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Executive Summary
Recruiting and retaining a well-prepared, stable, and diverse teacher workforce is a critical endeavor 
to advance student learning and development. However, the persistent teacher shortages across the 
nation’s schools challenge this mission. The teaching profession has been characterized by relatively 
lower levels of compensation compared to other professions that require equivalent levels of educational 
attainment, and salaries are often cited both as a reason why college students do not pursue teaching 
and as a driver of attrition among current teachers.

Another barrier to entering and staying in the teaching profession is the cost of investments to become 
a teacher, along with the cost of attaining a higher degree or additional credential—requirements that 
have become not only more common for career advancement but also more expensive over time. Costs 
can also impact the quality of preparation that teachers receive, which may shape turnover decisions. 
Challenging teaching conditions and job-related stressors—including unsafe environments for teaching 
and learning, test-related accountability, and limited classroom autonomy—can further contribute to 
teacher attrition.

This report analyzes one condition that is intertwined with teacher compensation, preparation and 
credentialing, and job-related stress: student loan debt. Student loan repayments reduce the income that 
teachers have for living costs, family expenses, or saving; the prospect of accumulating student loans 
could deter teacher candidates from pursuing comprehensive preservice preparation with extended, well-
supervised student teaching, which is higher in quality but may take longer to complete and thus incur 
greater costs. In some cases, costs dissuade potential candidates from pursuing teaching as a career; 
overall, student loans and debt repayment have the potential to exacerbate the level of job-related stress 
currently reported.

For many teachers over the past 3 years, monthly payments on federal student loans—which account for 
over 90% of total student loans—have not been an immediate concern due to a student loan moratorium 
first put in place in March 2020 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This moratorium, also referred 
to as the freeze, or pause, set interest rates on student loans at 0% and suspended payments for federal 
student loan borrowers. This moratorium meant that college graduates, including many new teachers, who 
completed their degrees during the freeze were not required to begin repayment on their federal student 
loans until the freeze ended in August 2023 and payments became due again in October 2023.

Against the backdrop of the current state of teaching, the strains arising from student loans and the 
return to repayment could pose additional challenges not only for teachers but also for policymakers and 
school leaders who want to support a highly qualified, stable, and diverse teaching workforce. Using data 
from the National Teacher and Principal Survey from 2020–21, this report describes the state of student 
loan borrowing and repayment among full-time, public school teachers and explores whether student 
loan burdens differ by teacher characteristics. The analyses also examine the extent to which student 
loan debt is associated with teachers’ well-being and employment decisions. The report concludes 
with recommendations that support the expansion of programs that alleviate or minimize the costs of 
comprehensive teacher preparation and credentialing; improve teaching conditions; and promote high-
quality preparation, career advancement, and retention.
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Findings
Most teachers have taken out student loans to support their education. Just over 60% of all full-time, 
public school teachers—about 2.1 million—have taken out student loans to pay for their education. Rates 
of borrowing among teachers are similar to the borrowing rates of all individuals who have recently 
completed a bachelor’s or a master’s degree. Among all teachers, 55.5% of teachers with a bachelor’s 
degree and 63.2% of teachers with a master’s degree have ever borrowed for their education, whereas 
60.8% of all individuals who completed a bachelor’s degree and 66.2% of those who completed a 
master’s degree in any major in 2020 had taken out student loans. In addition, the borrowing rates among 
program completers who majored in education are higher than the average program completer in any 
major at both the bachelor’s (75.9%) and master’s (76.4%) degree levels of educational attainment.

Many teachers are still repaying their student loans. Roughly 1.3 million teachers are repaying their 
student loans, suggesting that the resumption of student loan repayments affects close to 4 of every 
10 teachers (37.2%), nearly one third of whom (11.5% of all teachers) still owe their entire balance. As 
expected by the typical timing and structure of student loans and teachers’ ability to repay over time, the 
portion of teachers who carry loan balances decreases as teachers age and gain teaching experience. 
Still, a sizeable portion of teachers carry loan debt well into their careers: For example, almost 2 of every 
10 teachers over 61 years old are still repaying loans. On average, teachers who were repaying their 
student loans report paying $342 a month, which exceeds the amount the typical borrower pays toward 
their student loans monthly ($200–$299).

Student loan debt is widespread, affecting all groups of teachers, but beginning teachers, special 
education teachers, and Black teachers are more likely to have taken out loans and to still owe 
payments. The need for borrowing appears 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 higher reliance on loans over time may reflect the rising costs of 
preparation and credentialing, and it comports with overall trends on student loan borrowing rates over 
time. It may also be that teachers who took out student loans are more likely than their peers who did not 
take out a student loan to leave the profession before they become highly experienced.

Compared to teachers in other subject areas, special education teachers are the most likely to 
have ever taken out student loans (65.2%) and the most likely to owe their entire balance (15.4%). 
Many special education teachers obtain a master’s degree or other advanced degrees after they 
have earned a bachelor’s degree and licensure, resulting in more costs and, potentially, increased 
borrowing and repayment amounts to teach in a subject area that is facing one of the most intense 
shortages nationwide.

Relative to other racial and ethnic groups studied, the rates of student loan borrowing and repayment 
are the highest among Black teachers, with about 71% of Black teachers having ever taken out student 
loans, and almost 60% 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 the full amount. These disparities 
of loan debt hold true across levels of educational attainment and continue as teachers gain experience, 
signaling potential systemic barriers that make Black teachers more reliant on student loans and more 
likely to hold debt, and potentially posing a barrier for districts that are seeking to diversify their workforce.
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Many teachers have worked multiple jobs because of their student loan debt. Over a third of borrowing 
teachers (36.7%) reported having worked multiple jobs at the same time because of their student 
loans. The proportion of teachers having worked multiple jobs is larger for those with larger monthly 
repayment bills.

Most teachers who are repaying their student loans report high levels of loan-related stress. About 60% 
of teachers who have outstanding loans reported high or very high levels of stress due to their student 
loan debt. Only about 14% of teachers who are repaying their loans reported that their loan-related stress 
levels were low or very low.

Student loans for teachers in repayment are correlated with their overall job-related stress. Larger shares 
of teachers who indicated high or very high levels of loan-related stress reported feeling stressed and 
disappointed with their jobs, compared to teachers who felt less stressed by loans.

Policy Recommendations
There are multiple policy approaches at the federal, state, and local levels that could reduce student loan 
debt burdens for prospective and current teachers and help support the recruitment and retention of a 
diverse teaching workforce. 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.

1. Expand loan forgiveness and service scholarship programs to reduce student loan–related financial 
strains and to strengthen recruitment and retention. Loan forgiveness programs cancel accrued 
loan debt, while service scholarships provide upfront aid that reduces or eliminates an individual’s 
need to borrow. Federal programs, including the Teacher Loan Forgiveness, Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness, and TEACH grant service scholarship programs, as well as various state-level programs, 
could be expanded, improved upon, and better administered to alleviate the student loan burdens 
teacher candidates and teachers face. The federal government could also 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.

2. Expand the affordability and availability of high-retention preparation pathways. Some high-
retention pathways into teaching, such as residency programs, offer high-quality preparation along 
with financial support that underwrites all or most of the cost of tuition and living expenses in 
exchange for a service commitment. The federal government could provide robust and sustained 
funding to programs that fund high-retention pathways into teaching, including through the Teacher 
Quality Partnership, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Part D Personnel Preparation, and 
the Augustus F. Hawkins Centers of Excellence programs. Further, the federal government can also 
leverage increased funding to support state capacity to grow high-retention pathways.

3. Increase teachers’ salaries to bolster their capacity to repay their student loans. Raising teachers’ 
total compensation reduces the financial strains teachers experience, not just from student loan 
repayment obligations, but also from other expenses, including housing and child care costs. 
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Federal incentives and 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.

4. Bolster teachers’ net compensation through tax credits and housing subsidies. Non-salary supports 
such as tax credits and housing subsidies can effectively increase teachers’ net 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 often lower. Policymakers could also provide housing support and other subsidies to 
educators by offering down payment assistance or low- or no-interest home loans, especially in areas 
where housing options are limited or expensive, adding strains on top of teachers’ lower salaries.

