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Highlights 
Trends in Student Aid 2019 reports on the funds students and 
families use to supplement their own resources to pay for the prices 
documented in Trends in College Pricing 2019. 

Both total annual education borrowing and borrowing per full-time  
equivalent (FTE) undergraduate declined (after adjusting for inflation)  
in 2018-19 for the eighth consecutive year. 

The federal government provided 62% of all student aid in   
2018-19; the composition of that aid has changed over time, with a  
declining share distributed on the basis of financial need. As aid to  
veterans and active-duty military has increased, Pell Grants to   
low- and moderate-income students have fallen from 80% of  
federal grant aid in 1998-99 to 68% in 2018-19. The introduction  
of and growth in unsubsidized loans, PLUS loans for graduate  
students and parents of undergraduates, and the elimination of  
subsidized loans for graduate students have left less than a quarter  
of federal loans based on students’ financial circumstances. The  
implementation and expansion of education tax credits have  
reinforced this trend. 

Similarly, state and institutional grant aid is allocated partially on  
the basis of students’ financial circumstances and partially on the  
basis of other criteria. Since 2011-12, about a quarter of state  
grant aid has been distributed without regard to financial need  
(Figure 23A); the same is true of a significant share of institutional  
grant aid (Figures 25A, 25B).  

Some of the non-need-based aid—likely including much of the 
aid to veterans—does help meet financial need. But keeping this 
distinction—and the shift over time in the federal government’s 
approach—in mind is critical to putting the following data into context. 

TYPES OF STUDENT AID 
In 2018-19, undergraduate students received an average  
of $15,210 per FTE student in financial aid: $9,520 in grants,  
$4,410 in federal loans, $1,210 in education tax credits,  
and $70 in Federal Work-Study (FWS). (Figure 1, Table 3) 

� Graduate students received an average of $28,140 per FTE student  
in financial aid: $8,920 in grants, $18,470 in federal loans, $700 in  
tax credits, and $50 in FWS. (Figure 1, Table 3) 

� Grant aid per FTE undergraduate rose by 40% between 2008-09  
and 2013-14 from $5,940 (in 2018 dollars) to $8,340, and by another  
14% to $9,520 by 2018-19. (Figure 1) 

� Grant aid per graduate student rose by 13% ($950 in 2018 dollars)  
between 2008-09 and 2013-14 and by another 9% ($710) between  
2013-14 and 2018-19. Federal loans per graduate student rose by  
8% ($1,440) over the first five years of the decade and fell by   
1% ($100) over the next five years. (Figure 1) 

� Undergraduate and graduate students received $246.0 billion in  
grants from all sources, FWS, federal loans, and federal tax credits  
in 2018-19. In addition, students borrowed about $13 billion from  
nonfederal sources. (Table 1) 

� Undergraduate borrowing of federal loans was $5,400 (in 2018 
dollars) per FTE student in both 2008-09 and 2013-14 and fell by 
18% to $4,410 in 2018-19. (Figure 1) 

FEDERAL STUDENT AID 
In 2018-19, 33% of federal aid was based on students’ financial 
circumstances—a decline from 91% in 1988-89 and 58% in 
1998-99. The introduction of unsubsidized student loans and 
education tax credits, followed by PLUS loans for parents and 
graduate students and the Post-9/11 GI Bill, outweighed 
increases in Pell Grants and smaller need-based programs. 
(Table 1) 

� Total federal grant aid increased by 56% in inflation-adjusted  
dollars between 2008-09 and 2018-19. Pell Grants increased by  
35% ($7.3 billion); veterans’ benefits, which rose by 214%   
($8.4 billion), grew from 15% of federal grants in 2008-09 to   
30% in 2018-19. (Table 1) 

� In 2018-19, average benefits from the Post-9/11 Veterans’ Benefits  
program were $15,990, compared with $4,160 per Pell Grant  
recipient. Almost 10 times as many students received Pell Grants  
as veterans’ benefits—6.8 million vs. 699,000 in 2018-19. (Figure 7) 

� Federal loans to undergraduates fell by 18% between 2008-09 and  
2018-19, rising by 7% over the first five years, but declining by   
23% between 2013-14 and 2018-19. (Figure 3) 

� FWS and Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants  
(FSEOG) combined provided $1.7 billion to undergraduate  
students in 2018-19—1% of the total aid. (Figure 3) 

PELL GRANTS 
Pell Grant expenditures rose from $21.0 billion (in 2018 dollars) 
in 2008-09 to $41.2 billion in 2010-11 but declined to $28.2 
billion by 2018-19. (Figure 20B) 

� The number of Pell Grant recipients fell in 2018-19 for the seventh  
consecutive year, but the 6.8 million recipients represented a  
10% increase from 6.2 million in 2008-09. (Figure 20B) 

� The average Pell Grant per recipient was $2,900 (in 2018 dollars) 
in 1998-99. It increased to $3,400 in 2008-09, peaked at $4,430 
in 2010-11, and fell to $4,160 in 2018-19. (Figure 21A) 

� The $6,095 maximum Pell Grant in 2018-19 was 32% higher in 
inflation-adjusted dollars than it was 20 years earlier, but it was 
1% lower than it was 40 years earlier, in 1978-79. (Figure 21A) 

� The maximum Pell Grant covered 59% of the average public  
four-year tuition and fees and 17% of the average private 
nonprofit four-year price in 2019-20. (Figure 21B) 
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OTHER SOURCES OF GRANT AID 
Between 2013-14 and 2018-19, institutional grant aid for  
undergraduate students increased by $10.8 billion (26%) in  
2018 dollars, rising from 38% to 45% of total grants (and from  
21% to 28% of total financial aid) to undergraduates. (Figure 3) 

� Between 2013-14 and 2018-19, institutional grant aid rose by 
$12.5 billion (in 2018 dollars); federal grants declined by $6.3 
billion. Total grant aid to postsecondary students increased by 
$9.2 billion (7%). (Figure 5) 

� State grant aid per FTE undergraduate student rose for the sixth  
consecutive year in 2017-18, to $890—an increase of $180 (25%)  
since 2011-12. State grant aid per student ranged from under  
$200 in nine states to over $1,000 in 12 states. (Figures 23A, 24A) 

DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENT AID 
The share of dependent Pell Grant recipients from families 
with incomes below $30,000 (in 2014 dollars) rose from 
50% in 2007-08 to 58% in 2015-16. (Figure 22A) 

� In 2017-18, 27 states considered students’ financial 
circumstances in allocating at least 95% of their state grant aid. 
Thirteen states considered students’ financial circumstances 
when awarding less than half of their state grant aid. (Figure 23B) 

� Between 2016-17 and 2017-18, need-based state grant aid per 
FTE undergraduate rose 5%, from $634 (in 2017 dollars) to $667; 
non-need-based aid rose 11%, from $196 to $218 per student. 
The share of state grant aid that was need-based declined from 
76.4% to 75.4%. (Figure 23A) 

� In 2015-16, 78% of full-time students at public four-year colleges 
and universities had to cover an average of $14,400 in expenses 
beyond their expected family contributions (EFCs) and grant aid 
from all sources. For 12% of students in this sector, grant aid 
exceeded their documented financial need. (Figure 18) 

� In 2015-16, 80% of full-time students at private nonprofit  
four-year institutions had to cover an average of $20,770 in 
expenses beyond their EFCs and grant aid from all sources. 
For 16% of students in this sector, grant aid exceeded their 
documented financial need. (Figure 19) 

� The 41% of 2016 tax filers benefiting from the student loan 
interest tax deduction who had adjusted gross income (AGI) 
below $50,000 received 29% of the tax savings. The 20% with 
AGI over $100,000 received 28% of the tax savings. (Figure 26B) 

STUDENT BORROWING 
After a decade of rapid growth in annual borrowing, total 
federal loans to undergraduate students declined by 22% 
from $69.8 billion (in 2018 dollars) in 2013-14 to $54.2 
billion in 2018-19; federal loans to graduate students rose 
by 2% from $38.2 billion to $38.8 billion. (Figure 9A) 

� In 2018-19, after the eighth consecutive decline in annual education  
borrowing, students and parents borrowed $106.2 billion, down  
from $131.7 billion (in 2018 dollars) in 2010-11. (Figure 6) 

� Federal loans per FTE undergraduate student declined in   
2018-19 for the eighth consecutive year—from $6,000  
(in 2018 dollars) in 2010-11 to $4,410 in 2018-19. (Figure 1) 

� Federal loans per FTE graduate student declined from a peak   
of $19,750 in 2010-11 to $17,850 in 2014-15, before rising to  
$18,470 in 2018-19. (Figure 1) 

� The share of federal loans going to graduate students increased  
from 32% to 42% between 2003-04 and 2018-19. The percentage  
of FTE postsecondary students who were graduate students  
increased from 13% to 15% over these 15 years. (Figure 9A) 

� The number of parents borrowing PLUS loans in 2018-19 was  
12% of the number of undergraduates taking subsidized and  
unsubsidized Direct loans, but the average parent loan was  
$17,220, 2.6 times as much as the average undergraduate  
student loan. (Figure 9B) 

� Borrowing through the grad PLUS program rose by 25% ($2.2  
billion in 2018 dollars) between 2013-14 and 2018-19. (Figure 6) 

� Nonfederal education loans fell from about $27 billion (in 2018  
dollars) in 2007-08 to $9 billion in 2010-11 and 2011-12 and rose  
to about $13 billion in 2018-19. (Figure 6) 

STUDENT DEBT 
As of March 2019, 55% of borrowers with outstanding 
education debt owed less than $20,000; 43% of the 
outstanding federal education loan debt was held by the 
10% of borrowers owing $80,000 or more. (Figure 10) 

� In 2017-18, average debt per borrower among bachelor’s   
degree recipients from public and private nonprofit four-year  
institutions was $29,000—a 1% ($300) increase from $28,700   
(in 2018 dollars) in 2012-13. Debt per bachelor’s degree recipient,  
including both those who borrowed and those who did not, was  
$16,800—3% ($500) lower than in 2012-13. (Figure 14) 

� The shares of borrowers paying off at least one dollar of their  
loan principal within five years of entering repayment in 2010-11  
and 2011-12 ranged from 26% for noncompleters in the for-profit  
sector to 79% and 80% for completers in the public and private  
nonprofit four-year sectors, respectively. (Figure 13B) 

� Among the 60% of 2015-16 bachelor’s degree recipients who  
were age 23 or younger, 33% had no education debt; 11%  
borrowed $40,000 or more; 27% of those between the ages of  
24 and 29 and 35% of those age 30 or older borrowed $40,000 or  
more. (Figure 15B) 

� In 2015-16, 33% of black bachelor’s degree recipients accrued  
$40,000 or more in student debt, compared with 17% of white  
graduates, 13% of Hispanics, and 9% of Asians. (Figure 16) 

� The shares of 2015-16 dependent students graduating with  
parent PLUS loans ranged from 3% at public two-year colleges to  
32% in the for-profit sector. In all sectors, families with incomes  
below $35,000 were least likely and those with incomes of  
$70,000 or higher were most likely to have $40,000 or more in  
parent PLUS loans. (Figure 17) 
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Introduction 
Trends in Student Aid 2019 provides detailed information about 
the different types and amounts of financial aid awarded to both 
undergraduate and graduate students over time. Trends examines 
the breakdown of aid into grants and tax benefits, which do not have 
to be repaid; loans, which students are responsible for repaying 
after they leave school; and work-study, which is compensation for 
work during the time students are enrolled. The data in this report 
also differentiate among the sources of aid—federal and state 
governments, colleges and universities, and employers and other 
private sources. 

