Conversations about Student Debt:
The Impact of Educational Debt on
Future Ministers of the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ)*
Kristen Plinke Bentley
Lexington Theological Seminary
Lexington, Kentucky

Introduction
Many students who are pursuing theological education at
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) seminaries are graduating with
educational debt that is difficult to repay. As these students enter
congregational ministry they carry the burden of this debt with them
and struggle with the weight of it in their lives and their ministry.
Most of us are familiar with the stories of increasing
undergraduate student debt around the nation. Stories of indebtedness
that disrupts and bankrupts students’ lives have been appearing in the
headlines for several years. When the focus shifts to students who
pursue graduate theological education on the path toward
congregational ministry, the stories are especially disheartening.
A 2001 graduate of one of our Disciples of Christ seminaries
tells a story that is not uncommon. She is now an ordained minister
serving a Disciples of Christ congregation. Fifteen years after
graduating from seminary she owes approximately $9,000 on her
outstanding educational debt. She rejoices at this amount now. At the
time of graduation from seminary, she and her husband owed
$90,000.00 in student loans.
Before seminary, she had attended one of the Disciples related
undergraduate colleges and had borrowed around $15,000 in student
__________
*This essay is a report on the work of the Presidential Round Table
which is a part of the Conversations on Stewardship & Finances
Project at Lexington Theological Seminary that is funded by the Lilly
Endowment, Inc.
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loans. During seminary, her tuition costs were negligible thanks to
generous scholarships. However, she quickly found that room and
board, and other costs of living during seminary were higher than she
could afford. Although she served as a student minister in a nearby
congregation during seminary, the $150 she was paid by the church
each week, as well as the extra money she earned babysitting, barely
scratched the surface. The bills, including rent, utilities, food, and
gasoline, added up to approximately $400 per week, and in the first
year of seminary she turned to student loans for help to cover living
expenses.
During seminary she met and married another M.Div. student.
Like her, he served as a student minister in a local congregation and
also brought undergraduate debt with him when he entered seminary.
When they graduated from seminary, they both found full-time
employment. She began working in a congregation and her husband
began working in higher education. They also began the hard work of
repaying the $90,000.00 in student loans.
Then something happened that changed the narrative of their
student debt. After working on the staff of a congregation a little over a
year, this young woman had a conversation with the lead pastor where
she was serving; it was a conversation about ministry, seminary, and
student debt. The pastor introduced her to a financial advisor who
helped her and her husband analyze their finances, helping them
“prepare for the world ahead with $90,000.00 in student debt.” The
pastor also told her the story of how the congregation he had served
shortly after seminary had helped him repay his own student loans.
That congregation’s investment in his future had been a remarkable
support for him and his family and he offered to help make this
possible for her and her husband.
The work that followed included many more conversations, as
well as financial counseling sessions for the couple, and financial
contributions from a number of congregation members. These actions
helped the couple reduce their student loan debt to a manageable
amount. Years later, this young woman continues to serve in
congregational ministry. She is now serving a different congregation
and continues to be grateful for the investment made in her by that
particular pastor and congregation. It made a tremendous difference for
her, for her family, as well as for the Church she has served.
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The problems of high student debt, especially debt among
seminary students, pose serious challenges for students and graduate
theological schools. They also present serious challenges for families
as well as for the Church which is intricately bound with the lives of
these students, families, and schools. Thankfully, within the Church a
great capacity exists to address these economic challenges that many
serving in ministry are facing.
In early 2014, the Presidential Round Table, a working group
of organizational leaders in higher education, including presidents,
administrators, and faculty, began to explore the impact of student debt
on future ministers within the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).
The group was convened by Lexington Theological Seminary as part of
the Conversations on Stewardship & Finances Project, a grant project
funded by the Lilly Endowment as part of its 2013 Theological School
Initiative to Address Economic Challenges Facing Future Ministers.
The leaders came to the conversation with the purpose of discovering
where their combined institutional knowledge and experiences could be
used collaboratively to identify helpful responses.
The group’s intent was to learn more about the reality of the
student debt problem in the Disciples related institutions, and to
discover places undergraduate and graduate theological schools could
influence this issue in the life of the Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ). The Council of Colleges and Universities of the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ) and Phillips Theological Seminary
collaborated with Lexington Theological Seminary in establishing this
conversation group, which met seven times in 2014 and 2015. A
summary of the conversations, the findings from research conducted to
inform these conversations, as well as the set of recommendations that
emerged from the conversations, are included in this paper.
The participants in the conversation group included:
o
o
o
o
o
o

