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College student debt, now topping one trillion 
dollars, is one of the most severe issues affecting 
higher education. But if that amount (higher than 
Americans’ combined credit card debt) sounds scan-
dalous, the problem is compounded by the fact that 
it is affecting disproportionally people of color.

In a report published by the Brookings Institute 
last October titled “Black-white disparity in student 
loan debt more than triples after graduation,” its 
authors 

found that by the moment they earn their bach-
elor ’s degrees, black college graduates owe $7,400 
more on average than their white peers. And the 
problem becomes even more acute over time. 
According to this same report, the black/white 
debt gap eventually more than triples to a whop-
ping $25,000. This leads black graduates holding 
nearly $53,000 in student loan debt four years after 
graduation, almost twice as much as their white 
counterparts. 

Although previous studies had shown that there 
were racial disparities in student borrowing, delin-
quencies, and defaults, this report provides new 
evidence that “racial gaps in total debt are far larger 
than even recent reports have recognized, far larger 
now than in the past, and correlated with troubling 
trends in the economy and in the for-profit sector,” 
according to the study.

The problem of racial disparities in student debt 
has been known since the beginning of this mil-
lennium when the U.S. Department of Education 
reported that black graduates were more likely to 
take on student debt and that they defaulted at a 

rate several times higher than that of white or Asian 
students in the 10 years after graduation. What this 
new study shows is that the problem is much more 
serious than anybody thought. Part of the problem 
has been that the U.S. Department of Education does 
not regularly track borrowers by race.

The same can be said about the Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and the National 
Student Loan Data System (NSLDS), neither of 
which track outstanding debt and repayments based 
on race. 

The situation for Hispanic/Latino graduates is 
somewhat similar to African Americans, although to a 
lesser degree when it comes to disparity. 

One of the reasons behind the results shown in this 
study is the disproportionate role of graduate school 
enrollment, particularly in for-profit institutions, con-
tributing to the overall black-white debt gap. Among 
the consequences of these large disparities in debt is 
that the default rates among borrowers have actually 
fallen sharply among all races “most likely due to 
increased penalties for institutions with high default 
rates and made it harder for students to avoid making 
repayments even after entering default,” wrote the 
report’s authors.

Also, 48 percent of black graduates see their under-
graduate loan balances grow after graduation, com-

pared to just 17 percent of white graduates. Black 
graduates owe 6 percent more than they borrowed, 
while white graduates owe 10 percent less than they 
borrowed four years after graduation. One of the rea-
sons is that repayment rates may be partly attributable 
to growing black/white wage gaps.

Another finding in this report is that “graduate 
school enrollment rates increased substantially for 
blacks between the 1993 and 2008 cohorts, much more 
so than for other groups, and the differential growth 
has occurred almost exclusively in the for-profit sec-
tor.” About half of black graduates in the 2008 cohort 
enrolled in a graduate school degree program within 
four years, compared to 38 percent of white graduates. 
Between 2004 and 2008, for-profit graduate enrollment 
increased dramatically for black students. 

Part of the problem is that the Higher Education 
Reconciliation Act of 2005 greatly increased federal 
borrowing limits for graduate students. Given that 
black students tend to have less parental help in 
paying for school than other ethnic groups, this may 
have led them to borrow more heavily. Given that 
the for-profit sector is by far the fastest-growing 
sector and the only one that has seen enrollments 
grow differentially by race, this helps to explain the 
accumulation of debt.

To make things worse, statistics show that black 
graduates are less likely to be employed after grad-
uation than their white counterparts. According to 
this study “the Great Recession hit black college 
graduates much harder than white college gradu-
ates, as well as with evidence that employers are 
more likely to discriminate against minorities in 

weak labor markets.”
Once again, one of the problems is that there is the 

disproportionate concentration of black graduate 
students in the for-profit sector, which is the main 
engine behind high-debt, low-quality, and some-
times even fraudulent programs. That is one of the 
reasons why the Obama Administration has been 
cracking down on those institutions.

Among the conclusions of this report is that we 
need a more comprehensive system to track debt 
and repayment patterns by race. The other is that 
borrowers who leave college without earning a 
degree are at even greater risk of default than those 
who graduate, even if they graduate with more debt; 
hence the need to emphasize college degree comple-
tion in institutions of higher education.