MEETING FINANCIAL NEED 

Another key distinction is how the aid is distributed. It is common 
practice to divide aid into “need-based” and “non-need-based” aid. 
But these categories are not as clear as, for example, federal aid vs. 
institutional aid. In general, eligibility for need-based aid depends on 
students’ financial circumstances; non-need-based aid is distributed 

based on other criteria, such as high school grades, test scores, or 
athletic ability. But who receives the aid is a more meaningful indicator 
of its impact than how it was allocated. A grant based on academic 
achievement helps a student from a low-income family as much as a 
need-based grant of the same amount. 

Moreover, basing aid on need is not the same as allocating it according 
to income or another measure of financial capacity. In the aid system, 
need is defined as the difference between students’ budgets and their 
ability to pay, as determined by a need-analysis formula. A student 
from a middle-income family might have documented need at a public 
university, but not at a community college. Many students who would 
not have financial need at public colleges and universities qualify for 
need-based aid at higher-price private institutions. 

Some indicators in Trends in Student Aid document the share of aid 
allocated on the basis of financial circumstances. For example, every 
year the information on state grants includes a breakdown between 
need-based and non-need-based funding. Other indicators report 
on a range of programs, only a portion of which depend on need or 
financial capacity. An important trend emerging in the data is that 
the share of federal student aid based on financial circumstances is 
declining. Unsubsidized student loans and PLUS loans for parents 
and for graduate students—which do not depend on financial 
need—are outpacing subsidized student loans—which are available 
only to undergraduate students with documented financial need. 
Pell Grants, which are awarded to students from low- and moderate-
income households, have not kept up with military and veterans’ 
aid—which likely benefits many students with financial need, but 
is not restricted to such students. And education tax credits, while 
they do have income limits, disproportionately benefit students from 
relatively affluent households. 

The share of federal grants in need-based programs fell from 85% 
in 2008-09 to 70% in 2018-19. The share of federal loans that are 
need-based fell from 94% in 1988-89 to 56% in 1998-99, 39% in 
2008-09, and 22% in 2018-19. And the need-based share of other 

aid (Federal Work Study and tax credits and deductions) fell from 
100% in 1988-89 (when there was no education tax benefit) to 18% 
in 1998-99, 7% in 2008-09, and 6% in 2018-19. Overall, the share of 
federal aid in need-based programs fell from 91% in 1988-89 to 58% 
in 1998-99, 44% in 2008-09, and 33% in 2018-19. 

This trend in federal student aid is noteworthy despite the fact that 
much of the non-need-based aid relieves significant financial strain 
on students and families. The students for whom financial aid is 
most critical for college access and success are those from the 
most financially constrained households. As the data in this report 
document, more than half of all states considered students’ financial 
circumstances in allocating at least 95% of their state grant aid 
in 2017-18, while 13 states considered these circumstances for 
less than half of their grant aid. Overall, the share of state grant aid 
allocated on the basis of financial need rose from a low of 71% in 
2010-11 to 76% in 2016-17. But it remains to be seen whether the 
decline in that share to 75% in 2017-18 is the beginning of a reversal 
in that trend. 

Institutional aid is a mix of need-based and non-need-based grants. 
In 2015-16, public four-year colleges and universities distributed 
less than half of their institutional grant aid to in-state students and 
20% of aid to out-of-state students based on students’ financial 
need. Almost 60% of institutional aid at private nonprofit doctoral 
universities, just under half at bachelor’s colleges, and about a 
quarter at master’s institutions in the sector was need-based. 

This year’s report also includes information on the shares of 
students whose grant aid from all sources leaves unmet need to 
be filled by loans, work, and other resources, and on the share 

whose grant aid exceeds the gap between their budgets and their 
documented ability to pay. In 2015-16, 78% of full-time students at 
public four-year colleges and universities had need remaining after 
grant aid and 12% received grant aid beyond their documented 
financial need; the remaining 10% had no need and received no 

grants or received just enough grant aid to cover their need. At 
private nonprofit four-year institutions, 80% of full-time students had 

need not met by grant aid and 16% received grant aid beyond their 
documented financial need. 

A central goal of the Trends in Student Aid report is to monitor the 
amount of aid available to make college a realistic possibility in 
the face of the rising tuition prices documented in the companion 
publication, Trends in College Pricing. Focusing on the distribution of 
the growing amount of financial aid available to students is critical to 
gaining insight into this issue. 

STUDENT BORROWING 

Much of the public discussion about college affordability focuses on 

student debt. This report includes a wide range of information about 
annual borrowing, students’ cumulative debt, outstanding education 
debt, and repayment patterns. Trends in Student Aid 2019 documents 
an eight-year decline in both total annual student borrowing (from 
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$131.7 billion in 2018 dollars in 2010-11 to $106.2 billion in 2018-19) 
and loans per full-time equivalent undergraduate student (from $6,000 
in 2018 dollars in 2010-11 to $4,410 in 2018-19). After rapid increases 
between 2007-08 and 2012-13, the average debt per borrower 
graduating from public and private nonprofit four-year institutions 

rose by $300 between 2012-13 and 2017-18 and the average debt 
per graduate declined as the share of students with debt fell slightly. 
These patterns do not by any means signal the end of the problems 
too many students face with debt—particularly those who do not 
complete their programs, African American students, and those who 
attend for-profit institutions. But they are nonetheless encouraging. 

THE DATA 

Much of the data on which Trends in Student Aid is based comes 
from the Federal Student Aid office of the U.S. Department of 
Education (ED), which provides precise information about the volume 
of federal student aid disbursed. The figures for 2017-18 in Trends 
in Student Aid 2019 are revisions of the numbers published last 
year, based on ED’s updated data. Similarly, next year we will revise 
the 2018-19 figures. Some of the other figures reported here are 
less precise. For example, the latest data on federal tax credits 
are for calendar year 2017. We have developed a methodology to 
translate IRS data into estimates of these policies’ benefits for tax 
filers. Similarly, our estimate of the volume of nonfederal student 
loans is based on reports from MeasureOne and estimates of their 
share of the market. We base our current estimate of private grant 
aid on information from the 2016 National Postsecondary Student 
Aid Study and more recent information from College Board’s 
Annual Survey of Colleges. These and other figures represent best 
estimates of the amount of aid students receive, rather than exact 
reporting. Each year, we review our data sources and methodology 
and make some modifications. 

The tables supporting all of the graphs in the Trends publications, 
PDF versions of the publications, PowerPoint files containing 
individual slides for all of the graphs, and other detailed data 
on student aid and college pricing are available on our website 
at research.collegeboard.org/trends. Please feel free to cite or 
reproduce the data in Trends for noncommercial purposes with 
proper attribution. 
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Total Student Aid 
In 2018-19, undergraduate and graduate students received a total of $246.0 billion in student aid in the form 
of grants from all sources, Federal Work-Study (FWS), federal loans, and federal tax credits. 

TABLE 1 Total Student Aid and Nonfederal Loans in 2018 Dollars (in Millions), Undergraduate and Graduate Students Combined, 1988-89 to 
2018-19, Selected Years 

Academic Year 

88-89 98-99 08-09 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 
Preliminary 

18-19 
10-Year 

% Change 
30-Year 

% Change 

Federal Aid 

Grants 

Pell Grants $9,518 $11,169 $20,956 $33,957 $32,395 $30,157 $28,163 $29,517 $28,244 35% 197% 

FSEOG $869 $948 $868 $791 $775 $774 $768 $755 $755 -13% -13% 
LEAP $154 $38 $73 — — — — — — — — 
Academic Competitiveness Grants — — $389 — — — — — — — — 
SMART Grants — — $229 — — — — — — — — 
Veterans $1,836 $1,786 $3,940 $12,952 $13,068 $13,334 $12,613 $12,015 $12,355 214% 573% 

Total Federal Grants $12,377 $13,940 $26,454 $47,700 $46,238 $44,264 $41,544 $42,287 $41,354 56% 234% 
Loans 

Perkins Loans $1,858 $1,652 $1,101 $1,264 $1,227 $1,104 $928 $649 — — — 
Subsidized $17,353 $25,183 $37,840 $28,527 $26,086 $24,239 $22,678 $21,529 $20,198 -47% 16% 
Unsubsidized — $16,832 $46,313 $59,685 $55,773 $53,561 $52,276 $50,218 $49,002 6% — 
Parent PLUS $1,192 $4,566 $8,808 $11,094 $11,335 $12,631 $13,161 $13,125 $12,898 46% 982% 
Grad PLUS — — $4,957 $8,747 $8,833 $9,338 $10,100 $10,599 $10,957 121% — 
Total Federal Loans $20,403 $48,233 $99,019 $109,317 $103,254 $100,873 $99,143 $96,120 $93,056 -6% 356% 

Federal Work-Study $1,251 $1,258 $1,116 $1,058 $1,038 $1,036 $1,027 $1,010 $1,010 -9% -19% 
Education Tax Benefits — $5,880 $14,170 $19,930 $19,060 $18,130 $16,770 $16,630 $16,300 15% — 

Total Federal Aid $34,031 $69,311 $140,759 $178,005 $169,591 $164,303 $158,485 $156,046 $151,720 8% 346% 
State Grants $3,647 $5,692 $9,811 $10,721 $11,115 $11,339 $11,507 $12,288 $12,589 28% 245% 
Institutional Grants $8,464 $21,417 $36,297 $52,126 $54,768 $57,720 $60,612 $62,984 $64,666 78% 664% 
Private and Employer Grants $1,490 $7,030 $14,240 $15,920 $15,980 $16,340 $16,610 $17,030 $17,040 20% 1044% 
Total Federal, State, 

Institutional, and Other Aid $47,632 $103,451 $201,107 $256,772 $251,453 $249,703 $247,215 $248,348 $246,016 22% 416% 
Nonfederal Loans — $4,500 $13,300 $10,300 $10,700 $11,300 $11,800 $12,300 $13,100 -2% — 
Total Student Aid and Nonfederal Loans $47,632 $107,951 $214,407 $267,072 $262,153 $261,003 $259,015 $260,648 $259,116 21% 444% 

NOTES: Table 1 excludes a variety of small federal grant and loan programs as well as some small programs for veterans and members of the military. Federal 
Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant (FSEOG) and Federal Work-Study (FWS) funds reflect federal allocations and do not include the required matching funds 
from institutions. 2018-19 FSEOG, FWS, tax benefits, state grants, institutional grants, private and employer grants, and nonfederal loans are estimated from earlier 
data. Components may not sum to totals because of rounding. 

SOURCES: See page 34 for a list of sources for data included in Table 1. 

� The federal government’s share of total student aid increased  
from 70% in 2008-09 to 74% in 2010-11 but fell to 62% in 2018-19. 

