Facing Heavy
Debt? Look for

Forgiveness

Repayment help is available to students
in fields from law to medicine to math

BY BRIAN BURNSED

fam Onyema initially thought he would parlay his
Stanford law degree inte a career as a corporate
lawyer. But he couldn't shake the urge to help
the less fortunate in his parents’ home country
of Nigeria. S0 in 2008 he established a nonprofit
foumdation with his Etherto ]I.ll'."l.j:l haiild schoals, recreational
Gaclities, and hospitals there, Onyema hoped to work for the
foundation full time after graduation in 2007 —theugh more
than £100,000 in law schoal debt wouldn't make it easy.
Or 2o he feared. In fact, Stanford is paying back 85 pereent
of Onyemna’s loans. "1 never really thought 1'd work for a
aoaprafit full tme. I dida’t seem ke it was feagible,” Ony-
ema says. Stanford's loan repayment assistance program “has
been a lifesaver.” The foundation hopes to break ground on
ils first hospital in Nigera in late 2012,
wWith student debt levels riging, and openings for jobs that
can suppart repayment relatively scaree, students whose hearts
lie in public serviee or the nongralil arena wne ovne in oesd
than ever of loan forgiveness and loan repayment assistance
programs { LEAPs). The median debt load of those receiving
professional degrees in 2008 reached $79,836, secording to
Finabdorg; American Bar Association data show that the aver-
age student ata public law schoal borrows more than $71,000,
and students at private schiools bormow more than 41,0400
While the median salary for 2008 law graduates who work at
corparate firms is £130,000, the median for grads who teak
public interest johs is only 42,800, acconding to NALP—the
Associatian for Legal Career Professionals. The debt burden
iz even higher for medical students who graduated in 2000:
157,544 on average, the American Medical Association SAVE
Mot surprisingly, LEAPs and loan forgiveness programs
offered by schools, states, and the federal government are
popping up at an unparallelsd mte, “It's eritical when people
are graduating with mortgage-steed S100,000-phus debis that
they have some assistance if they're going to go inte public
mn‘in:.‘ﬂ_'.rﬁ David Stern, exeeutive director of |:1.|_1.|.1|. Justiee
Waorks, which provides public interest apportunities and fundd-
ing for lvayers who want to represent sulnemble populations.
Im all, Stern estimates that about 100 Low schools offer
some form of repayment assistance o grads who go into
public service or work for a nonprofit; some with flush cof-
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fers, like Harvand University, offer assistance to any student
who lands a job with a low incorme, even if it's with a private
firri. The pPrograms l_".'|:lil:l"_'-' awand students an annsal check
covering a fixed percentage of their loan payments for that
year. Omypema, for example, will receive a check for 86 percent
of the roughly $13,500 he owes every year for the 10-year du-
ration of his repayment plan, assuming he sticks with public
serviee, {Stanford offers 100 percent lpan repayment belp for
peaple making less than 350,000 annually.) A 2010 Equal
Justice Works study found that the average annual LEAP
award is $3,900; about § percent of programs offer more
than £10,000 annually.

Research FE'QI..IiI"Ed. While the law programs may be the
maost vizsible, grad students in many felds will find them-
selves eligible for similar help, assuming they loak. Legisla-
tors worried about the country’s need for more workers in
technical areas included a provision in the Higher Eduea-
tion Reauthorization and College Opportunity Act of 2008
that offers up to 10,000 in repayment assistance for math-
ematics, technology, and engineering students who work in
a relevant field for five years. Unlike other government as-
sistanee programs, students needn’t take a low-ineame or
public service job to qualify,

Given that medical students who goon to specinlized prve-
tices make far more than general practitioners—according to
the Ameriean Medieal Group Association, the median salary
for infermnists in 2000 was $314,307, comparsd to $37%,176 for
dermatologists and S402,000 for candiologists—a shortage of
geniral and Gmily physicians s developing nationwide (stary,
Page46). To help attract more professionals into prinurny care,
some stutes and the fedem] government’s Mational Health Ser-
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vive Corps are offering generous loan forgivenss: programs for
phyaieians and nurse proctitioners who are willing to practice
internal or family medicine. In many cases, there iz aloo help
for people wha choose to work in a rural or high-nesd area.
The Bhode [sland Primany Care Loan Forgiveniss Program,
for instance, offers up to $80,000 in relief over four years to
full-tine primary care physicians who work anywhere in the
state, In Minnesota, those practicing in a pediatrie, internal
medicine, family medicine, peychiatoe, or OB/GEYN progrm
in designated ruml or urban areas can eam up to $ 100,000 10
formgiveniss for four years.