David Arnold, President, Eureka College
Kristen Bentley, Project Director, Conversations on
Stewardship & Finances, Lexington Theological Seminary
Judy Aaron Deere, Director of Admissions and Student
Services, Phillips Theological Seminary
Charisse L Gillett, President, Lexington Theological Seminary
Gary Peluso-Verdend, President, Phillips Theological
Seminary
Richard Valentine, President Emeritus, Culver-Stockton
College
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Guy Waldrop, Director, Council of Undergraduate Colleges
and Universities of the Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ).

The conversations took place with the awareness that
institutions of higher education are facing a number of challenges in the
current environment. The leaders shared concerns from their own
particular experiences which reflect concerns expressed by others
regarding the increasing costs of higher education around the nation.
Despite the best efforts of institutional leaders and stakeholders, the
cost of higher education is rising. At the undergraduate level, leaders
face challenges that include increasing costs, competition for
enrollment, and the particular strengths and limits of geographical
locations. Undergraduate institutional leaders note that fewer and
fewer students enrolling in Disciples related colleges and universities
are identifying themselves as being CC(DoC) members or being
connected with any community of faith. At graduate theological
schools leaders note declining enrollment and a changing demographic
among the student body.
Leaders are not seeing that larger
scholarships are resulting in increased enrollments. In addition, income
sources (tuition, denominational support, congregational support) that
once were reliable sources of financial support for schools have been
declining and the pursuit of new sources of financial support requires a
significant investment of time and energy.
The factors contributing to the growing indebtedness among
seminary students are complex. The problem is not limited to the
expenses associated with theological education or the borrowing
decisions that seminary students make while pursuing theological
education. It is complicated by the amount of educational debt students
carry with them from previous education, by the responsibilities they
may have as family members, and by the personal assets and resources
available to them during seminary. Further complications emerge from
the powerful influences of a consumer-oriented “debt-friendly” cultural
environment where it is relatively easy to obtain student loans. Student
loans require no collateral, but they also cannot be discharged in
bankruptcy. Some students also may have “spiritualized” their debt
and may not have fully taken into consideration the real cost of
repayment once they enter congregational ministry. Situations in
congregational life also complicate the problem; congregations are
increasingly facing challenges as they seek to fund ministry and
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provide adequate compensation and benefits for those they employ as
ministers. The problem of student debt for those pursuing theological
education is a problem with complexities that are systemic in nature
and it has rightfully been called a “gathering storm.” 1
Another dimension of the complexity of the problem is that
over time attitudes about financing seminary education within the
Church have shifted. At one time there was a sense that “paying for
seminary” was an investment made by the Church in its own future
leadership. This was evident in the ways that congregations often
would offer scholarships or support individual students who pursued
their education to become ministers. There was an understanding that
the Church plays a significant role in helping for those who are
pursuing the path of ministry because those men and women inevitably
would be called to make sacrifices on its behalf. However, over time
that perspective has given way to a sense that “paying for seminary” is
an investment made by individual students in their own professional
advancement. This shifting attitude has left students with fewer
resources of support as they pursue their education. It also has
unintentionally contributed to the difficulty in finding possible
solutions, even as it threatens to undermine the vitality of
congregational leadership, and it calls for the Church to respond and
adapt creatively in ways that address a changed environment.
While the problems associated with rising student debt are
complex and lamentable, the Round Table conversation group
expressed hope that solutions could emerge from the Church’s capacity
and resources. Conversation partners expressed the desire to dispel
myths about student debt, find opportunities for collaboration and
strengthened relationships between undergraduate and graduate
CC(DoC) schools, and affirm the importance of graduate theological
education for a vital Church.
As conversations got underway, the importance of
understanding what educational debt looks like at Disciples related
schools became clear. In the spring of 2014 the project staff first began
