Solving the Student Loan Debt Crisis:
How University of Idaho Administrators Can Change the Outlook of
Student Debt by Revitalizing Home Economics
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ABSTRACT

D

uring the last few decades, four-year
colleges have struggled with the onset
of online competition and financial
hardships that previously did not exist.
The opportunity for students to obtain more credit
than they should at an early age has undermined
an overwhelming number of students’ ability to
practice effective personal finance, or meet basic
survival needs. Lenders, such as Sallie Mae and
numerous other student loan affiliates, currently
hold the financial future of more than 44 million
graduates within their grasp nationwide. It is
apparent that, given a fact-based approach to this
financial trend, few students realized or cared that
they were starting on this track to begin with given
the sheer volume of student loans and continued
acceptability at the social level. Without a solid
foundation in personal finance, the prospect of an
education with zero out-of-pocket expense has
come across as an easy way for many students to
pursue college. Where universities are concerned,
upholding a level of social integrity and providing
graduates with tools for success outside of college
is lacking yet it should be paramount within the
culture and the courses of the college. Land grant
colleges like the University of Idaho can curb the
student debt trend and administrators have the
potential to boost enrollment, reputation, and
income over time in a sustainable, gradual, and
predictable manner by revamping and
reintroducing a new form of Home Economics
within core curriculum requirements.

STUDENTS DON’T KNOW
WHAT THEY DON’T KNOW
ABOUT FINANCES

E

ver since the mid 1990s, four-year
colleges have struggled and adapted to
the onset of online competition that
previously did not exist. Now, with
universities nationwide clamoring for the college

student dollar and the advent of online degrees
and access to student loans, students have more
access than ever before to pursue higher
education. In the decades prior, college was set
aside as an often-unattainable elite step toward
career advancement and opportunity. Few families
could afford to send their children to college and
faced with selling the farm or sending one of their
children to college often resulted in the harsh
reality of financial inadequacy. For a few savvy
savers, college was just barely within reach. Those
who planned ahead got ahead.
“…it is evident to the writer that
parents have considered the college
expense as a large factor in a family’s
written or unwritten budget – and
especially so during depression years.
Therefore, it has been necessary in a
large percent of the families to
estimate the amount needed for
university expenditures before the
girls enter the university.” (Tweedy)
For other would-be students in the post-WWII
era, the GI bill was the only way for the middle
class to get into college. However, with the advent
of student loans, online courses and increasing
generational entitlement, universities face a
combined struggle to compete nationally and yet
maintain the exclusivity that once set them apart.
As a result, the responsibility of an upstanding
university is being challenged, not only to provide
a quality education, but also to set up graduates
for success. While the former still holds true, the
latter is a far cry from reality. The harrowing truth
that exists today is simply this: modern graduates
are ill equipped to out-earn their education.
Based on 2016 unemployment rates and earnings
data provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics,
unemployment rates decrease with the attainment
of higher education. Also, wages increase with the
added education level. However, the cost of
education for those who are not financially
prepared can potentially cut deep into these
graduates’ realized earnings, which significantly
limits their ability to save, invest, or even make
ends meet in some cases.
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CRISIS
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populating unknown territory
and providing workers for
cultivating land, universities
are, knowingly or not,
participating in this form of
servitude by churning out
bodies into the workforce that
are struggling to pay off their
debt and often unable to
achieve their original vision of
success without a significant
degree of financial struggle.