� Need-based federal aid programs, including Pell Grants and some 
smaller grant programs, subsidized student loans, Perkins loans, 
and FWS accounted for 91% of total federal aid in 1988-89. That 
share fell to 58% in 1998-99, after the introduction of unsubsidized 
student loans and education tax credits. By 2018-19, growth in 
unsubsidized loans and tax credits, combined with PLUS loans 
for parents and graduate students and the Post-9/11 GI Bill, 
outweighed increases in federal need-based aid to reduce the 
share of federal aid based on need to 33%. 

� Total grant aid rose by 56% (in inflation-adjusted dollars) to $135.6 
billion from 2008-09 to 2018-19. Institutional grants grew most 
rapidly, increasing by 78% to $64.7 billion. 

� Total loans declined by 5% (in inflation-adjusted dollars) between 
2008-09 and 2018-19, to $106.2 billion. Throughout the decade 
from 2008-09 through 2018-19, nonfederal loans made up 7% to 
12% of total education borrowing. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� In 2018-19, undergraduate students received 76% ($186.9 billion) 
of total student aid, including 96% of all federal grants and 58% of 
federal loans. They received 86% of total grant aid from all sources 
and 62% of all loans, including nonfederal loans. The remainder of the 
aid funded graduate students. (Table 1 online) 



10 For detailed data behind the graphs and additional information, please visit: research.collegeboard.org/trends. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
  

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

      

  
 

 

 

Aid per Student 
Federal loans per full-time equivalent (FTE) undergraduate student declined in 2018-19 for the eighth 
consecutive year. Loans per student declined from $6,000 (in 2018 dollars) in 2010-11 to $4,410 in 2018-19. 

FIGURE 1 Average Aid per Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) Student in 2018 Dollars, 
1998-99 to 2018-19 
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� Federal loans per FTE graduate student declined 
from a peak of $19,750 in 2010-11 to $17,850 in 
2014-15 before rising to $18,470 in 2018-19. 

� The $18,470 average federal loan per FTE graduate 
student in 2018-19 was more than four times as 
large as the $4,410 average per undergraduate 
student. In 2008-09, federal loans per graduate 
student were about three times as large as federal 
loans per undergraduate student. 

� Average total grant aid per FTE undergraduate 
student rose by 36% between 1998-99 and 
2008-09 and by another 60% between 2008-09 
and 2018-19. Average federal loan per FTE 
undergraduate student rose by 48% between 
1998-99 and 2008-09 and fell by 18% between 
2008-09 and 2018-19. 

� Average total grant aid per FTE graduate student 
rose by 24% between 1998-99 and 2008-09 and 
by another 23% between 2008-09 and 2018-19. 
Average federal loan per FTE graduate student 
rose by 60% between 1998-99 and 2008-09 and by 
another 8% between 2008-09 and 2018-19. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� In 2018-19, most of the “Other Aid” for both 
undergraduate and graduate students was from 
education tax credits. About 6% was from FWS. 

NOTES: Loans reported here include only federal loans to 
students and parents. Grants from all sources are included. 
“Other Aid” includes federal education tax credits and 
deductions and Federal Work-Study. Undergraduate and 
graduate shares of some forms of aid are estimates based on 
NPSAS data. Dollar values are rounded to the nearest $10. 

SOURCE: Trends in Student Aid website (research.collegeboard. 
org/trends), Table 3. 
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Grants, Loans, and Other Aid 
Loans (including both federal and nonfederal) fell from 47% of the funds undergraduate students used to 
supplement their own and their family resources in 2008-09 to 38% in 2013-14 and to 33% in 2018-19. 

FIGURE 2 Composition of Total Aid and Nonfederal Loans, 1998-99 to 2018-19 
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NOTES: Nonfederal loans are included to show the total education borrowing by students 
and parents. “Other Aid” includes Federal Work-Study and federal education tax credits and 
deductions. Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding. 

SOURCE: Trends in Student Aid website (research.collegeboard.org/trends),  Table  4. 

� Grants rose from 45% of total undergraduate 
funding in 2008-09 to 53% in 2013-14 and to 59% 
in 2018-19. 

� In contrast, between 1998-99 and 2018-19, loans 
consistently made up 63% to 70% of the funds 
graduate students used to supplement their own 
resources to finance their studies. 

� Grants have been the source of 26% to 33% of 
funding for graduate students over this 20-year 
period. 

� In 2018-19, the combination of federal tax credits 
and Federal Work-Study (FWS) made up 8% of all 
student aid and nonfederal loans for undergraduate 
students and 3% for graduate students. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� For undergraduate students, total grant aid increased 
by 60% and total loan volume fell by 15% between 
2008-09 and 2018-19, after adjusting for inflation. 
(Table 1 online) 

� For graduate students, total grant aid increased by 
35% and total loan volume increased by 16% between 
2008-09 and 2018-19. (Table 1 online) 

https://research.collegeboard.org/trends
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Total Undergraduate Student Aid by Type 
Between 2013-14 and 2018-19, institutional grant aid for undergraduate students increased by $10.8 billion 
(26%) in 2018 dollars, rising from 21% to 28% of total financial aid to undergraduates. 

FIGURE 3 Total Undergraduate Student Aid in 2018 Dollars by Source and Type (in Billions), 1998-99 to 2018-19 
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SOURCE: Trends in Student Aid website (research.collegeboard.org/trends),  Table  1  online. 

� Total institutional grant aid to undergraduates rose by 48% 
($13.4 billion in 2018 dollars) between 2008-09 and 2013-14 and 
by another 26% ($10.8 billion) between 2013-14 and 2018-19. 

� In 1998-99, federal loans made up the largest share of aid to 
undergraduates—42%; institutional grants were 20% and Pell 
Grants were 14%. In 2008-09, these shares were 44%, 19%, and 
14%, respectively. By 2018-19, federal loans had fallen to 29% 
of the total, institutional grants had risen to 28%, and Pell Grants 
were 15% of the total. 

� Federal loans rose by 7% ($4.5 billion in 2018 dollars) between 
2008-09 and 2013-14 before declining by 23% ($16.6 billion) over 
the next five years. 

� Pell Grants rose by 62% ($13.0 billion in 2018 dollars) between 
2008-09 and 2013-14 before declining by 17% ($5.7 billion) over 
the next five years. 

� The largest percentage growth in aid to undergraduates between 
2008-09 and 2018-19 was in veterans’ benefits, which almost 
tripled, from $3.6 billion (in 2018 dollars) in 2008-09 to $10.5 billion 
in 2018-19. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� Figure 3 reports total aid amounts to undergraduate students.  
The number of FTE undergraduate students rose from 12.3 million 
in 2008-09 to 13.1 million in 2013-14, but had fallen back to 12.3 
million by 2018-19. Between 2008-09 and 2018-19, total grant aid to 
undergraduate students increased by 60% and total aid (including  
grants, loans, and other aid) increased by 23%. Over this decade, 
grant aid per undergraduate student increased by 60% ($3,580)  
and total aid per undergraduate student increased by 23% ($2,810).  
(Table 3 online) 

https://research.collegeboard.org/trends
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Total Graduate Student Aid by Type 
Grant aid increased from 28% of total aid for graduate students in 2008-09 to 32% in 2018-19. Loans ranged 
from 66% to 68% of the total over the decade. 

FIGURE 4 Total Graduate Student Aid in 2018 Dollars by Source and Type (in Billions), 1998-99 to 2018-19 
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SOURCE: Trends in Student Aid website (research.collegeboard.org/trends),  Table  1  online. 

� Grant aid made up 34% to 35% of graduate student aid from 
1998-99 through 2001-02, when loans were between 60% and 
62% of the total. 

� Between 1998-99 and 2008-09, federal loans for graduate 
students more than doubled, increasing from $14.7 billion to 
$32.7 billion in 2018 dollars. Federal loans for these students 
grew by another 19% over the next decade to $38.8 billion in 
2018-19. 

� Between 1998-99 and 2008-09, institutional grants for graduate 
students rose by 48%, from $5.5 billion to $8.1 billion in 2018 
dollars. Institutional grants grew by another 51% over the next 
decade to $12.2 billion in 2018-19. 

� Between 2013-14 and 2018-19, institutional grant aid for 
graduate students increased by $1.7 billion (16%) in 2018 dollars, 
rising from 18% to 21% of total financial aid to graduate students. 

� In 1998-99, federal loans made up the largest share of aid to 
graduate students—62%; institutional grants were 23% and 
private and employer grants were 10%. In 2008-09, these shares 
were 67%, 17%, and 11%, respectively. In 2018-19, federal loans 
were 66% of the total, institutional grants had risen to 21%, and 
private and employer grants were 7% of the total. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� Between 2008-09 and 2018-19, graduate enrollment increased by 
10% while total grant aid to graduate students increased by 35% 
and total aid (including grants, loans, and other aid) increased by 
21%. Over this decade, grant aid per graduate student increased by 
23% ($1,660) and total aid per graduate student increased by 10% 
($2,600). (Table 3 online) 

https://research.collegeboard.org/trends
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Sources of Grant Aid 
Between 2013-14 and 2018-19, institutional grant aid rose by $12.5 billion (in 2018 dollars); federal grants 
declined by $6.3 billion. Total grant aid to postsecondary students increased by $9.2 billion (7%). 

FIGURE 5 Total Grant Aid in 2018 Dollars by Source of Grant, 1998-99 to 2018-19 
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SOURCES: See page 34 for a list of sources for grants included in Figure 5. 

� The total amount of grant aid supporting postsecondary 
students increased by 81% (after adjusting for inflation) between 
1998-99 and 2008-09 and by another 56% between 2008-09 
and 2018-19, reaching a total of $135.6 billion. 

� Almost all of the growth in total grant aid over the last decade 
occurred between 2008-09 and 2013-14, during which full-time 
equivalent (FTE) enrollment increased by 7%. Between 2013-14 
and 2018-19, FTE enrollment declined by 5%. 

� Federal grants fluctuated between 27% and 32% of all grant aid 
for undergraduate and graduate students between 1998-99 and 
2008-09. This share rose to 44% in 2010-11 but declined to 30% 
in 2018-19. 

� From 1998-99 to 2008-09, state grant aid was between 11% and 
13% of all grant aid. From 2009-10 to 2018-19, it was between 
8% and 9% of all grant aid. Total state grant aid grew by 72% 
(after adjusting for inflation) between 1998-99 and 2008-09 and 
by another 28% over the decade ending in 2018-19. 

� Grants from employers and other private sources were between 
12% and 17% of total grant aid to postsecondary students for 
the two decades from 1998-99 through 2018-19 and were 13% 
of the total in 2018-19. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� Grant aid for veterans, which grew from $3.9 billion (in 2018 dollars) to 
$12.4 billion over the decade, increased from 15% of federal grant aid 
in 2008-09 to 30% in 2018-19. At the same time, Pell Grants, which 
rose from $21.0 billion to $28.2 billion, declined from 79% to 68% of 
the total. (Table 1) 

� The composition of grant aid for graduate students is quite different 
from that for undergraduate students—and from the totals in Figure 5. 
In 2018-19, 10% of graduate student grant aid came from the federal 
government in the form of aid to veterans, 65% from institutions, 23% 
from employers and other private sources, and 2% from states. For 
undergraduate students, the percentages were 34% federal, 45% 
institutional, 11% private and employer, and 10% state. (Table 1 online) 
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Types of Loans 
Total annual student and parent borrowing for postsecondary education declined by 5% ($6.2 billion in 2018 
dollars) between 2008-09 and 2018-19. 