discovering what could be learned about student debt in relationship to
fourteen undergraduate institutions associated with the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ). Using information that colleges and
universities provide to the public through the Institute for College
Access & Success’ Project for Student Debt and through
collegedata.com (both use data from Peterson’s Undergraduate
Financial Aid and Undergraduate Databases), 2 the project staff
developed a picture of student debt for the Class of 2012. In order to
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learn more about the institutional aid available specifically for Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ) students enrolled at Disciples related
undergraduate schools, the project staff conducted an informal survey
of chaplains and directors of church relations at the undergraduate
schools in the spring of 2014. In the fall of 2014, the project staff
turned to researching student debt related to the four seminaries
associated with the CC(DoC)3 by utilizing data provided through
student responses to the annual Entering Student Questionnaire and
Graduating Student Questionnaire reports which are compiled by the
Association of Theological Schools.4
What We Learned – The National Context and
Undergraduate Disciples Related Schools
The problems regarding undergraduate student debt around the
nation impact Disciples related institutions and the students who are
enrolled at these institutions. Every four years Federal surveys collect
data to calculate national debt levels among graduates of colleges and
universities in the United States. The most recent Federal survey was
completed for the class of students graduating in 2012 and is described
in a March 2014 report from the Institute for College Access & Success
(based on undergraduate data from the National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study5). It reports that 71% of all students who graduated from
four year colleges in 2012 had student loan debt, with an average of
$29,400 per borrower. This had increased from 2008, when 68% of the
students who graduated had loans to repay, with an average debt level
of $23,450. For private nonprofit colleges the levels were slightly
higher. At private nonprofit institutions in 2012, 75% of students
graduated with student loan debt to repay, with an average of $32,300
per borrower. This had increased from 2008, when 74% of graduates
had loans to repay had an average debt of $28,200 per borrower. 6 The
amount of loans that graduates have to repay after college, including
private nonprofit schools, is alarming and the trend of increasing debt is
continuing.
Data about student debt of 2012 graduates is available for
eleven of the fourteen (79%) Disciples related colleges and universities.
The level of student debt at Disciples related schools varies from
institution to institution and may be related to a number of factors
including the size of the school’s enrollment, the cost of attendance, the
location of the school, the institutional aid available for students,
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institutional financial aid practices and policies, as well as the socioeconomic resources of its students (often indicated by the number of
Pell Grant recipients at the school).
In 2012 the average debt of graduates 7 at Disciples related the
schools ranged from a low of $11,726 (Columbia College) to a high of
$38,516 (Texas Christian University) and the proportion of 2012
graduates with loans to repay ranged from 41% (Texas Christian
University) to 85% (Culver-Stockton College). Within these ranges,
nine of the eleven Disciples institutions reported an average debt that
was below the Federal average of $32,300 and seven of the eleven
reported a proportion of graduates who borrowed during college that
was lower than the Federal average of 75% for private nonprofit four
year schools in 2012.

Figure 2 provides a view of the 2012 average student debt and
the proportion of graduates with debt at the Disciples related colleges
and universities in comparison to the Federal averages for private
nonprofit four-year schools. None of the CC(DoC) institutions were
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considered “higher than average” in both the proportion of graduates
who borrowed and the average amount of student loans to repay and
none were classified by the Project on Student Debt as “high debt”
institutions. In addition, five institutions are “lower than average” in
both the proportion of graduates who borrowed and the average they
have to repay in comparison with the federal levels. One institution
(Columbia College) was classified as a “low debt” institution in 2012
by the Project on Student Debt. However, the Federal average is high
and several Disciples related schools are very close to the Federal
levels or exceeding them in either the proportion of graduates who
borrowed or the average amount to be repaid after graduation. The
problems regarding undergraduate student debt around the nation also
are of clear concern for our Disciples related institutions and the
students who are enrolled at these institutions.