“The use of indentures can provide a
new source of capital, as the
intermediation of merchants can
effectively allow migrants to borrow the
cost of their passage from those who
demand their services in their country of
destination, in the form of advances
against their future labor… The
attraction was sufficient to prompt
many migrants over the course of three
centuries to enter indentures, giving up
much of their freedom for a period of
years ‘in hope thereby to amend
theyr(sic) estates.’” (Galenson)
Universities have taken a large part in enabling
this type of transaction over the last two decades
on a smaller yet similar scale. However, instead of

THE GRIM TRUTH OF MODERN
COLLEGE LIFE
The ability for students to obtain more credit than
they can afford at an early age has undermined an
overwhelming number of students’ ability to
practice effective personal finance, or meet basic
survival needs. In a 2015 study by the University
of Wisconsin-Madison, student hunger rates have
been measured as high as 20 percent – one in five
– and homelessness as high as 13 percent just to
get through school in hopes of a higher paying job
than their high-school graduate counterparts
(Goldrick-Rab). In many cases the student can’t
keep up even after the rigors of college are over.
Student loan default rates average 7.2 percent
nationwide. This portion of today’s college
students are showing increasingly that they lack
the foundation for meeting everyday needs
essential for survival – especially when it comes to
understanding basic finances.

LENDERS VS. EDUCATION

B

y 2004, Sallie Mae, one of the largest
student loan providers, transitioned
from being a government-backed entity
to a private lienholder. Sallie Mae, along
with numerous other student loan affiliates, has
become a lending giant among an industry that
currently holds the financial future of more than
44 million graduates within their grasp
nationwide (The Student Loan Report). These
debts cannot be bankrupted, and can only be
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The majority of college students seeking a 4-year
institution with the vision of success will enter the
“real world” unemployed in a flooded job market,
lacking in similar experience of their peers, and
carrying as much debt if not more than the annual
salary of the careers they intend to pursue. (Great
Expectations: Salaries for 2017 College Grads Hit
All-Time High, Korn Ferry Analysis Shows) This is
due greatly in part to the increased reliance upon
student loans and consumer debt to front the cost.
As a result, some graduates will accept
underemployment as an option by taking lower
paying jobs sometimes outside of their field of
study just to get by. Much like indentured
servitude, the precursor to African slavery in the
United States, student loans have become an easy
way for students to take a shot at greater
opportunity just as passage was for colonials to the
United States:

2

3

forgiven by yet another mutation of indentured
servitude: loan forgiveness in return for a set
number of years of public service at the
government level (Aid). Simply put, college
graduates unable to afford their loan debt can
work for less pay for a set duration in an area that
is in a rural location or an economically depressed
region in exchange for writing off the balance of
their current student loan debt. Some former
graduates are flocking to this option just to break
free of their student debt. Others have been able to
work their way out of lifelong servitude and/or a
downward spiral of debt by following the
teachings of prudent financial advice such as that
of radio host Dave Ramsey. In essence, thousands
who are realizing that their college loan mistakes
are having a negative impact on their lives long
after the fact and many are scrambling to get back
on track.
Of the freshmen class at the University of Idaho in
2017, nearly 55% currently carry student loans
with an average of $6,062 each (University of
Idaho Loan Debt). Assuming this amount and
student ratio is typical over the entire student
body, it would be nearly $38.5 million in tuition
income to the university derived annually from
loans.

B. Statistics; (. N. Statistics; U. B.
Statistics)
This is a dangerous financial position and a blow
to the reputation that the university must avoid at
all costs and work quickly to wean from. If the
bubble were to collapse, for example by lenders
requiring high school graduates to provide
established credit histories or earnest money, it
could trigger a drastic reduction in students
capable of getting into or even continuing college.

BUYERS BEWARE: COLLEGE LOANS
AREN’T THE ANSWER
It is apparent that, given a factual approach to this
financial trend, few students realized or cared that
they were starting on this track to begin with as
demonstrated by the sheer volume of student
loans and continued acceptability at the social
level. Without a solid foundation in personal
finance, the prospect of an education with zero
out-of-pocket expense seems like an easy way into
college. But when the numbers are revealed sideby-side, the long-term cost is not worth the risk.
Consider this: In 2017, a resident student at the
University of Idaho – recently called out as the
best bang for the buck (Monthly)- can expect to
pay $21,300 per year in tuition and residential
expenses (Idaho) which is slightly lower but
mostly in-line with the national average for similar
institutions at about $21,900/year as illustrated
by the graph below (The Student Loan Report):

