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Introduction
Recruiting and retaining a well-prepared, stable, and diverse teacher workforce is a critical endeavor to 
advance student learning and development. However, persistent teacher shortages across the nation’s 
schools—influenced by the quality and affordability of teacher preparation and credentialing, job-related 
stress, and compensation—hamper this mission. The student loan debt incurred to become and stay a 
teacher is intertwined with these factors, as suggested by prior research.

In 2023, teachers’ average salaries were 26.6% lower than salaries for other college graduates.1 When 
student loan repayments are layered on top of lower salaries, they further reduce teachers’ income 
that can go toward living costs, family expenses, or saving. For some teacher candidates, the prospect 
of accumulating student loans could deter them from pursuing high-quality comprehensive preservice 
preparation; these programs may take longer to complete and thus typically cost more than shorter and 
often less-rigorous programs that bypass extensive clinical practice and integrated coursework. For other 
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potential candidates, student loan debt may dissuade them from pursuing teaching as a career altogether. 
For current teachers, student loans and debt repayment could discourage them from earning advanced 
degrees or credentials and add to their job-related stress.2

Accordingly, the current state of teaching and the continued need to support a well-prepared, diverse, 
and stable profession underscore the importance of assessing how student loans impact teachers, 
especially given the investments required to become and stay a teacher. First, nearly all states require 
that teachers have a bachelor’s degree to earn a standard initial teaching license, and most states require 
teacher candidates to complete an approved teacher preparation program. A large and rising percentage 
of teacher candidates and public school teachers are obtaining master’s or other advanced degrees, and 
higher degrees or additional credentials are increasingly common for career advancement.

Second, these investments have become increasingly expensive. The costs of postsecondary education 
have grown by close to 50% over the past 2 decades. While there are some supports from the federal 
government to defray these costs—including the Public Service Loan Forgiveness, Teacher Loan 
Forgiveness, and TEACH grant service scholarship programs—they are not enough to offset them. 
As a result, teacher candidates and teachers may seek out external sources of aid, such as student 
loans. Indeed, the average amount owed in loans among those who completed an education program 
in 2020 and took out student loans was $29,250 for a bachelor’s degree, $38,230 for a master’s 
degree, and $42,480 for any post-baccalaureate degree (i.e., a master’s or doctorate degree or post-
baccalaureate certificate programs).3 

The landscape for student loan borrowers has continuously shifted over the last several years. These 
shifts included the student loan payment moratorium established in response to the pandemic and an 
October 2024 ending of protections that shielded borrowers from the harshest consequences when 
missing payments, among others. Altogether, these changes have resurfaced the need for policy action 
to address student loan debt and the impacts the debt can have on the teaching profession. The strains 
arising from student loans could pose additional challenges for teachers as well as for policymakers and 
school leaders who want to support a highly qualified, stable, and diverse teaching workforce. As such, it 
is important to understand the landscape and the implications of student loan debt among the teaching 
workforce and to outline recommendations for alleviating these debt burdens.

This brief describes the state of student loan borrowing and repayment among full-time public school 
teachers who have at least a bachelor’s degree, using data from the 2020–21 National Teacher and 
Principal Survey.4 Using analyses of this survey, the brief discusses how student loan burdens differ 
by teacher characteristics and the extent to which student loan borrowing and debt is associated with 
teachers’ employment decisions and well-being. The brief concludes with policy recommendations.

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA956-14.html
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/national-scan-of-pathways-to-becoming-a-first-time-teacher/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/national-scan-of-pathways-to-becoming-a-first-time-teacher/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d22/tables/dt22_209.22.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_330.10.asp


LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  BRIEF	 3

Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment 
Among Teachers 

About 60% of teachers borrowed for their education, representing about 2.1 million teachers. This 
included 55.5% of teachers with a bachelor’s degree and 63.2% of teachers with a master’s degree. 
Data from another national survey of recent graduates show that those who majored in education had 
borrowing rates at least 10 percentage points higher than graduates as a whole, at both the bachelor’s 
and master’s degree levels.5

About 37% of all teachers, or about 1.3 million teachers, are still repaying their student loans. Nearly 
one third of these teachers—totaling more than 400,000—still owe their full balance, as shown in Figure 1. 
On average, teachers repaying their student loans reported paying $342 a month, which exceeds the 
amount the typical borrower pays toward their student loans monthly ($200–$299).

