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One in Five Borrowers Who Began College in 2003-04 
Fully Repaid Loans within 12 Years of Starting College 

About a quarter of all borrowers among those who first began postsecondary education in the 1995-96 
academic year had fully repaid their federal loans without defaulting within 12 years of starting college. The fully 
repaid percentage is higher among the less educated and lower among the more educated. This is likely 
because those with higher levels of education are usually in school for longer, so they would not start 
repayment on their loans until later, leaving fewer years out of the 12 in which to fully repay. Additionally, those 
with higher levels of education are more likely to borrow higher amounts compared to those with lower levels 
of education. 

Across nearly all categories, borrowers who first began postsecondary education in the 2003-04 academic year 
had lower rates of fully repaying their federal loans without defaulting within 12 years of starting college 
compared to those who first started in the 1995-96 academic year. The exception is the group of borrowers who 
earned a bachelor’s degree or higher – these borrowers had the highest repayment rate among all the 
categories in the 2003-04 cohort of borrowers. In the 1995-96 cohort of borrowers, the bachelor’s degree or 
higher group of borrowers had the lowest repayment rate among all the categories.  

This reversal may be related to the 2007-08 economic recession that would have hit many of the 2003-04 cohort 
of borrowers early in their work life following college. Although unemployment rates rose for everyone during 
the recession, the rates remained lower for those with higher levels of education. It may be that those with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher were better able to secure and maintain employment during and following the 
recession compared to those with lower levels of education, making full repayment more likely. 

Sources: Repayment Rates: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Repayment of Student Loans as of 2015 Among 1995-96 and 
2003-04 First-Time Beginning Students, October 2017 (https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2018410); Risk Factors: 
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, “National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) 2012” 
(http://www.nces.ed.gov/das/); Unemployment Rates: Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Employment Status of the Civilian Population 25 
Years and Over by Educational Attainment,” March 2018 (https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t04.htm).  
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