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May 10, 2006 
 
Dear Chairman Miller,  
 
This letter is to introduce the concerns and perspectives of a group of active and 
concerned students at the University of Nevada, Reno regarding the state of higher 
education in America to the Commission.  
 
Upon learning of the formation of your Commission on the Future of Higher Education, a 
group of student leaders at UNR began to consult students, student government 
representatives, and financial aid representatives to establish a consensus on what issues 
are facing students at our school. It is important to us that we engage our public officials 
on the critical issues of access to higher education for the diverse and growing population 
of students in Nevada. We ask that you pay special attention to the issue of student debt 
because: 
 

• The many individuals who assembled to collaborate on this project represent a 
cross section of active students from many campus groups and mostly come from 
the perspective of 4-5 year undergraduate experiences. We are now considering 
the many factors that will confront us as graduates. We have aided in collecting 



over 150 personal comments from University of Nevada, Reno students who 
voiced their concerns about the problems associated with too much student loan 
debt and its causes. 

 
• The University of Nevada public higher education system is nearing a turning 

point in its operating capacity regarding current student aid policies. At this point, 
students who graduate from high schools in Nevada with a suitable GPA are 
eligible for grant aid through the Millennium Scholarship. The Millennium 
Scholarship covers in-state tuition for students that complete particular sets of 
courses in the completion of their high school degree. There is still no committed 
proposal for how to continue this source of funding for many of the lower and 
middle income students in Nevada.  

 
Along with this letter, please find attached a list of our task force contributors, a campus 
profile that details the state of financial aid at UNR and a list of our “Borrower’s Bill of 
Rights,”-- a set of recommendations to your commission.  
 
On behalf of the entire student body at the University of Nevada, Reno, we would like to 
thank you for your attention and for your acceptance of our recommendations a mark of 
our continued interest in your efforts and those of our decision makers in addressing 
higher education in America. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Jake Vela 
Progressive Organization Council 
University of Nevada, Reno 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 University of Nevada - Reno Student Debt Task Force Members 
 
Katie Babcock, Chair of ASUN Elections Board, 2006, babcockk@unr.nevada.edu 
Sally Welch, Vice President of Golden Key Honor Society, 2006, swelch@unr.nevada.edu 
Jake Vela, President, Progressive Organization Council, 2006, vela@unr.nevada.edu 
Johanna Jacobson, Religious Vice-President, Hillel, 2006, jacobson@unr.nevada.edu 
Tom Mullin, President, UNR Young Democrats, 2006, mullin@unr.nevada.edu 
Vanessa Conrad, Community Organizer, Great Basin Mine Watch, 2006 
vconrad70@yahoo.com 
Sarah Ragsdale, Speaker of the Senate, Associated Students of the University of Nevada, 2006, 
speaker@asun.unr.edu 
Robert Faber, Student, 2006, roddomino@aol.com 
Kihumi Ono-Morre, Student, 2008, onojjunk@aol.com 
 
 
Federal Policy Recommendations To Consider: 
 
Legislators should establish a “Borrower’s Bill of Rights” to afford students and 
borrowers protections from lenders, including: 
 

• Payment deferral until graduates reach a minimum earning level.  
Graduates should have the opportunity to explore lower paying, public service oriented 
careers as they leave school, without being thrust into deep debt loan repayment. Instead 
of isolated deferment programs that require specific application, students should be able 
to view their post graduate life as an open playing field of opportunities unfettered by 
shackles of debt. A standardized payment deferral plan will create this opportunity.  
 

• Link payment size to income and cap repayment interest rates and keep 
them linked to inflation. 

As graduates join the workforce and begin to work in their communities, they should be 
able to consider long term employment and careers in public service and continued 
educational options without being weighed down by unmanageable loan debt payments. 
These citizens are on the cusp of purchasing their first homes and starting families. They 
should be able to repay the life of their loans without harming their ability to attain their 
dreams of owning and shaping a financially stable home and family life.  
 

• Set maximum repayment periods for student loans. 
Students who pay off their loans in a responsible manner over the life of their loans 
should be eligible for loan cancellation or loan assistance as they reach a certain time 
period maximum for repayment. Independent retirement investments will benefit our 
entire American society. 
 