Additionally, we need to come up with more equita-
ble ways for graduates to pay back their debt. Yet, there 
is no question that we need to address the roots of the 
problem which are many and require a comprehensive 
plan that include addressing ongoing racial bias in the 
labor market and predatory recruitment by for-profit 
institutions before this ballooning problem becomes 
another source for racial tensions. 

“Federal financial aid policy alone cannot solve 
these problems – but neither can it ignore the chal-
lenges facing students of color who disproportion-
ately bear the burden of student debt,” concludes 
the study.

Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is a writer and college professor 
with leadership experience in higher education.  He can be 
contacted through his website at: http://www.aromerojr.net
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Option three has the district going 
back to voters in April of this year 
and a decision must be made at the 
Jan. 9 meeting if that is going to 
happen.

Should the referendum pass, the 
district would eliminate the risk of a 
state takeover and would be able to 
end its cycle of borrowing. Updated 
curriculum and textbooks – as well 
as the replacement of aging security 
systems – would be possible.

The proposed Prop E would be 
identical to the one placed on the 
Nov. 9 ballot - $6.9 million annually 

at a cost to taxpayers of an increase 
of .55 per $100 of assessed valuation.

Even if passed, the district would 
carry a deficit in the education fund 
until June, 2021.

It would, however, prevent the 
district from having its financial 
affairs taken over by the state and it 
would allow for a slow accumulation 
of cash reserves.

At the Dec. 19 meeting, board 
member Jeff Miller said he was asked 
if any other options exist beyond a 
referendum and the accompanying 
property tax hike.

“One question was. . . is it pos-
sible to refinance the current lon-
ger-term debt to offset the impact of 
the increase?”

Courtney said those are among the 
options that are being looked at now.
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Tickets are on sale now for $17.50 each on the Wildey website.
Next up at 7:30 p.m., Wednesday, Jan. 18 is The Capitol Steps. As the 

group’s first time at the Wildey Theatre, Canal said the show will be one you 
won’t want to miss.

“From Washington D.C., we have The Capitol Steps. The Capitol Steps is a 
nationally-known, bipartisan politically-based parody with music and skits. 
They constantly tour around the country, they’ve been on PBS and this is 
probably the smallest venue that they have done in years,” he said.

Comprised of a group of Senate staffers, The Capitol Steps “…set out to 
satirize the very people and places that employed them,” according to the 
group’s website. 

Tickets are on sale now, ranging from $50 to $60 each.
Coming up on Saturday, Jan. 21 is the Rich Guzzi Hypnosis Show. The 

show starts at 8 p.m. and Canal said it’s a show you’ll want to experience.
“I’ve seen many hypnotists over the years but Rich is by far the best. It’s an 

amazing and hilarious show and that’s why he travels all around the country 
and actually other countries too,” he said. “It’s good-natured fun honestly. 
No one does anything they don’t want to do.”

The last show of the month is “Gypsy,” which takes place at 8 p.m., Friday, 
Jan. 27 and 2 p.m. and 8 p.m., Saturday, Jan. 28. Due to popular demand, 
Canal said the Theatre set the concert for an additional night.

“We started out with two shows on the Saturday and they sold out fast, so 
we just recently added a third show on Friday evening. So people are getting 
a second chance to come see them. Gypsy has been here in the past…they 
filmed their documentary here, which already won a couple awards at the 
independent film festival,” he said.

The band will play all of their classic hits, such as “Gypsy Queen,” “Dead 
and Gone,” Antithesis,” and several others. 

Members include James Walsh on vocals and keyboards, Enrico Rosenbaum 
on vocals and guitars, Bill Lordan on drums, James Johnson on vocals and 
lead guitar, and Doni Larson on bass. 

Tickets are $50 each and are on sale on the Wildey’s website.
Canal said the band never ceases to impress.
“James Walsh, the lead guy, always finds some tasty, rare tune to put on, to 

add in to it. Even if you don’t know who Gypsy is, if you’re into what they 
call jam-type bands, they’re an original jam band. There’s some fine musi-
cians in Minnesota,” he said.

Overall, Canal said he’s looking forward to all of the shows and the variety 
of audiences who attend the upcoming events. 

