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Samantha Berger

Student Loan Debt Forgiveness in a Pandemic

Oct 20, 2021 4 min read

	 The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the lives of Americans across the country negatively impacting the 

health and livelihoods of millions. Student loan debt statistics for 2021 show U.S. student loan debt is the second 

highest consumer debt in the United States--crippling 45 million borrowers who collectively owe nearly $1.7 

trillion.[1] As part of the CARES Act, passed in March of 2020 in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, student 

loans were paused; meaning, no federal student loan payments were owed, no interest accrued, and no student 

loans in default would be collected.[2] 

	 The pause on student loans began on March 13, 2020 and the U.S. Department of Education determined the 

final extension would end on January 31, 2022.[3] While borrowers were granted student loan forbearance during 

this difficult time, the relief was only temporary. Student loans were paused not cancelled. For most Americans, 

payments will be due, and interest will accrue as soon as January 31, 2022 arrives.[4] 

	 Since winning the 2020 election, President Biden has faced pressure to issue an executive order cancelling 

student loans.[5] While Biden has so far refused to issue an executive order universally forgiving student loans, he 

has cancelled over $11.5 billion in student loans since beginning his term as President. Rather than cancelling all 

student loan debt in one swoop, President Biden has cancelled student loans in waves, identifying specific groups 

of borrowers identified by statute but were put on hold by the Trump and DeVos Department of Education.[6] $7.1 

billion were cancelled for borrowers with “total and permanent disability”, $1.1 billion were forgiven for former 

students who were “misled” by ITT Technical Institute, $55.6 million were discharged for people who attended 

three other trade schools which misrepresented themselves to students, and $1 billion were dismissed for 

borrowers who claimed they were defrauded by schools.[7]

	 While the steps taken by the Biden Administration have helped millions of people overcome their student 

debt, it does not have a sizable impact on the 45 million Americans who owe federal student loans. Senator 

Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts and Senate Majority Leader Charles Schumer of New York have introduced a 

resolution in Congress calling on President Biden to use executive action to cancel up to $50,000 in student loan 

debt per borrower. Unlike their proposal in September of 2020, which would allow the debt forgiveness to apply to 

all borrowers, this resolution was limited to borrowers with federal student loans who earn less than $125,000 a 

year.[8] President Biden has rejected the proposed $50,000 forgiveness and instead has stated an intention to 

cancel $10,000 in federal student loan debt for every borrower. President Biden is reported to have inquired as to 

whether a president can legally forgive widespread student debt through executive action and no response to this 

question has been publicly recorded.[9]
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	 While we are far away from any extensive student loan forgiveness, changes are continually being made. For 

example, the U.S. Department of Education made changes to allow student loan forgiveness to be more accessible 

to Americans working in public service roles. It was announced on October 6, 2021, that changes were made to the 

Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) Program to improve the process.[10] The PSLF was enacted in 2007 and 

up until now has only benefited 5,500 borrowers because of its “complicated eligibility rules, servicing errors, or 

other technicalities.”[11] Recognizing that public service workers were suffering immensely on the front lines of 

the pandemic, the program now simply requires the borrower to have made payments towards federal loans for 10 

years while working in a public service position—no matter the type of loan they will be eligible for forgiveness. 

These changes have brought 550,000 borrowers closer to student loan forgiveness by an average of 23 payments.

[12]

	 The Biden Administration recognizes the burden student loan debt has on the lives of Americans and has 

chosen to act. While those actions are not as fast and not as broad as many would like to see, the actions are still 

being done. President Biden continues to grant relief to small waves of groups of borrowers, and those small 

groups will add up to create an enormous impact on the lives of American borrowers. A quicker way to help 

borrowers in need without eradicating all loans for all borrowers under any circumstances would be for Congress 

to amend bankruptcy laws. It is nearly impossible for borrowers to discharge student loans in bankruptcy, but 

amended bankruptcy laws could aid borrowers who are desperate for relief without a wide-scale student loan 

cancellation that is so controversial in Congress. [13]
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