Teswchers gt abreak fromm Unele Sam, oo, Federal Pedkinsand
Stafford Joans can be dischanged over time i teachers choose 1o
work ina school that serves low- income families, to teuch special
education, or to teach English as asecond linguage. For Perking
boan recipients to attain full forgrveness, for instance, teaschers
muast remain in a qualifing job for five years, though they can
get partial forgiveness i they change ther cueer track; Staffond
boan assistance is capped st $17,500. Lan Mgo, who grsduated
fromm Teschers Colbege at Columbia Universty in 20086 amnd began
Ir:n..:hinp, ESLstudents in Carmemall-on- Hudson, MUY, soon after,
plans on teching for two years before pursuing a Ph.D. Soshe
havve 20 percent of ler Perkins loans faggneen ander the progrmm.
HMpasays she hucked into the financial reliel by aocident,” having,
Besurnesad ot i1 frome a friend only after she'd started weching,

Mo is not alone in that regard, says Pam Madden, head of
barrower sdvocney at American Student Assistanee, a nanprafit

THE SYL\VAMES, GA, that affers adviee on dealing with loan
MEDICAL COMMUNITY  debt Madden laments the back of a cen-

I5 HELPING COVER tralioed information hub for grd stu-
SIDNEY MORGANS dents an the loan forgiveness programs
MEDSCHOOL DOSTS.  available to them if they dream af—but

fear e finincial CONSECUEToE afl—tak-
ing a job in the public sector. For now, students must take it
upan themselves 1o find reliel that suits their nesds. “Google
is your best frend,” says Betsy Mayotte, director of compli-
anee and privacy ot ASBA “There are a lot of individual, quirky
programs oul there” In & few moments of soouring the Inter-
nel, stnicents cvn leam, for ingtance, thal 19 statet offer LRAP
programs for veterinarians (souree: the American Velednany
Welical Association) ancd tUsat a feders] program aovers up o 85
pervent of student loans for nurses who work &t a nonprofit or
university medical Geility (source; ULS, Department of Health
ard Human Servioes).

The L'h|ln|lzg,|: Coat Reduetion amd Acesis A, which venl inlo
full effeat in 2004, established a national loan forgiveness peo-
gram that applies to all coll e praduates, but stands to be most
beneficial to graduate amd professional students carming heavy
debt burdens whoe earm relatively meager salarbes. The progrum
has two primary benefiis. The first allows people whose loan
pavments would exeeed 18 percent of their annual diseretion-
ary inconse (Use dilferenos between their gross inconse amd 150
percent of the federal poverty line, which is corrently $16,535
for an individual and $33,528 for a family of four) to make
monthly payments based on their income rather than the siee
af the loan. Second, and perhaps maost beneficial, all remaining
el is forgiven alfber & borrower has worked for 10 years (not
necessanly consecutive} in the public service sector. “You win
the lottery,” says Sterm.

The entrepreneurial approach can work well alss, Same-
tueses, local officials in small tovwns with a dearth of skilled
professionals are willing to belp fund a graduate smadent’s
eclucation in return for the promise of fwlure serdoes, That
kind of parinership 15 supporting Stdney Morgan, who grew
up in Sylvania, Ga., population abaut 2,700, Before setting foat
in his first medieal schoal cdlass at Mercer University's Macon
ciumpas in 2008, Morgan had a job all sewn upand an agree-
ment in hand that would cover a good portion of the debt he
would incur over the four years. When the local hospital and
miedimal cammunity learned that one of thetr own was planning
on pursuing a career in medicine, they offersd him §1,000 a
mianth for every month of his schooling and residency.

In return, Morgan promised to come back home and prac-
tice medicine for at least four years, Given that he was al-
ready considering doing just that, the chodce wis eagy. Maw,
finishing his third year of medizal school, Morgan is glad he
isn't in the predicament of many of his peers, one of whom
recently confided her concerns to him. “She asked, ‘How am
1 poing v pay for this?® Morgan says, “Peaple really are
worrsed about it.” Iis friend will leave medical school owing
abonat E050, 0040, &

Stanford offers 100 percent loan repayment help to law
grads in public service making less than $50,00
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