Figure 1. Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment StatusTeachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment Status

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Numbers of teachers are rounded to the closest 10. 
Results are based on full-time, public school teachers who have at least a bachelor’s degree.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).
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About 60% of teachers borrowed for their education.

About 37% of all teachers owe some or 
all of their loan balances. 

Share of Teachers

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Numbers of teachers are rounded to the closest 10. Results 
are based on full-time, public school teachers who have at least a bachelor’s degree.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).

The portion of teachers who carry loan balances decreases as teachers have more years of teaching 
experience. This could be expected given the typical timing and structure of student loans and teachers’ 
ability to repay over time. Still, a sizeable portion of teachers carry loan debt well into their careers. For 
example, as illustrated in Figure 2, close to 3 of every 10 teachers with 16–20 years of experience are still 
repaying some or all of their loans. This is despite the fact that these teachers can typically benefit from 
the Teacher Loan Forgiveness program (up to $17,500 in forgiveness after 5 years of consecutive service) 
or the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program (full forgiveness after 10 years of service) with that level 
of experience. This could signal potential barriers in information about or access to these programs.

https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2022-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202305.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2022-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202305.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2022-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202305.pdf
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Figure 2. Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and 
Repayment Status by Years of Experience

Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and 
Repayment Status by Years of Experience

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Results are based on full-time, public school teachers who 
have at least a bachelor’s degree.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).
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Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Results are based on full-time, public school teachers who 
have at least a bachelor’s degree.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).

Student loan debt affects all groups of teachers, but beginning teachers, special education teachers, 
and Black teachers have taken out student loans and owe payments at higher rates. 

Student loan borrowing is especially acute for newer teachers: Around 65% of teachers in their first 
10 years of teaching have ever taken out loans, compared to about 41% of teachers with more than 
30 years of experience. The growing reliance on loans aligns with overall trends in student loan borrowing 
rates over time and may reflect the rising costs of preparation and credentialing.

Special education teachers, compared to teachers of other subject areas, are most likely to have ever 
taken out student loans (65.2%) and to owe their entire balance (15.4%).6 Generally, special education 
teachers obtain a master’s degree, advanced certificates, or additional training for specializations after 
they earn their bachelor’s degree and licensure. These may contribute to higher costs and greater loan 
debt to teach in an area that is facing one of the most intense shortages nationwide. 

Relative to other racial and ethnic groups studied, Black teachers borrow and owe on their student 
loans at the highest rates, with about 71% of Black teachers having ever taken out student loans and 
almost 60% of all Black teachers still in repayment. Moreover, 31.4% of all Black teachers still owe 
their entire balance—close to 3 times larger than the share of all teachers who owe their full balance 
(11.5%; see Figure 1). These disparities hold true for teachers with more years of experience, as shown in 
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Figure 3, as well as across levels of educational attainment. They also signal potential systemic barriers 
that make Black teachers more reliant on student loans and more likely to hold debt throughout their 
teaching careers.

Figure 3. Share of All Teachers and Black Teachers Reporting Owing 
Some or All of Their Student Loans by Years of Experience
Share of All Teachers and Black Teachers Reporting Owing 
Some or All of Their Student Loans by Years of Experience

Note: Black teachers only include non-Hispanic-identifying Black teachers. Racial and ethnic categories reflect 
those used in the original source. Results are based on full-time, public school teachers who have at least a 
bachelor’s degree.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).
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used in the original source. Results are based on full-time, public school teachers who have at least a bachelor’s degree.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).

Consequences on Teachers’ Employment 
and Well-Being

More than one third of teachers who borrowed for their education work multiple jobs because of their 
student loan debt. This represents about 22.1% of all teachers. The share of teachers working multiple 
jobs is larger among those who have larger repayment bills.

