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Good morning, Chairman Argall and members of the Senate Policy Committee. On behalf of
Chancellor Frank Brogan and the Board of Governors of Pennsylvania’s State System of Higher
Education, thank you for this opportunity to speak with you today about student debt and
financial literacy. | am Lois Johnson, the Associate Vice Chancellor for Administration and
Finance, and am happy to introduce my colleague, Dr. Patricia (Patti) McCarthy, the Interim
Vice President for Enroliment Management and Communications at Indiana University of
Pennsylvania (hereinafter referred to as IUP). | will begin with some general comments, and

Dr. McCarthy will close our testimony by sharing with you some of the financial literacy and
student debt management activities that occur routinely at IUP.

Certainly, rising student debt is a complex issue of national concern. Because there are many
contributing factors, it is difficult to pinpoint one solution that would have a significant result of
reducing student use of loans. The level of student debt is a symptom; some of its contributing
factors include funding of public higher education, financial literacy, transparency in student
lending, length of time to graduation, and student choices.

In the Pew Charitable Trust’s article, What Happens When You Warn Students About Their
Loan Debt?, published May 19, 2016, an assumption was posed that when students at Indiana
University (in the state of Indiana) received a letter informing them of the financial impact of their
student loans, the direct result was an 18% reduction in student borrowing since 2012.
However, the article states that it is unclear if the reduction in student borrowing was the result
of the letters, as the university had a multifaceted approach to combatting student debt, which
included:

« Introducing new financial literacy initiatives including counseling, a podcast, and a
website that provides quizzes and calculators;

e Encouraging students to graduate in four years;
Changing the financial aid process to make it easier for students to reduce loan
amounts; and,

e Increasing state and institutional financial aid awards.'

Indiana University's experience gained notoriety, resulting in legislation being passed in that
state to require similar letters at all universities that receive public funding; Nebraska has
followed suit. One other contributing factor to limiting student debt at both Indiana and Nebraska
that was not mentioned in the Pew article is the change in the price of attendance to the student
and the cost of education funded by the state.

! Sophie Quinton, “What Happens When You Warn Students About Their Debt?,” Stateline, Pew
Charitable Trust, May 2016.




Last May, the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities released a study that focused on the
change by state since the advent of the great recession (2007/08) in funding of public higher
education per student and the change in tuition and fees to in-state undergraduates. It is not
surprising that both Indiana and Nebraska rank high in state funding per student (reductions of
6% and 5% respectively, compared to a national average decline of 18%) and, as a result, they
ranked relatively low in the increase of the price to the student (16% and 19%, respectively,
compared to a national average increase of 33%, adjusted for inflation). As these states have
maintained a strong investment in their public higher education institutions and state grant
programs, the universities have been able to minimize the financial impact on students, which
also helps to curb student borrowing. In comparison, Pennsylvania’s state funding through
2015/16 (to universities and to students through PHEAA’s State Grant Program) per public
student dropped 33% (adjusted for inflation). During the same period, typical in-state tuition and
fees increased about 20% (adjusted for inflation). In other words, even though we are grateful
for the appropriation increases received in the last two years, Pennsylvania’s state-owned and
state-related universities have experienced among the deepest cuts across the country during
this time period, and yet have protected students by minimizing their increase in price. Such
aggressive price control maintains affordability and helps to fight rising student debt.

Another aspect of affordability is the length of time it takes students to complete their education.
The more semesters the student pays tuition, fees, room, and board, the more expensive the
education and, most likely, the higher the indebtedness at graduation. For years, the State
System has focused on increasing graduation rates through its performance funding program.
As a result, on average 37% of System freshmen stay in school and graduate within four years,
compared to 35% just five years ago, an increase of three percentage points. The comparable
national average four-year graduation rate is 26%.? Similarly, Indiana University increased its
four-year graduation rate by four percentage points over the last five years. (Please note, these
are significant changes, even though they may sound small.)

Just as our universities are committed to affordability, they are also committed to improving
student financial literacy and transparency of student financial data. The vast majority of student
loans are provided by the federal government, which administers extensive oversight and
regulations that universities must follow in order to participate in federal financial aid programs,
including direct lending. These regulations, which are constantly modified, include expectations
regarding financial literacy training and entrance counseling with students before they authorize
a loan, as well as loan exit counseling when they are ready to leave the university.

The federal government’s entrance counseling requirements include expectations for
universities to:

(i) Explain the use of a master promissory note (MPN);

(i) Emphasize to the borrower the seriousness and importance of the repayment
obligation the student borrower is assuming;

(iii) Describe the likely consequences of default, including adverse credit reports,
delinquent debt collection procedures under federal law, and litigation;

(iv) Emphasize that the student borrower is obligated to repay the full amount of the
loan even if the student borrower does not complete the program;

(v) Inform the student borrower of sample monthly repayment amounts.?

¢ Consortium for Student Retention Data Exchange, 2015-16 CSRDE Retention Report, University of
Oklahoma Outreach, June 2016.

3 U.S. Department of Education, 2016/17 Federal Student Aid Handbook, Vol. 2, Chapter 6.
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