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When I opened my acceptance letter for UC 
Berkeley, it came in an email. This added 
an extra weight of anxiety because there 

wasn’t that telltale sign of envelope size. When I opened 
it, I distinctly remember yelling as a burst of electronic 
confetti filled the screen. Everyone in my household ran 
towards me and, upon hearing my garbled “I got in,” we 
all jumped up and down together, hugging and yelling. 

In the midst of this hopeful excitement, the other 
shoe dropped as I began to leaf through the acceptance 
packet. Among the smiling faces of students with their 
arms slung around one another, the price tags began 
to pop up. The lists of costs were delicately placed 

between Berkeley’s impressive rankings, symbols of 
the university’s institutional excellence, and beaming 
faces seemingly inviting you to join them, all designed 
to overshadow and distract from that overwhelming sum. 

Berkeley’s price tags were piling up at a staggering 
rate: $500 for orientation, $385 for parking, a couple 
thousand for books, and the big ticket item — the 
$14,000 cost of tuition. As a commuter student, my own 
expenses were minimal compared to those who have 
to pay for campus housing, meal plans, and university 
health insurance, but I was still taken aback by the cost 
of my education. In my experience, going to college 
was not so much of a decision to make as the natural 
next step in preparing for my career. It seemed like a 
fair exchange — pay for college through student loans 
and immediately repay them once I got a job upon 
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It felt to me like the government 
was making a colossal mistake. 
How could they enter into a 
contract with someone who was 

barely an adult?”

“

graduating. 
What I didn’t expect was how alone 

and powerless I felt once the theoretical 
value for my education was finally as-
signed the explicit numerical value of 
$30,000, a value that would compound 
with interest — a number that was legally 
bound to my name. I felt overwhelmed and 
extremely unqualified to take on such a 
financial responsibility. As a 19 year old 
who still babysat, it felt to me like the gov-
ernment was making a colossal mistake. 
How could they enter into a contract with 
someone who was barely an adult? While 
I was grateful to have a means to fund my 
education, I felt like a bad investment. 

Like many other college students, I 
was first introduced to personal finance 

when I was confronted with my student 
loans. College Board reports that an esti-
mated 60% of bachelor’s degree recipients 
borrow money to fund their education, 
and the average debt per borrower has 
increased to more than $25,000. This 
means that 60% of the student populace, 
some of whom are just 17 and 18 years 
old, now have the responsibility of a debt 
upwards of $25,000 — that’s the price of 
a luxury sedan.

In high school, I idealized college as 
the ideal time for exploration and self-dis-
covery. But the freedom that seemed em-
blematic of the college experience soon 
became strangled and weighted under 
the impending loan payments that would 
begin six months after graduation. After 

signing my name on the dotted line of my 
loan contract, I felt that I now had to shift 
my priorities. I spent less time exploring 
clubs that I would enjoy and more time ap-
plying to student organizations that would 
enhance my resume. Instead of pursuing 
intramural sports, I donned a blazer and 
carried a stack of resumes to countless 
job fairs. I came to the realization that the 
trajectory of my college career had become 
wholly oriented toward obtaining a job 
for the specific purpose of being able to 
pay off my debt. Not to take professional 
risks and wait for the right opportunity 
to launch my career, but to take any job 
at all that would ease the pressure of my 
college loan debt. 

My four years at college have become 

contextualized by the omnipresent pres-
sure that I will soon have to pay off my 
student loans. Does this internship pay? 
Will it lead to employment? Will these 
clubs look impressive on my resume? 
The general consensus from students I 
have spoken to is that our debt cuts down 
our college exploration; the decisions we 
make as students become filtered through 
the reality of our loans. 

This transactional approach to a 
college education is furthered by the eco-
nomic reality that stagnant wages and 
the economy-wide reduction of benefits 
makes independent living for graduates 
feel much more out of reach. For milleni-
als, moving back in with our parents after 
graduation has become the new norm — 

not out of laziness or a lack of ambition, 
but rather because the cost of living is 
higher than our salaries. Previously, the 
cost of rent would comprise one-third of 
an individual’s salary. This would leave 
two-thirds of disposable income to save, 
pay debt, or buy groceries. Now, graduates 
are struggling to even cover their basic 
costs of living, let alone set aside funds 
for loan payments. The heightened cost of 
living is part of the reason that graduates 
move back in — that is, to dedicate their 
paycheck to paying off their debt instead 
of paying rent.

In their paper “Determinants of 
Consumer Bankruptcy,” economists Ian 
Domowitz and Robert L. Sartain found 
that for the “50% of new college graduates 

[who are] unemployed or underemployed, 
the first loan payment may come due 
before their first paycheck is received.”  
Even more frightening is that student debt 
is the only form of debt that cannot be 
“discharged through bankruptcy,” making 
it the only form of inescapable debt. 

Most significant in Domowitz and 
Sartain’s findings is how easy it is for stu-
dents to fall behind on their debt. Half of 
students either don’t have a job or have a 
job that does not pay a living wage, which 
could easily lead to a couple missed pay-
ments that have the potential to spiral. And 
if the debt doesn’t spiral, even one missed 
payment could drastically decimate one’s 
credit. These factors have the potential to 
have a lifelong impact, which terrifies me.
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When it was time to sign my loan papers, 
I had a full blown panic attack. I remember the 
hyperventilating, the crying, the globs of snot 
that all came out full force under the crushing 
pressure I felt knowing I was signing a document 
that would follow me for at least a decade. I am 
fortunate enough to have a very supportive family 
that not only believes in my ability to succeed, but 
also assured me that they could be my safety net. 
However, many of my classmates do not have the 
same luxury, and the prospect of not obtaining a 
job by the time loan payments start six months 
after graduation is a very real, imminent danger.   

This immense pressure has negative psy-
chological effects on indebted students that can 
manifest into physical reactions. In a 2017 Student 
Loan Hero Survey of students with college loans, 
researchers discovered that 60% feared their debt 
would spiral out of control, 72% reported head-
aches due to loan stress, 60% reported muscle 
tension, 50% reported stomach problems, and 
74% admitted to self-isolation for reasons like 
feeling embarrassment for having to rely on their 
parents for financial support.

The responsibility of student loans can easily 
become an all-consuming stress that evolves into 
physical reactions. Being knowledgeable about 

your loan agreements and constructing a personal 
payment plan can not only help alleviate physical 
symptoms, but give the you, the debtor, a sense 
of control over the situation.

What changed my own relationship with 
my student debt was exercising control through 
knowledge. I sat down with my parents and com-
posed a list of questions to ask different banks. 
These questions included whether would I be 
penalized by making early loan payments or 
what the reasoning is behind different interest 
rates. I researched other people’s experiences 
with different banks and chose one to apply to. I 
learned that each time you apply to a bank with 
a cosigner, like a parent, your credit score takes 
a hit. Before going through with my application 
I had a long, in-depth discussion with my loan 
officer, going through all the different plans that 
were offered before selecting the one that I felt 
was right for me. Once I become employed, I plan 
on making a spreadsheet and calculate the highest 
percentage I can afford with my other bills to pay 
down my debt in an efficient manner. Student 
loans have become something of a necessary evil, 
but through this loan process I have learned that 
much of the anxiety can be quelled by knowing 
exactly what I’ve been forced to sign up for. ◌




