Beyond the
Cap and Gown

UC’s Narrowing but Persistent
Inequities in Student Debt

A joint report by the University of California Student

Association and The Institute for College Access & Success

SEPTEMBER 2024

U6 Student Association

ACCESS & SUCCESS




Table of Contents

Introduction

Non-Tuition Expenses Account for the Majority
of the Cost of a UC Bachelor’s Degree

Net Cost: What Students From Low-Income Backgrounds
Pay out of Pocket and Its Relationship With Student Success

Racial/Ethnic and Income Disparities in Student Debt

New Analysis Reveals Debt Disparities by Self-Reported Disability Status
Conclusion

Endnotes

Acknowledgements

BEYOND THE CAP AND GOWN: UC’s Narrowing But Persistent Inequities in Student Debt

13

16

20

23

29



Introduction

Despite a relatively robust institutional aid program and financial aid packaging that takes total
college expenses and financial need into account, attending an undergraduate-serving University of
California (UC) campus remains a financial challenge for many students as tuition and non-tuition
costs rise, need-based financial aid has not keep pace, and students face unequal access to inter-
generational wealth."2 While the state of California and the UC have made commendable efforts in
recent years to strengthen financial aid and support student success, undergraduates—and students
from low-income backgrounds in particular —turn to borrowing and working to cover college costs;
61 percent of UC undergraduates report struggling with food insecurity and 27 percent report strug-
gling with housing insecurity; and Pell Grant recipients from low-income backgrounds graduate at
lower rates than their peers with better resources.®*°

Through UC's institutional aid program and the state’s keystone Cal Grant program, UC students
with annual family incomes at or below $80,000 receive enough financial aid to cover tuition
charges and some cost-of-living expenses; and many students with much higher family incomes
receive state and institutional aid as well.>”® Generally, after combining multiple forms of grant aid,
UC undergraduate students are not expected to pay more than about $9,000 to $10,000 annually
out of pocket, through a combination of

work and student loans.’ . L.
Five years after our original

Starting in AY 2022-23, this expectation . .
analysis was published, UCSA

was reduced to $7900 for students from

the lowest-income backgrounds under and TICAS have collaborated
UChpreSIddeng Dfr. Ml(;lhael V. Dral;els again to examine the extent
path to a debt-free education, reforms .

for which the University of California to which UC undergraduate
Student Association (UCSA) and The affordability trends have
Institute for College Access & Success Changed or persisted.

(TICAS) have previously advocated.!* ™

Despite plans to fully phase in this debt-

free pathway to a UC education by 2030, several developments threaten its full implementation:
increases to aggregate student financial need due to inflation, the new federal Pell Grant eligibility

formula, other changes to how the federal government determines financial need, and decreases to
Middle Class Scholarship funding.”

In 2019, UCSA and TICAS partnered to examine college affordability challenges that UC undergrad-
uate students faced by analyzing data from academic years (AY) 201617 and 2017-18 in First Comes
Diploma, Then Comes Debt.® While both the average debt and the borrowing rate of UC bachelor’s
degree (BA) recipients were lower than at other public four-year institutions throughout the country,
when we dug beneath overall averages we found that African American and Chicano/Latino
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undergraduates, as well as undergraduates from low-income backgrounds, were the most likely to
incur debt. ™ Additionally, data revealed that across the nine undergraduate-serving UC campuses,
the work hours needed to cover out-of-pocket costs ranged from 17 to 25 per week—several more
than the recommended 15-hour maximum.'

Five years after that report was published, UCSA and TICAS have collaborated again to analyze
available UC undergraduate data and shed light on the extent to which college affordability trends
—which have likely been impacted by multiple factors including continued recovery from the Great
Recession, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, and recent state and higher education system
campaigns to strengthen student success—have changed or continued. This analysis, based on AY
2021-22 data provided by the UC Office of the President (UCOP) and publicly available federal
data, finds that while several college affordability metrics have improved overall, concerning

inequities persist.
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It is commendable that borrowing rates have decreased across all income ranges and races/ethnici-
ties since our original analysis; yet among dependent UC BA recipients in AY 2021-22, the students
from the lowest-income backgrounds continue to be almost three times as likely to borrow as their
wealthiest peers [see Figure 3].7 And while Chicano/Latino and African American graduates have
experienced the largest decreases in borrowing rates since our original analysis, they remain the
most likely to have borrowed to cover college costs [see Figure 2]. Additionally, students with self-
reported disabilities—a demographic group included for the first time in this analysis—are more likely
to have incurred debt than their peers without disabilities across all income and racial/ethnic cate-
gories, with African American and Chicano/Latino students with disabilities the most likely to have
borrowed [see Figures 4a and 4b].