5. Incentivize and underwrite the costs of earning high-need, advanced credentials. Federal, state, and 
local governments and education agencies can help teachers access and earn high-need, advanced 
credentials by underwriting coursework and certification costs. These investments could be targeted 
to encourage teachers to earn credentials that are in high demand, such as those for special 
education, bilingual, math, and science.	
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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, the persistent teacher shortages across the 
nation’s schools challenge this mission. The teaching profession has been characterized by relatively 
lower levels of compensation compared to other professions that require equivalent levels of educational 
attainment, and salaries are often cited both as a reason why college students do not pursue teaching 
and as a driver of attrition among current teachers.1

Another barrier to entering and staying in the teaching profession is the cost of investments to become a 
teacher, along with the cost of attaining a higher degree or additional credential—requirements that have 
become not only more common for career advancement but also more expensive over time. Costs can also 
impact the quality of preparation that teachers receive, which may shape turnover decisions.2 Challenging 
teaching conditions and job-related stressors—including unsafe environments for teaching and learning, 
test-related accountability, and limited classroom autonomy—can further contribute to teaching attrition.3

This report analyzes one condition that is intertwined with teacher compensation, preparation and 
credentialing, and job-related stress: student loan debt. Student loan repayments reduce the income that 
teachers have for living costs, family expenses, or saving; the prospect of accumulating student loans 
could deter teacher candidates from pursuing comprehensive preservice preparation with extended, well-
supervised student teaching, which is higher in quality but may take longer to complete and thus incur 
greater costs. In some cases, costs dissuade potential candidates from pursuing teaching as a career; 
and overall, student loans and debt repayment have the potential to exacerbate the level of job-related 
stress currently reported.4

For many teachers over the past 3 years, monthly payments on federal student loans—which account for 
over 90% of total student loans—have not been an immediate concern due to a student loan moratorium 
first put in place in March 2020 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This moratorium, also referred 
to as the freeze, or pause, set interest rates on student loans at 0% and suspended payments for federal 
student loan borrowers.5 This moratorium meant that college graduates, including many new teachers, 
who completed their degrees during the freeze were not required to begin repayment on their federal 
student loans until the freeze ended in August 2023 and payments became due again in October 2023.6

While student loans affect individuals in all 
professions, a large number of teachers rely on 
loans to finance their education.7 Complementary 
evidence suggests that teachers may be more likely 
to borrow than other college graduates and that 
teachers’ monthly payments toward their student 
loan balances typically exceed those of the average 
borrower.8 Against the backdrop of the current state 
of teaching, the financial strains arising from student 
loans and the return to repayment could pose 
additional challenges not only for teachers but also 
for policymakers and school leaders who want to 

The financial strains arising from 
student loans and the return to 
repayment could pose additional 
challenges not only for teachers but 
also for policymakers and school 
leaders who want to support a 
highly qualified, stable, and diverse 
teaching workforce.
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support a highly qualified, stable, and diverse teaching workforce. Therefore, it is important to understand 
the landscape of student loan borrowing and repayment among the teaching workforce, as well as the 
implications of student loan debt for teachers.

Using nationally representative data from the 2020–21 National Teacher and Principal Survey (NTPS), 
this report offers evidence on the status of loan repayment burdens for full-time, public school teachers. 
Administered by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the NTPS, alongside its previous 
version, the Schools and Staffing Survey, has served as the main source for analyses of teachers and 
teacher labor markets since the 1987–88 school year. The 2020–21 iteration of the NTPS was the first 
to include a series of questions on student loans, which helped to gather data on the number of teachers 
who had taken out loans, the status of their repayment, and the stress levels and career choices they 
faced as a result of carrying student loan debt. Prior to the addition of this set of questions to the NTPS, a 
limited number of studies and nationally representative data sources offered breakdowns of student loan 
debt figures for and within the teaching profession.9

This report first examines the cost of teacher preparation and credentialing and the financial supports 
available to teachers. It then discusses the status of teacher student loan borrowing and repayment 
and explores whether student loan burdens differ by teacher characteristics. It also examines how 
student loan debt affects teachers’ well-being and employment decisions. The report concludes with 
recommendations that support the expansion of programs that alleviate or minimize the costs of teacher 
preparation and credentialing; improve teaching conditions; and promote high-quality preparation, career 
advancement, and retention. Details on the data and the analytical approach are provided in Appendix B: 
Technical Appendix.
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Costs of Becoming and Staying a Teacher
Becoming and staying a teacher requires significant investment. Teachers face costs at multiple stages 
during their education, preparation, and careers. These include the costs of obtaining the educational 
degrees; paying for licensure, including multiple tests required to enter the profession; and earning 
advanced degrees or credentials, as well as professional development units required to renew their 
license and progress in their careers. This section discusses the costs of preparation and credentialing, as 
well as some of the sources of financial support available to teachers.

The Costs for Teachers and Teacher Candidates
The costs of teacher preparation and credentialing vary depending on the duration, structure, and state 
requirements. At a minimum, 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.10 About 55% of teachers report entering the teaching profession through an 
undergraduate teacher preparation program.11 The average net price (i.e., what students or families pay 
after grant aid) for undergraduate education has increased by close to 50% over the past 2 decades, and 
in 2022–23, the average net price was $19,250 per year for public, 4-year institutions and $32,800 per 
year for private, 4-year institutions.12 The average amount owed among those who completed a bachelor’s 
degree in 2020 with an education major and took out loans to pay for their education was $29,250.13

A large and rising percentage of teacher candidates and public school teachers are pursuing master’s 
or other advanced degrees, increasing from 47% in 1999–2000 to 61% in 2020–21.14 Some states 
require a postbaccalaureate or master’s degree in order to obtain a full teaching license. For example, 
Connecticut and New York are two states that require teachers to obtain a master’s degree as a basic 
prerequisite to advance their initial, provisional licenses to a permanent, professional license; many 
teachers enter the profession with a master’s degree for this reason.15 Teachers may also pursue a first 
or additional master’s degree later in their career to obtain specialized and advanced skills or obtain 
specialized certifications for certain subjects, such as special education. Many states and districts, 
seeking these advanced skills, incentivize advanced degrees and credentials through higher pay.16 The 
tuition costs and median amount of debt taken out for graduate degrees have risen even faster than 
for bachelor’s degrees.17 For graduate degree completers in 2020 who took out student loans to pay 
for their education, the average amount owed for those who completed master’s degrees in education 
was $38,230; the average amount owed for those who completed any advanced degree in education 
(including a master’s degree) was $42,480.18

The Financial Supports Available to Teachers and 
Teacher Candidates
Similar to how typical borrowers can finance their education, teacher candidates and teachers pay for 
the costs of teacher preparation and credentialing through a combination of personal sources such as 
savings and family contributions. They can also seek out external sources of aid in the form of need- or 
merit-based scholarships or grants, work-study opportunities, federal subsidized and unsubsidized loans, 
and private loans, among other sources.
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Teacher candidates and teachers have access to a few financial supports through the federal government 
to offset these costs.19 These supports include grant aids, such as the Pell Grant, awarded primarily 
to students obtaining their first degree who display exceptional financial need, as well as the TEACH 
grant, the federal government’s teacher service scholarship. The TEACH grant offers $4,000 per year 
to undergraduate and graduate students who are preparing for a career in teaching and who commit to 
teaching a high-need subject for 4 years in a school that serves students from low-income backgrounds.

