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Student Loans Today: Where Things Stand and What's Next

by Colby Moergeli, Financial Planning Associate

Student loans continue to be a major
financial concern for millions of
Americans. After several years of payment
pauses, changing regulations, court
challenges, and evolving repayment
programs, many borrowers remain
uncertain abouttheir options and what the
future holds. While much of the
conversation over the past few years
focused on loan forgiveness and relief
efforts, today's focus has shifted toward
repayment and adapting to a significantly
changing student loan landscape.

For many borrowers, repayment is now
fully underway. Following the end of
pandemic-era payment pauses,
borrowers have once again had to
incorporate monthly student loan
payments into their budgets. For some
households, this has required difficult
financial adjustments as inflation,
housing costs, and other living expenses
have remained elevated. As a result,
understanding  available repayment
options has become increasingly
important.

At the same time, federal student loan
programs are undergoing some of the
most significant changes seen in years.
Legislation passed in recent years has
restructured repayment options for future
borrowers and will gradually phase out
several repayment plans that many
borrowers have become familiar with.
Beginning July 1, 2026, new federal

student loan borrowers generally have
access to only two repayment options: a
new Standard Repayment Plan and the
Repayment Assistance Plan (RAP).

The traditional Standard Repayment Plan
remains the simplest option, offering fixed
monthly payments over a set period of
time. While monthly payments may be
higher, borrowers typically pay less
interest over the life of the loan and
become debt-free sooner. For borrowers
with stable incomes and the ability to
manage higher monthly payments, this
often remains the most cost-effective
strategy.

For those seeking greater flexibility, the
new Repayment Assistance Plan is
intended to provide payments based on
income. Similar to previous income-driven
repayment plans, RAP adjusts payments
according to a borrower's financial
situation and includes certain interest
assistance features. However, borrowers
should be aware that forgiveness under
RAP is generally expected to occur after 30
years of repayment, a longer timeline than
many of the previous income-driven plans
offered.

These changes also impact existing
repayment plans. Programs such as SAVE,
PAYE, and ICR are expected to be phased
out over time for many borrowers.
Individuals currently enrolled in these
plans should pay close attention to



communications from their loan servicers
and the Department of Education, as
transition  deadlines and eligibility
requirements may affect future repayment
choices. Borrowers who currently qualify
for favorable repayment arrangements
may wish to review their options sooner
rather than later.

Public Service Loan Forgiveness remains
an important opportunity for many
borrowers  working in  government
agencies, schools, healthcare systems,
and nonprofit organizations. Eligible
borrowers who meet employment and
payment requirements may still qualify to
have remaining federal student loan
balances forgiven after making 120
qualifying  monthly payments. For
individuals pursuing careers in public
service, this benefit can provide
substantial long-term savings.

Parent PLUS borrowers should also
remain especially attentive to upcoming
changes. Certain repayment options
available in the past may become more
limited in the future, particularly for
borrowers who have not consolidated
their loans. Because Parent PLUS
regulations can be complex and highly
dependent on individual circumstances,
early planning can help avoid missed
opportunities.

Despite all of the recent changes, several
best practices remain the same.
Borrowers enrolled in income-based
repayment programs should ensure
they recertify their income and family
size on time each year. Missing
certification deadlines can result in higher

payments or the loss of valuable
repayment benefits. Individuals pursuing
forgiveness  programs should also
maintain careful records and regularly
verify that they remain on track toward
their goals.

It is also worth carefully considering the
trade-offs before refinancing federal
student loans into private loans. While
refinancing may lower an interest rate in
some situations, it typically eliminates
access to federal repayment protections,
income-driven repayment options,
deferment opportunities, and loan
forgiveness programs. What appears to be
a short-term savings opportunity could
create significant limitations later.

The student loan landscape will likely
continue evolving over the coming years.
As repayment options change and new
rules take effect, staying informed will be
critical for borrowers looking to manage
their debt efficiently and avoid costly
mistakes. Understanding how these
developments fit into an overall financial
plan can help borrowers make more
confident decisions and better position
themselves for long-term success.
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