This is an unhealthy portion of the institution’s
working capital. The increasing dependency upon
student loans as an income source for universities
nationwide has created an underlying bubble
similar to the real estate bubble that peaked in
2007. Lawsuits have already been reported as
recently as April of 2017 linking some
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center
colleges to predatory lenders:
for Education Statistics, 2011–12 National Postsecondary
Student Aid Study (NPSAS:12). See Digest of Education
Statistics 2016, table 331.95.
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“These cases have parallels to the
mortgage crisis that helped drive the
American economy into recession, both
in scope — borrowers in the United
States owe $1.4 trillion on student loans
— and in the details of the misdeeds
claimed. Working together, the lenders
and colleges were preying on a vital part
of the American dream, the government
lawyers say: the belief that higher
education can help lift people toward a
prosperous future.” (Silver-Greenberg; U.
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In comparison, a debt-free graduate could allocate
the same $347.00 monthly payment toward a S&P
500 mutual fund for the same 20-year duration
and with an average of a 9.75% return he or she
would be in the black $242,012. After 20 years of
employment, should the average college graduate
expect to make the final payment on an $83,280
debt for a $35,456 education or have $242,012 in
the bank? The logical answer is to cash flow
college, but the reality is the debt.
Without a solid understanding of finances before
entering, or early on in college, students will
continue to follow the seemingly easier path
without regard for future consequence.

THE UNIVERSITY OF IDAHO’S DARK
CONTRIBUTION
Overwhelmingly, college students are choosing to
forfeit years of servitude a little at a time for a
chance at a degree. Where universities are
concerned, upholding a level of social integrity
and providing graduates with tools for success
outside of college should be paramount within the
culture and the courses of the college. But the
numbers speak differently. The University of
Idaho’s graduating class of 2017 includes about
1,376 students. Assuming they follow the national

average of roughly 70 percent of college students
using loans to fund their education (The Student
Loan Report), the University of Idaho has
potential to inject upwards of $80 million in
student loan debt into the economy in 2017 that
won’t be paid off for the next 20 years. This can be
expected annually every year with no end in sight
assuming enrollment remains flat and that same
70 percent have financed and will continue to
finance all expenses during their four years of
college. Without a
significant change to
The logical answer
this equation the
mounting trend of
is to cash flow
debt will continue to
college, but the
burden alumni for
decades and
reality is the debt.
potentially increase
the national
economic impact with increased enrollment, fees,
and lack of financial intelligence. While the
university’s debt contribution to the national
economy is only a fraction of the existing $1.45
trillion national student loan debt (Reserve), it is
still a negative contribution at the university level
to a national crisis that is entirely preventable.