This picture of student debt for the class of 2012 at Disciples
related undergraduate institutions provides a glimpse of student debt for
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a particular year. It does not tell the whole story by any means. More
information is needed to better assess the impact of this debt. Yet, it is
a warning that CC(DoC) colleges and universities are lodged within the
larger dilemma of student debt. Despite the best efforts of institutional
leaders and stakeholders, the cost of a college education is rising.
Disciples related institutions are required to work in spite of this to
provide quality academic and administrative services for students and
families at an affordable cost.
What We Learned – Institutional Aid to Support Undergraduate
Students Affiliated with CC(DoC)
Some questions raised in the Round Table conversations
concerned the availability of institutional aid provided specifically for
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) undergraduate students who are
enrolled at Disciples related colleges and universities. Since many
students preparing for ministry may desire to pursue a churchsupported undergraduate education, it is important to ask how well
Disciples related undergraduate schools are supporting students who
are members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). In the
spring of 2014 an informal survey of chaplains and directors of church
relations was conducted to learn more about institutional aid made
available specifically for CC(DoC) students. Chaplains or directors of
church relations from six of the fourteen colleges and universities
responded to the survey and indicated that their schools provide a
variety of aid specifically for Disciples of Christ students, ranging from
scholarships of $500 to full-tuition awards. Some of the aid is awarded
based on determination of students’ financial need, while other aid is
awarded using academic and/or church leadership criteria. Several of
the colleges and universities offer programs to develop the leadership
skills of Disciples of Christ students enrolled at their schools. A review
of the institutions’ websites indicated the various schools approach the
availability of such aid in widely different ways. Most, but not all,
Disciples related colleges and universities describe the availability of
institutional aid specifically for Disciples students on their websites. In
some cases, there is detailed information provided; in other cases, little
information is provided regarding this aid, or no mention of it is made
at all.
Much of the institutional aid that is available specifically for
Disciples of Christ students remains unclaimed each year. Many
scholarships are narrowly defined with the result that few students
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qualify. In addition, many Disciples of Christ students who are
enrolled in Disciples colleges and universities do not identify
themselves as such during the application process or after arriving on
campus. As a result, while numerous scholarships specifically for
Disciples of Christ students are available, qualified students often are
not identified and the aid is not awarded.
What We Learned – The National Context and Disciples Related
Graduate Theological Institutions
Data was obtained regarding student debt at the four
seminaries of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) through the
Association of Theological Schools (ATS) for the five year period of
2009-2014. Each year ATS administers questionnaires of entering and
graduating students of participating member schools.
These
questionnaires ask students to provide a variety of information,
including information about their educational borrowing. Data from
these questionnaires reveals that at the four CC(DoC) seminaries:
o The amount of debt that students are incurring during
seminary is increasing.
o The amount of educational debt entering students bring into
seminary is increasing.
o When “brought” debt and “incurred” educational debt is
combined (as seen in 2013-20148), a majority of students are
graduating with burdensome debt of $40,000 or more.
The level of debt “incurred” by graduates and the level of debt
“brought” by entering students is shown in the following two bar
graphs (figures 3 and 4). Each bar in the graphs shows the proportion
of students for an academic year which are located in four designated
levels of indebtedness (derived from the categories of debt from the
ATS questionnaires).
Responses from students graduating from CC(DoC)
seminaries in 2009-2014 (figure 3) reveal increases in student
educational borrowing during seminary. 9 The proportion of students
who graduated and incurred “no debt” during seminary decreased 11%
(from 39% in 2009-2010 to 28% in 2013-14), conversely the
proportion of graduates who had borrowed “$40,000 or more” during
seminary increased 18% (from 21% in 2009-2010 to 39% in 2013-
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2014). During these years, a significant number of students completed
their theological education while incurring either “no debt” or
educational debt of “$1 to $19,999.” Most years a majority of the class
of graduates fell into these two lower tiers of debt. However, in 20132014, that number decreased to less than half (43%) of the graduates.
On the other hand, a growing proportion of graduates incurred debt of
$20,000 or more. In 2013-14, 56% of the students who graduated had
incurred at least $20,000 in educational debt, with nearly 40% of
graduates incurring more than $40,000 in educational debt.