The federal government also offers support for teachers who graduate with education debt. The 
Teacher Loan Forgiveness (TLF) program provides $5,000 worth of loan cancellation for teaching in 
a school labeled as “high-need” and $17,500 if this teaching is done in select high-need subjects.20 
The Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program cancels the remainder of federal student loans 
after 120 monthly repayments toward these loans while working in a public service profession such as 
teaching. Beyond federal supports, many states also offer service scholarships for teachers or state-run 
loan forgiveness programs.21

However, government investments to defray the 
costs of entering or remaining in the teaching 
profession are not enough to offset the rising 
costs of education, with tuition, fees, and living 
expenses nearly doubling at public 4-year 
institutions over the past 20 years, after adjusting 
for inflation.22 Nearly 50 years ago, the Pell Grant 
covered more than three quarters of the cost 
of attending a 4-year public college. Today, that coverage has declined to approximately one quarter of 
the cost of attendance, the lowest share in the program’s history.23 Meanwhile, the TEACH grant’s aid 
amount has not increased while higher education costs have been increasing, and today it covers only 
a small percentage of typical annual costs of preparation. Moreover, even fewer financial supports exist 
for graduate students, who generally do not have access to the federal Pell Grant or subsidized loans.24 
In addition, programs such as PSLF offer no support for teachers in their first 10 years on the job since 
teachers must still repay their loans until they become eligible for loan forgiveness through this program, 
which is also when teachers’ salaries are lowest and they are most likely to leave the profession.25

Depending on personal finances and access to other financial supports, teachers and teacher candidates 
pursuing career advancement may have to allocate significant resources to their preparation and 
credentials. Their ability to afford the different options could influence the pathways they pursue, 
especially when compared against anticipated or actual salaries. Anticipated repayment burdens can be 
harsh for careers with lower starting salaries, and individuals may opt to pursue a different major or to 
pursue other, higher-paying careers that require the same level of education.26 For teachers, these costs 
could influence when and how they pursue career advancement opportunities. For teacher candidates, 
the costs could lead them to choose shorter programs or less comprehensive preparation in exchange 
for lower costs—but potentially at the expense of preparation quality and the likelihood of remaining in 
the profession.27

Government investments to defray the 
costs of entering or remaining in the 
teaching profession are not enough to 
offset the rising costs of education.
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The State of Student Loan Borrowing 
and Repayment Among Teachers

In this section of the report, the analyses use data from the 2020–21 National Teacher and Principal 
Survey (NTPS) to describe the status of student loan borrowing and repayment among full-time, public 
school teachers (also referred to as “all teachers” hereafter) and explore disparities among teacher 
characteristics—including by age, years of experience, field of main teaching assignment, and race and 
ethnicity. These analyses are based on the answers to three questions from the NTPS: (1) whether the 
respondent had taken out student loans to help pay for their education; (2) whether they owed none, 
some, or all of the amount borrowed; and (3) the amount they pay each month on their student loans.

Widespread Prevalence of Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment
Just over 60% of all full-time, public school teachers have ever taken out student loans to pay for 
their education.28 As depicted in Figure 1, this accounts for about 2.1 million out of the approximately 
3.5 million teachers in the United States. For reference, the following statistics offer some context about 
borrowing rates (i.e., share of teachers who have ever borrowed) among different groups of individuals, 
including recent program completers in general and among those majoring in education. First, borrowing 
rates among all teachers (without yet accounting for variation over time) and among recent program 
completers appear to be similar: Around 60.8% of individuals who completed a bachelor’s degree and 
66.2% of those who completed a master’s degree in 2020 in any major had ever taken out student 
loans. In comparison, 55.5% of all teachers who obtained a bachelor’s degree and 63.2% of those with 
a master’s degree reported having ever borrowed for their education (see Table A1 in Appendix A).29 
Second, the borrowing rates among program completers who majored in education are higher than the 
average program completer in any major at both the bachelor’s (75.9%) and master’s (76.4%) degree 
levels of educational attainment. This evidence signals that students pursuing teaching may rely on loans 
more than students in other fields.30
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Figure 1: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment StatusFigure 1: Teachers’ 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).

Never borrowed Borrowed, repaid all Borrowed, owe some Borrowed, owe all

1,394,720
39.7%

810,670
23.1%

 901,610
25.7%

403,940
11.5%

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).

Among teachers who took out loans for educational purposes, loan repayment status varies. Just under 
one quarter of all teachers (23.1%, about 810,000 teachers) have taken out student loans and have 
repaid them in full. Roughly 1.3 million teachers (37.2% of all teachers) are in debt from student loans, 
suggesting the resumption of student loan repayments affects close to 4 of every 10 teachers.31 While 
many teachers have progressed in loan repayment (25.7% of all teachers), a smaller but notable portion 
of teachers still owe their entire balance (11.5% of all teachers). Of note, teachers who report owing some 
or all of their balance are not concentrated only among younger or novice teachers but also among older 
teachers or teachers who are well into their careers.

Although the NTPS did not ask teachers to report their total outstanding student loan balances, teachers 
in repayment were asked to report their monthly student loan repayment amounts. On average, these 
teachers report paying $342 a month, which exceeds the amount the typical borrower pays toward their 
student loans monthly ($200–$299).32 On average, teachers’ monthly payments represent 7.6% of their 
reported base salary.33 In comparison, teachers’ average monthly repayment amount would represent 
less than 6% of their monthly salary if they earned salaries closer to the average salaries of other 
college graduates.34

Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment Across Groups 
of Teachers
Student loan debt is widespread, affecting teachers across all subgroups, including gender, race and 
ethnicity, age, experience, educational attainment, and field of main teaching assignment. Additionally, 
the characteristics of the school in which a teacher works are not significantly related to rates of student 
loan borrowing or repayment (see Appendix B: Technical Appendix for details on variables and terminology 
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used).35 Despite the trend across all teachers, some groups of teachers are more adversely affected 
by student loans than others. These groups include teachers at the beginning of their careers; special 
education teachers, a teaching area with the most intense shortages nationwide; and Black teachers, 
which can potentially pose a barrier for districts that are seeking to diversify their workforce.

Trends by age and experience
Although no subgroup of teachers is immune to borrowing and repaying student loans, significant 
differences exist between teachers based on age and years of experience.36 As shown in Figure 2, a 
larger share of younger teachers report having borrowed in order to pay for their education, compared to 
older teachers. For example, around 65% of teachers between 18 and 35 years old have ever taken out 
loans, compared to about 46–55% of teachers over 46 years old. This difference may be due to a general 
increase in the cost of higher education, and it mirrors overall trends that show an increase in student 
loan borrowing rates over time. Not surprisingly, younger teachers are also more likely than their older 
peers to be repaying their loans. It may also be that teachers who took out student loans are more likely 
than their peers who did not take out a student loan to leave the profession before they become highly 
experienced, though the survey design limits an analysis of this possibility.

Figure 2: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment Status by AgeFigure 2: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment Status by Age

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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These patterns of student loan borrowing and debt by age are similar to patterns along the experience 
continuum (see Figure A1 in Appendix A). For example, around 65% of teachers in their first 10 years 
of teaching have ever borrowed for their education. In comparison, groups of teachers with more 
years of experience, who likely completed their teacher preparation earlier in time, borrowed at much 
lower rates (41.4% of teachers with more than 30 years of experience and 46.4% of teachers with 
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26–30 years of experience). More than half of the teachers with up to 10 years of experience are 
repaying their student loans—and their monthly repayments represent a larger share of their base 
salaries compared to the average share among all teachers (9.3% compared to 7.6%). Since novice 
teachers begin their careers at the bottom of district pay scales, student loan debt constitutes a 
larger percentage of base salaries for teachers at the beginning of their careers than for all teachers 
on average.37

These patterns of higher rates of student loan borrowing and repayment for teachers with less experience 
than those further along in their careers hold regardless of their degree attainment.38 As evidenced in 
Figure 3, almost two thirds of teachers with only a bachelor’s degree and less than 6 years of experience 
took out student loans, compared to about one third of those with more than 25 years of experience. 
Similar trends exist among teachers with a master’s degree, which may be obtained before or after 
entering teaching. Across all years of experience categories, the share of teachers who have ever 
taken out student loans is higher among teachers with a master’s degree than among teachers with a 
bachelor’s degree. For example, among teachers with 11–20 years of experience, about 63%–68% of 
teachers with a master’s degree reported borrowing, compared to about 49%–55% of those with only a 
bachelor’s degree.

Figure 3: Share of Teachers Reporting Borrowing by 
Educational Attainment and Years of Experience

Figure 3: Share of Teachers Reporting Borrowing by 
Educational Attainment and Years of Experience

Note: 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).

