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TRADE OFF: 
Student Debt at Florida Career-

Training Programs

21% of Floridian undergraduates

41% of Floridian undergraduates who have federal student loans

58% of the Floridians who default on their federal student loans
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Federal poverty line
for a family of 2: $16,406

Average graduate 
income: $21,331
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First gainful employment dataset released; 
800+ programs nationwide fail accountability 
standards

School reporting deadline extended until 
7/1/17

School reporting deadline extended until 
7/1/18

Betsy DeVos sworn in as Secretary of 
Education

Department of Education announces intent 
to revise gainful employment rule

18 state attorney generals sue Department 
of Education over halting enforcement of 
gainful employment rule

Data-sharing agreement with Social Security 
Administration allowed to expire, 
hamstringing data collection for gainful 
employment rule

Department of Education announces intent 
to repeal gainful employment rule

Volume of public comment forces 
Department of Education to miss crucial 
deadline to repeal gainful employment for 
2019 school year

Congressional Democrats send open letter 
demanding renewal of data-sharing 
agreement and release of gainful 
employment data 
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Career-training programs directly prepare students for 
employment, rather than granting degrees. However, 
these programs can put students deep in debt while 
training them for low-paying careers. Students at ca-
reer-focused colleges are more likely to take on debt 
and default on their loans than students at degree-fo-
cused colleges.

The graduates of Florida’s career-training programs 
earn an average of only $21,331 per year. Criminal 
justice and nursing students can expect the highest 
incomes, while graduates of beauty programs earn 
an average income below the federal poverty line. 
Average annual incomes are displayed below for 
graduates of the fifteen most popular career-training 

tracks in Florida. 

Students at career-focused colleges make up...

Students at career-focused colleges tend to be...

One dot is one career-focused (   ) or degree-focused (   ) college.

What’s left after loans?

Percent of income spent on debt: 
which institutions pay off?

The average graduate of a career-training program
will spend $1,770 a year on federal student loan

payments. Debt is particularly high at private 
institutions: on average, graduates from private 

institutions spend more than fourteen times as much 
on loan payments as graduates from public 

institutions, while making an average of $6,135
less per year than graduates from public institutions.

Under an Obama-era regulation known as “gainful  em-
ployment,”  graduates of career-training programs 
should spend no more than 8% of their income on stu-
dent loans. Career-training programs where graduates 
spent more than 12% of their income on loans could 
lose federal student aid. However, Secretary of Educa-
tion Betsy DeVos has repeatedly taken aim at gainful 
employment, and the rule has narrowly avoided repeal.

Student protections under 
fire: the 8% rule

A quarter of popular career-
training tracks leave 

graduates below the poverty line
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Licensed Practical/Vocational Nursing
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One measure of a program’s debt burden is the 
percentage of a typical graduate’s income spent on 
loan payments.  In the chart below, each dot is one 
career-training program from the top 15 career-

training tracks in Florida. Larger dots indicate larger 
programs. Students of programs in the gray box 

graduate debt-free.

Debt and income after graduation vary widely from 
one type of career-training program to another,  
and not all programs are available at all  types of 
schools. Criminal justice and nursing are  the most 
lucrative of the 15 popular career-training pro-
grams and are offered at many low- or no-debt 
public institutions. However, programs in the arts 
are only offered by high-debt private institutions. 
And while the medical and beauty fields have more 
public options, graduates enter into positions with 

very low annual earnings. 
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Source: Department of Education (2015 debt-to-earnings rates, 
College Scorecard 2016-2017, 2015 cohort default rates)


