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Abstract

This qualitative study examined the experiences of adult Black women doctoral graduate’s and the use of
student loans to advance and gain financial prosperity.
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Higher education has a long history of providing individuals with specialized education to access
careers in fields that would otherwise remain closed if not for a college degree. Advocates of secondary
education champion college degrees as the key to economic success; however, student loan opponents
often try to dissuade students from the overuse of loans as a main source to fund their education (Espinosa
et al., 2019; Houle & Addo, 2019; Scott-Clayton & Li, 2016). The reason students loan borrowers commit
to the idea of taking out loans to fund their education is due to the hope they will obtain full-time
employment to repay their debt (Addo et al., 2016; Holland, 2017; Houle & Addo, 2019). This is
especially true for people within marginalized communities, who receive the same message that their
financial success and prosperity depends on a college education.

Black women often focus on their ability to create economic stability based on their professional
aspirations. Further reinforcement of this ideology stems from the reality that well-paying professions
require an individual to have received formalized graduate level education in the study of law, medicine,
sciences, and teaching to advance in their respective fields. This research study examined the significant
role of student loans as a legitimate funding source for Black women gaining wider access to graduate
level higher education (i.e., Masters, MFA, MSW, DBA, EdD, PhD, PsyD).

Background

Researchers categorize student loan debt as consumer debt incurred to pay for post-secondary
education. Researchers found that close to half of student loans obtained each year are from graduate
seeking students (Pyne & Grodsky, 2020; Webber & Burns, 2022). According to the Board of Governors
of the Federal Reserve System (2023), student loan borrowers owe approximately 1.76 trillion dollars in
both federal and private student loans. As a result of this growing issue, borrowers, political leaders, and
special interest groups are demanding reforms to address the growing debt load incurred by students.
Scott-Clayton and Li (2016) found that people of color (i.e., Black people, Latinx, Native Americans)
utilize more student loans than any other group. Specifically, the research suggests that Black women are
more likely to seek out graduate loans to complete their education in comparison to their white
counterparts (Bostick et al., 2022; Pyne & Grodsky, 2020). This comes at a time when States’s are
decreasing funding to public educational institutions, therefore adding to the amount of loans acquired by
students (Goldrick-Rab & Steinbaum, 2020). Despite the conflicting message, students from low-
socioeconomic backgrounds continue to view higher education as a vehicle to end generational poverty
(Jackson & Reynolds, 2013). This study contributes to the literature, by offering deeper insight into a
complex issue as it relates to Black women graduates securing funding for their graduate education.

Methodology
This study employed the narrative inquiry methodology to investigate Black women’s
experiences carrying student loan debt. Narrative inquiry research method provides deeper insight into the
human stories of the participants. According to Kim (2015), narrative inquiry welcomes the audience into
lives of the participants, while also making room for the participant to revisit and make meaning of their
stories and experiences. To address the conflicting messages Black women, receive within society, and at
home, this study sought to answer the following questions: (1) what is the make-meaning process for



recent Black women graduates as it relates to their ability to access graduate education using student
loans? and (2) what significance does the burden of student loan debt carry for their future success in
society?

Research Findings

The findings of this study revealed that due to a lack of diverse aid options outside of student
loans, Black women graduates rely on student loans at a higher rate in their effort to create economic
stability. Furthermore, the research suggests, there is a disparity in the disbursement of institutional
financial aid for Black women graduates. Student loans offer women of color access to an education that
would otherwise be out of reach. Nevertheless, the amount of debt taken on by Black women has further
limited their ability to build generational wealth. The participants of this study revealed that despite the
future implications of carrying a significant amount of debt posed for their future, the women echoed a
similar sentiment; student debt was unavoidable to gain access to a life outside of poverty and move
firmly within the middle or upper-middle class.

Conclusion

To address the disparity in the amount of college debt held, the women in this study implored
shrewd tactics to address their student loan debt, such as, (a) starting small businesses, (b) relocating to
affordable cities, (c) employing financial advisors to help manage their money (i.e., savings, investing,
retirement), (d) seeking out student loan forgiveness benefits as part of employment package, and (e)
moving in with parents, siblings, and or friends to cut cost and pay down debt. Nevertheless, the
participants added stress in carrying substantial loan debt highlights a larger problem as it relates to access
to alternative financial aid options for Black women seeking higher education as a mechanism to build
economic wealth.
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