FIGURE 6 Total Federal and Nonfederal Loans in 2018 Dollars by Type of Loan, 1998-99 to 2018-19 
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SOURCES: See page 34 for a list of sources for loans included in Figure 6. 

� Total annual education borrowing declined for the eighth 
consecutive year in 2018-19. 

� Federal Direct student loans fell by $15.0 billion over the decade. 
Much of this decline was balanced by increases in the programs 
without fixed borrowing limits: grad PLUS rose by $6.0 billion and 
parent PLUS rose by $4.1 billion. 

� In 1998-99, 60% of Federal Direct loans were subsidized loans— 
for which interest is paid by the government while students are in 
school. In 2018-19, 29% of these loans were subsidized. 

� Borrowing through the Federal Direct student loan program 
(subsidized and unsubsidized combined) fell by 32% ($32.3 billion 
in 2018 dollars) between 2010-11 and 2018-19, falling from 77% to 
65% of total education borrowing. Between 1998-99 and 2010-11, 
borrowing through this program increased by 142% ($59.5 billion). 

� Students borrow nonfederal education loans from banks, credit 
unions, and other private lenders, including some states and 
postsecondary institutions. These loans, which are not part of 
the student aid system and typically do not involve subsidies, fell 
from about $27 billion (in 2018 dollars) in 2007-08 to $10 billion 
in 2009-10, but increased to about $13 billion by 2018-19, when 
they accounted for about 12% of all education loans. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� There are no credit requirements for federal subsidized and 
unsubsidized loans. To qualify for PLUS loans, borrowers cannot 
have an “adverse credit history,” defined as being 90 days or more 
delinquent on any debts greater than $2,085 or being the subject 
of default determination, bankruptcy discharge, foreclosure, 
repossession, tax lien, wage garnishment, or write-off of a federal 
education debt during the five years preceding the date of the 
credit report. 
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Federal Aid 
In 2018-19, average benefits from the Post-9/11 GI Bill program were nearly $16,000, compared with just 
over $4,000 per Pell Grant recipient. 

FIGURE 7 Number of Recipients by Federal Aid Program (with Average Aid 
Received), 2018-19 
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Education Tax 

Benefits 
($1,520) 

Federal 
Pell 

Grant 
($4,160) 
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Subsidized 

and 
Unsubsidized 

Loans 
($9,050) 

Direct 
Subsidized 

Loans 
($3,910) 

Direct 
Unsubsidized 

Loans 
($7,490) 

FSEOG 
($500) 

Federal 
Work-Study 

($1,650) 

Post/9-11 
GI Bill 

Benefits 
($15,990) 

Federal Aid Programs (with Average Aid per Recipient) 

6.8 
million 

7.6 
million 

5.2 
million 

6.5 
million 

1.5 
million 

613,000 699,000 

NOTES: Data on tax benefits are estimated. FSEOG and FWS amounts represent federal funds only. 
Institutions provide matching funds so the awards that students receive under these programs are 
larger than these federal aid amounts. 

SOURCES: See page 34 for a list of sources of data on federal aid programs. 

FIGURE 8 Percentage Distribution of Federal Aid Funds by Sector, 2017-18 

Public Two-Year Public Four-Year Private Nonprofit For-Profit

Pell Grants 

FSEOG 

Federal 
Work-Study 

Perkins Loans 

Direct 
Subsidized Loans 

Direct 
Unsubsidized Loans 

Parent 
PLUS Loans 

Grad PLUS Loans 

24% 

17% 

12% 

6% 

32% 

37% 

52% 

46% 

41% 

51% 

26% 

33% 

42% 

45% 

27% 
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42% 

68% 

33% 36% 17% 13% 

10% 

4% 

14% 

15% 

6% 

6% 

Percentage of Aid 

NOTES: Excludes aid to students enrolled in public less-than-two-year colleges and to students 
enrolled in foreign institutions. Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding. 

SOURCES: See page 34 for a list of sources of data on federal aid programs. 

� Almost 10 times as many students received Pell 
Grants as veterans’ benefits—6.8 million vs.
699,000 in 2018-19. 

� In 2018-19, the total number of borrowers in 
the subsidized and unsubsidized Direct Loan 
programs was 7.6 million—less than the sum of 
the number of recipients in each program because 
more than half of all borrowers (and almost two-
thirds of undergraduate borrowers) participated in
both programs.

� In 2017-18, public two-year college students,
who made up 32% of full-time equivalent (FTE) 
undergraduate enrollment, received 33% of Pell 
Grant funds. Students in this sector received less 
than their proportionate share of funds from all 
other federal student aid programs. 

� In 2017-18, students in the private nonprofit sector 
accounted for 19% of undergraduate and 22% of 
total FTE enrollment. They received 68% of Grad 
PLUS, 45% of Perkins loans, and 42% of FWS funds. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Pell Grants, FSEOG, and Direct Subsidized loans 
are for undergraduates only. Grad PLUS loans are 
for graduate students only. Parent PLUS loans are 
for parents of undergraduate students. FWS, Direct 
Unsubsidized loans, and Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits are 
available to both undergraduate and graduate students. 
The authority for schools to make new Perkins loans 
ended on Sept. 30, 2017, and final disbursements were 
permitted through June 30, 2018. 

� The number of students receiving FWS funds 
declined from 744,000 in 1998 to 678,000 in 2008-09 
and to 613,000 in 2018-19. (Table 5 online) 

� In 2012-13, 41% of Post-9/11 GI Bill veterans’ benefits 
went to students in the for-profit sector (U.S. Senate
HELP Committee, 2014, “Is the New G.I. Bill Working?”). 
In 2017, Congress passed legislation known as the
“Forever GI Bill,” increasing the generosity of education 
benefits for veterans.

Distribution of Fall 2017 Enrollment by Sector 

FTE Undergraduate 
Students 

All FTE 
Students 

Public Two-Year 32% 27%

Public Four-Year 43% 44% 

Private Nonprofit Four-Year 19% 22% 

For-Profit 7% 7% 

SOURCE: NCES, IPEDS Enrollment data. 
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Federal Loans: Annual Borrowing 
After a decade of rapid growth in annual borrowing, total federal loans to undergraduate students declined 
by 22% ($15.6 billion in 2018 dollars) between 2013-14 and 2018-19; federal loans to graduate students 
rose by 2% ($620 million). 

FIGURE 9A Total Annual Amount Borrowed from Federal Subsidized, Unsubsidized, 
and PLUS Loans in Millions of 2018 Dollars, 2003-04 to 2018-19, 
Selected Years 
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FIGURE 9B Average Annual Amount Borrowed in Federal Subsidized, Unsubsidized, 
and PLUS Loans in 2018 Dollars, 2003-04 to 2018-19, Selected Years 
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Average Annual Amount Borrowed in 2018 Dollars per Borrower 

Number of Borrowers (in Thousands), 2003-04 to 2018-19, Selected Years 

2003-04 2008-09 2013-14 2018-19 

Subsidized and Unsubsidized Undergraduate 5,493 7,290 8,029 6,201 

Graduate 999 1,367 1,476 1,448 

Total 6,492 8,657 9,505 7,649 

PLUS Undergraduate 665 659 660 749 

Graduate 0 235 353 422 

Total 665 894 1,013 1,171 

� The share of federal education loans going to 
graduate students (who constitute about 15% 
of all postsecondary students) rose from 32% 
($21.1 billion out of $65.6 billion in 2018 dollars) in 
2003-04 to 42% ($38.8 billion out of $93.1 billion) 
in 2018-19. 

� In 2018-19, undergraduates taking subsidized 
and/or unsubsidized loans borrowed an average of 
$6,660—$1,110 less (in 2018 dollars) than a decade 
earlier and $660 less than in 2013-14. 

� The number of parents borrowing parent PLUS 
loans in 2018-19 was 12% of the number of 
undergraduates taking subsidized and unsubsidized 
Direct loans (749,000 vs. 6.2 million). However, the 
average parent loan was $17,220, 2.6 times as much 
as the average undergraduate student loan. 

� In 2018-19, 422,000 graduate students borrowed 
through the grad PLUS program; 1.4 million borrowed 
unsubsidized loans. The average amount borrowed 
through the PLUS program was $6,700 higher than 
the average unsubsidized loan ($25,950 vs. $19,250). 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� The aggregate federal student loan limit for dependent 
undergraduate students is $31,000. No more than 
$23,000 can be subsidized loans. Independent 
students and dependent students whose parents 
are not eligible for parent PLUS loans can borrow an 
additional $26,500 in unsubsidized loans. 

� Graduate and professional students can borrow up 
to a lifetime total of $138,500 from the subsidized 
and unsubsidized loan programs, including their 
undergraduate borrowing. Each year students 
are enrolled, they can borrow up to the full cost of 
attendance not covered by grant aid, including living 
expenses and books and supplies in addition to 
tuition and fees through the grad PLUS program. 

� Like the grad PLUS program, the parent PLUS 
program allows borrowing to cover students’ entire 
budgets less grant aid received for an unlimited 
number of years of enrollment. 

NOTE: Graduate students became eligible to borrow PLUS loans 
in 2006-07. 

SOURCE: Trends in Student Aid website 
(research.collegeboard.org/trends) Table 6. , 

http://research.collegeboard.org/trends
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Federal Loans: Borrowing and Balances 
As of March 2019, 43% of the outstanding federal education loan debt was held by the 10% of borrowers 
owing $80,000 or more. 

FIGURE 10 Distribution of Borrowers and Debt by Outstanding Balance, Second 
Quarter of FY2019 
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NOTES: Includes both loans made under the Federal Direct Loan Program (FDLP) and loans made 
under the Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) Program, which ended in 2009-10. Data were as 
of March 31, 2019, the end of the second quarter of FY19. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid Center, Federal Student Loan Portfolio. 

FIGURE 11 Percentage of Undergraduate Students Borrowing Federal Subsidized 
and Unsubsidized Student Loans, 2008-09, 2013-14, and 2018-19 
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NOTES: IPEDS headcount enrollments are adjusted for the difference between total headcount, 
which counts students more than once if they are enrolled in more than one institution at the same 
time, and unduplicated headcount reported by the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC). Twelve-
month undergraduate headcount for 2018-19 is estimated from NSC data. Percentages may not 
sum to 100 because of rounding. 

SOURCES: NCES, IPEDS 12-month enrollment data; National Student Clearinghouse, Current Term 
Enrollment Estimates: Spring 2019; U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid Data Center, 
Title IV Program Volume Reports and Aid Recipients Summary; calculations by the authors. 

� As of March 2019, 55% of borrowers owed less 
than $20,000. These borrowers held 14% of the 
outstanding federal debt. 

� In 2018-19, 28% of undergraduate students 
borrowed Federal Direct student loans, down from 
31% in 2008-09 and 34% in 2013-14. 