Responses from students entering CC(DoC) seminaries in
2009-2014 (figure 4) reveal increases in the amount of debt “brought”
by students to seminary from previous education. The proportion of
entering students who brought “no debt” declined 19% (from 50% in
2009-2010 to 31% in 2013-2014), conversely the proportion of entering
students who brought debt of “$40,000 or more” increased 14% (from
11% in 2009-2010 to 25% in 2013-2014). When those bringing “no
debt” are combined with those who brought less than $20,000 in debt

20

Lexington Theological Seminary

from previous education, they constitute a majority of the entering
students each year; however, this number decreased from 72% in 20092010 to 57% in 2013-2014. In 2013-2014, 69% of the entering
students brought debt from previous education with them to seminary.

When the amounts of educational debt that is both “brought” and
incurred” by students are combined, a more realistic picture of the debt
carried by students emerges. The following chart (figure 5) cross
references the amount of debt that 2014 graduates report they
“brought” with them to seminary with the amount they “incurred”
during seminary in order to show the combined educational debt at
graduation. The data has been grouped into the following tiers:
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Tiers of Risk
Higher Risk (Red) – Debt of $40,000 or more
Moderate Risk (Yellow) – Debt between $20,000 and
$39,999
Lower Risk (Green) – Debt between $1 and $19,999
No Risk (Blue) – No debt
The various tiers (beginning with blue as signifying “no risk”
and moving to red signifying “higher risk”) correspond to the
increasing risk for students as their burden of debt increases. The tiers
are based, in part, on categories used by Miller, Early, and Ruger 10
when noting that “many ministry positions are simply beyond the reach
of graduates who carry $40,000 and more in student loan debt.”
On a first look at figure 5, the “higher risk” tier leaps to the
forefront. Upon closer look, the numbers in the chart indicate that
more than half (57%; 42 of 73) of the 2014 graduates are located in the
“higher risk” tier and report a combined educational debt of “$40,000
or more.” This level of debt will most certainly prove burdensome for
graduates to repay. Another 15% (11 of 73) of the graduates reported a
combined debt estimated to be “$20,000-39,999.” Repayment of this
level of debt could prove difficult for graduates, depending upon their
personal and financial resources. Only 28% of the graduates are
located in the “no risk” or “lower risk” tiers, indicating they graduated
either with “no debt” (21%; 15 of 73) or with debt estimated to be “$1$19,999” (7%; 5 of 73).
When “higher risk” students are examined more closely, the
role of debt “brought” from previous education is highlighted. A large
proportion of these students (73%; 31 of 42) came to seminary already
carrying student loans with them, and some of those loans were already
fairly heavy. When combining the students who brought “$20,000$39,999” with those who brought “$40,000 or more,” they constitute
62% (26 of 42) of the students in the “higher risk” tier. In addition, the
lower right corner of the “higher risk” tier might better be described as
“extreme risk.” It reveals that a significant proportion of the students
(29% of the 42 in the “higher risk” tier and 16% of the 73 in the entire
chart) graduated with more than $60,000 (or more than $80,000) in
combined “brought” and “incurred” educational debt. This level of
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Figure 5. Educational Debt Brought & Debt Incurred
2013 – 2014 Graduates: DOC Seminaries – All Programs of Study