In addition to—or instead of—borrowing, many .
students work to earn money to pay for net college It is commendable that

costs, which are those that remain after applying all borrowing rates have
available grant aid. While net prices for UC students decreased across the
from families who make less than $30,000 annually .

have decreased at several campuses since our board’ yet equ’ty gaps
original analysis, at almost half of the campuses the perSiSt by race/ethnicity

net prices are such that solely earning money to and fam,ly income.
cover them could require students from the low-

est-income backgrounds to work 15 or more hours

per week [see Figure 1]. And while Pell Grant recipients from low-income backgrounds graduate
from UC at high rates compared to other public four-year universities, at most UC campuses they
are still less likely to complete their degrees than their peers from higher-income backgrounds [see
Table 2], suggesting that excessive work hours may be one of the factors that impacts equity gaps in
academic success.®

We applaud the UC for its continued commitment to support all Californians in accessing and suc-
ceeding in higher education, and at the same time emphasize that more must continue to be done
to address the challenges that under-resourced students, BIPOC students, and students with dis-
abilities face paying for all of the costs necessary to earn a college degree. Even with UC's relatively
progressive approach to financial aid packaging and the fact that the majority of undergraduates do
not pay any tuition, many UC students struggle to cover the total cost of attendance.”

In addition to updating the current state of college affordability for UC undergraduates and how it
has changed over the past five years, this report includes joint UCSA and TICAS recommendations
for steps the UC and California state leaders can take to ensure all students can afford and success-
fully earn a higher education degree.
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Non-Tuition Expenses Account
for the Majority of the Cost
of a UC Bachelor’s Degree

The total cost to attend the UC stretches far beyond statewide tuition and fees, which is $14,436
for new resident undergraduate students in AY 2024-25.2° Non-tuition costs, including living ex-
penses, textbooks and supplies, transportation, and personal expenses, compose the majority of UC
students’ total college costs and students’ ability to pay for them determines the extent to which
they can focus on their studies and efficiently complete a degree.”

While these total costs are high for all students, they can be
especially high for students who live independently off campus—

which the majority of students attending public four-year universi-

42 O/ ties in California do—and they vary across the state based in part
o on regional costs of living.?2 For AY 2021-22, the published off-cam-

pus costs of attendance across the nine undergraduate-serving UC
of AY 2021-22 BA campuses ranged from $28,900 at UC Merced in the Central
recipients systemwide  valley to $37900 at UC Berkeley in the San Francisco Bay Area
borrowed student [see Table 1].2 Compared to First Comes Diploma, Then Comes
loans to fund Debt, our original analysis on UC undergraduate affordability, costs
their education. of attendance increased between $1,500 and $4,700 since AY

2017-18, with a median increase of $2,800.%

To help cover college costs, about 40 percent of the approximately 40,000 UC BA recipients in AY
2021-22 took out student loans, a commendable 10 percentage-point decrease from AY 2017-18 in
the systemwide borrowing rate of dependent BA degree recipients.? However, the borrowing rates
of all BA recipients varied across campuses in AY 2021-22 with UC Berkeley retaining the lowest
borrowing rate (34 percent) and UC Merced retaining the highest (59 percent).? Average debt at
graduation also decreased between

$2,800 (UC Merced) and $8,300 (UC The total cost to attend the UC
Los Angeles) since AY 2017-18. Students h idl

at UC Berkeley graduated with the least stretches far beyond statewide
debt ($13,700) and those at UC Santa tuition and fees and includes
Cruz with the most debt ($18,700). critical non-tuition expenses.
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To illustrate college costs and affordability across the UC system, Table 1 shows the in-state tuition
and campus-based fees, total annual cost of attendance, proportion of graduates with debt and the
average amount borrowed at time of graduation across the nine undergraduate-serving campuses.

TABLE 1

UC Costs and Student Debt, AY 2021-22

Across the nine undergraduate-serving UC campuses, 42 percent of AY 2021-22 BA recipients

borrowed an average of $15,800 to help cover college costs.