“I’m looking forward to all of them. I can’t pick one. Each one of them is a 
totally unique, different crowd, different tastes. It’s not which one I’m looking 
forward to…I’m looking forward to when the shows going on, looking at a 
room full of people who have smiles on their faces and when they’re leaving 
and go, ‘That was great,’” he said.

To purchase tickets, visit the Wildey Theatre’s website at www.wildeythe-
atre.com or call 618-307-2053.
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The Glen Carbon group is working with 
the Midwest Renewable Energy Association 
(MREA) and is in the process of selecting a 
solar installer.

The MREA will also assist with planning 
educational programs for interested individ-
uals and businesses.

“We plan on hosting several 1-hour edu-
cational programs in late February or early 
March to detail the program and to explain 

how solar power works,” Krusa said. “At that 
time we will also be able to have the install-
er give people free estimates on solar panel 
installation on homes or businesses.”

Krusa said in addition to being a clean 
energy source using solar power has a num-
ber of other benefits.

“In addition to the discounts offered by 
the installer, a 30 percent federal tax credit 
is available to further reduce the cost of the 
solar installation. Above and beyond the 
monthly savings on your electric bill, partic-
ipants may also qualify for Solar Renewable 
Energy Credits from the state of Illinois,” he 
said. “All this means that a residential solar 
system could pay for itself in less than seven 

years.”
Krusa said the MREA has launched the pro-

gram in other communities.
“The program design has been very suc-

cessful in other cities in Illinois,” Krusa said. 
“Most recently in Bloomington-Normal and 
Urbana-Champaign.”

According to information on the MREA 
website, there were 32 homes and businesses 
that participated in the Bloomington-Normal 
program.

Krusa said once the installer is identified, 
information about the education meetings 
will be communicated to the public. 

More information about the program can 
be found at www.glen-carbon.il.us.
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Three years ago they were on the 
same bill with Mumford and Sons, 
Old Crow Medicine Show, and Justin 
Townes Earle.

The group has been nominated for 
an Irish Music Association Award 
in the category of Top Traditional 
Group in a Pub, Festival, Concert, 
according to the release. 

In 2016, they played at two first-
year festivals: Celtic Calling, in 
Charleston, W. Va,; and Celtic Fest 
Ohio, in Harveysburg, Ohio, on the 
grounds of the Ohio Renaissance 
Festival.

The band includes hand drum-
mer Eric Reith; John “Preacher” 
Johnston and Shawn Hall on mando-
lin; Stephanie Garner on the penny 
whistle; Quentin Marsh on violin; 
mandolin player and dance caller 
Joey Hall; and John Lardinois, who 
plays violin and “talks a lot,” accord-
ing to the group’s website. 

Father Son and Friends promises 
to keep the audience at the Wildey 
entertained with “humorous stories, 
traditional Celtic songs, shanties, jigs 
and reels, as well as some good ol’ 
Irish tear jerking ballads,” according 
to the news release.

The Winter Concert Series follows 
up the Father Son and Friends concert 
with a concert by “Falling Fences,” a 
group of veteran musicians with a 
“highly original take on chanteys, 
ballads, rousing sing-alongs and dar-
ing instrumental flights,” according 
to the Wildey website.

The series concludes on March 10 
with a concert by Dueling Pianos. 

There are two ticket options for 
the 2016-17 Winter Concert Series 
events. 

Tickets for the show only are $9; 
tickets for a pre-show tasting from an 
area restaurant followed by the show 
are $14. The pre-show tasting in the 
Wildey Theatre Event Room begins 
at 5:45 p.m.

The Winter Concert Series is spon-
sored by the Edwardsville Parks and 
Recreation Department. 

Bouncing around
Inflatables are among the big draws at the Glen-Ed Last Night Event, annually held on New Year's Eve. Proceeds from this 
year's event will benefit the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, Alliance for Substance Abuse, Glen Ed Pantry and Edwardsville 
High School's E.P.I.C. club.
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The drawback to online shopping
By LAUREN ZUMBACH
Chicago Tribune

CHICAGO — Holiday shoppers 
who enjoyed the convenience of 
fulfilling wish lists with a simple 
click of the “buy” button are learn-
ing this week that the return process 
for online purchases can still be a 
hassle.

E-commerce purchases can be
made with little effort, but shoppers 
say the returns are almost never as 
straightforward.

