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The cost of higher education in the
United States is big news. One
major reason for the media atten-

tion is rising student loan debt. Concerns
about rising student loan debt are
being voiced at the federal government
level1 and by political candidates,2,3 insti-
tutions of higher education,4 profes-
sional organizations,5,6 and, of course,
consumers.7

There seems to be little agreement
on the reasons for escalating costs,
although there is nearly universal agree-
ment that the costs are out of control.
Various authors have argued for and
against the effects of several factors on
increasing costs, including growing num-
bers of institutional administrators,8,9

increasing federal regulation,10 new cam-
pus buildings to attract students,9,11 ris-
ing costs of employee health insur-
ance,12 costs of intercollegiate sports,9

and an increasing proportion of profes-
sors staying beyond traditional retire-
ment age.13 State support for public insti-
tutions has declined over the past 2 to 3
decades,9,14,15 and both public and pri-
vate institutions saw declines in gifts and
endowments during the recent reces-
sion.9 Consequently, institutions have
charged students more to make up for
budget deficits.15 The result is that over
the past 3 decades, tuition and fees have
increased approximately 210% at 4-year
public universities and by approximately
130% at private 4-year nonprofit institu-
tions,9 while median household income
has increased by approximately 2%.15

Although tuition increases have been
accompanied by expansion of financial
aid packages, increasing proportions of
those packages are in the form of
loans.9,16 Taken together, these forces
have caused higher education costs to
outstrip the capacity of many family bud-
gets, requiring more borrowing than in
the past.

Consequences of high student loan debt
are reported to include delays in starting
families, buying homes, or saving for

retirement.17,18 Some evidence suggests
that student loan debt influences deci-
sions about where to work5 or live,17

with increasing importance of salary and
cost of living in decision making.
Another upshot of high student loan debt
may be inability to afford additional edu-
cation for career advancement—a reason
to be worried that we will have insuffi-
cient numbers of physical therapists
with PhD degrees to support academic
and research programs. Adding to con-
cern, a study published in 2015 reported
a negative association between cumula-
tive student loan amounts and psycho-
logical well-being of individuals in early
adulthood.19

How has the changing landscape of
higher education affordability affected
physical therapist students and gradu-
ates? Although the aggregate amount
for federal student loans is capped at
$31,000 for dependent undergraduate
students, the aggregate limit for graduate
or professional students is $138,500.20

Aggregate loan limits for private student
loans are $75,000 to $120,000 for under-
graduate students, and limits for graduate
and professional students are higher.21

These limits usually include all student
loan debt, from both federal and private
sources. The availability of loans is one
factor influencing institutions to increase
tuition for graduate programs, particu-
larly those that are in demand.22 Reflect-
ing this trend, since fiscal year 2004–
2005 the mean total cost of physical
therapist education programs has
increased nearly 100% at private institu-
tions (mean in fiscal year 2014–2015�
$99,797) and approximately 50% for
in-state students at public universities
(mean in fiscal year 2014–2015�
$55,997).23

Eighty-six percent of doctor of physical
therapy (DPT) students graduating from
one state university program in 2005–
2007 financed their education with stu-
dent loans, and more than 13% had stu-
dent loans of more than $80,000.24 A

2011 American Physical Therapy Associ-
ation (APTA) position paper reported
that physical therapist program gradu-
ates 1 to 5 years out of school had an
average cumulative student loan debt of
approximately $96,000.5 In 2015, one
large state university system reported
that across all programs in the system,
the average student loan debt for DPT
graduates who borrowed was approxi-
mately $74,000.25 When adding average
undergraduate debt accumulated by
graduates from that system, an average
total student loan debt of $92,000 was
predicted. Financial experts recommend
that cumulative student loan debt not
exceed a graduate’s starting annual sal-
ary26 or that monthly loan payments not
exceed 10% of monthly salary.27 Ameri-
can Physical Therapy Association data
indicate that, on average, in 2013 physi-
cal therapists up to 10 years postgradua-
tion did not make more than $80,000.28

This fact makes it quite likely that many
DPT graduates accumulate more than
the recommended amount of student
loan debt. On a larger scale, this possi-
bility begs the question: “How long will
it take for costs of DPT programs to out-
weigh the attractiveness of becoming a
physical therapist?”

In fact, we may be in a physical therapy
education bubble market. Housing bub-
ble markets are characterized by increas-
ing demand for, and rising valuations of,
property until rising costs become unsus-
tainable relative to income.29 Similarly,
an education bubble is sustained by the
assumption of a high demand for physi-
cal therapist services for which society is
willing to pay. In this case, the assump-
tion is that students will pay the ever-
increasing tuition for professional educa-
tion so that they can transform their
tuition dollars into skills that allow them
to provide those payable services.30

Moreover, similar to the housing bubble,
student loans are readily available, with
low interest rates and fairly long payback
periods. Increasing inability to repay stu-
dent loans would represent the bubble
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bursting, as the ratio of debt to earning
potential increases to a tipping point.

