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Some community colleges have expressed concerns that their students borrow more than they need in federal loans. 
However, the data do not support claims of “over-borrowing” at community colleges. The vast majority of community 
college students do not borrow federal loans at all, and the few who do borrow do not take out large loan amounts.  

 
Community college costs are substantial. 

 College costs have long been defined to include indirect costs of attending college. Factoring in housing and 
food, books and supplies, transportation, and personal expenses as well as tuition and fees, the average full cost 
of attendance at community colleges is $15,000, compared to $23,000 at public four-year colleges.1  

 The vast majority (82%) of full-time community college students need financial aid to cover college costs, and 
hardly any of them – only two percent – have their need fully met with grants.2 
 

Community college students do not borrow large amounts of federal loans, and most don’t borrow at all.  

 The vast majority (79%) of eligible community college students do not take out federal loans.3 Only 21% of 
eligible community college students took out federal student loans in 2011-12, the most recent year of data 
available. Only 9% borrowed as much as they could have.4 

 The few community college students who borrow federal loans, whether they attend full time or part time, take 
out much less on average than federal loan borrowers at other types of colleges. For example, full-time 
community college students who borrow take out, on average, $2,000 (or 30%) less than their counterparts at 
other types of schools.5  

 Community college students do not borrow much to cover non-tuition costs of attendance. On average, those 
who take out more in federal loans than their net tuition and fees (i.e., tuition and fees minus grant aid) borrow 
only $4,150 to help cover housing and food, books and supplies, transportation to school, and personal 
expenses.6  

 
Limiting students’ access to federal loans would reduce their odds of completion.  

 About 2.8 million full-time students attend community colleges. This is one quarter (25%) of all full-time 
students, more than the share attending nonprofit or for-profit colleges.7 Cutting their aid would seriously 
undermine state and national college completion efforts.  

 Students who need more resources would be forced to drop out, work excessive hours, or drop classes, choices 
which research has shown greatly reduce their odds of success.8 

 
Colleges already have sufficient tools to ensure that students only borrow what they need.  

 Colleges are required to provide both “entrance” and “exit” counseling to students who take out federal loans.9  

 Many colleges, including many community colleges, take other steps to help students make wise borrowing 
decisions, including helping students create multi-year borrowing plans, coordinating with academic counselors 
to make sure borrowers stay on track, and providing additional counseling to borrowers with high cumulative 
debt.  

 In addition, on a case by case basis, financial aid officers can use their professional judgment to lower a 
student’s loan eligibility.10 

 
Even after students borrow, colleges can implement strategies to reduce student loan defaults. For example, National 
Park Community College in Arkansas successfully lowered their default rate eight percentage points in two years by 
improving their financial aid administrative policies, including loan counseling, and dedicating more staff time to 
educating delinquent borrowers about their repayment options.11 
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