� In 2018-19, 5% of undergraduate students 
borrowed subsidized loans only, 5% borrowed 
unsubsidized loans only, and 18% borrowed from 
both programs. In other words, about two-thirds of 
the 28% who borrowed Direct student loans took 
both subsidized and unsubsidized loans. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� Federal student loan default rates are highest for 
borrowers with low balances. For example, among 
borrowers entering repayment in 2010-11, the three-
year default rate ranged from 24% for those owing 
$5,000 or less to 7% for those owing $40,000 or more. 
Two-thirds of those who defaulted owed $10,000 or 
less. (Trends in Student Aid 2016, Figure 12B) 

� The share of undergraduate students borrowing 
federal student loans rose steadily from 23% in 
2001-02 to 38% in 2011-12. Since 2011-12, the share 
borrowing has declined each year, to 28% in 2018-19. 

� Figure 11 shows that 28% of undergraduates took 
federal student loans in 2018-19. This percentage is 
lower than the share of students who graduate with 
debt for a number of reasons. Many students who 
borrow do not borrow every year. In 2015-16, among 
enrolled students who had borrowed at some point 
as undergraduates, 66% borrowed federal student 
loans. (NPSAS, 2016) 

� Part-time students borrow at lower rates than 
full-time students. In 2015-16, about half of all 
full-time undergraduates borrowed federal student 
loans, compared with just 18% of those who were 
enrolled exclusively part time. (NPSAS, 2016) 



For detailed data behind the graphs and additional information, please visit: research.collegeboard.org/trends. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

      
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

      

 
 

  
 

  

  
 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

Outstanding Federal Loans 
Half of the debt owed by student loan borrowers in repayment is now in Income-Driven Repayment (IDR) 
plans that limit monthly payments to an affordable share of income.

  FIGURE 12A    Distribution of Outstanding Federal Direct Loan Dollars and Borrowers  
by Repayment Plan, FY2013, FY2016, and FY2019 
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NOTES: Data were as of the end of the second quarter (March 31) for FY2016 and FY2019 and 
the end of the third quarter (June 30) for FY2013. Includes Direct loan borrowers in repayment, 
deferment, and forbearance. Because some borrowers have multiple loans, recipients may be 
counted multiple times across varying loan statuses. Income-driven plans include REPAYE, Pay As 
You Earn, Income-Contingent Repayment, and Income-Based Repayment. Level payment plans 
require monthly payments that are the same over a fixed period of time. Alternative repayment
plans are customized to borrowers’ circumstances. Under the graduated payment plan, monthly 
payments increase over time. Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid Data Center, Federal Student 
Loan Portfolio. 

FIGURE 12B Repayment Status of Federal Education Loan Portfolio, Second 
Quarter FY2019 
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NOTES: Includes both loans made under the Federal Direct and Federal Family Education 
Loan (FFEL) programs and held by the Department of Education. Excludes the $183 billion in 
outstanding FFEL loans not held by the federal government. The second quarter of FY2019 
ended on March 31, 2019. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid Data Center, Federal Student 
Loan Portfolio. 

� In March 2019, 30% of borrowers in repayment on 
federal Direct loans were in IDR plans, up from 11% 
in 2013. 

� In March 2019, 18% of borrowers—and 12% of 
outstanding dollars—were in default. The average 
balance on defaulted loans was $19,800, compared 
with $30,700 for all outstanding loans.

� Forbearance is a provision that temporarily 
suspends or reduces payment because of financial 
hardship. In March 2019, 7% of borrowers in
repayment were in forbearance. Because their 
average debt was $45,000—significantly higher than
the overall average debt—these borrowers held 10% 
of outstanding balances. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� In March 2019, borrowers in IDR plans had higher 
average balances than those in other repayment 
plans—$59,200 vs. $25,000. 

� Many borrowers face administrative hurdles to enrolling 
in IDR plans and are moved, at least temporarily, into 
other repayment plans if they do not recertify their 
incomes on time in the prescribed manner. (B. Miller 
and M. Thompson, 2016, “Annual Paperwork Should 
Not Stand in the Way of Affordable Student-Loan
Payments,” Center for American Progress) 

Average Federal Loan Balance, Number of Borrowers, and 
Total Balance by Repayment Status, Second Quarter 2019 

Average 
Balance 

Number of 
Borrowers  
(in Millions) 

Total Balance  
(in Billions) 

Repayment $36,500 19.4 $708.5 

In-School $19,700 7.0 $138.2 

Deferment $35,800 3.7 $132.4 

Forbearance $45,000 2.8 $126.0 

Grace $18,500 1.3 $24.0

Default $19,800 7.5 $148.3 

Other $48,000 0.2 $9.6 

Total $30,700 41.9 $1,287.0 

NOTE: Repayment: in active repayment status; In-School: 
borrower is still enrolled, loans are not in repayment; 
Deferment: payments postponed because of economic 
hardship, military service, or returning to school; Forbearance: 
payment temporarily suspended or reduced because of 
financial hardships; Grace: six-month period after borrower
is no longer enrolled at least half time; Default: more than 360 
days delinquent. “Other” category includes loans that are in 
non-defaulted bankruptcy and in a disability status. 

19 
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Federal Loans: Repayment Rates 
The share of borrowers paying off at least one dollar of their loan principal within five years of entering 
repayment was lower for the 2010-11 and 2011-12 cohorts than for the 2006-07 and 2007-08 cohorts 
in all sectors. 

FIGURE 13A Federal Student Loan Five-Year Repayment Rates over Time, 
Borrowers Entering Repayment in 2006-07 Through 2011-12 
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FIGURE 13B Federal Student Loan Five-Year Repayment Rates by Sector and 
Completion, Borrowers Entering Repayment in 2006-07 Through 

2011-12 
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� The declines in the overall five-year repayment rates  
were largest in the public two-year (54% to 43%) and  
for-profit (43% to 34%) sectors—the sectors that  
already had the lowest repayment rates.  

� Two-thirds of public and private nonprofit four-year  
college students who entered repayment in 2010-11   
and 2011-12 had paid down at least one dollar of  
their loan principal five years later. Only one-third of  
for-profit students had reduced their loan balances.  

� Within each sector, completers have higher  
repayment rates than noncompleters. Completers  
from the for-profit sector have lower repayment  
rates than noncompleters from the public and  
private nonprofit four-year sectors. 

� The lowest repayment rate was among  
noncompleters in the for-profit sector. This rate fell  
from 34% for the 2006-07 and 2007-08 cohorts to  
26% for the four more recent cohorts. The highest  
five-year repayment rate was 85% for borrowers  
who completed degrees at public four-year  
institutions  and  entered  repayment  in  2006-07   
and 2007-08. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� Borrowers can be in good standing without paying  
down the principal owed. They may be enrolled in  
an Income-Driven Repayment (IDR) plan. Some  
may have no required payments, and for others, the  
required payments may be too small to cover the  
interest charged, leading to increases in the balance  
owed. In addition, borrowers may be in deferment or  
forbearance and not required to make payments in  
their current circumstances. 

NOTES:  The repayment rate is defined as the percentage of  
borrowers in each repayment cohort whose payments reduced  
the loan principal by at least one dollar after the specified  
number of years. Repayment status on each loan is attributed  
to the school for which the borrower took the loan. Therefore, a  
student can be counted in the repayment cohorts of more than  
one institution. 

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Education, College Scorecard  
data; calculations by the authors. 
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Cumulative Debt: Bachelor’s Degree Recipients 
Average cumulative student debt levels of bachelor’s degree recipients from public and private nonprofit 
four-year colleges and universities were stable between 2012-13 and 2017-18, after increasing rapidly over 
the previous five years. 

  FIGURE 14    Average Cumulative Debt Levels in 2018 Dollars: Bachelor’s Degree 
Recipients at Public and Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions, 
2002-03 to 2017-18, Selected Years 
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NOTES: Figures include federal and nonfederal loans taken by students who began their studies 
at the institution from which they graduated. Parent PLUS loans are not included. The orange bars 
represent the average cumulative debt levels of bachelor’s degree recipients who took student 
loans. The blue bars represent the average debt per bachelor’s degree recipient, including those 
who graduated without student debt. Calculations are based on the average debt and the number 
of bachelor’s degrees awarded at the college level. The available data are not adequate to allow 
comparable calculations for for-profit institutions. 

SOURCES: College Board, Annual Survey of Colleges, 2003 to 2018; calculations by the authors. 

Average Cumulative Debt in 2018 Dollars: Bachelor’s Degree Recipients at Public and 
Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions: 2002-03 to 2017-18, Selected Years 

Percentage  
with Debt 

Average Debt  
per Borrower 

Average Debt per 
Graduate 

2002-03 56% $24,200 $13,500 

2007-08 58% $24,700 $14,400 

2012-13 60% $28,700 $17,300 

2017-18 58% $29,000 $16,800 

� In 2017-18, average debt per borrower among 
bachelor’s degree recipients in these two sectors 
was $29,000—a 1% ($300) increase from $28,700 
(in 2018 dollars) in 2012-13. 

� In 2017-18, average debt per bachelor’s degree  
recipient, including both those who borrowed and  
those who did not, was $16,800 for the two sectors  
combined, 3% ($500) lower than in 2012-13. 

� Average debt per borrower at public four-year 
colleges increased by 1% ($200 in 2018 dollars) 
between 2012-13 and 2017-18, following a 21% 
($4,600) increase over the previous five years. 
Average debt per graduate (including those who 
did not borrow) fell by 3% ($500) between 2012-13 
and 2017-18, following a 28% ($3,500) increase 
between 2007-08 and 2012-13. 

� Average debt per borrower at private nonprofit 
colleges and universities increased by 2% ($800 
in 2018 dollars) between 2012-13 and 2017-18, 
following a 13% ($3,700 in 2018 dollars) increase 
over the previous five years. Average debt per 
graduate fell by 2% ($500) between 2012-13 
and 2017-18, following an 11% ($2,100) increase 
between 2007-08 and 2012-13. 

� The share of public four-year bachelor’s degree 
recipients graduating with debt rose from 53% 
in 2002-03 to 59% in 2012-13, but fell to 57% in 
2017-18. The share of private nonprofit four-year 
bachelor’s degree recipients graduating with debt  
rose from 63% in 2002-03 to 65% in 2007-08, but 
fell to 61% over the following decade. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:  

� Students who earn their bachelor’s degrees at for-profit 
institutions, not included in Figure 14, are more likely 
to borrow and accumulate higher average levels of 
debt than those who graduate from public and private 
nonprofit four-year colleges. (Trends in Student Aid 
2018, Figure 16) 

� Figure 14 includes only students who earned their  
bachelor’s degrees at the institutions in which they first  
enrolled. Students who attend two or more institutions  
may have different borrowing patterns. 
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Cumulative Debt by Family Income and Age: 
Bachelor’s Degree Recipients
Students from higher-income families are less likely than others to finance their bachelor’s degrees through 
borrowing. Across all income groups, about 10% of dependent students graduated with $40,000 or more in 
student debt in 2015-16, and about half of these students borrowed $50,000 or more.