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

1–3 4–5 6–10 11–15 16–20 21–25 26–30 31+

Years of Experience

63.5%63.5%
67.8%67.8% 65.3%65.3%

68.7%68.7%

60.6%60.6%

70.9%70.9%

54.6%54.6%

67.6%67.6%

48.8%48.8%

62.5%62.5%

46.3%46.3%

58.7%58.7%

36.8%36.8%

48.9%48.9%

32.7%32.7%

46.4%46.4%

SH
AR

E 
O

F 
TE

AC
H

ER
S

Bachelor’s degree Master’s degree

Note: 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).



LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  IN DEBT: STUDENT LOAN BURDENS AMONG TEACHERS	 9

Both the age profile and the breakdown by years of experience demonstrate that teachers at the beginning 
of their careers increasingly rely on student loans to finance their education, and the rising costs of 
education may partially explain these gradients. As expected by the typical timing and structure of student 
loans and teachers’ ability to repay over time, the portion of teachers who carry loan balances decreases 
as teachers age and gain teaching experience.39 Still, a sizeable portion of teachers carry loan debt well 
into their careers: For example, almost 2 of every 10 teachers over 61 years old are still repaying loans.

Public school teachers are generally eligible to receive some form of loan forgiveness through 
the Teacher Loan Forgiveness (TLF) and Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) programs after 
5–10 years of teaching, as described earlier. However, they must make loan payments for all of those 
initial years until they reach forgiveness, despite their lower incomes. In addition, close to 30% of all 
teachers with 16–20 years of experience report still holding outstanding debt balances despite these 
programs’ existence for over a decade and a half.40 While loan forgiveness programs can provide 
debt relief to teachers, the design and administration of these programs can present hurdles that 
prevent eligible teachers from receiving loan forgiveness. For example, under PSLF, the 120 payments 
required to achieve loan forgiveness are counted separately for loans used toward different degrees; 
if separate student loans are consolidated thereafter, the payment counter toward PSLF eligibility 
resets in many cases.41 Further, legacy loans from federal programs that have been discontinued are 
not eligible unless converted to the Federal Direct Loan program. Moreover, teachers are prohibited 
from concurrently earning credit for eligible service under both the TLF and PSLF programs. Lack 
of streamlined communication sometimes hinders awareness and uptake of these programs. 
Congress and the Department of Education have worked to address issues when administering 
TLF and PSLF, including in the conversion of grants to loans or the denial of loan forgiveness for 
teachers who were in the process of fulfilling or had fulfilled their service commitment; however, 
the work to ensure proper programmatic administration continues. Further, there can be a range of 
personal and financial reasons for why teachers may still hold debt balances despite access to loan 
forgiveness programs.42

Trends by field of main teaching assignment
Certification and credentialing requirements can vary by subject area. For example, though the 
requirements to become a teacher in a special education classroom vary across states, the pathway 
typically requires different methods of preparation, including a specialist degree or a specific form of 
certification. Many special education teachers obtain a master’s degree or other advanced degrees after 
they have earned a bachelor’s degree and licensure, resulting in more costs and, potentially, increased 
borrowing and repayment amounts.43

For these reasons, it is not as surprising that special 
education teachers have higher student loan borrowing 
rates and are more likely to still owe their full balance, 
as compared to teachers working in other subject 
areas (as shown in Table A2 in Appendix A). Compared 
to teachers in other subject areas, teachers working 
on behalf of students with disabilities are the most 
likely to have ever taken out student loans (65.2%).44 

Compared to teachers in other 
subject areas, teachers working 
on behalf of students with 
disabilities are the most likely to 
have ever taken out student loans. 
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Furthermore, 44.4% of all special education teachers report owing some or all of their student loans. 
Special education teachers are also the most likely to owe their entire balance (15.4%). These loan 
borrowing and repayment statistics are consistently higher for special education teachers than for 
teachers overall for both bachelor’s and master’s degree holders, as demonstrated in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Share of All Teachers’ and Special Education Teachers’ Student 
Loan Borrowing and Repayment Status by Educational Attainment
Figure 4: Share of All Teachers’ and Special Education Teachers’ 

Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment Status by Educational Attainment

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

Trends by race and ethnicity
The most noticeable trends in student loan borrowing and repayment are those among Black teachers. 
The rates of student loan borrowing and repayment are the highest among Black teachers relative to 
teachers in other racial and ethnic groups and the highest among all subgroups studied.

As shown in Figure 5, about 71% of Black teachers have ever taken out student loans, regardless 
of repayment status. Teachers who identify as two or more races also have relatively high rates of 
student loan borrowing (66.1%). Asian teachers are the least likely racial and ethnic group of teachers 
to borrow, with only about 38% of Asian teachers reporting that they have taken out a loan to finance 
their education.
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Figure 5: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and 
Repayment Status by Race and Ethnicity

Figure 5: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and 
Repayment Status by Race and Ethnicity

Note: All races and ethnicities outside the category “Hispanic, regardless of race” only include non-Hispanic-identifying 
individuals of that race and ethnicity. Racial and ethnic categories reflect those used in the original source. 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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Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).

Black teachers are also more likely than teachers from other racial and ethnic groups to still be in some 
form of loan repayment, with almost 60% of all Black teachers reporting that they owe some or all of their 
entire balance. Additionally, the share of Black teachers who owe all of the amount they borrowed is the 
largest among all groups (31.4%), close to 3 times larger than the share of all teachers who owe the full 
amount (11.5%, see Figure 1). With the exception of Asian teachers, most other teachers of color in the 
survey (e.g., teachers who are American Indian or Alaska Native, Black, Hispanic, Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander, or two or more races) report owing some or all of their balance at higher rates compared 
to White teachers.

These disparities between Black teachers and teachers from other racial and ethnic groups hold true 
across levels of educational attainment (Figure A2 in Appendix A) and years of experience (Figure 6). The 
share of Black teachers who owe some or all of their student loans is approximately 12 percentage points 
larger than the share among all teachers at the beginning of their careers. This disparity continues as 
teachers gain experience, and at 26–30 years of experience, Black teachers are nearly 4 times as likely 
as the average teacher to still owe some or all of their student loans.45
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Figure 6: Share of All Teachers and Black Teachers Reporting Owing 
Some or All of Their Student Loans by Years of Experience

Figure 6: 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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Given the persistent racial wealth gap caused by systemic racism, against Black people in particular, 
it is not as surprising that Black teachers are more reliant on student loans and are more likely to hold 
debt compared to teachers from other racial and ethnic groups. Based on these existing disparities, it is 
likely that the end of the repayment pause induced disproportionate financial strain on Black teachers 
due to higher rates of both borrowing and owing their entire balance.46 These patterns among teachers 
reflect overall racial inequities in loan borrowing and debt. One recent analysis found that 86% of Black 
bachelor’s degree holders nationally had borrowed for their education and that the average amount 
borrowed by Black graduates outpaced that of White graduates.47 Many structural factors contribute to 
this inequity, including a long history of exclusionary policies that made it difficult for Black families to 
build wealth, racial discrimination in the labor market, and persistent underfunding of historically Black 
colleges and universities.48
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Consequences on Teachers’ 
Employment and Well-Being

The findings on the prevalence and distribution of student loan borrowing and repayment patterns 
offer evidence about teachers’ financial responsibilities as a result of student loans. Additionally, the 
information in the National Teacher and Principal Survey (NTPS) can be used to examine the links 
between student loan borrowing and working multiple jobs, as well as between student loan repayment 
and loan-related stress and overall job-related stress.49

Working Multiple Jobs Due to Student Loan Borrowing
All teachers who borrowed were asked whether loans had influenced their employment decisions, such 
as having to work more than one job because of their student loan debt. Although teachers’ responses do 
not indicate the recency, timing, duration, or type of second job, the evidence derived from this question 
illustrates some of the consequences that student loans may have for teachers.50 As depicted in Figure 7, 
more than one third of borrowing teachers (36.7%) reported having ever worked multiple jobs at the same 
time because of student loans.

Figure 7: Share of Teachers Having Ever Worked Multiple 
Jobs Because of Student Loan Borrowing

Figure 7: Share of Teachers Having Ever Worked 
Multiple Jobs Because of Student Loan Borrowing

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Number of teachers 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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Note: The question about working multiple jobs was answered by teachers reporting borrowing. 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).