The demand for physical therapist edu-
cation is borne out by the fact that there
are many more applicants to programs
than there are seats; 54% of individuals
applying through the Physical Therapy
Centralized Application Service (PTCAS)
in 2014 did not get accepted into any
program.31 To sustain the bubble,
demand for, and willingness to pay for,
professional education must remain
high; however, the bubble is likely to be
affected by what happens under the
Affordable Care Act (ACA). For example,
it is unclear how accountable care orga-
nizations and medical homes, empha-
sized in the ACA, might affect the
demand for physical therapist services.
At the same time, more people have
access to insurance and, thus, to physical
therapist services through the provisions
of the ACA. Many of the most affordable
insurance plans, however, have high
deductibles that are applied to physical
therapist services, affecting the afford-
ability of those services. A recently pub-
lished study of workforce projections for
physical therapists estimated a 4%
growth rate in graduates from 2017 to
2020 and various rates of attrition from
the profession.32 Seven of the 9 formulas
projected a deficit by 2020; however, the
authors noted that they did not account
for any changes affected by the ACA.
Growth on the supply side may be
higher than anticipated, with 28 new
DPT programs at some stage of develop-
ment as of June 15, 2016.33 Regardless of
any shifts in supply, health care practice
structures, or individuals’ accessibility to
insurance, it seems unlikely that with
pressures to improve the affordability of
health care, salaries for physical thera-
pists will rise to the same degree as
tuition. As evidence, average salaries for
physical therapists increased by 25%
from 2004 to 2013.28

Because it is unlikely that many people
will be able to attend a DPT program
without any student loans, to effectively
tackle the problem of student loan debt
requires efforts to both improve student
loan affordability and reduce educational
program costs. Expansion of the federal
Income-Based Repayment Program is

one way the Obama administration has
addressed the issue of student loan
affordability. Additionally, loan forgive-
ness through the Public Service Loan For-
giveness Program may apply to certain
borrowers. Specific to physical therapy,
APTA has worked for several years,
unfortunately without success, on efforts
to pass federal legislation that would
allow physical therapists to participate in
the National Health Service Corps Loan
Repayment Program.18 The APTA web-
site also provides information to help
potential and current students and grad-
uates develop strategies to manage stu-
dent loan debt and find scholarships. In
addition, the APTA House of Delegates
(RC 11-16) recently called for evaluation
of the effects of student loan debt on the
profession with recommendations for
addressing the issue. These efforts,
however, do not address the fundamen-
tal problem: escalating costs of DPT
programs.

Physical therapist education programs
are housed in a variety of educational
institutions with variable financial mod-
els, revenue sources, and missions. More-
over, physical therapist programs tend to
work individually within their institu-
tions rather than collectively. Student
loan debt is such a pervasive and impor-
tant problem, however, that it pro-
vides the perfect opportunity for col-
laboration. Collectively, faculty and
administrators across programs, as well
as thought leaders in health professions
education, may be able to use their influ-
ence to address program costs. It is more
or less unheard of for institutions to
lower tuition and fees. A possible tactic,
however, may be to work toward slow-
ing the rates of increase. Institutional
governing boards, the Commission on
Accreditation in Physical Therapy Educa-
tion (CAPTE), and the Federation of State
Boards of Physical Therapy (FSBPT) also
must be part of the solution to help
lower costs. The American Council of
Academic Physical Therapy (ACAPT) is
the most viable structure for facilitating
the necessary cooperation among vari-
ous stakeholders. How we address this
imperative may be the test of its collec-
tive power as an organization. The objec-
tives of collaboration should include for-
mulating, implementing, and evaluating

innovative methods for reducing costs to
students and improving the efficiency of
program delivery.

Possible Solutions
Some possible solutions to the problem
of high student load debt are:

1. Increase program cohort sizes. Pro-
grams of larger size are more efficient
than small programs and might give
us leverage to work with institutional
governing boards to manage the rate
of program tuition increases.

2. Give credit for prior learning, thereby
reducing per-credit tuition costs for
students, if applicable.

3. Reduce the number of clinical educa-
tion courses that students must take
or reduce the credit load of the
courses. Attribution of credits per
week for clinical education courses
varies considerably across institu-
tions, as do the number of courses.
Moreover, many require students to
spend money for new lodgings and
travel to several different places.

4. Work with state licensing boards on a
2-stage licensure system. Developing
a system that allows students to grad-
uate in 2 years and then complete a
paid internship could save graduates
from paying for often heavily credited
clinical education courses and allow
them to earn money during mentored
experiences. Our speech and lan-
guage pathology colleagues have a
system somewhat like this, and med-
ical education requires that students
pass parts of the medical board exam-
inations at different points in their
education, both before and after
graduation.

5. Develop course and curricular models
that would take advantage of econo-
mies of scale. By and large, programs
develop unique, one of a kind, inde-
pendent courses, curricula, and
administrative processes within their
institutions. By sharing in the creation
and delivery of online courses or
course materials and faculty across
programs, we could become more
efficient.
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6. Leverage regional clinical education
consortia. Faculty designated as direc-
tors of clinical education spend
approximately 37% of their time on
administrative tasks.23 Regional con-
sortia could provide administrative
structures for programs to communi-
cate with clinical sites and match stu-
dents to sites, reducing the costs of
faculty time and allowing them to use
their expertise more appropriately in
teaching and mentoring activities.

Innovative thinking, risk taking, open-
ness to change, and adoption of new
strategies for improving program effi-
ciency and reducing costs are vital to
slowing tuition increases and addressing
student loan debt. Our profession could
become a model for other professions.
Physical therapist educators and admin-
istrators, through ACAPT, institutional
leaders, APTA leaders, CAPTE, and
FSBPT, must work together to mitigate
the potential for a large bursting bubble.
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