• Use a debt ratio to assess the amount of grants for which students are 
eligible. 



Middle class families should have debt ratio formulas applied to their financial aid 
assessment, including factors such as housing cost, tuition, and other external factors. 
Young married couples can be especially challenged by combined income levels and 
should not be plunged into debt for attempting to continue their education. 
 

• Private Companies should not be allowed to take advantage of students by 
defining student loan policy. 

Companies that issue student loans should be held to a higher standard. For-profit 
companies should be regulated tightly by the federal government in order to promote 
consumer-beneficial competition between private loan providers. Federal student loans 
programs should be administered by government agencies, not by corporations. Only 
then will federal aid programs cease to be used as an ATM for companies like Sallie 
Mae.  
 
 
State Based Policy Recommendations: 
 

• The Millennium Scholarship should be transitioned into a longer term and 
viable, state administrated funding program to address the grant aid needs 
of students in Nevada 

Every year, the Millennium Scholarship provides access to public school in Nevada and 
currently funds approximately 40% of students at the University of Nevada - Reno. As 
this program expires, our state and federal governments should prioritize producing a 
program that will continue an emphasis on access to high quality and affordable higher 
education for all students in Nevada who meet a set of academic criteria. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



University of Nevada - Reno 
Student Debt Alert 

Campus Profile 
 

1. What percentage of students from your school graduate with loans?  
37% 

2. What percentage carry student loan debt nationally for your school type?  
58% 

3. When students graduate from your school, what is the average amount of their 
student loan debt?  

Information not available 
4. Nationally, for your school type, what is the average amount of debt for graduates 

with loans?  
$15,834 

5. Percentage of aid applicants with family incomes:  
a. Less than $30,000:  20% 
b. Between $30-60,000:  9% 
c. Above $60,000:  14% 

6. For lower-income families in your state, what percentage of their income would it 
take to pay for tuition and fees at your school?  

12.5% 
7. How many undergraduates have private or “alternative” student loans at your 

campus?  
University of Nevada – Reno’s Financial Aid Department does not separate 
out graduate and undergraduate students in their figures for private or 
“alternative loans”. The total number of students on campus with alternative 
loans is 316.  The average private loan debt is $7,000. Most students who 
are borrowing private loans are doing so because they are not eligible for 
federal funding because they are failing to make satisfactory academic 
progress.  

8. Does your school give any specific advice such as formulas, warnings or calculating 
tools to help students figure out how much they need to borrow, or how much they 
need to earn to pay off their loans?  

The Financial Aid Office at UNR had this to say about how they support 
student loan borrowers: “We have our loan guarantor, EdFund, send all 
students with loans a Loan Summary four times a year. It details how much 
the student borrowed to date and what their payment amount might be in 
repayment. We time the letters to coincide with the Offer Letters for the 
upcoming year and beginning of the new school year. We have many 
calculators and brochures available to help them decide if they are on the 
right path in borrowing. We also hold free luncheons for our students on 
topics such as loan consolidation, repayment, budgeting and more. We also 
send out mass e-mails on topics such as loan consolidation to help students 
know what is available and how it could save them money. We also offer to 
the First Year Experience (FYE) classes the option of having our office be 
the guest lecturer on financial aid topics. We offer in-person Entrance 



Counseling to our first year students at orientation. Lastly we are available 
for walk up help and/or appointments.  
 
We will be having our students who want private loans in 06/07 go through 
loan counseling before we certify their loans. This will help the student 
understand the interest rates, credit implications, total costs of the loan, etc. 
We also steer the student towards federal funds over private loans because 
of the interest rates of private loans.” 

11. What policies exist regarding credit card marketing on campus? Are there limits on 
where and how credit card companies can contact students?  

Credit card companies are allowed to be on campus either by paying a fee 
to the university or through sponsorship by a club or organization on 
campus.  

12. Does your campus estimate for non-tuition expenses seem accurate? If not, how far 
off is it? What are the unanticipated costs? 

The school estimates $18,600 for in-state students living off-campus which 
seems reasonable.  

13. What percentage of students at your campus receive federal Pell grants?  
15% 

14. What’s the national percentage of students who receive Pell grants for your school 
type?  

26% 
 

 