In-State Annual Total Cost Average Debt Share of Graduates
Tuition and of Attendance of Graduates With Bachelor’s
Fees (Off Campus) With Bachelor’s Degrees With
Degrees Any Debt

Berkeley $14,200 $37900 $13,700 34%

Davis $14,600 $32,600 $15,400 42%

Irvine $13,800 $35,000 $15,600 43%

Los Angeles $13,300 $36,200 $14,000 34%

Merced $13,700 $28,900 $15,400 59%

Riverside $13,800 $32,300 $17.300 52%

San Diego $14,700 $35,100 $17100 44%

Santa $14,400 $35,400 $15,200 41%

Barbara

Santa Cruz $14,100 $36,100 $18,700 44%

Data on tuition and cost of attendance for AY 2021-22 are from the U.S. Department of Education, National
Center for Education Statistics, College Navigator. Total cost of attendance is for students living off campus
without family, the living arrangement for the majority of California undergraduates at public universities (based
on authors’ calculations using data from the 2019-20 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, Administrative
Collection (NPSAS:20-AC)). All dollar figures are rounded to the nearest $100. Average debt and share with debt
for graduates who received a bachelor’s degree in AY 2021-22 provided by the University of California Office of the
President (UCOP) at authors’ request and includes all student loans (federal, university, private) of which the UC is
aware students borrowed.

BEYOND THE CAP AND GOWN: UC’s Narrowing But Persistent Inequities in Student Debt



Net Cost: What Students From Low-
Income Backgrounds Pay out of Pocket
and Its Relationship With Student Success

Net cost is the total cost of attendance after all grant aid has been applied.? For example, if the
total cost of college is $35,000 and a student receives $8,000 in grant aid, then the net cost—or
what the student must pay out of pocket—is $27,000. With nearly three-quarters (72 percent) of UC
resident undergraduates receiving some type of gift aid in AY 2021-22, most students are not paying
the full sticker price to attend a UC campus.? Still, college costs remain a challenge for many Cali-
fornians, particularly those from families with low incomes. At UC, students from families earning no
more than $30,000 and $48,000 annually have to put at least 30 percent and 22 percent, respec-
tively, of their family income toward covering college costs after available grant aid.?”

UC students from To bridge the affordability gap, which is greater for students with
fewer resources, students must turn to savings, loans, work, or
reduce their enrollment. In AY 2021-22, across the UC system 34
percent of undergraduates received a federal Pell Grant, which

the lowest-income
backgrounds have

to put at least T ‘ o °
primarily serves students with annual family incomes of $40,000 or

o less.®% 3" Notably, UC campuses with higher shares of Pell Grant
o recipients tended to have higher borrowing rates.

In AY 2021-22, UC Merced and UC Riverside, which had the

of their family highest shares of Pell Grant recipients among campuses (61 and 49
income towards percent, respectively), also had the highest borrowing rates of BA
college costs after recipients (59 and 52 percent, respectively); and UC Berkeley and
available grant aid. UC Los Angeles, both of which had the same lowest borrowing rate

(34 percent), had the same lowest share of Pell Grant recipients
(27 percent) [see Table 2]. This aligns with research that Pell Grant recipients are more likely than
their wealthier peers to take out student loans—and borrow more—suggesting available need-based
financial aid is not sufficient to cover total college costs, especially for students with the least re-
sources.®? The Pell Grant itself, a keystone of federal financial aid intended to even the playing field
for students without access to other resources like intergenerational wealth, has lost substantial val-
ue over the years, covering the smallest share (26 percent) of college costs in AY 2023-24 compared
to its height nearly half a century ago when it covered more than 75 percent in 1975-96.%

In combination with or instead of borrowing, students may choose to work to cover college costs.
Research shows that working more than about 15 hours per week can be detrimental to student
success; at UC, where most students are required to attend full time, the work hours needed to
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cover net prices for the students To cover net prices across UC campuses,
from the lowest-income backgrounds students from the lowest-income

range from 14 to 21 weekly. It is note- backgrounds need to Work
worthy that these weekly work hours

fall just under 15 hours at five out of 14 21 h

nine undergraduate-serving UC f— o u rs
campuses, in large part due to growth

in the California minimum wage and pe r wee k

UC maintaining its commitment to a ¢
reasonable self-help expectation, the

latter which has also contributed to up

to $600 decreases in net prices since

2019 at five of the nine campuses. Still, increases in college costs and grant aid that has not suffi-
ciently kept pace mean that net prices at three UC campuses have increased by up to $1,300 since
2019; and at four UC campuses the students from the lowest-income backgrounds would have to

work 15 hours or more weekly to cover college costs after available grant aid.
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FIGURE 1

Map of Net Prices for UC Students From Low-Income Backgrounds
Living Off Campus and Work Hours Needed to Cover Them

Due to the UC’s financial aid packaging practices,
students at five UC campuses can cover their net
costs by working less than 15 hours per week.
However, at four other campuses, students would
need to work 15 or more hours per week to pay
for college costs.

