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In 1958, the United States Government first recognized student debt as an issue plaguing young
adults across the country. In 1995, when organizations and the Federal Government started
tracking the total student loan debt, it hovered around $187 billion (Swagel, 2020). Today,
student debt in the US is roughly 1.6 trillion dollars, an amount that has surged dramatically in
the last twenty years (Hahn, 2023). The rise in student debt has been almost in parallel to the
steep rise in college selectivity, with the colleges in the University of California (UC) system and
other colleges seeing drops in the acceptance rate of up to 50%, displaying how undergraduate
colleges are rapidly becoming more selective despite the growing number of applicants looking
to attend and despite what seems to be a period of college un-affordability (Illumin Education,
2014).

These parallel trends motivate the line of inquiry in this white paper that focuses on examining
institutional characteristics among institutions that produce the most student debt.

Data & Study Sample
This study uses data from the following four sources: (1) Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS) is a system that gathers data from every college, university, and technical
and vocational institution that participates in the federal student financial aid program. Data used
in this study are from the 2015-2016 and 2021-2022 academic years1; (2) College Scorecard is a
tool that provides information on the economic and financial sides of colleges, such as their net
costs, average debt, and student earnings post graduation2; (3) The New York Times Chetty
College Mobility Tool is one that provides specific, in-depth data into the economics of colleges
through the analyzation of tax records3, and (4) Third Way ranks every institution in the US in
terms of their economic mobility, meaning how well the institution is able to move the bottom
10% in terms of economic status up to higher tiers4.

Table 1 includes the study sample. The study sample includes the twenty-five institutions in the
US with the largest amount of student debt, on average. These institutions are listed in column 1,
in descending order based on average individual debt. These institutions are all undergraduate,
general-education institutions, with all but the University of Maryland, Baltimore representing a

4 Data retrieved from: https://www.thirdway.org/graphic/rating-colleges-by-economic-mobility
3 Data retrieved from: https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/college-mobility
2 Data retrieved from: https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/
1 Data retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/college-mobility/


private institution. As a comparison group, I use the top ten most selective institutions, as
measured by acceptance rate (column 3). The ten most selective institutions are listed in Table 2.

Table 1 also includes seven other variables to describe the study sample. These variables are:
(1) The percentage of students that move from the bottom income quintile to the top (column

4)
(2) The percentage of students that move up two or more income quintiles (column 5)
(3) The median family income of the total student body (column 6)
(4) Tier in the economic mobility index (Tier 1 is the top 20%, Tier 2 is the 20-40%, etc.)

(column 7)
(5) The proportion of students that are awarded federal student loans (column 8)
(6) The percent of the undergraduate students that are part of a minoritized student

population (column 9)
(7) Six-year Graduation rate (column 10)

Table 1. Summary statistics (full study sample)



Table 2 (the ten most selective institutions)

Summary Statistics
As shown in Table 1, the average acceptance rate using the full study sample is 41%. An
acceptance rate of over 50% automatically places a school into the top 27% of all institutions in
the US in terms of selectivity, meaning that an average institution in this study would roughly be
in the top 27% of the hardest colleges to be accepted to. With regards to economic mobility, the
average score is 2.84, indicating that the average institution in the study is roughly in the top
35% of US colleges in terms of economic mobility. To be more specific, four institutions are in
Tier 1, four are in Tier 2, nine are in Tier 3, eight are in Tier 4, and none are in Tier 5. The
graduation rate is 84%. Lastly, in terms of student background characteristics, the median family
income in the full study is $155,486 as compared to the ten most selective colleges being
$27,000 higher at $182,740. The marginalized student population percentages are nearly
identical in both samples at around 43%.

Key Findings

1. Average debt is almost a year of median salary

As we show in Table 1, the average individual student debt for the full sample was $66,148. With
the median household income in the US being around $74,580 (Guzman, Koller, 2023), this
means that the average student in this study would graduate with more than a median year’s
salary pre-tax in debt as would students in sixteen out of the twenty-five colleges.

2. Selectivity does not necessarily correlate with lower student debt

Figure 1 displays the average acceptance rate for both the full study sample and the ten most
selective sample, in addition to the average debt, in thousands of dollars. As Figure 1 shows,
there are differences when comparing these two study samples. First, the average debt is $876
more among the top ten study most selective sample ($67,024) as compared to the full study
sample ($66,148). Second, the average acceptance rate is 8% among the top ten most selective
institutions as compared to 41% among the full study sample. These differences suggest that
although prestigious institutions are more difficult to get accepted to, in terms of financial
freedom post-graduation, they are slightly worse than even the top 25 colleges in terms of
highest debt.



Figure 1:

3. Economic Mobility is Worse at Selective Colleges

Figures 2 and 3 show economic mobility for the full study (left panel) and the top ten selective
institutions (right panel). As Figures 2 and 3 show, the economic mobility of the selective
colleges is significantly worse than that of the full study. The economic mobility of the selective
colleges is a 3.1, putting it low in the third tier. However, the average economic mobility of the
full study is 2.84, placing it high in the second tier. This trend is supported by the more specific
data from these colleges, shown in Figure 3. The percentage of students that move from the
bottom income quintile to the top is 1% lower in the selective colleges, and the percentage of
students that move up two or more income quintiles is also 3% lower in the selective colleges.

Figure 2:



Figure 3:

4. More financial aid doesn’t necessarily mean more financial freedom

Figure 4 compares pre-acceptance traits with post-graduation data. As shown, the full study
sample has a much higher acceptance rate equal to 42% as compared to 8% among the selective
institution sample. Further, students in the full study sample are 12.4% more likely to receive a
federal student loan. However, those who attend more selective colleges are 10% more likely to
graduate. These data points and comparisons demonstrate a possible trade-off that comes with
more selective and prestigious colleges. Although they seem to offer a substantial amount of
financial aid, students graduate with more debt (as shown in Figures 2 and 3) and are less likely
to move up in terms of economic mobility (Figure 2). Similarly, students who attend one of these
colleges are much less likely to receive a federal financial loan to help manage the higher student
loans that come from a selective college. However, despite these potential financial drawbacks,
students attending a more prestigious university (based on selectivity) are more likely to
graduate. As some researchers and policymakers contend, in some fields, earning a degree from
these types of institutions could carry more weight, thereby making it more likely for the student
to land a career that will assist them in handling their student loan debt (Anyaso, 2021).

Figure 4:
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