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The Honorable Miguel Cardona
Secretary of Education

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue, S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20202

Dear Secretary Cardona:

I write to request information on the federal student loan portfolio and the impact that various
debt cancellation proposals would have on student borrowers. Nearly 43 million student
borrowers are currently struggling under more than $1.5 trillion in federal student debt,* and the
Department of Education (ED) has a crucial role to play in informing the public about the scale
of this problem, and using its unique legal authorities to help borrowers. You have made several
important decisions in recent weeks using these tools to help borrowers,? and | appreciate these
efforts. But | believe the Department can do even more, and | therefore request that you provide
urgent and crucial information on the scope of the student debt crisis and the impact that various
student debt cancellation and reform proposals would have on student borrowers.

The burden of student debt is acting as a drag on our entire economy. High student debt is
leading young people to delay buying homes?® and preventing them from starting businesses.” It
is not only young people who are affected: in 2016, almost 114,000 seniors had their Social
Security benefits garnished for student loan debt.® Student debt is a significant contributor to the
racial wealth gap. Black students are more likely to borrow to finance their education, borrow
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larger amounts, and have more difficulty paying the debt off.% Twenty years after taking out their
loans, the median white borrower has only 6% of their balance remaining, while the median
Black borrower still owes 95% of their balance.’

The magnitude of this crisis has led to calls for student debt relief from across the political
spectrum.® Experts have attempted to evaluate the potential effects of different proposals for
student debt cancellation based on publicly available information.® However, ED has access to
much more granular and timely information about the student debt portfolio than outside experts,
including information on how the current pause on payments and interest during the coronavirus
pandemic has affected the amount and status of debt held by student borrowers. ED is
responsible for the administration of many different student loan programs, including the
William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan (Direct Loan) program, the Federal Family Education Loan
(FFEL) program, the Federal Perkins Loan program, the Health Education Assistance Loan
(HEAL) program, and the Teacher Education Assistance for College and Higher Education
(TEACH) Grant program. | am requesting information about how cancellation would affect
borrowers in each of these programs.

In the past, both Democratic and Republican presidents have used their authority to modify or
cancel student debt.'® Most recently, under President Trump, ED exercised this authority by
suspending payments and interest during the coronavirus pandemic.'* Secretary DeVos cited the
HEROES Act of 2003 as the source of her authority for that decision.*?

This pause on student loan payments is currently scheduled to expire on September 30, 2021.5
Restarting these payments will impose a significant burden on millions of borrowers still
recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic and economic crisis. Debt cancellation is the first line
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of defense against economic hardship for these borrowers; it is therefore essential that policy
makers have full information about the state of the student loan portfolio and the effects of
various cancellation proposals as soon as possible to inform decisions that must be made in the
next few months.

In order to better evaluate the policy implications of various proposals for student debt
cancellation and reform, I request answers to the following questions by April 8, 2021.:

1. According to FSA’s data, how many borrowers would have their debt burdens
completely forgiven under plans to cancel $10,000 of student debt, $25,000 of student
debt, and $50,000 of student debt?

a. For each amount of debt cancellation ($10,000, $25,000, and $50,000), please
include the number of borrowers whose loans were in default or delinquent prior
to March 2020 who would have their debt burdens completely forgiven.

b. For each amount of debt cancellation ($10,000, $25,000, and $50,000), please
identify the number of loans and amount of debt forgiven in the Direct Loan
program, the FFEL program, the Federal Perkins Loan program, the HEAL
program, and the TEACH Grant program, if those TEACH Grants have converted
into loans.

c. If possible, please provide information on the racial and ethnic backgrounds of
borrowers at each debt level.

d. If possible, please provide information on the average wealth or assets of
borrowers at each debt level.

2. During the COVID-19 pandemic, ED has exercised its authority to modify or cancel
student debt by waiving payments and interest. Among the amounts forgiven, what is the
total value of student loan payments suspended during the pandemic to date? What is the
total value of the interest waived on student loan payments?

3. How many borrowers have achieved cancellation through IDR or PSLF programs during
the current pause on student loan payment?

4. For each program described in question 1(d) above, please provide the number of
borrowers and the outstanding balance that have been in repayment for less than 5 years,
5-10 years, 10-15 years, 15-20 years, 20-25 years, and more than 25 years.

a. Of the outstanding balances in each of these categories, how much of the balance
is interest, including capitalized interest?

b. What percentage of loans in each category were in default or more than 90 days
delinquent before the current pause on student loan payment?

c. How many borrowers in each of these categories would receive full forgiveness
under plans to cancel $10,000, $25,000, and $50,000 of student debt?

5. Secretary DeVos requested a legal opinion on the Secretary’s statutory authority to
cancel, compromise, discharge, or forgive broad categories of student loans, which has



since been removed from ED’s website.** Has ED prepared a new legal opinion or

review? If so, please provide this opinion or review. If not, do you plan to prepare a new
opinion?

Sincerely,

Elizabeth Warren
United $tates Senator
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