debt raises questions about how repayment is even possible for these
students.
No matter the amount borrowed, the difficulty of repayment
depends upon the financial and personal resources available to the
student after graduation. If the student obtains employment with an
annual salary that exceeds the amount of debt owed, then it is estimated
that repayment is more manageable. If the student has a second
income, either through a spouse’s employment or a second job, the
difficulty of making loan payments may be lessened somewhat. On the
other hand, if the student has outstanding consumer debt or other
expenses, then repayment is made more difficult. A variety of factors,
including gender, race/ethnicity, marital status, number of dependents,
health and age, and vocational plans, may contribute to the difficulty of
repayment in addition to the amount borrowed. (Appendix A and B
show some demographic information for the 2013-2014 graduates.)
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So far, we have been looking at student debt with no regard
to the students’ program of study. However, when the focus is
narrowed to those students graduating in 2014 with the M.Div. degree,
a similar picture is seen. Figure 6 illustrates this graphically, with each
vertical bar representing an individual graduate’s level of debt. The

Figure 6. Educational Debt Brought & Debt Incurred
2013 – 2014 M. Div. Graduates

graph shows that most of the 2014 M.Div. graduates had student loans
to repay (only 17%, or 7 of 41 students graduated with “no debt” to
repay). In addition, 56% (23 of 41) of the graduates had “$40,000.00
or more” in combined “brought” and “incurred” debt to repay. The
debt these students “brought” from previous education played a role in
the high debt level; 74% (17 of 23) of the graduates with debt of
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“$40,000 or more” brought debt with them into seminary. However,
many of the M.Div. graduates report heavy borrowing during seminary
whether they brought debt with them or not (as can be seen by the blue
in the graph). It is alarming to note that nearly half (46%, 19 of 41) of
the 2014 M.Div. graduating class reported that they completed their
theological education with “$60,00 or more” in combined “brought”
and “incurred” student debt.
In summary, while some students are graduating from
CC(DoC) seminaries with “low or no” educational debt, many more,
including M.Div. students, are graduating with educational debt that is
burdensome to repay.
As these graduates move into pastoral
leadership, their indebtedness causes stress and strain in their lives. For
many, the burden of heavy debt will impact their ability to continue in
ministry with the result that they leave pastoral ministry to find better
paying employment. For those who remain in congregational ministry,
the burden of indebtedness causes stress that undoubtedly impacts the
congregations they serve.
The Recommendations
Throughout 2014 and 2105, the conversations of the
Presidential Round Table were informed by what we were discovering
about student educational debt within the undergraduate and graduate
theological institutions of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).
The conversations resulted in the development of the following
recommendations.

Recommendations
1.

While Disciples related undergraduate colleges and universities offer
numerous scholarships specifically for Disciples of Christ students,
many of them are unclaimed each year. We recommend that the
availability of these scholarships be publicized more fully throughout
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) under the leadership of
HELM.

2.

Many scholarships designed specifically for CC(DoC) undergraduate
students have narrow requirements, preventing potential students from
qualifying for these scholarships. We recommend that educational
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institutions encourage the development of broader requirements for
scholarships to allow more students to qualify for aid.
3.

More congregationally-funded scholarships that appeal to a broad
number of students are needed. We recommend that congregations fund
scholarships in order to create more scholarships that could be offered
to a broader group of students.

4.

Many families are unprepared for the expenses associated with
financing undergraduate education for their children. We encourage
the discovery of ways to encourage families to begin saving for college.

5.

Some of our CC(DoC) colleges and universities participate in the
broader conversation and data collection regarding student debt on the
national scene. We recommend that all Disciples related colleges and
universities analyze their own institutional practices and policies that
could impact student debt and also to report their annual student debt
statistics to the Project on Student Debt.

6.

Students make financial decisions about borrowing money that have
implications for their future ministry. We recommend that those who
are considering ministry and engaging in theological studies be
encouraged to reflect theologically on the relationship of personal
finance, ministry, and money.

7.