Lauren O’Connor would rather 
not have made the trip to a post 
office Tuesday morning. But she 
needed to return a dog bed and coat 
she bought online at Lands’ End for 
her new puppy. Lands’ End doesn’t 
have a store near her home, so cart-
ing her online purchase back to a 
bricks-and-mortar location, as some 
shoppers do, wasn’t an option.

That’s how she found herself 
waiting with an unwieldy square 
cardboard box while struggling to 
find a pen to address the package, 
all without forfeiting her place in a 
growing line.

“It’s just a big hassle,” she said.
Dealing with returns is a pain for 

retailers too, and one that’s only 
getting bigger, said Chris Zubel, 
a managing director at real estate 
services firm CBRE.

Online sales are growing, and 
shoppers are more likely to return 
items bought over the internet, 
Zubel said. That’s because on-screen 

images don’t always match what 
the item looks like in person, and 
consumers buying apparel often 
order the same item in multiple 
sizes or colors, intending to send all 
but one version back.

Estimates of the return rate for 
online purchases range from 15 to 
30 percent, depending on the type 
of item purchased and who you ask, 
compared with 8 percent for all U.S. 
merchandise sales, according to a 
2015 report from the National Retail 
Federation and software company 
The Retail Equation. The problem 
is worse over the holidays, when 
shoppers buy more gifts, appar-
ently with mixed success. Overall 
merchandise return rates rise 
about 2 percent in November and 
December.

United Parcel Service sees a bump 
in shipping volumes throughout 
the month of January as custom-
ers return unwanted gifts, order 
items in exchange and spend gift 
cards, said spokesman Matthew 
O’Connor. But the first week of 
January is UPS’ busiest period for 
e-commerce returns, tracked using
the pre-printed shipping labels
some retailers provide to make
returns easier for customers.

The early-January flurry of activ-
ity is good news for shipping com-
panies like UPS, which expects 
to ship about 5.8 million returns 
during the first week in January 
2017, up from about 5 million the 
year before, O’Connor said. It’s not 

such great news for the customers 
making extra trips to ship return 
packages, or retailers that have to 
figure out what to do with extra 
merchandise that comes back.

Most returns that were purchased 
online get returned to brick-and-
mortar stores, as long as the retailer 
has a physical store that is conve-
nient for the customer. Unless the 
returned item is unusually bulky 
or something not typically stocked 
in the store, that’s often the best 
outcome for the retailer, which can 
put the item back on a shelf and try 
to sell the customer something else.

A UPS survey found 70 percent 
of online shoppers made an extra 
purchase when returning an item to 
a brick-and-mortar store, according 
to O’Connor. Only about 45 percent 
made an additional purchase when 
processing a return online and then 
shipping it back.

Nearly 70 percent of retailers 
surveyed by the National Retail 
Federation at the end of 2015 let 
customers return gifts purchased 
online to their stores, up from 57 
percent earlier that year.

Many retailers — especially those 
that only sell online — are working 
to make it easier for customers to 
ship returns back. California-based 
startup Happy Returns, for exam-
ple, opened return stations at two 
Chicago-area malls where custom-
ers of five online merchants can 
drop off returns and get an imme-
diate credit. Other retailers provide 

customers preprinted address labels 
or cover the cost of mailing the item 
back.

Even though those efforts can cut 
into profits, Zubel said he hasn’t 
seen retailers tightening return pol-
icies as online shopping has grown. 
Retailers weigh the cost of mak-
ing returns as painless as possible 
against potential lost sales if cus-
tomers are nervous about buying 
items they aren’t positive they’ll 
keep.

“The return policy becomes a 
competitive advantage,” he said.

Some retailers are outsourcing 
returns to companies that specialize 
in taking back merchandise and 
squeezing as much value from them 
as possible, Zubel said.

Last year, FedEx acquired Genco, 
a logistics company that processes 
returns. UPS recently invested in 
Optoro, a software company that 
helps retailers and manufacturers 
handle returned and excess inven-
tory.

“It’s a high-tech solution for how 
to connect items to the next best 
home,” said Optoro co-founder and 
CEO Tobin Moore, whose company 
takes a cut of any money it helps 
retailers recover.

Depending on the item’s condi-
tion, it might go back to the retailer 
to be sold again, returned to the 
vendor for a credit, sold to a liqui-
dator or on a secondary market like 
eBay, recycled or donated, Moore 
said.