$9,000 /14 hrs @

\ UC Merced
UC Berkeley

$8,500 - $9,500 / 14 hrs

UC Santa Cruz

$11,600 - $14,600 / 21 hrs

$8,500 / 14 hrs P

UC Santa Barbara
$10,000 / 16 hrs

UC Los Angeles

® $9,000/14 hrs

UC Riverside
® $9,100
/15 hrs
UC Irvine
$8,400 - $9,400 / 14 hrs o
UC San Diego

$9,500 /15 hrs

Figures are from each school’s Net Price Calculator (NPC), tools designed to help students understand early
estimates of their costs of attending a particular college, for a dependent student from a family of four (with one
child in college) with few resources living independently off campus, the way the majority of undergraduates at
California public universities reside (based on authors’ calculations using NPSAS:20-AC data). We use data derived
from NPCs, rather than the net price data reported by colleges to the U.S. Department of Education, because the
latter combines net prices for students with different living arrangements, making it challenging to compare across
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colleges with different mixes of student living statuses. Among dependent students attending California public
universities with family incomes between $0 and $30,000—the lowest income bracket in federal data sets like
IPEDS—$16,500 is the median parental income and $0 is the median student income, and median wealth for the
lowest income quintile is $12,000 per the U.S. Census Bureau, all of which were included in the NPC calculations.
NPCs were accessed in February 2024; figures are rounded to the nearest $100. Work hours are calculated using
2024 California minimum wage of $16 per hour, assuming 39 weeks of work during a nine-month academic school
year and rounded to the nearest hour, with the midpoint used for NPCs that produced net price ranges.

Grant aid supports student success by taking the place of working and borrowing. Federal Pell
Grants, with a maximum award of $6,495 in AY 2021-22 and awarded mostly to students with annual
family incomes no more than $40,000, play a key role in supporting students’ ability to cover college
costs and spend more time in class and studying rather than working.3* In AY 2021-22, 34 percent

of UC undergraduates received a Pell Grant, down from 38.5 percent in AY 2016-173% This echoes
recent declines in Pell Grant recipient rates at colleges around the country, and while UC still enrolls
a greater share of Pell Grant recipients than its peer research universities, this nonetheless highlights
socioeconomic disparities in access to more selective institutions of higher education.® ¥

Importantly, the graduation rates of UC BA recipients who received Pell Grants increased at seven
UC campuses between AY 2016-17 and AY 2021-22, including at two campuses where the Pell
Grant recipient graduation rate was higher (Merced) and the same (Santa Cruz) as non-Pell Grant
recipients.®® 3 However, the graduation rate gap also widened at four UCs, including the selective
Berkeley campus.“°

Systemwide, UC Pell Grant recipients graduate at a rate of 81 percent compared to 88 percent of
their non-Pell Grant recipient peers, with Pell Grant recipients at seven out of nine undergraduate-
serving UC campuses graduating at lower rates than their peers with more resources, maintaining
equity gaps in postsecondary attainment. Strengthening need-based grant aid is critical not only to
reduce net costs, debt disparities, and excessive work hours, but also may improve graduation rates
for students from lower-income backgrounds by relieving them of financial pressures that impact

their ability to focus on their studies and ensuring that their educations pay off.
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TABLE 2

Pell Grant Recipients Across the UC, AY 2021-22

Across UC campuses, the share of students with Pell Grants in AY 2021-22 ranged from
27 percent to 61 percent; systemwide, 81 percent of UC Pell Grant recipients graduated

compared to 88 percent of their non-Pell Grant recipient peers.

UC Campus Share of Graduation Graduation Overall
Undergraduates Rate for Rate for Graduation
Receiving a Pell Grant Non-Pell Grant Rate
Pell Grant Recipients Recipients
Berkeley 27% 89% 95% 94%
Davis 33% 81% 89% 86%
Irvine 38% 85% 88% 87%
Los Angeles 27% 89% 94% 92%
Merced 61% 68% 66% 67%
Riverside 49% 75% 77% 76%
San Diego 32% 84% 89% 88%
Santa Barbara 30% 82% 88% 86%
Santa Cruz 32% 77% 77% 77%

Share of undergraduates who received Pell Grants at any point during the academic year from the U.S. Depart-

ment of Education, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) for AY 2021-22. Authors’ calculations
of AY 2021-22 graduation rates based on data from IPEDS for full-time students who had enrolled in college for the
first time and graduated within 150 percent of normal time.