The dominant narrative constructed about the meaning of student debt
within our Church community has shifted in a way that places financial
responsibility for church leadership primarily on the shoulders of
students. We recommend that the church re-examine this narrative and
re-invest in people and leadership development for the benefit of the
entire Church.
Concluding Comment
It is a time of change for theological education. According to
the 2015 Annual Report of the Association of Theological Schools, in
response to changes in the religious landscape, many theological
schools are developing new institutional structures, programs, and
delivery methods. Overall enrollment has declined slightly, although
some theological schools have seen an increase in enrollment. The
demographic composition of student enrollment is also undergoing
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change. An increasing number of women are enrolling in seminary and
currently account for a majority of student enrollment in 25% of ATS
member schools and more than 30% of enrollment across all schools.
The percentage of ethnic/racial students also is increasing and has
grown to 39% of enrollment in the fall of 2014. Also, now the majority
of students are either over 50 years or under 30 years of age, with the
“over 50” age group growing the most quickly to nearly 20% of all
ATS school enrollment. The vocational plans of students also seems to
be shifting, with a decreasing number of students planning to serve in
congregational settings and an increasing number expressing
uncertainly of their plans at the time of graduation. A majority of
M.Div. students now leave seminary with educational debt, and the
debt has increased significantly over the past twenty years. 11 Disciples
related seminaries are seeing these changes within their own contexts
as well.
The Auburn Center for Theological Education has been
researching theological education, including student borrowing, for
twenty years. Their 2014 report, Taming the Tempest, summarizes
what has been learned over the period of 1991-2011 and analyzes the
educational borrowing of theological students. Their warning is clear:
while a majority of theological students graduate without borrowing or
keeping their educ. debt under $30,000, overall debt levels for M.Div.
students more than tripled, from an average (for those who borrowed)
of $10,017 in 1991, to $37,952 in 2011. When adjusted for inflation,
the average debt load for borrowers still has more than doubled: from
$18,328 in 1991; to $37,952 in 2011.”12 However, the report also
shares some good news, pointing out that the increase in indebtedness
has slowed in the past few years and highlighting strategies that are
being used to help address the burden of student debt. They state:
One feature common to the most promising strategies is their
complexity,
with many taking a multi-pronged approach. Student
debt is no longer understood as solely the problem of
either the student or the financial aid office; rather it
is seen as a stewardship challenge that is both
institutional and systemic, and which therefore must
be addressed on multiple fronts.13
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As CC (DoC) seminaries struggle with this issue they would
do well to keep in mind the complexity of the problem and the need for
complex responses. Effective strategies will require involvement of not
only Disciples of Christ related schools, but also the wider Church.
Given the systemic nature of this problem and its implications for the
health and vitality of congregational ministry, it calls for the widest
possible collaboration in order to find new ways to address the
economic challenges of educating church leaders for the future.
The conversations of the Presidential Round Table were
initiated with the intention that talking about student debt and its
economic impact on future ministers could lead to something other than
just “more talk.” The hope remains that these conversations might lead
to further critical reflection about a serious problem within the Church
and ultimately lead to helpful responses that would strengthen the lives
of students, families, and congregations.
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Appendix A - Educational Debt Brought & Debt Incurred
2013-2014 Graduates: DoC Seminaries - All Programs of Study
Educational
Debt
Brought to
Seminary
No Educational

Educational Debt Incurred during Seminary
$1 to $9,999

$10,000 to
$19,999

$20,000 to
$39,999

$40,000 or More

15 Total;
10 Female, 5 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
4 (31-50 yrs.)
11 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
7-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
1-MA/Acad.; 7-Other

1 Total;
1 Female, 0 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
0 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
1-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

1 Total;
F/M Undisclosed
Age: Undisclosed
Program of Study:
Undisclosed

2 Total;
2 Female, 0 Male
Age: 1 (20-30 yrs.)
0 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
1-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 1-Other

11 Total;
6 Female, 5 Male
Age: 1 (20-30 yrs.)
7 (31-50 yrs.)
3 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
6-MDiv.; 4-MA/Prof.;
1-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