  FIGURE 15A   Cumulative Debt of 2015-16 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients by 
Dependency Status and Family Income
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  FIGURE 15B   Cumulative Debt of 2015-16 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients by Age
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Distribution of 2015-16 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients 
  Public Private For-Profit

Independent 58% 24% 17%

Dependent 66% 32% 2%

Less than $35,000 67% 29% 4%

$35,000 to $69,999 68% 29% 3%

$70,000 to $119,999 70% 28% 2%

$120,000 or More 61% 38% 1%

Age

23 or Younger 66% 32% 3%

24 to 29 67% 20% 13%

30 to 39 49% 25% 26%

40 or Older 42% 30% 29%

� Independent students are most likely to graduate 
with high levels of debt: 28% borrowed at least 
$40,000, including 17% who graduated with 
$50,000 or more in debt.

� Only 2% of dependent students earned their 
bachelor’s degrees from for-profit institutions, 
compared with 17% of independent students. 
Dependent students from families with incomes 
of $120,000 or higher were most likely to have 
attended private nonprofit colleges.

� Among the 60% of 2015-16 bachelor’s degree 
recipients who were age 23 or younger, 33% did 
not have education debt; 11% borrowed $40,000 
or more.

� About a quarter of those who graduated between 
the ages of 24 and 29 did not borrow; 27% of those 
who were between the ages of 24 and 29 and 
35% of those who were 30 years of age or older 
borrowed $40,000 or more.

� Over one-quarter of those who earned their 
bachelor’s degrees at age 30 or older attended 
for-profit institutions; 3% of those who earned their 
bachelor’s degrees at age 23 or younger were from 
this sector.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Dependent students can borrow a lifetime maximum 
of $31,000 in Direct loans for undergraduate study. 
Independent students (and undergraduate students 
whose parents are not eligible for PLUS loans) can 
borrow up to $57,500. 

� For 14% of 2015-16 bachelor’s degree recipients, 
total debt included private loans, which do not carry 
the same repayment protections as federal loans. 
(NPSAS, 2016).

NOTES: Percentages on the vertical axis are shares of 
bachelor’s degree recipients in each dependency and income 
group in Figure 15A and shares of those in each age group in 
Figure 15B. Age was as of December 2015. Includes both federal 
and nonfederal borrowing for degree recipients who were U.S. 
citizens or permanent residents. Excludes parent PLUS loans. 
Includes students who transferred as well as students who 
received their degrees at for-profit and two-year institutions. 
Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding.

SOURCES: NCES, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 
(NPSAS), 2016; calculations by the authors.
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Cumulative Debt by Race/Ethnicity:  
Bachelor’s Degree Recipients
In 2015-16, 33% of black bachelor’s degree recipients accrued $40,000 or more in student debt, compared 
with 17% of white graduates, 13% of Hispanics, and 9% of Asians.

  FIGURE 16   Cumulative Debt of 2015-16 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients by  
Race/Ethnicity
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NOTES: Percentages on the vertical axis are shares of bachelor’s degree recipients in each 
racial/ethnic group. Includes both federal and nonfederal borrowing for 2015-16 bachelor’s 
degree recipients who were U.S. citizens or permanent residents. Excludes parent PLUS loans. 
Includes students who transferred as well as students who received their degrees at for-profit 
and two-year institutions. Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding.

SOURCES: NCES, NPSAS, 2016; calculations by the authors.

Characteristics of 2015-16 Bachelor’s Degree Recipients by Race/Ethnicity

All Asian Black Hispanic White

Sector of Bachelor's Degree

Public 63% 64% 56% 65% 63%

Private Nonprofit 28% 29% 26% 22% 30%

For-Profit 9% 7% 18% 12% 7%

Age in December 2015

23 or Younger 60% 65% 47% 55% 64%

24 to 29 21% 25% 23% 26% 19%

30 to 39 11% 6% 16% 13% 11%

40 or Older 7% 4% 14% 6% 6%

Dependency Status

Dependent 54% 59% 42% 50% 57%

Independent Without Dependents 28% 28% 29% 30% 27%

Independent with Dependents 18% 13% 29% 19% 16%

Parents' Income for Dependent Students

Less than $35,000 22% 32% 49% 37% 13%

$35,000 to $69,999 21% 23% 24% 29% 18%

$70,000 to $119,999 25% 21% 16% 17% 29%

$120,000 or More 32% 23% 11% 17% 40%

Time Elapsed Between First Enrollment and Degree Completion

Within 4 Years 40% 45% 31% 34% 43%

5 Years 18% 15% 14% 19% 19%

6 Years 10% 13% 11% 11% 9%

7 to 10 Years 16% 18% 17% 20% 14%

More than 10 Years 16% 10% 26% 16% 15%

� Only 14% of black graduates did not borrow. Among 
white, Asian, and Hispanic bachelor’s degree 
recipients, 30% or more graduated without debt.

� The circumstances of black graduates differ from 
other racial groups in ways that may make them 
more likely to rely on student debt to fund their 
education. In 2015-16:

w Black graduates were disproportionately 
represented in the for-profit sector, where debt 
levels were highest (Trends in Student Aid 2018, 
Figure 16). Eighteen percent of black graduates 
earned their degrees in the for-profit sector; 
12% of Hispanic and 7% of Asian and white 
graduates earned their bachelor’s degrees in 
this sector.

w On average, black graduates were older than 
members of other racial and ethnic groups and 
were more likely to be independent students and 
to have dependents of their own. Dependent 
black students came disproportionately from 
lower-income families. In addition, on average, 
the time between beginning postsecondary 
study and earning a bachelor’s degree was 
longer for black students than for others. 
As shown in Figures 15A and 15B, older and 
independent students tend to accumulate more 
debt. The same is true of those who take longer 
to complete their degrees. 

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Because of small sample sizes in this survey, it is not 
possible to report separately on American Indian 
students or other small racial and ethnic groups.

� On average, black and Hispanic households have less 
wealth than those from other racial and ethnic groups. 
In 2014, when median net worth was $130,800 for white 
households and $156,500 for Asian households, it was 
$17,500 for Hispanic households and $9,600 for black 
households. (U.S. Census Bureau, Wealth and Asset 
Ownership, https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2014/
demo/wealth/wealth-asset-ownership.html)
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Undergraduate Debt: Parent PLUS Loans
The shares of 2015-16 dependent degree and certificate recipients graduating with parent PLUS loans 
ranged from 3% at public two-year colleges to 32% in the for-profit sector.

  FIGURE 17   Share of Dependent 2015-16 Graduates with Parent PLUS Loans,  
by Income
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NOTES: Percentages in parentheses on the vertical axis represent shares of dependent graduates 
in each sector and shares of dependent graduates in the sector in each family income group. 
Components may not sum to totals because of rounding.

SOURCES: NCES, NPSAS, 2016, calculations by the authors.

� In all sectors, families with incomes below $35,000 
were least likely to have $40,000 or more in parent 
PLUS loans. Those with incomes of $70,000 or 
higher were most likely to have borrowed this much.

� The share of graduates whose parents had $40,000 
or more in PLUS loans was 2% or less among all 
income groups at public two-year colleges and 
the lowest-income students at public four-year 
institutions. This share was between 8% and 13% 
among students from families with incomes of 
$35,000 or higher at private nonprofit and for-profit 
institutions.

� More than half of the lowest-income parent PLUS 
loan borrowers in the public four-year and for-profit 
sectors accrued less than $10,000 in PLUS loans 
over their undergraduate years. In the private 
nonprofit four-year sector, 31% of low-income 
borrowers had debt levels this low.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Overall, the parents of 15% of 2015-16 degree and 
certificate recipients had borrowed through the parent 
PLUS program.

� In contrast to the Direct Loan program for students, 
parent PLUS loan eligibility depends on financial 
standing; some parents are ineligible for federal  
parent PLUS loans because of adverse credit histories.

� Eligible parents can borrow up to their children’s full 
cost of attendance (including books and supplies and 
living expenses in addition to tuition and fees) less 
grant aid received for as long as their children are 
dependent undergraduate students.

� Like the interest rates on federal student loans, 
interest rates for new PLUS loans change each year 
and are fixed for the life of the loan. For loans issued 
in 2019-20, the interest rate on parent PLUS loans 
is 7.08%. The interest rate on Direct Subsidized and 
Unsubsidized loans for undergraduate students is 
4.53% (U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student 
Aid: https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/types/loans/interest-
rates#rates).
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Grant Aid: Meeting Need—Public Institutions
In 2015-16, 78% of full-time students at public four-year colleges and universities had need remaining after 
grant aid, averaging $14,400; 12% received grant aid averaging $6,170 beyond their documented financial need. 
The remaining students either had no need and received no grants or had their need exactly met by grant aid.

  FIGURE 18   Average Unmet Need and Average Grant Aid Exceeding Need, Full-Time 
Students at Public Institutions, 2015-16
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SOURCES: NCES, NPSAS, 2016; calculations by the authors.

� In 2015-16, 82% of full-time students at public 
two-year colleges had need averaging $9,760 not 
met by grant aid; 8% of students received grant 
aid averaging $3,600 beyond their documented 
financial need.

� Both the share of students with need remaining after 
grant aid and the average amount of this remaining 
need were highest for lower-income dependent 
students and independent students. 

� At public four-year institutions, 96% of full-time 
dependent students from families with incomes 
below $70,000 had financial need averaging about 
$14,800 that had to be met through loans, work, 
or other sources; 42% of those from families with 
incomes of $200,000 or more received grant aid 
averaging $7,860 in excess of their documented 
financial need.

� At both two-year and four-year public institutions, 
fewer than 5% of dependent students from families 
with incomes below $70,000 and of independent 
students received grant aid that more than covered 
their financial need.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Financial need is defined as the difference between 
students’ total budgets (including tuition and fees, 
room and board, books and supplies, transportation, 
and other expenses) and their EFCs.

� Unmet need is usually defined as need remaining after 
grant aid, federal loans, and federal work-study—a 
smaller amount than the need remaining after grant aid 
reported in Figure 18.

Distribution of Full-Time Students, 2015-16

  Public Four-Year Public Two-Year

Independent Students 17% 34%

Dependent Students 83% 66%

Dependent Students: 
Parents’ Income

Less than $35,000 26% 35%

$35,000 to $69,999 21% 29%

$70,000 to $119,999 25% 23%

$120,000 or More 28% 12%

$120,000 to $199,999 19% —

$200,000 or More 9% —
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Grant Aid: Meeting Need—Private Institutions
In 2015-16, almost all full-time dependent students from families with incomes below $70,000 at private 
nonprofit and for-profit institutions had need remaining after grant aid. That need averaged about $20,000  
at nonprofit and $28,000 at for-profit institutions.

  FIGURE 19   Average Unmet Need and Average Grant Aid Exceeding Need, Full-Time 
Students at Private Institutions, 2015-16
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NOTES: Percentages on the horizontal axis are shares of students in each income/dependency 
group with unmet need or with grant aid exceeding need. Includes full-time undergraduate students 
who were U.S. citizens or permanent residents. N/A and missing bars indicate that sample sizes are 
too small to yield reliable results.

SOURCES: NCES, NPSAS, 2016; calculations by the authors. 