BEYOND THE CAP AND GOWN: UC’s Narrowing But Persistent Inequities in Student Debt
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Racial/Ethnic and Income Disparities
in Student Debt

While public four-year college graduates in California have had among the lowest average debt in
the nation, the data continue to illustrate that the burden is not borne equitably across racial/ethnic
groups or family income.“

Overall, in AY 2021-22, 40 percent of dependent BA recipients borrowed loans—down 10 percentage
points from our original analysis on AY 2017-18 graduates. While the vast majority (88 percent) of AY
2021-22 BA recipients were dependent students, the majority (57 percent) of independent students—
whose data was not available by income bracket—borrowed student loans. Together with their depen-
dent peers, 42 percent of all AY 2021-22 BA recipients had borrowed to fund their education.*

It is notable that borrowing decreased
From AY 2017-18 borrowmg from AY 2017-18 across all racial/ethnic

decreased across all racial/ categories; however, equity gaps among

. . those who borrow persist and more must
ethnic Catego”es; however’ be done to close these gaps. For example,
equity gaps persist with African  at 56 percent, dependent African Ameri-

American and Chicano/Latino can BA recipients were still the most likely
. . . e to have borrowed by the time they

BA rec:p:ents remaining the graduated in AY 2021-22, compared to 31

most hkely to have borrowed. percent of White graduates who remained

the least likely to have incurred debt after
students of unknown race/ethnicity.
Moreover, despite experiencing the
largest percentage point decrease since
our original analysis, at 53 percent Chica-
no/Latino graduates continued to be the
second most likely to have borrowed.

In Fall 2021, 34.7 percent of undergradu-
ates were Asian, 25.1 percent were
Hispanic/Latino(a), 20.9 percent were
White, 4.3 percent were African Amer-
ican, and American Indian and Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander undergraduates
were each less than one percent of
enrollment; the remaining 14.3 percent
were classified as domestic unknown or

international students.*®
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FIGURE 2

Dependent Bachelor’s Degree Recipients Who Graduated with Debt in
AY 2017-18 and AY 2021-22, by Race/Ethnicity

While AY 2021-22 Chicano/Latino and African American graduates experienced the largest
decreases in borrowing rates since our original analysis, they remained the most likely to have
borrowed to cover college costs.

I 257
I 38%

I 31%
I 40%

I 37
I 47 %

I, 0%
I 50%

. | I 4 3%
I,  44%

N, 53 %%
I 6%

I 56 %
I 67 %

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Unknown

White

Asian

Total

American Indian

Chicano/Latino

African American

@ Share of AY 2021-22 Graduates Who Borrowed @ share of AY 2017-18 Graduates Who Borrowed

* Interpret with caution due to small number (fewer than 250) of American Indian bachelor’s degree graduates in
AY 2021-22.

Calculations based on data provided by UCOP at authors’ request for students who graduated in AY 2021-22 with
a bachelor’s degree and includes all student loans (federal, university, private) of which the UC is aware students
borrowed. We use the racial/ethnic classifications provided by UCOP in our original report to make comparisons
across years; this includes combining Asian and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students, which we plan to disag-
gregate in future analyses.

Borrowing has also decreased across all income ranges, taking some financial pressure off students
from lower- and higher- income backgrounds alike. In fact, laudably, dependent students from the
lowest income bracket have experienced the greatest decrease in borrowing, with 50 percent gradu-
ating with debt in AY 2021-22 compared to 65 percent in AY 2017-18.44
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Still, as family income decreases the likelihood of borrowing increases, with graduates from the
lowest income brackets close to three times as likely to have borrowed as those from the highest
income bracket. Moreover, while debt is concentrated among those who make $141,000 or less
across all racial/ethnic groups, 59 percent of African American and 56 percent of Chicano/Latino
BA recipients from this income category borrowed, compared to 41 percent of their White peers.