Similar to the trends in student loan borrowing and repayment, though there is some variation between 
subgroups, no fewer than 1 in 3 teachers in each subgroup who borrowed reported having worked 
multiple jobs due to student loan borrowing.51 The analysis also indicates that the shares of teachers 
who report having ever worked multiple jobs due to student loan borrowing remain consistently high 
across levels of experience. For teachers further into their careers, it is possible that they have been in 
the workforce for a longer time and therefore had a longer time horizon to take on a second job. However, 
for beginning teachers who have not been in the workforce for nearly as long, higher borrowing rates and 
increased costs could be behind the already high rates of having worked multiple jobs.
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The analyses also show that, regardless of experience, a teacher’s monthly student loan repayment 
amount is correlated with having worked at more than one job simultaneously because of their student 
loan debt. Figure 8 shows that larger shares of teachers have worked multiple jobs if their monthly 
repayment amount is higher than the median compared to teachers paying amounts below the median. 
For example, among teachers who have 16–20 years of experience, 45.4% of teachers whose repayment 
amount exceeds the median reported having worked at more than one job simultaneously, compared with 
31.1% of teachers paying amounts below the median.

Figure 8: Share of Teachers Having Ever Worked Multiple 
Jobs Because of Student Loan Borrowing by Monthly 

Repayment Amounts and Years of Experience
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Figure 8: Share of Teachers Having Ever Worked Multiple Jobs 
Because of Student Loan Borrowing by Monthly Repayment Amounts 

and Years of Experience

Note: The median monthly repayment is $280. The question about working multiple jobs was answered by teachers 
reporting borrowing. 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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Stress Due to Student Loan Repayment
Teachers who reported owing some or all of their student loan debt were asked to indicate their level of 
stress regarding their student loan debt on a scale ranging from “very low” to “very high.”52 As depicted 
in Figure 9, about 60% of teachers who owe some or all of their student loans reported feeling highly or 
very highly stressed about them. Only about 14% of teachers who are repaying their loans noted that 
their loan-related stress levels were low or very low, whereas 26.1% reported a moderate loan-related 
stress level.
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Figure 9: Share of Teachers by Reported Levels 
of Student Loan–Related Stress

Figure 9: Share of Teachers by Reported Levels 
of Student Loan–Related Stress

Note: The question about loan-related stress was answered by teachers who owe some or all of their student loans. 
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: The question about loan-related stress was answered by teachers who owe some or all of their student loans. 
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).

Similar to the trends in having ever worked multiple jobs, teachers across all demographic groups and 
subject area assignments reported high levels of stress. While some variation across subgroups exists, 
more than half of teachers in any given subgroup reported high or very high levels of loan-related stress.53 
For example, teachers across different age and experience groups reported high levels of loan-related 
stress. Though teachers do not report the specific reasons behind their stress (e.g., older teachers, 
who likely have some of the highest salaries due to their years of experience, may also be planning for 
retirement), the data show that, even for the oldest and most experienced teachers with outstanding loan 
balances, student loan-related stress does not dissipate with age.

In addition, teachers’ student loan-related stress is correlated with general job stress and 
dissatisfaction—a predictor of attrition.54 As shown in Figure 10, larger shares of teachers with high 
or very high loan-related stress reported strongly agreeing with the statement that the stress and 
disappointments in teaching at their school are not worth it, compared to teachers who felt less stressed 
by loans. For example, the share of teachers with very high loan-related stress levels who strongly agreed 
with the statement was nearly twice as large as the share among teachers with very low to moderate 
loan-related stress levels. Assuming that the teaching conditions are not necessarily different or worse for 
teachers who feel stressed about their jobs compared to those who do not feel as stressed about their 
jobs, it is plausible that the financial stress from student loans combined with the stress faced in teaching 
conditions creates higher levels of job dissatisfaction.
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Figure 10: Share of Teachers Reporting Strongly Agreeing 
That the Stress and Disappointments in Teaching Are 

Not Worth It by Student Loan–Related Stress

Figure 10: Share of Teachers Reporting Strongly Agreeing That 
the Stress and Disappointments in Teaching Are Not Worth It 

by Student Loan–Related Stress

Note: The variable “stress and disappointments in teaching” is measured using a 4-point Likert scale on the extent of 
agreement with the statement “The stress and disappointments involved in teaching at this school aren’t really worth it.” 
The question about loan-related stress was answered by teachers who owe some or all of their student loans. 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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agreement with the statement “The stress and disappointments involved in teaching at this school aren’t really worth it.” 
The question about loan-related stress was answered by teachers who owe some or all of their student loans. 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).

Despite the limitations of these two survey questions, the descriptive evidence suggests that 
decisions to work multiple jobs and loan-related stress affect all groups of teachers and persist over 
time. At least one third of teachers in any subgroup who have ever taken out loans have worked 
second jobs due to their debt, and at least half of teachers in any subgroup with outstanding student 
loan debt feel high levels of stress about their debt. The consequences of student loan borrowing 
and repayment could contribute to already challenging working conditions facing the profession. 
For example, for the current cohort of novice teachers, some of these consequences may affect a 
growing number of teachers as they gain experience, 
because they have faced rising costs of preparation 
and credentialing and have been more likely to borrow. 
For more experienced teachers, these findings could 
imply that the sets of financial supports available to 
teachers, including existing loan forgiveness programs, 
have yet to fully assist them in paying off their student 
loans and to minimize the consequences on their 
well-being despite their years of service.

The consequences of student 
loan borrowing and repayment 
could contribute to already 
challenging working conditions 
facing the profession. 
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Policy Recommendations
There are multiple policy approaches at the federal level, as well as the state and local levels, that 
could reduce student loan debt for prospective and current teachers. These approaches include loan 
forgiveness programs, service scholarships, and funded residencies, in addition to other levers that would 
boost teachers’ total compensation. 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.55 Policies that offer sufficient and well-
implemented financial benefits could alleviate teachers’ financial strains directly and enable them to avoid 
borrowing or pay off their loans more easily. Such policies could also help strengthen and stabilize the 
profession as they reduce barriers to high-quality preparation and support retention. These levers also 
support the recruitment and retention of teachers of color, who often face higher barriers at each stage 
of the teacher pipeline and have higher levels of attrition than White teachers, often in schools with the 
highest need for resource investments.56 Furthermore, these policies aid states and districts experiencing 
persisting difficulties in staffing classrooms with qualified teachers, including in special education and 
other high-need subject areas.57 Policy recommendations include the following:

Expand loan forgiveness and service scholarship programs to reduce student loan–related financial 
strains and to strengthen recruitment and retention. Loan forgiveness and service scholarship programs 
provide financial support to teachers in return for a service commitment. Loan forgiveness programs 
cancel accrued loan debt, while service scholarships provide upfront aid that reduces or eliminates the 
need to borrow. Current research suggests that when the financial benefit meaningfully offsets the cost of 
a teacher’s preparation, these programs aid in both teacher recruitment and retention.58 Both federal and 
state governments have existing loan forgiveness and service scholarship programs accessible to teacher 
candidates that create a financial package to lower the costs of teacher preparation and encourage 
candidates to pursue higher-quality routes into the profession.59 These programs could be expanded and 
improved upon to alleviate the student loan burdens teacher candidates and teachers face.

