
close the racial wealth gap.142 While higher 
education is critical to closing this gap,143 an 
absence of generational wealth due to historic 
discrimination means that Black college 
graduates owe an average of $25,000 more in 
student loan debt than white college graduates, 
pay the highest monthly payments of any racial 
group, and are the most likely of any racial 
group to delay buying a home due to their 
student loan debt.144

The initial student debt relief provided by 
the Biden-Harris Administration has already 
benefitted Black borrowers. For instance, 
residents of majority Black zip codes are over 
75% more likely to have attended a for-profit 
college.145 Nearly 65% of Black borrowers at 
for-profit four-year schools and almost half at 
for-profit two-year institutions drop out because 
costs become unmanageable.146 By expanding 
and improving support for scammed borrowers, 
the Biden-Harris Administration has already 

helped mitigate the effects of substandard, for-
profit institutions targeting Black borrowers.147 

The Biden-Harris Administration’s new proposals 
will build on these existing actions. On average, 
Black borrowers hold debt for longer, are most 
likely to see their loans negatively amortize, 
are most at risk for the financial hardships 
that accompany loan default, and are highly 
represented in public sector employment.148

First, Black borrowers will be helped by the 
rule’s negative amortization provisions. Just 
four years after graduating with their bachelor’s 
degree, almost half of Black borrowers owed 
more than they did at graduation, and more 
broadly, Black graduates owed an average of 
105% of their original loan balance,149 compared 
to the 72% owed after the same period by 
white borrowers.150 The new rule will eliminate 
negative amortization held by these borrowers, 
and the Center for American Progress projects 
that this provision will “deliver relief to roughly 
6 million Black borrowers.”151 

Second, Black borrowers stand to immediately 
benefit from policies providing relief for long-
held balances. Over 20 years after graduation, 
Black borrowers still owe an average of 95% 
of their original debt, while white borrowers, 
on average, only owe 6% of their original 
balance.152 Black borrowers tend to take on 
higher levels of initial debt and subsequently 
earn less than their white counterparts due to 
the enduring racial pay gap.153 Higher loans 
compounded by lower incomes at “every level 
of educational attainment” is why “access 
to college alone will not solve long-standing 
racial . . . inequities in the labor market.”154 
The Biden-Harris Administration’s proposal 
to eliminate undergraduate debt held for 20 
years or more will help redress some of these 
systemic barriers—benefitting the 74% of Black 
borrowers who do not pay off their outstanding 
loans after 20 years.155 

Finally, financial hardship relief will likely have 
an outsized influence on Black borrowers and 
especially Black women—who face higher rates 
of defaults, shoulder higher debt burdens, and 
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are the most likely to see debt spiral out of 
control.156 For instance, 57% of Black women 
were reportedly unable to pay off their student 
loans and meet essential expenses four years 
after graduation as they incur higher balances 
and earn lower wages.157 More broadly, Black 
borrowers are three times as likely to default 
on their student loans as white graduates.158 
Within six years of starting college, one-third of 
Black borrowers who had entered repayment 
had defaulted,159 and after 20 years, almost 
half of Black borrowers had defaulted.160 If the 
Biden-Harris Administration finalizes its plan 
to consider impending default and high-cost 
burdens in its financial hardship rule,161 almost 
half of all Black borrowers and 57% of Black 
women could have a strong case for relief. 

IV. WOMEN

Women hold 64% of all student loan debt, 
and their average initial student debt burden 
is $1,700 higher than it is for their male 
counterparts.162 This disparity grows at a rate 
of 3% per year,163 as higher initial debt levels 
are compounded by a workforce gender pay 
gap where college-educated women earn 21% 
less than college-educated men on average.164 
The new rule will address some of these issues 
by expanding relief under the PSLF program, 
targeting relief to those with lower incomes, 
erasing balances that are held for longer 
than 20 years, and providing relief for those 
experiencing financial hardship. 

First, expanded PSLF relief will benefit women. 
For instance, women represent 77% of public 
school teachers.165 By successfully implementing 
automatic mechanisms for relief under existing 
programs, the new rule will provide significant 
benefits for women working as public school 
teachers and in other public service jobs. 

Second, by targeting relief to those with long-
held student loan balances, the new rule may 
confer significant benefits on women. Gender-
based information about the total time it takes 
to repay student loans is sparse; however, 

survey data indicates that the average length of 
repayment is between 18 and 21 years across all 
borrowers.166 Because women, on average, take 
almost two years longer than men to pay off 
their student loans, they may be more likely to 
benefit from debt relief for balances held for at 
least 20 years.167 

Finally, the proposed financial hardship waiver 
could benefit millions of women. 34% of women 
report financial difficulties associated with 
repaying their loans as compared to only 24% of 
men.168 Given the Biden-Harris Administration’s 
expected focus on borrowers with high relative 
debt burdens in its financial hardship rule,169 
more women could be eligible for financial 
hardship waivers. 
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The Biden-Harris Administration has taken 
historic actions to relieve student loan debt, 
and its new rule will help tens of millions of 
borrowers. Low- and middle-income borrowers 
will disproportionately benefit from the new 
rule because they are more likely to have to 
borrow to attend college and more often 
face challenges repaying their student loan 
debt. Because of the rule’s focus, it will also 
significantly benefit seniors, women, and Black 
borrowers, taking an important step forward 
in creating an economy that works for all 
Americans.

CONCLUSION
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