FIGURE 3

AY 2021-22 Dependent Bachelor’s Degree Recipients Who Graduated
With Debt, by Family Income

AY 2021-22 graduates with the lowest family incomes were almost three times as likely to borrow
as their peers with the highest family incomes

s0-595 000 | N 0.
sas,001- s71,000 | | 517
$7,001 - 106000 | N <o
R
v | N o
s141,001 - $177000 | [N 33
$177001 - 212,000 | [ KK 30
over $212,000 | [ NGTNGEGEGN 152

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Calculations based on data provided by UCOP at authors’ request for dependent students who graduated in AY
2021-22 with a bachelor’s degree and includes all student loans (federal, university, private) of which the UC is
aware students borrowed.
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New Analysis Reveals Debt Disparities by
Self-Reported Disability Status

Included for the first time in this analysis is student debt burden by self-reported disability status

from the UC Undergraduate Experience Survey (UCUES), which was most recently administered

to about 220,000 undergraduates enrolled at all nine undergradu-

ate-serving campuses during the 2022 spring term; approximately

52,000 students responded.*“® Respondents were asked, “Do you

have any conditions or disabilities that significantly affect your expe- o

rience as a student at [University Name], including how you learn or o

perform academically, interact with others, or access campus?” and

were provided with several options that include physical, learning, of surveyed students with

cognitive, emotional, and other types of disabilities.*’ a self-reported disability
borrowed student loans

While more analysis is needed to confirm trends, data collected
compared to

show that 47 percent of all respondents with a self-reported dis-

ability borrowed students loans compared to 39 percent without a o
disability. For dependent students across all income levels, those o
with reported disabilities appear more likely to have incurred debt

than those without disabilities, perhaps in part given the addition- of students without
al accommodations they may need to support their studies (see a disability.
Figure 4a). These may include note-taking services and equipment;

tutoring; specialized transportation (including to clinics); the cost of medical care and medication;
as well as time off from school or paid work due to their disability, which may affect their access to

aid and income earned.

Echoing trends across dependent students overall, both students with and without self-reported
disabilities from families making $141,000 or less were more likely to have borrowed than their
peers from wealthier families. While

. hare with debt by income is not
Across all income levels, students =12 """ 287 2V |
available for independent students,

with reported disabilities appear 60 percent of independent students
more hkely to have incurred debt with a self-reported disability bor-

° ° oo, o d dt 47 t f
than those without disabilities. rowed compared to 4/ percent o

their peers without a disability.
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FIGURE 4A

2022 Borrowing Rates by UCUES Survey Respondents, by Self-Reported
Disability Status and Income

Across all income brackets, students with a self-reported disability borrowed at higher rates than

their peers without a disability.

Independent

Dependent:
Less than $35,000

Dependent:
$35,001 - $71,000

Dependent:
$71,001 - $106,000

Dependent:
$106,001 - $141,000

Dependent:
$141,001 - $177,000

Dependent:
$177,001 - $212,000

Dependent:
Over $212,000

Dependent:
Total

All Students

I, 60 %
I 47 %
I, 48 %
I 45%

I 54 %
I, 49 %

I 56 %
I 47 %

I, 50 %
I 47 %

I 4%
I 37%

I 39 %
I 30%

I 22
I 15%

I, 4%
I 39 %

I, 47 %
I 39 %

@ Share of Students with Debt with

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

@ Share of Students with Debt

Self-Reported Disability without Self-Reported Disability

Calculations based on UCUES data provided by UCOP at authors’ request and includes all student loans
(federal, university, private) of which the UC is aware students borrowed. Includes respondents who identified
as having disability or no disability.
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Students with disabilities are also more likely to have incurred debt than their peers without
disabilities across all racial/ethnic categories. And, as illustrated earlier for graduates regardless of
disability status [see Figure 2], inequities persist with the majority of African American (67 percent)
and Chicano/Latino students (56 percent) with disabilities having borrowed compared to less than
half of their Asian (43 percent) and White (40 percent) peers with disabilities.*

FIGURE 4B

2022 Borrowing Rates by UCUES Survey Respondents, by Self-Reported
Disability Status and Race/Ethnicity

Students with disabilities were more likely to have incurred debt than their peers without disabili-
ties across all racial/ethnic categories, yet inequities persist with African American and Chicano/
Latino students with disabilities the most likely to have borrowed.

— B

Unknown*
I 27 9%
(1 40 %
White
I 34%
I 43%
Asian
I 36 %
-_——
ota

I 39 %
N 56 %
I 50 %
I 57 %
American Indian*
I 33%

. - EuA
African American
_ 54%

Chicano/Latino

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
@ Share of Students with Debt with @ Share of Students with Debt without
Self-Reported Disability Self-Reported Disability

*Interpret with caution due to small number (fewer than 250) of students classified as American Indian and race/
ethnicity unknown.