Federal loan forgiveness programs, 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.60 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 and in early childhood education, 
where salaries are lower, by not only covering their monthly federal student loan payments for as long as 
they are teaching, but also speeding up the time at which they completely retire their debt (for example, to 
5 years of service).61

Similarly, service scholarships offer another avenue to reduce teachers’ loan burden up front. The 
TEACH grant offers $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.62 The grant can also convert to a loan with backdated interest if 
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teachers do not complete the 4-year service commitment. To make the TEACH grant better function as a 
recruitment strategy for teachers in areas of high need, the program could be revamped to increase the 
award amount to better align with the full cost of comprehensive preparation, reform the loan conversion 
penalty, and allow early childhood educators (who are not currently covered) to be eligible for benefits.63

In addition to federal programs, multiple states, including Delaware and Illinois, offer educator loan 
repayment programs in which the state directly pays teachers’ student loan providers.64 These programs 
offer a way for states to directly address the loan burdens their teachers face. Numerous states have also 
offered state-specific service scholarships to support teacher candidates. For example, California’s Golden 
State Teacher Grant Program awards up to $20,000 to students enrolled in a California preparation 
program in exchange for teaching for 4 years at a California school qualifying as “high-need.”65 Likewise, 
the North Carolina Teaching Fellows program offers $4,125 per semester for candidates enrolled in 
certain teacher preparation programs at the undergraduate or graduate level who commit to teaching in 
certain high-need subject areas, such as math, science, and special education.66

Finally, a key feature of effective loan forgiveness and service scholarship programs is that they are well 
structured, implemented, and managed.67 Administrative issues can undermine these programs’ appeal 
and benefits. For example, at the federal level, poor administration and servicing of the TEACH grant and 
PSLF programs resulted in the conversion of grants to loans or denial of loan forgiveness for teachers 
who were in the process of, or had fulfilled, their service commitment. Although Congress and the U.S. 
Department of Education have worked to address these administrative issues, these programs would 
benefit from continued attention and reforms.68

Expand the affordability and availability of high-retention preparation pathways. Teacher candidates 
who complete comprehensive preservice preparation programs, in which they receive intensive student 
teaching under the supervision of an expert mentor teacher with coursework in children’s learning and 
development and content-specific knowledge and pedagogy, are more likely to remain in the profession 
than candidates who enter teaching through routes that do not offer these features, especially alternatives 
that skip student teaching.69 Additionally, certain types of comprehensive preparation programs offer 
financial support that underwrites all or most of the cost of teacher preparation and offer stipends in 
exchange for a service commitment. These financial supports can reduce or eliminate the need to borrow. 
Some residency programs also subsidize the costs of tuition, lowering the overall costs for candidates. 
This type of comprehensive preparation and early-career support appears in programs with teacher 
residencies and is also reflected in many Grow Your Own programs.70

Not only does increasing the availability of high-retention preparation pathways serve as a lever for 
reducing the cost of preparation and credentialing, but it also produces desirable outcomes for the 
teaching profession, such as improving teacher retention, boosting teacher effectiveness, addressing 
high-need subject area shortages, and helping diversify the teacher pipeline. For example, research on 
residencies indicates that these programs recruit more teacher candidates of color than other pathways, 
and some residencies have been found to produce more instructionally effective teachers.71 Grow Your 
Own programs also enable state and local education agencies to attract diverse local talent and target 
recruitment to subject areas of acute shortages.72
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At the federal level, programs that fund high-retention pathways into teaching, including the Teacher 
Quality Partnership, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Part D Personnel Preparation, 
and the Augustus F. Hawkins Centers of Excellence programs, have been chronically underfunded.73 
The federal government could provide robust and sustained funding to these programs and additionally 
leverage such increases to support state capacity to grow high-retention pathways.

Increase teachers’ salaries to bolster their capacity to repay their student loans. Teachers’ salaries are 
typically lower compared to those of similarly educated professionals. A substantial body of research 
suggests that the wage penalty affects not only the recruitment of new teachers into the profession but 
also teachers’ decisions of where to teach and their likelihood of remaining in the classroom.74 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.

Federal incentives and 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. 
In fact, 26 governors committed to raising teacher pay in 2022 or 2023, and some states—including 
Maryland, New Mexico, and Tennessee—have enacted salary equalizations and raises through legislation; 
still, such adjustments have yet to help reduce the teacher pay penalty.75

Bolster teachers’ net compensation through tax credits and housing subsidies. Although salaries are the 
most direct and efficient source of financial support that can lessen prospective and current teachers’ 
financial strain, other non-salary supports, such as tax credits and housing subsidies, can effectively 
increase teachers’ net 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.76 For example, such a program could provide tax credits on a sliding scale to provide the largest 
credit to teachers in schools classified as having the highest need.

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, adding strain 
to 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 to governmental entities to build or purchase affordable housing for teachers. 
Some states and districts have also taken steps to lower housing costs and expand these incentives.77

Incentivize and underwrite the costs of earning high-need, advanced credentials. Ensuring that teachers 
can access high-need, advanced credentials offers them an opportunity to increase their income by 
moving to a higher pay scale.78 These credentials are particularly beneficial for current teachers at the 
beginning of their careers, as they have faced the highest need to rely on loans, often start at the lower 
end of their districts’ pay scales, face the longest time horizon until their debts can be forgiven, and 
are the most likely to make a career switch.79 These credentials also help provide career advancement 
opportunities to midcareer teachers; for example, they can become mentoring and induction leaders 
themselves to support future early-career teachers. The pervasiveness of loan debt across the teaching 
career ladder suggests that financial supports to earn high-need, advanced credentials could impact a 
wide range of teachers.
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Federal, state, and local governments and education agencies can help teachers earn high-need, 
advanced credentials by underwriting coursework and certification costs. These investments 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.80 These investments 
could encourage teachers to earn credentials that are in high demand, such as those for special 
education, bilingual, math, and science. Over time, experienced and accomplished teachers could then 
serve as leaders in mentoring, induction, and coaching for novice teachers, a potentially sustainable 
strategy to retain teachers once they enter the profession while also enhancing teaching quality.

For example, states and districts can provide financial incentives to train and support beginning 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.81 Many states offer support to pay for, award annual stipends, or 
raise salaries for National Board certification.82 The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 
2022–23 policy change also allows teachers to begin their process of Board certification before 
completing 3 years of teaching rather than wait until they complete 3 years of teaching, which enables 
beginning teachers to initiate the process immediately upon classroom entry.83
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Conclusion
The resumption of federal student loan repayments after a three-and-a-half-year hiatus during the 
COVID-19 pandemic comes at a time in which teachers are facing myriad stressors. Student loan 
repayments add strains to the current status of the teaching profession—one that is facing rising teacher 
preparation costs, relatively lower teacher pay, and heightened job-related stress. Such stressors influence 
teachers’ decisions to exit the profession; deepen ongoing teacher shortages; and create hurdles to 
building a well-prepared, stable, and diverse teacher workforce.

This report’s analyses showed that teachers’ strains from high rates of loan borrowing and repayment 
are both prevalent and widely distributed. Student loan debt bears consequences for many teachers, 
including the necessity to take second jobs to pay their loans and high levels of loan-related stress. For 
current teachers, student loan repayments may compound other financial, professional, or personal 
stressors, potentially further fueling attrition. It is important to underscore that the highest borrowing and 
repayment rates are among Black teachers, beginning teachers, and special education teachers. This 
report’s findings suggest that student loans could also influence efforts to diversify the profession and to 
resolve ongoing shortages of teachers of color and teachers in high-need subject areas. These patterns 
indicate the need for systematic policy approaches to reduce student loan reliance and burdens through 
the expansion and improvement of loan forgiveness and service scholarships; investments in high-quality 
and affordable pathways into the profession; increased compensation; and the underwriting of high-need, 
advanced credentials.

These analyses indicate that many teachers can anticipate another layer of financial strains and renewed 
stressors with the resumption of student loan repayments. Future studies could contribute to clarifying 
the total amount of student loan debt among teachers, the composition of their student loans, and how 
student loan debt for teachers and other professionals compare beyond recent graduate borrowing rates. 
Additional research could further examine the consequences of student loan debt, including with choices 
made about preparation and credentialing, prospective teachers’ desires to enter the profession, and 
current teachers’ potential decisions to leave the profession. All in all, the priority should be to better 
understand the degree to which student loans pose a barrier to building a well-prepared, stable, and 
diverse teacher workforce, as well as the efficacy of the recommendations outlined in this report.
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Appendix A: Figures and Tables

Figure A1: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and 
Repayment Status by Years of Experience

Figure A1: 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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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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Figure A2: Share of All Teachers and Black Teachers 
Reporting Borrowing by Educational Attainment

 

Figure A2: Share of All Teachers and Black Teachers 
Reporting Borrowing by Educational Attainment

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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Table A1: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and 
Repayment Status by Educational Attainment

