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Buried beneath the trending headlines about rising student loan debt is a little-known 
story in higher education. It is a story built upon facts that run counter to a one-sided 
narrative. 

While it is true that U.S. student debt exceeds $1.5 trillion, that number and the alarming 
anecdotes it has spawned do not tell a complete story. 

Consider, if you will, one startling fact contained in a 2019 report from the Council of 
Independent Colleges (CIC). According to the study, only seven percent of borrowers 
owe $100,000 or more after graduating. At the same time, 30 percent of 
undergraduates from private colleges and 37 percent from public universities earn 
degrees with zero debt. 

That is no misprint. There are four to five times as many undergraduate degree holders 
with no debt as there are with six-figure debt. A sizable number complete bachelor’s 
degrees with minimal debt. According to the study, 10 to 13 percent of all 
undergraduates from nonprofit institutions owe less than $10,000 after earning degrees.  

Based on data from the College Board, the Georgetown University Center on Education 
and the Workforce and the U.S. Department of Education, the CIC report yielded other 
eye-opening details: 

● “Obtaining a college degree on average adds $1,000,000 to lifetime income.” 
● “A private college graduate typically earns $53,856 in the first year after graduation.” 

As president of a Catholic institution, Our Lady of the Lake University, I hear parents 
and high school students say the cost of attending a private school is unaffordable. The 
truth is OLLU and other privates are more affordable than many realize. 

According to the CIC study, 82 percent of private college students receive scholarships 
or grants, which do not have to be repaid. Students at private colleges receive more 
than three times the amount of grant aid ($20,211) as those at public universities 
($6,132). 



The study also noted, “On average, the actual amount students pay at private colleges 
is less than 60 percent of the published tuition price.” 

OLLU works hard to keep tuition affordable. The University boasts the lowest tuition 
among private schools in San Antonio, a rate that is lower than notable privates in 
Houston, Dallas, Austin and Seguin. In many cases, our students with strong academic 
backgrounds and the highest financial need are paying as little as $2600 in tuition for 
the 2019-20 academic year. 

Still, misconceptions about the cost of higher education persist, leading some to 
question its value. One common fear, fueled in part by media reports, is that crushing 
loans are leading to large numbers of defaults. The CIC study, however, indicates that 
student loan default rates are declining: from seven percent (for privates) to 7.5 percent 
(public) in 2014 to 6.3 percent and 6.8 percent in 2016.    

Other numbers are trending downward. For example, in 2012-13, the average debt per 
bachelor’s degree recipient was $17,300. In 2017-18, that number fell three percent to   
$16,800. 
 
These facts, along with those shared above, do not make headlines. Put together, 
however, they form a more complete picture of student debt than the one shown in 
trending stories.  Private universities are affordable and provide excellent choices for 
students from every walk of life. 

  

 
  

  

 