Calculations based on UCUES data provided by UCOP at authors’ request and includes all student loans (federal,
university, private) of which the UC is aware students borrowed. Includes respondents who identified as having
disability or no disability. Race/ethnicity classifications are those used in the data provided by UCOP in our original
report to show comparisons across years.
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When examining borrowing by self-reported disability status at individual UC campuses, the average
debt was highest for AY 2021-22 graduates with disabilities who attended UC Riverside, Santa Cruz,
and San Diego, and lowest at UC Berkeley and Los Angeles—similar to overall averages at graduation
[see Table 1].#°

Additionally, borrowing rates were highest at UC Merced (60 percent) and Riverside (58 percent),
and lowest at UC Berkeley (41 percent) and Los Angeles (39 percent). Given these notable differ-
ences, it is worth analyzing additional data to identify whether these trends persist from year to
year; and, if so, what may be contributing to equity gaps in affordability for students with reported
disabilities and how it may compound debt disparities by race/ethnicity and family income.

TABLE 3

AY 2021-22 Debt at Graduation for Students with Reported Disability,
by Campus

Across UC undergraduate-serving campuses, between 39 percent and 60 percent of students
with reported disabilities borrowed student loans to help cover college costs.

UC Campus Share With Debt at Graduation Average Debt at Graduation
Berkeley 1% $13,200
Davis 48% $15,700
Irvine 48% $15,400
Los Angeles 39% $13,800
Merced 60% $15,100
Riverside 58% $16,400
San Diego 49% $17,900
Santa Barbara 46% $15,800
Santa Cruz 47% $18,800
Systemwide 47% $15,800

Calculations based on data provided by UCOP at authors’ request and includes all student loans
(federal, university, private) of which the UC is aware students borrowed. Figures rounded to nearest $100.
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Conclusion

A leader among its peers in college affordability, the UC has made progress since our original
analysis in reducing the borrowing rates of its BA recipients across all family incomes and racial/
ethnic categories. And, laudably, it has increased the graduation rates of Pell Grant recipients at
seven out of nine undergraduate-serving campuses, including at two campuses where the Pell Grant
recipient graduation rate was higher (Merced) and the same (Santa Cruz) as non-Pell Grant recipi-
ents. Amid significant economic and health crises, these metrics underscore the importance of
commitments by UC leadership, along with the California State Legislature and Governor Newsom’s
administration, to support college affordability and close equity gaps.

Commendably, the UC has long ap-

proached college affordability by taking A leader among its peers,
students’ total college costs into account there are key steps the UC

and prioritizing students with the fewest

resources. Through its Education Finance can take to Strengthen college
Model—which now incorporates the path affordablhty for students with

to a debt-free education—federal, state, the fewest resources

and institutional aid are packaged with
the intent that by 2030 all students and
families will be left with out-of-pocket costs that can be covered in their entirety by working no
more than 15 hours per week.®® 5"However, given changes in federal policy that impact federal needs
analysis and Pell Grant eligibility and decreases to some state financial aid, the UC has expressed
concerns it may not be able to achieve its original goal.5? This is especially concerning given that
equity gaps in affordability and degree completion persist.

Since our original analysis, UC undergraduates from the lowest-income backgrounds are nearly
three times as likely to have borrowed as their wealthiest peers; students with self-reported
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disabilities appear more likely to have incurred debt than their peers without disabilities; Chicano/
Latino and African American graduates remain the most likely to have borrowed to cover college
costs; and the graduation rate gap for Pell Grant recipients at four UCs, including the selective UC
Berkeley, has widened. Being intentional about closing equity gaps in higher education affordability
and success has always been critical, and it is especially significant today given the chilling effects
of the U.S. Supreme Court decision to end affirmative action nationally, the resumption of student
loan repayments in Fall 2023 after an extended pandemic-induced pause, and continually rising
costs of living.