Educational attainment
Never  

borrowed

Borrowed

Repaid 
all

Owe 
some Owe all

Owe 
some  
or all

Bachelor’s degree 44.5%** 19.1%** 25.4% 11.0% 36.4%

Master’s degree 36.8%** 26.0%** 25.6% 11.5% 37.2%

Education specialist or certificate 36.3%** 24.1% 26.6% 13.0% 39.6%*

Doctorate or professional degree 33.3%* 21.1% 29.2% 16.4%* 45.6%**

Master’s degree or more (combined) 36.6%** 25.7%** 25.8% 11.8% 37.7%

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. Statistical tests were conducted to compare teachers from each group with teachers 
overall. * p <.05; ** p <.01.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).
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Table A2: Teachers’ Student Loan Borrowing and Repayment 
Status by Field of Main Teaching Assignment

Field of main teaching 
assignment

Never 
borrowed

Borrowed

Repaid all
Owe 

some Owe all

Owe 
some or 

all

Arts or Music 	37.4% 23.1% 30.0%** 9.6%** 39.6%*

Career or Technical Education 	43.3%* 21.6% 24.0% 11.1% 35.1%

Early Childhood or General 
Elementary

41.5%** 22.8% 24.4%* 11.3% 35.7%*

English and Language Arts 	36.7%** 24.2% 26.7% 12.5% 39.2%*

ESL or Bilingual Education 	45.1% 20.1% 22.4% 12.4% 34.8%

Foreign Languages 	43.1% 22.8% 23.9% 10.2% 34.1%

Health Education 	45.1%** 23.4% 24.2% 7.3%** 31.5%**

Mathematics 41.9%* 24.7% 24.0% 9.4%** 33.4%**

Natural Sciences 38.3% 25.6%* 25.6% 10.5% 36.1%

Social Sciences 37.5% 25.6%* 25.9% 11.0% 36.9%

Special Education 34.8%** 20.7%** 29.0%** 15.4%** 44.4%**

All Other 45.3% 18.0% 22.3% 14.4% 36.7%

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. Statistical tests were conducted to compare teachers from each group with teachers 
overall. * p <.05; ** p <.01. 

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

Data
This study uses the 2020–21 National Teacher and Principal Survey (NTPS) data. The NTPS collects 
information from a nationally representative sample of public and private school teachers and principals.84 
Administered by the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) every 
2 to 3 years, the teacher questionnaires include core topics such as teaching assignment, preparation, 
employment, and demographic background information. In addition, each administration of the NTPS 
contains rotating modules on other important topics, such as professional development and working 
conditions, among others. For the first time in the history of the survey, teachers participating in the 
2020–21 survey were asked eight questions about their student loans. NCES conducted the NTPS from 
October 2020 to August 2021.

Methodology
This study uses descriptive analyses. Findings represent full-time, public school teachers who have a 
bachelor’s degree or more (3,510,940 teachers) during the 2020–21 school year. Full-time teachers were 
selected because many policies typically require full-time teaching status; full-time teachers represent 
94% of the survey’s respondents. In all cases, teacher observations are weighted by both the teacher and 
the replicate weights, as requested by NCES.85

The focus of this report is national. Complementary information on state-level values of the share of 
teachers who have outstanding student loans can be found in The State of the Teacher Workforce 
interactive map.86 These shares vary significantly across states, with a low of 22.8% in Rhode Island and 
a high of 55.7% in Mississippi. The sample for this state-by-state analysis included all teachers, not just 
full-time teachers with a bachelor’s degree or more.

Variables
This report examines the loan variables that ask teachers about their student loan borrowing and 
repayment, as well as the variables pertaining to whether teachers took multiple jobs because of loans or 
their stress levels due to student loan debt. Specific survey questions related to student loans are listed in 
Table B1.87

The loan variables’ information was collected after the federal government announced a moratorium on 
federal loan repayments in March 2020.88 The moratorium ended on August 31, 2023. Additionally, the 
freeze was extended 3 times during survey collection; teachers’ responses should be interpreted within 
this context.89

Specifically, questions about the monthly repayment amounts repaid could have been affected by the 
moratorium. Consequently, only amounts for the aggregate sample are reported; amounts by individual 
groups are not reported, as there is variation in the repayment status across groups. Analytically, the 
8.2% of individuals who reported making $0 monthly repayments are excluded from the calculation of 
the average repayment amount because including teachers who report a $0 repayment because of the 



26	 LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  IN DEBT: STUDENT LOAN BURDENS AMONG TEACHERS

freeze would not represent their typical monthly payments and would bias the average repayment amount 
downward. Readers of this report should interpret the estimated repayment amounts with caution and use 
any additional updated information by NCES on this issue for continued analysis.

Additionally, the two variables that require teachers to report the employment and well-being 
consequences of having student loans also need to be interpreted with caution. The multiple jobs variable 
refers to work that could have happened at any time up to the present. The loan-related stress variable 
refers to the current levels of stress, although it potentially suffers from the same limitations as other 
metrics of stress that are self-reported.

Other variables used in the analysis include teacher demographic variables, two working conditions 
variables, and several school characteristics. These have been used to provide additional breakdowns 
or for assessing the consistency of the analysis (results not shown). The age variable breakdown follows 
categories used in other analyses of student loans among teachers.90 The race and ethnicity variables 
follow the categories used in the original source, although teachers who identify as Black or African 
American in the survey are referred to as Black teachers in the report for brevity and clarity for readers. 
The full list of variables used in the analyses, alongside some descriptive statistics, is provided in 
Table B1.

Table B1: Variables Used in the Analysis

Variable name Definition Unit
Mean (SD if 
applicable) In-group N Total N

Loan and Economic Variables

Took loansa Other than money you 
may have borrowed from 
family or friends, did 
you take out any type of 
student loans to help pay 
for your undergraduate or 
graduate education?

% 60.3 2,116,220 3,510,940

Has 
outstanding 
loansa

Do you still owe all, some, 
or none of the amount 
that you borrowed?

% 37.2 1,305,560 3,510,940
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Variable name Definition Unit
Mean (SD if 
applicable) In-group N Total N

Loan and Economic Variables

Loan statusa Did not take (does not owe) % 39.7 1,394,720 3,510,940

Owes all % 11.5 403,940 3,510,940

Owes some % 25.7 901,610 3,510,940

Repaid all % 23.1 810,670 3,510,940

Monthly loan 
repayment 
among 
teachers who 
are paying 
some amount 
(excludes 
teachers 
reporting a 
zero payment)b

How much do you typically 
pay each month on your 
student loans?

$ per 
month

$341.70
($315.1)

 1,198,920 1,198,920

Base salaryb What is your base 
teaching salary for the 
entire school year? 

$ per 
school 

year

$61,650
($19,457) 

 3,510,940 3,510,940

Loan 
repayment 
(among 
teachers who 
are paying 
some amount) 
as a proportion 
of base salary

(Derived) Monthly loan 
repayment amount as a 
proportion of base salary 
(1/12 of base salary)

% 7.6
(7.4)

 1,198,920 1,198,920
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Variable name Definition Unit
Mean (SD if 
applicable) In-group N Total N

Loan and Economic Variables

Took multiple 
jobs because 
of loans 

Please indicate whether 
your student loan debt 
has influenced your 
employment plans and 
decisions in any of the 
following ways: Did you 
have to work at more than 
one job at the same time 
because of your student 
loan debt?