LAND GRANT ROOTS AS A
SOLUTION TO STUDENT DEBT

T

he bulk of land grant colleges like the
University of Idaho are uniquely
positioned to buck the student debt
trend and administrators have the
potential to boost enrollment over time in a
sustainable, gradual, and predictable manner.
Land grant colleges have a deeply rooted history in
the raw principles that are inherent in basic home
economics. Each university with land grant status
was set up initially with donated government land
earmarked for growth and development on the
premise that women could be adequately educated
to maintain and uphold a household so men could
focus on work and crop production. It also served
as a cornerstone to elevate women and allow them
to pursue a higher purpose beyond household
duties. Home Economics was founded initially by
MIT scientist Ellen Richards in 1899 and
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The national average for individual student loan
debt for 2016 graduates for four years of college
tuition was $37,172 regardless of financial aid or
scholarships. This is fairly close to the University
of Idaho total for four years of full-time tuition at
$35,456. Non-resident tuition is more than triple
that amount. At the maximum of 10.22% APR for
a 20-year Sallie Mae student loan, the student who
borrowed for in-state tuition for the duration of
college will be facing a monthly payment of
$347.00 for his or her student loans. If paid on
time for the life of the loan, a total of $83,280 will
be shelled out over time, or about 235% of the
original educational expense. The national average
monthly payment for student loans is not far off at
$351.00/month (Mae). Essentially about one third
of a week’s pay every month will be forfeited for
the next 20-30 years after graduation to pay back
loans acquired in their late teens and early 20s.
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Yet over time the current family dynamic and
workforce has shifted significantly since the
inception of home economics, and as a result the
essential principles of effective personal finance
and survival skills have faded due to a steady
decline in participation and false importance
placed on courses of study within the home
economics program that had little or no
significance to the curriculum (Scruggs). Home
Economics is rarely offered at the college or highschool level and in most cases the courses are
nearly extinct. Of the 629 public 4-year colleges
nationwide, only 9 offer Home Economics as a
degree. Only 5 of the existing 32 land grant
colleges still offer Home Economics degrees. The
University of Idaho is not one of the five. In
addition, there are no accredited programs in
Idaho currently offered by the American
Association of Family and Consumer Sciences –
formerly known as “Home Economics.” The
University of Idaho does provide some basic
personal finance education in the form of optional
online training modules through the iGrad
program and student services but it is not enough.
A return to the original intent of home economics
can and will create an entirely different kind of
graduate – one that can spend appropriately,
maintain a household, and provide themselves
and others with the basic necessities of food,

shelter and social responsibility. This untapped
potential for Home Economics as a flagship tool
on campus is one that could shift at-risk students
in a direction that would position them for a far
more successful life beyond graduation.

A REVIVAL OF AN OLD IDEA:
The foremost challenge will be adopting and rebranding what was known as home economics and
making it a non-sexually biased course curriculum
that has potential to attract a different breed of
student. By making the basics mandatory for all
students – men and women – especially freshmen
and dual enrollment students at the high school
level, the university would be able to steer the next
graduating class in a direction that would set them
up for success.
The university can draw upon historical successes
and failures within the program to develop a new,
stronger curriculum. In the decades following
WWI, home economics deviated from the original
science. In a study of 20 schools participating in
Home Economics in the Midwest in the early
1950s by Maude Arny, her findings showed class
time had greater emphasis around homemaking
and crafts compared to the economy of the home.
Finances – a key element to home economics –
received the least instruction by the mid 1950s
regardless of student demand for more. The study
further indicated that women with higher IQs
tended to avoid the class while those with lower
IQs tended to enjoy the class.

Student surveys overwhelmingly indicated that the
financial teachings of home economics in high
school was beneficial for those entering college.
“The most useful topics according to the responses
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originated as a science to elevate women through
education of personal finance and basic long-term
survival and sanitary skills, not to subjugate them
to a life of kitchen and domestic imprisonment.
Her belief was that any skill that makes somebody
independent and
self-sufficient helps
society as a whole
(Ellen Swallow
Richards - Vassar
College
Encyclopedia). This
is a sentiment that
should be the same
standard for any land
grant college today as
it would have been
more than 100 years
ago.
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Data also indicated that there was a strong need to
expand the coursework to young men. In the
decades that followed, the coursework didn’t
change and continued to center around
homemaking tasks rather than economic,
vocational, and social improvement at the
individual level. The original subject matter is a
collection of sound life skills, but the emphasis per
subject needs significant balance to meet the
current social and economic needs of students
(Arny).
By restructuring and offering a modernized
curriculum centered around the essentials of the
original course intent, colleges and the high
schools they work with can reshape the face of
student debt and rekindle the lost science of longterm survival. Enrollment would increase by
offering the additional program and sparking the
interest of students who are in need of financial
guidance. Making the course mandatory will serve
as an institutional statement on the importance of
a solid foundation – especially for those who have

already accrued an initial chunk of student debt,
or possibly experienced hunger or homelessness.