� In 2015-16, 80% of full-time students at private 
nonprofit four-year institutions had need averaging 
$20,770 not met by grant aid; 16% of students 
received grant aid averaging $13,490 beyond their 
documented financial need. The remaining students 
either had no need and received no grants or had 
thier need exactly met by grant aid.

� Only 2% of full-time students at for-profit institutions 
received grant aid exceeding their documented 
need; for 97%, the combination of grant aid and 
expected family contributions left an average of 
$25,850 in expenses to be covered by loans, work,  
or other sources.

� In 2015-16, 61% of full-time dependent students 
with family incomes of $200,000 or higher at private 
nonprofit four-year institutions received an average 
of $15,370 more than their documented financial 
need in grant aid; 24% of students from this income 
group had an average of $15,890 in need remaining 
after grant aid.

� One-third of full-time dependent students with 
family incomes between $120,000 and $199,999 at 
private nonprofit four-year institutions received an 
average of $12,900 more than their documented 
financial need in grant aid; 66% of students from 
this income group had an average of $19,170 in need 
remaining after grant aid.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Unmet need is usually defined as need remaining after 
grant aid, federal loans, and federal work-study—a 
smaller amount than the need remaining after grant aid 
reported in Figure 19.

Distribution of Full-Time Students, 2015-16

 
Private Nonprofit 

Four-Year For-Profit

Independent Students 20% 75%

Dependent Students 80% 25%

Dependent Students: 
Parents’ Income

Less than $35,000 19% 49%

$35,000 to $69,999 20% 28%

$70,000 to $119,999 23% 14%

$120,000 or More 38% 9%

$120,000 to $199,999 23% —

$200,000 or More 15% —
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Pell Grants
The share of undergraduate students receiving Pell Grants rose from 26% in 2008-09 to a peak of 38% in 
2011-12. It then declined steadily to 31% in 2018-19.

  FIGURE 20A   Undergraduate Enrollment and Percentage of Undergraduate 
Students Receiving Pell Grants, 2008-09 to 2018-19
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NOTES: IPEDS headcount enrollments are adjusted for the difference between total headcount, 
which counts students more than once if they are enrolled in more than one institution at the 
same time, and unduplicated headcount reported by the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC). 
Twelve-month undergraduate headcount for 2017-18 and 2018-19 is estimated from NSC data.

SOURCES: NCES, IPEDS 12-month enrollment data; National Student Clearinghouse, Current Term 
Enrollment Estimates: Spring 2019; U.S. Department of Education, Federal Pell Grant Program  
End-of-Year Report 2017-18; U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid Data Center,  
Title IV Program Volume Reports and Aid Recipients Summary; calculations by the authors.

  FIGURE 20B   Total Pell Grant Expenditures and Number of Recipients,  
1978-79 to 2018-19
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� The number of undergraduates declined by 2.9 
million (12%) between 2011-12 and 2018-19. The 
number of Pell Grant recipients declined by 2.7 
million (28%) over these seven years.

� Total Pell Grant expenditures were 35% higher in 
2018-19 than in 2008-09 ($28.2 billion vs. $21.0 
billion in 2018 dollars). The number of Pell Grant 
recipients was 10% higher (6.8 million vs. 6.2 
million) in 2018-19 than in 2008-09.

� The percentage of Pell Grant recipients who are 
independent students, with eligibility determined 
by their own financial circumstances rather than 
those of their parents, increased from 37% in 
1978-79 to 55% in 1998-99. This percentage 
declined from 59% in 2008-09 and 2012-13 to  
48% in 2017-18.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Changes in Pell Grant expenditures result from 
changes in the legislated maximum grant, the formula 
for determining expected family contributions, the 
number of enrolled students, the share of students 
enrolling full time, and the financial circumstances of 
students and families.

Percentage of Recipients Who Were Independent, 1978-79 
to 2017-18, Selected Years

Year
Percentage of Recipients 

Who Were Independent

1978-79 37%

1988-89 58%

1998-99 55%

2008-09 59%

2013-14 56%

2014-15 55%

2015-16 53%

2016-17 51%

2017-18 48%

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Education, Federal Pell Grant 
Program End-of-Year Report, 1978-79 through 2017-18; U.S. 
Department of Education, Federal Student Aid Data Center, 
Title IV Program Volume Reports and Aid Recipients Summary; 
calculations by the authors.
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Pell Grants
The $6,095 maximum Pell Grant in 2018-19 was 32% higher in inflation-adjusted dollars than it was 20 years 
earlier, but it was 1% lower than it was 40 years earlier, in 1978-79.

  FIGURE 21A   Maximum and Average Pell Grants in 2018 Dollars, 1978-79 to 2018-19
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SOURCES: U.S. Department of Education, Federal Pell Grant Program End-of-Year Report, 1977-78 
through 2017-18; U.S. Department of Education, Federal Student Aid Data Center, Title IV Program 
Volume Reports and Aid Recipients Summary; calculations by the author.

  FIGURE 21B   Inflation-Adjusted Maximum Pell Grant and Published Prices at 
Public and Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions in 2019 Dollars, 
1999-00 to 2019-20
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$41,780

$49,870

$12,440

$18,160

$21,950

$4,810
$6,375 $6,195

SOURCES: College Board, Trends in College Pricing 2019, Table 2 online; U.S. Department of 
Education, Federal Student Aid Data Center.

� The maximum Pell Grant is the most frequently 
cited measure of per-student subsidies provided 
by the program. However, most students receive 
smaller grants because they are enrolled part time 
or because their family incomes and assets reduce 
their aid eligibility. In 2018-19, when the maximum 
Pell Grant was $6,095, the average grant was $4,160.

� In 2019-20, the maximum Pell Grant covers 59% 
of average published tuition and fees and 28% of 
average tuition, fees, room, and board at public  
four-year colleges and universities.

� In 2019-20, the maximum Pell Grant covers 17% 
of average published tuition and fees and 12% of 
average tuition, fees, room, and board at private 
nonprofit four-year colleges and universities.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� In 2017-18, 30% of recipients received the maximum 
grant of $5,920. (U.S. Department of Education, 
Federal Pell Grant Program End-of-Year Report  
2017-18, Table 3A)

� Between 2009-10 and 2019-20, published tuition 
and fees increased by 2.2% per year at public four-
year institutions and by 1.9% at private nonprofit 
institutions, while the maximum Pell Grant fell by 
0.3% per year after adjusting for inflation. 

Maximum Pell Grant as a Percentage of Published Prices 
in 2019 Dollars, 1999-00 to 2019-20, Selected Years

  Public Four-Year In-State Private Nonprofit Four-Year

Tuition and 
Fees

Tuition  
and Fees and 

Room and 
Board

Tuition and 
Fees

Tuition  
and Fees and 

Room and 
Board

99-00 93% 39% 20% 15%

04-05 79% 36% 20% 15%

09-10 76% 35% 21% 15%

14-15 63% 30% 18% 13%

19-20 59% 28% 17% 12%
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Pell Grants
The share of dependent Pell Grant recipients from families with incomes below $30,000 (in 2014 dollars) rose 
from 50% in 2007-08 to 58% in 2015-16. The share of Pell dollars going to this group rose from 60% to 66%.

  FIGURE 22A    Distribution of Pell Grant Recipients and Dollars by Dependency Status and Income, Selected Years
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NOTE: Income levels are in 2014 dollars; Pell eligibility for 2015-16 was based on 2014 income.

SOURCE: NCES, NPSAS, 2008, 2012 and 2016.

  FIGURE 22B    Distribution of Pell Grant Recipients by Age, Selected Years

24% 34% 12% 7%23%
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23% 31% 25% 14% 7%

20% 32% 24% 15% 9%

19% 37% 25% 14% 5%

24% 33% 23% 13% 6%

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Federal Pell Grant Program End-of-Year Reports, 2017-18 
and earlier editions.

� In 2007-08, the 15% of dependent Pell Grant 
recipients from families with incomes above $50,000 
received 8% of Pell funds; in 2015-16, the 14% of 
recipients with incomes this high received 8% of  
Pell funds.

� The share of Pell Grant recipients who were 
independent students fell from 58% in 2007-08 and 
59% in 2011-12 to 53% in 2015-16. The share of Pell 
funds going to independent students was 55% in 
2007-08, 56% in 2011-12, and 49% in 2015-16.

� Between 1987-88 and 2017-18, the share of Pell 
Grant recipients who were age 19 or younger 
fluctuated between 19% and 24%. The share over 
the age of 30 rose from 19% to 24% between  
1987-88 and 2012-13, but fell to 19% in 2017-18.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� In 2015-16, the share of dependent students receiving 
Pell Grants ranged from 79% of those from families 
with incomes below $30,000 to 63% of those from 
families with incomes between $40,000 and $50,000 
and 5% of those from families with incomes of $60,000 
or higher. (NPSAS, 2016).

� In 2007-08, 68% of dependent students from families 
with incomes below $30,000 (in 2014 dollars), 48% of 
those from families with incomes between $40,000 and 
$50,000 and 2% of those from families with incomes of 
$60,000 or higher received Pell Grants. (NPSAS, 2008).
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State Grants
Total state grant aid per full-time equivalent (FTE) undergraduate student rose 7%, from $830 (in 2017 
dollars) in 2016-17 to $890 in 2017-18. Non-need-based aid rose more rapidly than need-based aid.

  FIGURE 23A   Need-Based and Non-Need-Based State Grants per Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) Undergraduate Student in 2017 Dollars,  
1977-78 to 2017-18
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  FIGURE 23B   Need-Based State Grant Aid as a Percentage of Total Undergraduate State Grant Aid by State, 2017-18
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circumstances have no influence on eligibility. New Hampshire did not award state grant aid to undergraduate students in 2017-18. 

SOURCE: NASSGAP Annual Survey, 2017-18, Table 1.

� The share of state grant aid that was need-based rose from a low of 
71% in 2010-11 to 76% in 2016-17. Between 2016-17 and 2017-18, 
need-based aid per FTE undergraduate rose 5%, from $634 (in 
2017 dollars) to $667; non-need-based aid rose 11%, from $196 to 
$218 per student.

� In 2017-18, 27 states considered students’ financial circumstances 
in allocating at least 95% of their state grant aid. Thirteen states 
considered students’ financial circumstances when awarding less 
than half of their state grant aid.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Total spending on state grant aid increased from $9.3 billion (in 2017 
dollars) in 2007-08 to $10.0 billion in 2012-13 and to $11.7 billion in 
2017-18. (NASSGAP Annual Survey, 2007-08, 2012-13, and 2017-18)
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State Grants
In 2017-18, state grant aid per full-time equivalent (FTE) undergraduate student ranged from under $200 in 
nine states to over $1,000 in 12 states.

  FIGURE 24A   State Grant Aid per Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) Undergraduate Student, 2017-18
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NOTES: Full-time equivalent students include both state residents and out-of-state students. States do not award grant aid to nonresidents. Most states do not 
award state grant aid to their residents who attend colleges outside the state.

SOURCES: NASSGAP Annual Survey, 2017-18, Tables 1 and 12; calculations by the authors.