Most teachers with outstanding student loans—about 6 in 10—report high or very high levels of stress 
due to their student loan debt. This represents about 22.4% of all teachers. Student loan-related stress 
is correlated with overall job-related stress: Teachers with very high loan-related stress levels were nearly 
twice as likely to report feeling stressed and disappointed with their jobs compared to teachers with very 
low to moderate loan-related stress levels.
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Policy Recommendations
In order to build and maintain a well-prepared, stable, and diverse teacher workforce, it is important to 
reduce the barriers related to entering and staying in the profession. The consequences of student loan 
borrowing and repayment could contribute to already challenging working conditions in the profession, 
which in turn can influence attrition and teacher shortages. Reducing debt burdens could influence 
who enters and stays in the profession, their preparation experiences, and their stress levels and 
satisfaction while teaching. There are multiple policy approaches that could reduce student loan debt 
and the barriers it poses for prospective and current teachers. With over 90% of outstanding student 
loans being administered or held by the U.S. Department of Education, the federal government is in a 
particularly strong position to directly address teachers’ loan-induced financial strains. Accordingly, the 
recommendations primarily focus on federal levers, many of which can be supported with state and 
local action. Most of the strategies address the financial strains associated with student loans while also 
strengthening teacher recruitment and retention.

1. Expand service scholarship and loan forgiveness programs. Service scholarship and loan forgiveness 
programs provide financial support to teachers in return for a service commitment (e.g., working in a 
high-need school for a certain number of years). Service scholarships provide upfront aid that reduces or 
eliminates the need to borrow, while loan forgiveness programs cancel accrued loan debt. Both programs 
aid in teacher recruitment and retention when they meaningfully offset the cost of a teacher’s preparation, 
are well-designed, and are administered competently.7 These programs could be expanded and improved 
upon, including their administration, to alleviate the student loan burdens teacher candidates and 
teachers face.

•	 Increase service scholarships award amounts and improve the programs’ administration. Federally, 
the TEACH grant offers up to $4,000 per year in grant aid to postsecondary students who commit 
to teaching a high-need subject for 4 years in a school that serves students from low-income 
backgrounds. However, this grant amount has not increased since its initial authorization in 2007, 
despite the increasing costs of preparation and credentialing.8 The grant can also convert to a loan 
with backdated interest if teachers do not complete the 4-year service commitment. To align the 
TEACH grant program with the research on effective service scholarships and the current costs of 
higher education, Congress could increase the grant award, reform the loan conversion penalty, 
and allow early childhood educators (who are not currently completely covered) to be eligible 
for benefits.9

•	 Make federal student loan payments for teachers until they are eligible for forgiveness. Federal 
loan forgiveness programs for teachers, primarily the Teacher Loan Forgiveness (TLF) and Public 
Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) programs, relieve some or all of teachers’ outstanding student loan 
balances after the fulfillment of a service requirement. However, these programs require teachers 
to shoulder monthly payments for years with salaries that are lower than those of similarly educated 
professionals, especially in the first few years of teaching.10 The federal government could make 
the monthly student loan payments on behalf of public school teachers while they are teaching and 
ensure the debt is retired after 10 years of service—an incentive for both recruitment and retention. 
The federal government could provide even more support to teachers working in high-need schools 
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and in early childhood education (who are not always eligible), where salaries are generally lower, by 
not only covering their monthly federal student loan payments for as long as they are teaching but 
also speeding up the time it takes for their debt to be forgiven (for example, to 5 years of service).11

In addition to federal programs, multiple states offer educator loan repayment programs in which the 
state directly pays teachers’ student loan providers, as well as state-specific service scholarships to 
support teacher candidates.12 These types of state programs can complement federal loan forgiveness 
and service scholarship programs.

