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Trends in Private Loan Borrowing Among Graduate and 
Professional Students 

 
 
Since the Great Recession, the federal government has originated the vast majority—more than 90 percent—of student loans. 
However, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA), signed into law in July 2025, made significant changes to the federal 
student loan system, with many of those changes likely to increase graduate students’ reliance on private student loans. 
 
While OBBBA made no changes to the amount that undergraduate students can borrow from the federal government, it 
ended the federal Graduate PLUS loan program and reduced the amount that graduate students can borrow through the 
non-PLUS loan program. The Graduate PLUS program enabled students to borrow up to the full cost of their graduate 
program, which meant students had little reason to turn to the private market.1  
 
Compared to federal loans, private student loans typically offer worse terms and fewer benefits for borrowers.2 Starting July 
1, 2026, federal graduate borrowing will be newly capped at $20,500 per year, with a lifetime borrowing limit of $100,000. 
Students in professional programs will be able to borrow up to $50,000 per year and $200,000 over their lifetime.3  
 
While these new limits may seem high, the average cost of many graduate programs—notably, those in medical fields—
exceeds them. As a result, these changes are likely to push many students to take out riskier, more expensive non-
federal loans or to forgo graduate education altogether.  
 

Trends in Private Loan Borrowing for Graduate Students 

 
• The Graduate PLUS program, which started in July 2006, significantly increased the amount that students could 

borrow from the federal government to pay for graduate and professional programs, shifting many students away 
from the private loan market. In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, the private lending market shrunk further. Non-
federal loan volume peaked at $5.3 billion (2024 dollars). Since then, it has decreased by more than 75% and 
stood at just under $1.4 billion in 2023-24.   

 

Non-federal Loan Borrowing for Graduate Students 
Non-federal loans also include institutional and state loans. Figures are inflation-adjusted to 2024 dollars.
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Source: College Board. (2025). Trends in Student Aid & College Pricing 2025 (Table SA-1_GRAD and SA-2_GRAD). 
https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/student-aid. 

https://ticas.org/affordability-2/provisions-affecting-higher-education-in-the-reconciliation-law/
https://ticas.org/affordability-2/provisions-affecting-higher-education-in-the-reconciliation-law/
https://tcf.org/content/report/the-fico-factor-gop-megabill-will-limit-who-gets-to-access-college/
https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/student-aid
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• Among graduate and professional borrowers, the rate of private borrowing was highest in the mid-2000s. That 
rate has since plummeted, with just 4.6% of graduate and professional borrowers taking out any private loans in 
2019-20 (the most recent available data). 

Private Loan Borrowing Rates by Graduate Level, 2000-2020 

 Master’s Doctorate Professional Overall 
1999-00 3.9% 1.9% 16.3% 5.3% 
2003-04 5.6% 5.0% 22.7% 7.9% 
2007-08 11.2% 8.8% 15.6% 11.2% 
2011-12 4.3% 1.8% 5.4% 4.1% 
2015-16 5.5% 1.9% 5.4% 5.1% 

2019-20 5.4% 1.3% 5.7% 4.6% 
 

 

 
• There is currently very little overlap in borrowers who take out private loans for graduate school and borrowers 

who take out Graduate PLUS loans: 94% of those who borrow private loans do not borrow any Graduate PLUS 
loans, and 97% of those who take out Graduate PLUS loans do not take out any private loans. 
 

A Note on Data Limitations on Private Loan Borrowing by Race 

• There is significant evidence that Black and Latino students face disproportionate challenges with student loan 
repayment. Unfortunately, researchers continue to face significant data limitations in determining private loan 
borrowing rates and repayment outcomes by race. We have long advocated for increased data collection and 
reporting to help stakeholders better understand and address racial inequities in the private student loan market. 

         

Looking Ahead 

Many anticipate that the termination of the Graduate PLUS program will drive graduate and professional students 
back into the private student loan market. Private lenders have signaled their interest in “stepping in” to reclaim lost 
market share from the federal government, but much has changed since the 2008 financial crisis, and it remains to be seen 
whether changes to federal loan availability will indeed deliver them droves of new borrowers. 

In anticipation of these changes, we encourage policymakers at both the federal and state levels to act pre-emptively 
to protect students from risky private loans. We also encourage policymakers to re-consider the new limits on federal 
graduate borrowing given the negative effects they will likely have on students and key industries. 
 

Endnotes 

 
1 In this fact sheet, we use the terms “private loans” and “non-federal loans” interchangeably to encompass loans made by private banks and credit unions, 
loans made by state-based and nonprofit entities, and loans made by colleges and universities. 
2 Unlike federal loans, which have a fixed rate for the life of the loan, private loans often have variable interest rates. All federal borrowers receive the same 
interest rate, while private lenders charge different rates depending on their determination of a borrower’s creditworthiness. Private loans also offer fewer 
repayment options and relief programs than those available to federal borrowers, such as income-based repayment plans and Public Service Loan 
Forgiveness. 
3 The Education Department undertook a rulemaking process in November 2025 to implement these changes, including the definition of “graduate” versus 
“professional” programs. While the final regulation has not yet been published (as of January 8, 2026), the Department signaled its intent to make small 
changes to the existing program classifications. For more details, see our recap of the rulemaking sessions: https://ticas.org/accountability/rise-neg-reg-
session-2-recap-nov-2025/.  

Source: TICAS calculations using data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS-GR:00, NPSAS-
GR:04, NPSAS-GR:08, NPSAS-GR:12, NPSAS-GR:16, and NPSAS-GR:20). Note: These data represent students who borrowed for graduate degree 
programs in the given academic year, not a cumulative measure across enrollment. 
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