UPDATING CURRICULUM FOR THE
21 S T CENTURY STUDENT
Beyond increasing the importance placed on this
curriculum is the challenge of updating age-old
stigmas and perceptions in a way that engages the
next generation and prompts them to act for the
sake of their own self-sufficiency. Appropriate and
relevant subject matter would be those
surrounding personal finance, frugality,
information gathering, personal initiative, service,
hunting and animal husbandry, gardening,
preservation, first aid and wilderness survival,
urban survival, “life hacks” and entrepreneurial
driven studies. Can you balance a checkbook?
Mend a pair of pants or a bra? How about prepare
a full meal for three under $10? Can you change a
flat tire, split firewood or maintain your water
heater? Can you charge your mobile devices in a
power outage? Those who can’t perform tasks like
these will likely pay for unnecessary products or
services instead, further tapping the recent
graduate’s already limited income. The upcoming
YouTube generation is a self-teaching, ADD
inspired, interest seeking machine. Steering this
energy toward structured curriculum with specific,
relevant advantages, and broad spectrum practical
knowledge is critical to establish a basic level of
student survival before, during, and after college.
Further along these lines is coming full circle to
the senior class – after having already endured
years of college study – to refresh and reinforce
the home economics principles with a focused
emphasis on aggressive job placement, accelerated
debt repayment, and advanced financial planning.
By acting as a background financial coach and
providing guidance both early on and toward the
end of college, the university will set up students
for success long after graduation.

FINANCIAL FREEDOM AT THE
UNIVERSITY LEVEL
The final stage would be complete independence
from student loan income at the university level.
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were ‘Financial planning,’ ‘income,’ and
‘management of time and energy to save money.’”
(Johnson). This is a direct contrast to the actual
time spent in class per subject.
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Ouch. Like peeling a Band-Aid, this must be done
to restore the university to the previous level of
integrity, sustainable growth, self-sufficiency and
potentially set the standard nationwide that lets
the entire country know where the University of
Idaho stands on debt and the true impact it
intends to create on alumni and the nation as a
whole. The university has a responsibility to take
social action against this problem, especially on
the heels of a housing bubble that could have been
prevented.
“The morally responsible action is to
refuse to carry out the task and work to
alter the social structure so that morally
reprehensible action is less likely to
occur by those who take the place you
have abandoned.” (Arthur)
The University of Idaho could face severe cutbacks
in order to survive a potential $38.5 million hit
from lack of student loan income with a
trickledown that could adversely affect future
enrollment, research grant and aid funding,
faculty retention and the quantity or quality of
courses offered. The university can avoid this
downfall by choice rather than circumstance at the
hand of private lenders. By hedging against loans
as a source of income at the university level and
replacing financial illiteracy with economic savvy
at the student body level, the University of Idaho
and land grant colleges in general can pull from
their own resources to regain a stronger foothold
among peers via their home economic roots.

of mouth from successful alumni will funnel
students, income and resources directly to the
campus coffers.

A CONCLUSIVE CALL TO
ACTION
The national student loan debt is an immediate
threat. But the fear of this threat is lacking
presence among students and without proper
guidance they are bound to struggle and possibly
fail. These minor changes are not only possible,
but could potentially be a turnkey fix. This is not a
short-term fix for the current enrollment crisis,
nor the student loan crisis facing the nation today.
But with steadfast resolve, focused curriculum, a
long-term vision centered around the goal of a
debt-free graduating class – perhaps the first since
the advent of student loans – will set the stage for
the next generation, and perhaps several
generations to come.

Through a revitalized home economics program
the American dream of a prosperous future is still
possible. In time, the true success of taking this
stand will come through the gratitude of donations
from financially healthy alumni back to the
institution that set them up to succeed. The word

[Date]

Students struggling over time to pay off debt will
have little desire or ability to donate to their alma
matter compared to those who graduated debtfree. If the graduating class of 2017 were
financially capable of donating $10,000 each over
the course of 20 years – about $500 a year - to the
college that set them up to succeed, the college
would realize a $13 million return.
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