June 10, 2015

Sucked
nto Debt

ConTiNvED FROM FrRONT

reasons.”

Hong wondered how many
brilliant contributing members of
society go unnoticed and never
reach their full potential because
of the extreme costs of college.

A student who returned to
school as an adult, Alyssa Pa-
gan, explained how she had de-
layed her education because of a
lack of financial resources which
were made worse by the medical
expenses she incurred as a trans
woman.

She explained how she worked
for years before being able to en-
roll, even turning to sex work to
support herself. She moved to
Portland after Hurricane Sandy
destroyed her home in New Jer-
sey.

“Once I was here I thought I
should go to school, and I knew
it meant loans, but I've been told
I have a lot of potential and I felt
it was time I put that to use.” she
said.

Pagan wasn’t sure how exact-
ly she will ever pay back her ed-
ucation but already plans a life
without the things many boomers
might have taken for granted.

“I won’t ever own a home or
throw a big wedding or have kids
or go on a big vacation or buy a
nice car - I will just have an educa-
tion, and maybe that’s all I'll ever
have.” she said.

Asked what keeps her in school
even knowing the severity of the
financial consequences she faces,
Pagan explained that for her, it
meant being able to share her ex-
perience in the LGBT community
and raising awareness for trans
lives.

“I'm studying Women, Gen-
der, and Sexuality. I have a lot of
experience in those subjects, and 1
want to contribute to how people
understand that on a full-scale lev-
el. We need trans women of color
to confribute in academia and we
can’t exclude them. I need to be
a part of these conversations t00.”
she said.

Pagan joined other activists to
encourage people to think a lit-
tle more critically about what the
American Dream means if it costs
a lifetime of college debt to obtain
it.

“It can really be a nightmare
that sends people into poverty and
keeps them there, keeps them des-
perate.” she said.

The assembly welcomed stu-
dents to sign up for a program
called Rolling Jubilee, led by a
non-profit group that buys delin-
quent college loan debts for pen-
nies on the dollar, but instead of
trying to collect it, abolishes it.

The PWortland Observer

PHOTO BY OLIVIA OLIVIA/THE PORTLAND OBSERVER
Daniel Hong, a rising political science major at Reed College, leads
an assembly on student debt at Portland State University.

The program selects students ran-
domly and purchases their debt,
saving the lucky few from what
averages to $30,000 per student.
The organization has raised over
$700,000 and abolished nearly
$32 million in debt.

“My advice,” said former ad-
junct professor and graduate Shin
Yu Pai, “is to find a way to finance
education with loans, or fewer
loans, using scholarships or fel-
lowships, or consider alternative
ways to get the learning that you
are looking for with internships or
apprenticeships.”

career paths

Pai spoke to the $50,000 in debt
she faced to acquire degrees need-
ed to teach, and then being paid a
pittance as an adjunct professor.
She eventually went back to school
on a full-ride, she said, but was
only offered such a position once
she had teaching experience, and
the teaching experience only came
after she had taken out debt. She
eventually found work proofread-
ing for an ad agency, a job she says
does not really require the level of
education she paid for to get there.

Tessara Dudley, a PSU black
studies major, local poet, and reg-
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ular contributor to the Portland
Observer, said she couldn’t afford
to wait for a full-ride scholarship.

“If T left school tomorrow I
would be homeless very quickly.
I'm fully aware that I'm borrow-
ing against my future, but I hon-
estly don’t see another choice,”
she said.

Several students even described
their choice of being stuck perpet-
vally in the education system to
avoid having to pay back loans
once they graduate.

Students who had realized too
late their degrees might not land
them jobs decide to stay enrolled
for years, even for one class at
a time, knowing it might be the
only way for them to stay housed
through their school, or keep their
work-study jobs on campus.

Even students who had been
advised to hold off on graduate
school until they could access a
full-ride program expressed frus-
trations that they wouldn’t be able
to hold out long enough during the
harsh economy.

Current PSU adjunct professor
and PhD candidate Angie Mejia
says students staying in courses
just for housing can make teach-
ing difficult as well.

“We know there are students
who have their headphones on, ar-
en’t really fully there, that enroll
just to stay housed,” she explains.

Although the common dream
of obtaining full-ride scholarships
was the pursuit of many students
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following the advice of financial
aid advisors and professors, ac-
quiring the ever-coveted awards
were much more difficult than
many students could manage.

“T have applied every year for
all kinds of scholarships and never
once received one,” shared Dud-
ley. “Assuming I graduate next
year I'll already have $50.000 in
debt,” she explained.

The consensus among all par-
ticipants was that tuition caps,
along with allowing students to sit
on school boards that adjust tui-
tion costs, was imperative.

Tuition and fees to go to col-
lege have gone up over 600 per-
cent from where they stood in
1985 according to the New York
Times, but it wasn’t clear where
rising tuition costs were going fo,
with professors increasingly being
paid less and being less likely to
acquire tenure.

Expanding administrative costs
are a big reason for the high costs
of an education, but other factors,
such as cuts to state funding, and
drops in tax revenues that fund
major public institutions are also
to blame.

For students who are already in
debt, acquiring more debt seems
to be the only way forward.

“I still hold on to hopes of get-
ting an education,” said Hong,
echoing the sentiments of other
students at the rally, “even if I'm
not sure where it takes me or what
it means right now.”
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