  FIGURE 24B   State Grant Expenditures as a Percentage of Total State Support for Higher Education by State, 2017-18
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NOTE: State grant expenditures include funding for both undergraduate and graduate students.

SOURCE: NASSGAP Annual Survey, 2017-18, Table 14.

� South Carolina, with the highest grant aid per FTE undergraduate 
student, considered the financial circumstances of recipients 
for only 17% of state grant funds in 2017-18. Georgia, the second 
most generous state, allocates its grant funds without regard to 
students’ financial circumstances. (Figure 23B)

� Overall, state grant expenditures constituted 14% of total state 
support for higher education in 2017-18. Thirteen states devoted 
less than 5% of their higher education funding to grant aid for 
students; ten states directed at least 20% of their funding to 
individual students rather than to institutions.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� In 2017-18, four states accounted for 41% of all state grant aid dollars, 
with California accounting for 18% of the total.

� Some state-funded grant aid is in the form of “tuition set-aside” 
programs through which a portion of tuition revenues at public 
institutions—or of increases in tuition—is dedicated to grant aid. 
Some of these funds are included in reported state grant aid, but 
others are not. Tuition remission dollars, not always reported as state 
grant aid, are sizable in several states.
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Institutional Grants
In 2015-16, full-time dependent students from families with incomes below $35,000 at private nonprofit 
doctoral universities received almost twice as much institutional aid as those from families with incomes 
of $120,000 or more. At master’s universities, the two groups received similar amounts of institutional aid.

  FIGURE 25A   Average Need-Based and Non-Need-Based Institutional Grant Aid at Private Nonprofit Four-Year Institutions by Dependency Status 
and Family Income, 2015-16
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  FIGURE 25B   Average Need-Based and Non-Need-Based Institutional Grant Aid at 
Public Four-Year Institutions by State Residency, Dependency Status, 
and Family Income, 2015-16
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Share of Tuition and Fees Covered by Institutional Grant Aid, 2015-16

  Private Nonprofit Four-Year Public Four-Year

Doctoral Master’s Bachelor’s In-State Out-of-State

Independent 21% 22% 26% 13% 21%

Dependent 44% 47% 47% 19% 24%

Less than $35,000 62% 46% 55% 21% 32%

$35,000 to $69,999 61% 50% 56% 23% 30%

$70,000 to $119,999 51% 53% 52% 20% 26%

$120,000 or More 30% 40% 35% 13% 19%

� At private nonprofit institutions, the share of 
institutional grant aid that is need-based is highest 
at doctoral and lowest at master’s universities.

� In 2015-16, the average published tuition and fee 
price was $12,190 higher for out-of-state than 
for in-state dependent students ($22,460 vs. 
$10,270); the difference in institutional grant aid 
($5,380 vs. $1,930) narrowed this gap by $3,450.

� Full-time out-of-state students at public four-year 
institutions were less likely to be independent 
than in-state students (11% vs. 18%). Out-of-state 
dependent students were more likely to be from 
families with incomes of $120,000 or higher than 
in-state students (44% vs. 25%).

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� About three-quarters of full-time undergraduates at 
private nonprofit doctoral, master’s, and bachelor’s 
institutions received institutional grant aid in 2015-16.

� In 2015-16, 39% of full-time in-state and 54% of  
out-of-state students at public four-year colleges and 
universities received institutional grant aid. 

NOTES: Includes full-time students attending one institution 
in 2015-16. Percentages in parentheses are shares of 
undergraduate students in each group. Averages include 
students who did not receive institutional grants. Does not 
include federal, state or other grant aid. 

SOURCES: NCES, NPSAS, 2016; calculations by the authors.



33For detailed data behind the graphs and additional information, please visit: research.collegeboard.org/trends.

Education Tax Benefits
In 2018-19, federal education tax credits reduced individual income taxes students and parents paid by an 
estimated $16.3 billion.

  FIGURE 26A    Estimated Tax Subsidies for Students Through the Federal Individual 
Income Tax, 2008-09, 2013-14, and 2018-19
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NOTES: The federal government produces multiple estimates of tax expenditures using different 
methodologies. Estimates are projections of the future cost to the federal budget of specific tax 
code provisions. Estimates of tax credits and deductions are not strictly comparable to those in 
Table 1, which are based on Statistics of Income reports from the IRS through 2017 and estimated 
for later years.

SOURCE: Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the U.S. Government, Analytical 
Perspectives, FY2011, FY2016, and FY2020.

  FIGURE 26B   Share of Filers with Deduction for Student Loan Interest and Share 
of Dollars Saved by Adjusted Gross Income, 2016
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SOURCE: Internal Revenue Service, Statistics of Income 2016, Table 1.4.

� The tuition tax credits provide the largest federal 
tax-based subsidy to students and families, but 
other provisions including the deduction for interest 
on student loans and the exemption of earnings on 
designated college savings accounts also reduce 
taxes for filers paying for college.

� Prior to the 2017 tax changes that eliminated the 
personal exemption, parents were allowed to claim 
their children ages 19 to 23 as dependents if they 
were full-time students, reducing tax payments and 
revenues by over $4 billion a year.

� Tax filers with adjusted gross income below 
$50,000 represented 41% of the filers claiming the 
deduction for student loan interest in 2016; these 
filers received 29% of the tax savings from this 
provision. The relationship was the opposite for 
the deduction’s wealthiest recipients, with those 
earning more than $100,000 representing 20% of 
filers claiming the deduction, but 28% of tax savings 
because the income excluded from taxation would 
have been subject to a higher tax rate.

ALSO IMPORTANT:

� Qualified Tuition Programs are 529 savings plans 
that accumulate earnings on a tax-deferred basis. 
Withdrawals are not subject to federal taxation if used 
for qualified higher education expenses, which include 
some room and board expenses, books, supplies, 
computers, and up to $10,000 annually in K–12 tuition, 
in addition to college tuition and fees. As of June 30, 
2018, 13.6 million 529 accounts held total assets of 
$329 billion—averaging $24,200. (College Savings 
Plan Network, 529 Plan Data, 2018)

� Taxpayers may claim a deduction of up to $2,500 
on interest paid on education loans. The maximum 
deduction is phased out for taxpayers with AGI 
between $135,000 and $165,000 if married filing 
jointly ($65,000 and $80,000 for other taxpayers).  
The value of the deduction depends on the filer’s 
marginal tax rate.
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Notes and Sources

Campus-Based Aid (FWS, Perkins, and FSEOG) and ACG/SMART 
Grants: U.S. Department of Education, Annual Federal Program Data 
Books. Federal Work-Study (FWS) and Federal Supplemental Educational 
Opportunity Grant (FSEOG) amounts include allocated federal funds 
only. Institutional matching funds required since 1989-90 for FSEOG 
are reported under institutional grants. No funds were appropriated 
for new federal capital contributions to the Perkins loan program after 
FY06 and the authority for schools to make new Perkins loans ended on 
September 30, 2017. 

Federal Tax Credits and Deductions: Statistics of Income, Individual 
Income Tax Returns, All Returns, Tables 1.3, 1.4, 2, and 3.3. Data on 
education tax credits are authors’ estimates based on IRS data on the 
volume of Hope, Lifetime Learning, and American Opportunity credits 
for tax years 1998 and later. A portion of nonrefundable dollars claimed 
on nontaxable returns is excluded to account for credits that do not 
reduce tax liability. Tax deductions are based on IRS Statistics of Income 
Table 1.4. The savings from the tuition tax deduction and the deduction 
for student loan interest are estimated by the authors based on the 
marginal tax rates applied to the taxable income of the taxpayers in each 
income bracket claiming the deduction on taxable returns. Calendar year 
amounts are split between the two associated academic years.

Federal Subsidized and Unsubsidized Student Loans:  
2009-10 and prior: unpublished data provided by the U.S. Department 
of Education staff; 2010-11 and after: Federal Student Aid Data Center, 
Title IV Program Volume Reports. Because the Federal Student Aid Data 
Center will continue to update the loan volume after each academic 
year ends, we adjusted the 2018-19 data (released in September 2019) 
using the average of the percentage change between July 2016 and 
July 2017 in the reported 2015-16 loan volume, the percentage change 
between July 2017 and July 2018 in the reported 2016-17 loan volume, 
and the percentage change between July 2018 and July 2019 in the 
reported 2017-18 loan volume.

Prior to 1993-94, federal Subsidized and Unsubsidized loans for 
students were made by banks and other private lenders and guaranteed 
by the federal government. From 1994-95 through 2009-10, the 
guaranteed loan program, known as the Federal Family Education Loan 
Program (FFELP), continued alongside the Federal Direct Loan Program 
(FDLP), which lends federal funds to students. Beginning in 2010-11, all 
of the loans are Federal Direct Subsidized or Unsubsidized Loans.

Subsidized loans are need-based student loans for which the federal 
government pays the interest while the student is in school and during 
a six-month grace period thereafter. Prior to June 2012, these loans 
were available to both undergraduate and graduate students, but 
the Budget Control Act of 2011 eliminated the program for graduate 
students, whose federal loans are now all Unsubsidized or grad PLUS 
loans. Interest accrues on Unsubsidized loans from the time they 
are disbursed.

Institutional Grants: 2016-17 and prior: IPEDS Finance data. 
Estimated for 2017-18 and 2018-19. Estimated figures represent best 
approximations and are updated each year as additional information 
becomes available.

Nonfederal Loans: Estimates of nonfederal borrowing rely on data 
from MeasureOne. Between 2011-12 and 2016-17, we supplemented 
these data with information from the Consumer Bankers Association 
and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. Earlier data are based 
on information provided by lenders supplemented by data from annual 
reports and from NPSAS. Estimates of institutional lending are based on 
NPSAS, as well as a survey of institutions conducted for College Board 
by the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators 
(NASFAA). We no longer report state and institutional loans separately 
from private loans because of changes in MeasureOne’s methodology 
and data availability issues.

Pell Grant Program: 2017-18 and prior: Federal Pell Grant Program 
End-of-Year Report; 2018-19: Federal Student Aid Data Center, Title IV 
Program Volume Reports.

Private and Employer Grants: Estimates are based on data included 
in NPSAS and on National Scholarship Providers Association surveys 
of major private student grant providers, supplemented by information 
from annual reports of selected scholarship providers, data from 
institutional financial aid offices, and College Board’s Annual Survey  
of Colleges.

State Grant Programs: 20th through 49th Annual Survey Reports 
of the National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs 
(NASSGAP) for 1988-89 to 2017-18 and estimated for 2018-19.

Veterans’ Benefits: Benefits Program series (annual publication for 
each fiscal year), U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Office of Budget 
and Finance. Veterans’ benefits are payments for postsecondary 
education and training to veterans and their dependents, including the 
Post-9/11 GI Bill established in 2009-10 and all programs established 
earlier. The Iraq and Afghanistan Service Grants program, begun in 
2010-11, provides non-need-based grants for students whose parent 
or guardian was a member of the Armed Forces who died in Iraq or 
Afghanistan as a result of performing military service after Sept. 11, 
2001. Estimates include benefits for active duty military members.

http://www2.ed.gov/finaid/prof/resources/data/ope.html
http://www2.ed.gov/finaid/prof/resources/data/ope.html
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