students ¥ united.

Good afternoon Chair and members of the Committee,

My name is Em Hodge, and I’'m a student at Minnesota State University, Mankato. | am also the elected State Chair of
Students United, representing the 55,000 students at MinnState universities. Thank you for the opportunity to share how
recent federal changes to student loans and Department of Education policies are affecting students like me.

| am currently a Master’s of Social Work student who also did my undergrad in social work. When | tell people my career
path, | am often asked about the low pay. This is a reality of my chosen profession. However, | did not enter this career
path for money, but to serve communities in need. The average social worker with an undergrad degree can expect to
make around 40-55k, while a Master's could result in 60-75k depending on licensure choice. Therefore, after | graduated
| took the risk to jump right into my Masters to ensure | could maximize my lifetime earnings. In order to make ends
meet, | currently work two jobs totaling between 20-35 hours a week.

These tradeoffs are realities that | was aware of when | started my education. However, over the last year, the federal
student aid landscape has shifted dramatically. Many students entered college expecting one set of repayment options
and now find ourselves navigating a maze of new programs and rules. While the Biden administration's repayment
options like the SAVE plan promised lower monthly payments and more forgiveness for low-income borrowers, this will
now expire in 2026. Students are unsure which new plans they will qualify for, how to enroll, or whether the rules might
change again before they graduate. The result is anxiety, not just about paying loans, but about whether the system itself
can be trusted to keep its promises, especially considering the major reduction in force at the Department of Education.

These changes combined with the ending of Grad Plus loans have me worried about pushing students into a less
regulated private market. Without access to federal borrowing that once covered the full cost of graduate education,
students—especially those pursuing degrees in fields like social work, education, and public health—may have to rely on
private lenders with higher interest rates, fewer income-based repayment options, and limited deferment protections.
For Minnesota’s regional universities and professional programs, this could mean fewer applicants and a growing gap
between who can and cannot afford a postsecondary education, undermining the state’s long-term workforce goals.

Perhaps most relevant to me, negotiated rulemaking in the Department of Education has signaled changes to the Public
Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program. The definition of “qualifying employer” under PSLF may narrow: some
organizations that currently count may become ineligible if the Department of Education determines they have a
“substantial illegal purpose.” The Department has also lowered the burden of proof for these claims. | share the concerns
of experts who fear a political litmus test for loan forgiveness.

These federal changes are shaping the financial and emotional reality of today’s college experience. Students want to
invest in their education, but the unpredictability of federal policy makes it difficult to plan for our futures. Behind every
policy debate are students balancing jobs, family responsibilities, and the hope that higher education will lead to stability
and purpose. We deserve a system that is stable, transparent, and fair, one that allows us to pursue service-oriented
careers without fear of lifelong debt. Our ability to contribute to our communities depends on a higher education system
we can count on. Thank you for listening and for your commitment to Minnesota students.