2. Expand the affordability and availability of high-retention preparation pathways. Some high-retention 
pathways into teaching, such as residency programs and some Grow Your Own programs, offer high-
quality preparation along with financial support. These types of programs often underwrite all or most 
of the cost of teacher preparation and provide stipends in exchange for a service commitment. Some 
residency programs also subsidize the costs of tuition, lowering the overall costs for candidates.13 These 
financial supports can reduce or eliminate the need to borrow. Such programs have been found to 
improve teacher retention, boost teacher effectiveness, address high-need subject area shortages, and 
help diversify the teacher pipeline.14

•	 Increase funding for programs that support high-retention pathways. At the federal level, programs 
that fund high-retention pathways into teaching, including the Teacher Quality Partnership, 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Part D Personnel Preparation, and Augustus F. 
Hawkins Center of Excellence programs, have been chronically underfunded. The federal government 
could provide robust and sustained funding to these programs and leverage such increases to 
support state capacity to grow high-retention pathways with federal seed or matching funds.

3. Increase teachers’ total compensation to bolster teachers’ capacity to repay their student loans. 
Outstanding student loan debt is relatively more burdensome for teachers than for other college graduates 
because teacher salaries are relatively lower. This debt can affect the recruitment of new teachers, where 
teachers decide to teach, and the likelihood that teachers remain in the classroom.15

•	 Raise teachers’ salaries. Raising teachers’ total compensation would reduce the financial strains 
teachers experience, not only from student loan repayment obligations but also from other expenses 
such as housing and child care costs. State and local education agency actions to raise and equalize 
salaries can help increase teachers’ ability to contribute toward their student loan repayments, 
savings, or other expenses. For example, some states—including Maryland, New Mexico, and 
Tennessee—have enacted salary equalizations and raises through legislation. Various governors 
have also recently committed to raising teacher pay.

•	 Bolster teachers’ net compensation through tax credits and housing subsidies. These non-salary 
supports can also increase teachers’ total compensation. A federal and/or state refundable tax 
credit for educators could be designed to incentivize service in high-need areas, where there are 
fewer state and local resources than in wealthier areas and salaries are lower.16 For example, such a 
program could provide tax credits on a sliding scale to give the largest credit to teachers working in 
schools classified as having the highest need. 

https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/hb0448?ys=2023rs
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Legislation/Legislation?Chamber=S&LegType=B&LegNo=1&year=22
https://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/BillInfo/Default.aspx?BillNumber=SB0281&ga=113
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/2023-05/Raising_the_Bar_on_Teacher_Pay.pdf
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In addition, policymakers in federal, state, and local governments could provide housing support and 
other subsidies to educators, especially in areas where housing options are limited or expensive, 
further straining teachers’ lower salaries. The federal government could make existing housing 
subsidies more readily available and offer additional housing supports through down payment 
assistance, low- or no-interest home loans, or support for governmental entities to build or purchase 
affordable housing for teachers. Some states and districts have taken steps to lower housing costs 
and expand these incentives.

4. Incentivize and underwrite the costs of earning high-need, advanced credentials, which may help 
avoid additional debt, improve compensation, and enhance teacher satisfaction and retention. Ensuring 
that teachers can access high-need, advanced credentials—such as obtaining additional certification in 
special education or bilingual education or pursuing National Board Certification—often offers them an 
opportunity to increase their income by moving to a higher pay scale without having to go further into debt.

•	 Underwrite coursework and certification costs to help teachers earn high-need credentials. These 
investments, which can be made by federal, state, or local governments, not only lift the burden of 
additional financial strain from individual teachers but also allow schools to build on the expertise 
of current teachers, both of which serve as effective retention strategies. These investments could 
encourage teachers to earn subject matter credentials that are in high demand, such as those for 
special education, bilingual education, math, and science, adding value to schools’ abilities to meet 
student needs while increasing compensation on most salary schedules at the same time.

•	 Provide support for advanced credentials, such as National Board Certification. States and districts 
can provide financial incentives to train and support teachers to become National Board certified 
by underwriting certification costs. Teachers who are National Board certified have been found 
to be highly effective as teachers, mentors, and colleagues, raising both the level of practice and 
student outcomes. Many states offer support to pay for, award annual stipends for, or raise salaries 
for National Board Certification, with greater incentives for those who work in high-need schools—
providing stability and mentoring for new teachers in those schools while retaining accomplished 
teachers as well.

https://www.teachingplaybook.org/digital/chapter-5-compensation
https://www.nbpts.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/State-Incentives-Chart.pdf
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