As the UC continues to sharpen its focus on strengthening student success, closing equity
gaps, and advancing an affordability guarantee that eliminates the need to borrow, we offer
leadership the following recommendations:

® Continue to prioritize students with the fewest resources and to take wealth and social
capital into account when determining reasonable and equitable student and family self-
help expectations. This is especially timely as UC tuition increases through the Tuition Stability
Plan; the UC’s recent increase on return to aid from 33 percent to 45 percent is an important
step forward, and the percentage should increase to further fund differential self-help contribu-
tions as tuition—and the revenue from it—rises.®

® Regularly evaluate—including through avenues that solicit robust student feedback—insti-
tutional affordability policies through student success metrics broken out by demograph-
ics such as family income, race/ethnicity, and disability status, and strengthen policies
when needed. This includes addressing persisting disproportionate debt burdens; increasing
the share of Pell Grant-eligible admits across the UC and at the most selective campuses, and
holistically supporting their enrollment; closing graduation rate gaps between Pell Grant recip-
ients from low-income backgrounds and their wealthier peers; and increasing graduation rates
for all students at campuses that enroll high shares of Pell Grant recipients.

® Maintain and strengthen investment in programs that support college access and degree
completion for historically underserved students, such as the Student Academic Prepa-
ration and Educational Partnership (SAPEP) program—and in particular Student-Initiated
Programs (SIP), which emerged from student demands after the passage of Proposition 209
in 1996 that prohibited affirmative action at public colleges and universities, to increase access
for educationally disadvantaged students, promote diversity, and close opportunity gaps.>* °

These academic support programs paired with adequate financial support provide underserved

students with the holistic resources that are critical to completing their degree, helping to close

long-standing equity gaps in degree completion and driving increased educational attainment

in California.

® Utilize data and direct outreach to students to better understand the needs and costs
faced by students with disabilities, including the compounding impact of students’ inter-
secting identities (e.g., family income and race/ethnicity), and the extent to which existing cam-
pus programs and policies support their college affordability. Doing so will help decision-makers
identify steps to increase funding and resources where it is most needed and effective to sup-
port students with disabilities” degree completion while decreasing their need to borrow.%
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Amplify efforts to address and invest in students’ basic needs security, including strength-
ening basic needs centers’ partnerships with other student services offices and public benefits
programs.®” While the state of California and the UC have made commendable efforts in recent
years to support students’ basic needs, 61 percent of UC students report struggling with food
insecurity and 27 percent report struggling with housing insecurity.%® %

Support employment opportunities that are accessible to students from low-income back-
grounds and align with their career trajectories, such as advocating to reinstate the Learning
Aligned Employment Program that was defunded in the FY 2024-25 California state budget.®°
Programs like these are critical in supporting students’ ability to afford their education and grad-
uate, as well as strengthening their connections to the field and employment opportunities after
graduation, especially for students with less access to financial and social capital.

Ensure on-campus employment opportunities are available to students regardless of im-
migration status.®’ Doing so would provide all California students with paid work that supports
their ability to afford college and advance in their fields of study.

Advance a statewide affordability pledge by covering student financial need and imple-
menting policy changes that prioritize students from the lowest-income backgrounds.

As the keystone of California state need-based financial aid, the Cal Grant program provided
nearly $1 billion to UC students in AY 2022-23, mostly to cover statewide tuition and fees.®? UC
students who are not recent high school graduates must compete for a limited number of Cal
Grant awards; those who do not receive one instead receive a University Grant. Removing this
time-of-graduation-based eligibility barrier, a component of Cal Grant Reform which has not yet
been funded, would free up institutional aid dollars to better cover under-resourced students’
rising non-tuition college costs. Additionally, there are opportunities to strengthen other state
financial aid programs, such as the Middle Class Scholarship, to ensure students from lower-in-
come backgrounds are prioritized and that their unmet need is sufficiently covered without
excessive work or debt.®® Together, these reforms would help ensure more hardworking students
can make their studies—rather than work—their focus while in school and help close graduation
rate gaps by family income.

Continue to advocate that the federal government reinstate colleges’ ability to prorate stu-
dents’ Student Aid Index (or SAl) if they are enrolled for periods other than nine months,
as they could prior to Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) Simplification, which UC
President Drake uplifted in his letter to U.S. Department of Education Secretary Miguel Cardo-
na in February 2024.%4 In addition to students who may only have one term left to complete a
degree, students with disabilities may need to reduce attendance during the year, impacting their
eligibility for need-based financial aid because their SAl cannot currently be prorated.

Maintain strong advocacy for a substantial increase to the federal Pell Grant, which is also
vital to closing equity gaps in UC affordability and student success. The Pell Grant, at a maxi-
mum of $7,395 in AY 2024-25, is worth just a fraction of its purchasing power when it was creat-
ed over half a century ago and at its peak covered more than 75 percent of the average cost of
attending a public four-year college.®®
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