0 Total

1 Total;
0 Total
0 Female, 1 Male
Age: 1 (20-30 yrs.)
0 (31-50 yrs.)
0 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
1-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

4 Total;
2 Female, 2 Male
Age: 2 (20-30 yrs.)
1 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
2-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
1-MA/Acad.; 1-Other

4 Total;
2 Female, 2 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
3 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
2-MDiv.; 1-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

Debt

None

$1 to
$9,999

$10,000 to
$19,999

2 Total;
0 Total
1 Female, 1 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
1 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
2-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

1 Total;
0 Total
1 Female, 0 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
1 (31-50 yrs.)
0 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
1-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

1 Total;
0 Female, 1 Male
Age: 1 (20-30 yrs.)
0 (31-50 yrs.)
0 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
1-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

$20,000 to
$39,999

3 Total;
1 Female, 2 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
3 (31-50 yrs.)
0 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
3-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

1 Total;
0 Female, 1 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
1 (31-50 yrs.)
0 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
0-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 1-Other

3 Total;
2 Female, 1 Male
Age: 1 (20-30 yrs.)
1 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
2-MDiv.; 1-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

8 Total;
6 Female, 2 Male
Age: 4 (20-30 yrs.)
2 (31-50 yrs.)
2 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
6-MDiv.; 1-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 1-Other

0 Total

2 Total;
1 Female, 1 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
1 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
1-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 1-Other

2 Total;
0 total
2 Female, 0 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
2 (31-50 yrs.)
0 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
1-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.;
0-MA/Acad.; 1-Other

$40,000 or
More

7 Total;
5 Female, 2 Male
Age: 2 (20-30 yrs.)
4 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
4-MDiv.; 1-MA/Prof.;
2-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

4 Total;
3 Female, 1 Male
Age: 0 (20-30 yrs.)
3 (31-50 yrs.)
1 (51 yrs. plus)
Program of Study:
0-MDiv.; 1-MA/Prof.;
3-MA/Acad.; 0-Other

Conversations about Student Debt

29

Appendix B - Educational Debt Brought & Debt Incurred
2013 – 2014 Graduates: DOC Seminaries – All Programs of Study
2013-2014 DoC Seminary Graduates
73 Students; 45 Female, 27 Male, 1 F/M Undisclosed
Age: 13 (20 - 30 yrs.); 34 (31 - 50 yrs.); 25 (51 yrs. or Older); 1 Undisclosed Age
Program of Study: 41-MDiv.; 10-MA/Prof.; 9-MA/Acad.; 13-Other
2013-2014 DoC Seminary Grads. with no educational debt:
15 Students; 10 Female, 5 Male
Age: 0 (20 – 30 yrs.); 4 (31 – 50 yrs.); 11 (51 yrs. or Older)
Program of Study: 7-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.; 1-MA/Acad.; 7-Other
2013-2014 DoC Seminary Grads with $1 - $19,999 in combined (brought &
incurred)
educational debt
5 Students; 2 Female, 2 Male, 1 F/M Undisclosed
Age: 1 (20 – 30 yrs.); 1 (31 – 50 yrs.); 2 (51 yrs. or Older); 1 Undisclosed Age
Program of Study: 5-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.; 0-MA/Acad.; 0-Other
2013-2014 DoC Seminary Grads with $20,000 - $39,999 in combined (brought
& incurred) educational debt
11 Students; 6 Female, 5 Male
Age: 3 (20 - 30 yrs.); 6 (31 - 50 yrs.); 2 (51 yrs. or Older)
Program of Study: 7-MDiv.; 0-MA/Prof.; 1-MA/Acad.; 3-Other
2013-2014 DoC Seminary Grads with $40,000 or more in combined (brought &
incurred)
educational debt
42 Students; 27 Female, 15 Male
Age: 9 (20 – 30 yrs.); 23 (31 – 50 yrs.); 10 (51 yrs. or Older)
Program of Study: 22-MDiv.; 10-MA/Prof.; 7-MA/Acad.; 3-Other
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