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Fall 2012, Portland State University UNST421-512 

T/Th 2-3:50, CH 307 Prof. Mary C. King 
Prof. Barbara Dudley 241-N Cramer Hall, 725-3940 
dudleyb@pdx.edu 503-977-1606 Office Hours: T/Th 4-5:00 PM   
Office Hours:  By Appointment  and by appointment 
 

UNST 421: Capstone:  Student Debt – Economics, Policy and Advocacy 
 

 
Student debt has exploded over the past decade, growing by over 500%, so that now more 
is owed on student loans than on credit cards in the U.S., and on the most onerous terms of 
any debt.   Standard consumer protections - including the ability to discharge debt in 
bankruptcy - no longer apply to student debt.  President Obama’s recent executive order to 
ameliorate the situation does little for those already in default, or those whose debt is held 
privately.   
 
Soaring student debt loads add to other financial pressures on young people in the US, 
including high unemployment, stagnating wages, high housing costs and the affluent 
world’s worst family and health policies.   
 
The result is an unprecedented number of young Americans facing an unrelieved future of 
something like debt peonage, despite having followed all of the well-meaning advice of 
their families, communities and university officials.  Some of the frustration reflected in the 
Occupy Wall Street movement stemmed from this reality. 
 
Organizations and political efforts focused on mitigating the impact of skyrocketing student 
debt in the U.S. are just now taking shape. 
 
This course provides an overview of the social, economic and political contexts and impacts 
of student debt in the U.S.; examining parallels with credit card debt, mortgage debt and 
debt in the nations of the Global South; investigating policy options and grass-roots 
advocacy strategies for policy change, in partnership with Jubilee Oregon and the Working 
Families Organization.  Working collaboratively, students will pursue projects to support 
new campaigns to raise awareness about student debt and to advocate for “Debt-Free 
Higher Education in Oregon.” 
 
Some of our work will occur during class hours, but a significant component of the course is 
our community project.  For this reason, students will be expected to perform a substantial 
amount of work outside class, as well as to attend all class periods and participate actively. 
 
Students will be engaged with our community partners in designing the legislative, 
research and advocacy projects and will work in groups to implement those projects.  The 
final product upon which you and your group will be graded will be determined during the 
process of designing the projects.  Likely projects include a legislative hearing; a public 
education and advocacy campaign; and research to support both of the above.  
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Grades will be based 
* 35% on participation in class discussion, including attendance; 
* 40% on contributions to projects, including written & oral components, to be specified 
 as project assignments are clarified; 
* 25% on evaluations by peers and partner organizations.  
 
 
University Policies include severe sanctions for plagiarism or other forms of academic 
dishonesty; require that students with disabilities be accommodated, primarily through the 
offices of the Disability Resource Center; and call for sensitivity to the demands of religious 
holidays.   
 
Additionally, we recognize that there may be occasions on which students will not be able 
to attend class without bringing young children with them.  Please feel welcome to bring 
your children to class, if need be. 
 
Finally, you may eat or drink in class, as long as you are not disruptive.  Please turn all cell 
phones off, or to a vibrate-only setting. 
 
 
 
Required Reading: 
 
These books are available at the PSU Student Bookstore, and are on reserve at the PSU 
library.  Additional material is available on-line. 
 
Kimberly Bobo, Jackie Kendall and Steve Max   2010.  Organizing for Social Change:  

Midwest Academy Manual for Activists.  The Forum Press: Santa, Ana, CA. 
 
Alan Michael Collinge.  2009.  The Student Loan Debt Scam:  The Most Oppressive Debt in U.S. 

History—and How We can Fight Back.  Beacon Press:  Boston. 
 
Tamara Draut.  2005.  Strapped:   Why America’s 20- and 30-Somethings Can’t Get Ahead.  

Anchor Books:  New York. 
 
 
 
 
Course Outline: 
Please come to class having read the reading assigned for that date.   
 
Part I: Context and Project Set up 
 
9/25 Introduction of the Capstone, University Studies, topic, partners, projects and 
 each other 
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9/27 Guests:  Nancy Yuill and Bob Browne, Jubilee Oregon and  
 Sami Alloy, Working Families Organization  
  
 Reading: JubileeUSA: http://www.jubileeusa.org/home.html 
 Jubilee Oregon: http://www.jubileeoregon.org/ 
 
  “The Responsible Lending and Borrowing Imperative” 
 www.jubileeusa.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Resources/2012_Jubilee_USA_Files
 /RLB_New_Formatting_FINAL.pdf 
 
 “Responsible Borrowing/Lending Post Debt Cancellation: The Case of Zambia” 
 which we’ll send you by e-mail 
   
  

John Quinterno.  March 2012.  “The Great Cost Shift:  How Higher Education Cuts 
Undermine the Future Middle Class" http://www.demos.org/publication/great-
cost-shift-how-higher-education-cuts-undermine-future-middle-class 

 
 
 
10/2 What financial options do students have? 
 Guest:  Phillip Rodgers, Director of Financial Aid and Scholarships, PSU 
  
 Reading:  Collinge, Chapters 1-5 
 
10/4 What policy changes regarding student loans have been proposed and/or 
 implemented on a federal level, both executive and congressional? 
  

You should explore this subject on your own via Internet.  Look at President 
Obama's 2011 Executive Order and commentary thereon; current Congressional 
bills on student debt; the debate on student debt interest rates; proclamations by 
the Federal Reserve on Student Debt and its impact on the economy; activists' 
commentary on Student Debt, etc. 
 
Prepare an outline of your findings for class discussion and to be handed in at 
close of class.    

 
 
10/9 What are policy options on the State level? 
  

Reading:  John Burbank, Economic Opportunity Institute, “Pay it Forward" 
Proposal for Washington State (will be distributed);  
Oregon State Treasurer's Oregon Opportunity Initiative, 
http://www.oregon.gov/treasury/AboutTreasury/Pages/Opportunity-Initiative.aspx; Oregon 

http://www.jubileeusa.org/home.html
http://www.jubileeoregon.org/
http://www.jubileeusa.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Resources/2012_Jubilee_USA_Files
http://www.jubileeusa.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Resources/2012_Jubilee_USA_Files
http://www.demos.org/publication/great-cost-shift-how-higher-education-cuts-undermine-future-middle-class
http://www.demos.org/publication/great-cost-shift-how-higher-education-cuts-undermine-future-middle-class
http://www.oregon.gov/treasury/AboutTreasury/Pages/Opportunity-Initiative.aspx
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Governor's Education Plan, 
http://www.oregon.gov/gov/pages/oeib/oregoneducationinvestmentboard.aspx 

 
10/11 Guest:  Tom Potiowsky, Oregon State Economist,  
 

Reading:  Collinge, Chapters 6-9 
 

  
 
10/16 We will begin discussions of specific legislative proposals; legislative 
 process; research agenda; public education and advocacy.   
 

Read Draut in its entirety by 10/23 
 
 Guest:  Michael Dembrow, State Representative, Member of House Education 
 Committee & former PCC Instructor 
  
10/18 Guest:  Tim Nesbitt , Special Advisor to Governor on Education Policy 
 
  
 
PART II 10 /23-12/3   Divide into Project Work Groups; Set Group Goals and 
 Timelines;  Get to Work  
 
 Read Kim Bobo, et al. in its entirety by 11/6 
 
12/3 We will meet during finals week, during our scheduled time: 10:15 am to 12:05. 
 
 
 

http://www.oregon.gov/gov/pages/oeib/oregoneducationinvestmentboard.aspx