% 36.7 775,910 2,116,220

Stress due 
to loans

Please indicate your level 
of stress regarding your 
student loan debt. Would 
you say your level of 
stress is: Very low/Low/
Moderate/High/Very high
(Stress from loans is 
High/Very high, relative 
to others)

% 60.1 783,990 1,305,560

Stress on 
the job

To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with 
each of the following 
statements? The stress 
and disappointments 
involved in teaching at this 
school aren’t really worth 
it. Strongly disagree/
Somewhat disagree/
Somewhat agree/Strongly 
agree (Strongly agree, 
relative to others)

% 4.6 160,240 3,510,940
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Variable name Definition Unit
Mean (SD if 
applicable) In-group N Total N

Teacher Demographic Characteristics, Educational Background,  
Field of Main Assignment, and School Characteristics

Gender Female % 76.7 2,691,190 3,510,940

Male % 23.3 819,760 3,510,940

Race and 
ethnicityc

American Indian or 
Alaska Native

% 0.4 14,460 3,510,940

Asian % 2.4 82,440 3,510,940

Black or African American % 6.1 215,140 3,510,940

Hispanic, regardless 
of race

% 9.6 336,050 3,510,940

Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander

% 0.2 5,620 3,510,940

Two or more races % 1.6 56,950 3,510,940

White % 79.8 2,800,280 3,510,940

Age 18–35 % 30.1 1,056,040 3,510,940

36–45 % 28.7 1,008,060 3,510,940

46–60 % 35.1 1,232,480 3,510,940

61+ % 6.1 214,370 3,510,940

Years of 
experience

1–3 % 11.6 407,440 3,510,940

4–5 % 8.8 307,120 3,510,940

6–10 % 19.9 697,020 3,510,940

11–15 % 17.1 601,140 3,510,940

16–20 % 16.5 581,030 3,510,940

21–25 % 13.4 472,070 3,510,940

26–30 % 7.3 257,550 3,510,940

31+ % 5.3 187,570 3,510,940
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Variable name Definition Unit
Mean (SD if 
applicable) In-group N Total N

Teacher Demographic Characteristics, Educational Background,  
Field of Main Assignment, and School Characteristics

Educational 
attainment 
(highest 
degree)

Bachelor’s degree % 39.3 1,378,930 3,510,940

Master’s degree % 51.1 1,793,950 3,510,940

Education specialist or 
certificate of advanced 
graduate studies

% 8.3 291,560 3,510,940

Doctorate or professional 
degree

% 1.3 46,500 3,510,940

Educational 
attainment: 
Master’s or 
higher

(Derived): Master’s degree 
or higher

% 60.7 2,132,020 3,510,940

Field of main 
teaching 
assignment

Arts or Music % 6.2 216,730 3,510,940

Career or Technical 
Education 

% 3.8 134,480 3,510,940

Early Childhood or General 
Elementary

% 35.8 1,256,010 3,510,940

English and Language Arts % 10.2 356,550 3,510,940

ESL or Bilingual Education % 1.9 65,080 3,510,940

Foreign Languages % 2.5 87,300 3,510,940

Health Education % 3.8 133,290 3,510,940

Mathematics % 8.1 283,210 3,510,940

Natural Sciences % 6.9 241,450 3,510,940

Social Sciences % 6.5 228,320 3,510,940

Special Education % 13.7 482,670 3,510,940

All Other % 0.7 25,870 3,510,940
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Variable name Definition Unit
Mean (SD if 
applicable) In-group N Total N

Teacher Demographic Characteristics, Educational Background,  
Field of Main Assignment, and School Characteristics

School 
concentration 
of students 
eligible for 
the National 
School Lunch 
Program 

0–25% % 19.2 653,180 3,401,950

>25–50% % 25.9 879,480 3,401,950

>50–75% % 21.4 727,670 3,401,950

>75–100%
% 33.6 1,141,610 3,401,950

Urbanicity City % 27.9 978,140 3,510,940

Suburb % 38.6 1,356,970 3,510,940

Town % 11.9 418,880 3,510,940

Rural % 21.6 756,960 3,510,940

a Data not broken down by source.
b Amounts are not adjusted for cost-of-living differences across the country.
c All races and ethnicities outside the category “Hispanic, regardless of race” only include non-Hispanic-identifying 

individuals of that race and ethnicity. Racial and ethnic categories reflect those used in the original source.

Note: 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. Racial and ethnic categories reflect those used in the original source.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of the National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2020–21. (2023).
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29.	 Data from National Postsecondary Student Aid Study. This data source only includes students who just completed 
their bachelor’s or master’s degree in that year and does not account for employment after degree completion, 
whereas the data for teachers represent the borrowing status of all teachers, regardless of their age and when they 
accrued the debt; see U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary 
Student Aid Study: 2020 Undergraduate Students (NPSAS:UG); U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics. National Postsecondary Student Aid Study: 2020 Graduate Students (NPSAS:GR). Data can be 
retrieved on NCES’s DataLab using codes uilktf and zvphtk.

30.	 This information is provided for context purposes; not all education majors end up pursuing a teaching career, and not 
all teachers enter the profession after completing an education major. 

31.	 With the end of the repayment pause, the Biden administration announced a temporary on-ramp period through 
September 30, 2024, for all borrowers, which, as it pertains to this report, includes both teachers who have had 
repayments paused and new teachers who are starting repayments for the first time because they completed 
their degree during the moratorium. During this period, borrowers are protected from having a delinquency 
reported to credit reporting agencies. For more information, see U.S. Department of Education. (n.d.). Prepare for 
student loan repayments to restart. https://studentaid.gov/manage-loans/repayment/prepare-payments-restart 
(accessed 10/31/23).

32.	 Teachers who reported making monthly repayments of $0 are excluded from this analysis. Data for the survey were 
collected from October 2020 to August 2021, after the moratorium on student loan repayments went into effect; 
as such, teachers could have reported making $0 monthly payments, and these amounts could thereby bias the 
estimates. See the Technical Appendix (Appendix B) for more details. The median monthly repayment amount is 
$280, which is approximately 5.9% of the median base salary of teachers, suggesting some positive skewness and 
that there are some teachers who pay particularly high amounts toward their loan balance every month. In fact, more 
than 3% of survey respondents report paying $1,000 or more per month, and at the 99th percentile, teachers report 
paying around $1,300 per month toward their loan balance; Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System. 
(2020). Report on the economic well-being of U.S. households in 2019 – May 2020. https://www.federalreserve.gov/
publications/2020-economic-well-being-of-us-households-in-2019-student-loans-other-education-debt.htm

33.	 Depending on a teacher’s contract, they may not be paid during all 12 months of the year; many teachers are not 
paid over the summer break. These proportions of monthly repayments to base salaries are calculated under a model 
that assumes that teachers are paid in regular increments over 12 months to net out the effects of variable income 
between the school year and summer vacation. See more details in the Technical Appendix (Appendix B).

34.	 The average salary for other college graduates is $70,780, calculated using American Community Survey 
2016–2020 5-Year Data for individuals with bachelor’s degree or more, ages 22–64. “Other college graduates” 
are all other individuals with a college degree or more (in any industry and sector) and exclude teachers. Public 
school teachers are “elementary, middle, secondary, and special education” in industry “elementary and secondary 
schools” and worker class “federal, state, and local government employee.” Yearly income from wages and salaries, 
in 2020 dollars, adjusted for state cost of living using Bureau of Economic Analysis for State Regional Price Parities 
(average 2016–20). To calculate the 6% statistic, teachers’ average monthly repayment amount is divided by this 
average salary. See Carver-Thomas, D., Leung-Gagné, M., & García, E. (Forthcoming). The state of teacher diversity. 
Learning Policy Institute. The calculation of 6% is obtained from dividing $342 by ($70,780/12). Alternatively, 
adjusting 7.6% by the wage penalty also yields the same share. See Allegretto, S. (2023). Teacher pay penalty still 
looms large: Trends in teacher wages and compensation through 2022. Economic Policy Institute. https://files.epi.
org/uploads/274103.pdf. We also note that for master’s degree holders in teaching, the debt-to-earnings ratio is in 
line with other master’s degree holders. For more information, see Delisle, J., & Cohn, J. (2022). Master’s degree debt 
and earnings: New federal data expose risks for students and the government. Urban Institute.

35.	 Results for groups not reported in the report are available upon request. Although school characteristics, including 
a school’s urbanicity and the percentage of its students who qualify for free or reduced-priced lunch, might not 
necessarily be associated with student loan borrowing or repayment, some teachers might be incentivized to teach in 
certain schools given the requirements of some financial supports for them. For example, the TEACH grant requires 
teachers to serve in a school that is labeled as low income in order to meet their service obligation.

36.	 Age and experience are highly correlated; however, they are not perfectly correlated. This might be because some 
teachers may temporarily leave teaching to pursue an advanced degree, leave for personal reasons, or enter the 
profession as a second career, among other reasons.
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37.	 Starting salaries are, on average, less than $43,000 annually. National Education Association. (2023). NEA 
2021–2022 teacher salary benchmark report: Collective Bargaining and Member Advocacy Department.  
https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2023-04/2021-2022-teacher-salary-benchmark-report_0.pdf; Learning 
Policy Institute. (2023). The state of the teacher workforce: A state-by-state analysis of the factors influencing 
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