
M
A

Y
 19

, 2
0

2
2

Louise Seamster, University of Iowa

Wealth Inequality and
Student Debt



EDUCATION=GREAT EQUALIZER?

Higher education as a 
primary policy mechanism 

for individual mobility



Education unaffordability 
changes the terms and benefits of access



“Affordability” framework
vs.

Shifts in distribution of resources 
and risks



A debt trap



student debt shapes lives

•

•

•



Example: homeownership

•

•



debt sentences



Growing wealth inequality



wealth gap as thermometer of racial 
inequality



WEALTH BY EDUCATION AND RACE  

Source: "Umbrellas Don't Make it Rain," Hamilton et al



Racial disparities in 
median student debt

BLACK, LATINX AND WHITE 
HOUSEHOLDS ,  2001-2019  SCF



The median racial 
wealth gap is greater 
for borrower 
households white borrowers 

5 cents



EducationWealth?

Wealth Education?

or



outcomes after twenty years

“Stalling Dreams: How Student Debt is Disrupting Life Chances 

and Widening the Racial Wealth Gap,” Sullivan et al, 2019



Women hold almost 2/3 of all 
federal student debt

Credit: Charles Dharapak | Credit: AP



The majority of 
student loans have 
growing balances

DEBT TRAP



STUDENT 
DEBT IS 
REGRESSIVE

•

•

•

•



PREDATORY 
INCLUSION“the process by which previously 

excluded groups gain inclusion to 

an institution,

market, or benefit, but under 

exploitative terms” (2017)

SEAMSTER AND CHARRON-CHÉNIER, 2017



% change in average tuition
public 4-yr colleges

% change in state spending per student

Shift in financing burden, 2008-2018



ENROLLMENT

rising numbers of 
women and students 
of color attending 
college

shifts in higher education

FUNDING 
STRUCTURE

public institutions 
increasingly rely on 
tuition

"PUBLIC 
GOOD"

timing of tax revolts, 
welfare rhetoric 
alongside CRM

LABOR 
MARKET
push to 
credentialization as 
individual solution to 
structural problems



Debt financing and universities

•

•

•

•



Universities’ institutional debt



debt locks in a future path 



PUBLIC EDUCATION AS A 
PUBLIC GOOD



•

•

•

summary



The Student Debt Crisis is a Crisis of Non-Repayment,” Nov 20, 2020, Jain Family institute. 

sources


