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Students Struggle To Conquer Credit Card Debt 
Justin Juozapavicius 
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*       It was a telephone conversation 
"". Tricia Johnson would never forget. 

Johnson had just finished 
talking to her daughter, Mitzi Pool, 
then a freshman at the University 
of Central Oklahoma. 

Pool told her mother she would 
be home for Christmas in 11 days. 
Nothing alerted Johnson that 
something was horribly wrong with 
her daughter. 

"We thought nothing of it," 
Johnson said. "She didn't go into 
too great a detail about the 
problems she was having." 

Just minutes after Pool finished 
talking   to   her   mother,   she 
proceeded to neatly lay out her 
checkbook and all her credit card 

^statements on her bed. 
She then hanged herself in her 

dorm room. 
Pool was only 18 and had 

amassed a total credit debt of 
$2,500. 

"We were angry at first," said 
Frank Johnson, Pool's father. 
"These students are going to owe 
the credit card companies for the 
fast of their lives." 

Since Pool's tragedy made 
national news in 1997, credit card 
debt among college graduates and 
undergraduates continues to rise, 
according to a number of consumer 
advocacy organizations. 
,* "Our research shows college 

^Students arc at credit risk," said 
Carolyn Shanley, public relations 
manager of Nellie Mae, a leading 
national student loan provider 
which works to educate students 
about the risks of high borrowing. 

According to data compiled by 
Nellie Mae, the average 
undergraduate credit  debt  is 

$1,843 and the median credit debt 
for 1999 is $1,288 6 up slightly 
from $1,222 in 1998. 

"The big issue is that students 
are also taking out student loans at 
the same time," Shanley said. 
"Some of these students are in over 
their heads." 

In the spring 1998, the United 
States Public Interest Research 
Group, a non-profit consumer 
watchdog agency, conducted a 
survey of 1,260 undergraduates 
across college campuses regarding 
credit card debt and money 
management. 

The results showed that most 
students are "baited" into signing 
up for credit cards on college 
campuses. 

"Students who fill out 
applications in exchange for a 
cheap trinket or a bottle of Coke at 
sign-up tables on campus run a 
risk of falling into a trap they 
might not get out of," said 
Elizabeth Hitchcock, 
communications director for U.S. 
PIRG. 

The ease with which students 
can apply and receive credit cards 
is "troubling" for Ray Hance, vice 
president for education at the 
Consumer Credit Counseling 
Service of Central Oklahoma. 

"It is extremely easy at this 
level," he said. "What many 
students don't realize is that they 
might be paying for the debt they 
run up now 20 years down the 
line." 

With undergraduate students 
having an average after-graduation 
debt of $18,800, Hance said 
students must take control of their 
finances now. 

"I use an old saying, but it's a 
true one," he said. "You can run 
yourself into debt but you have to 
crawl your way out." 

Hitchcock said organizations 
like PIRG are "fighting an uphill 
battle" against larger, well-funded 
credit and banking corporations. 

"They have millions to spend on 
marketing," she said. "And they 
make it all back when students 
sign up for the cards 6 it's a vicious 
cycle." 

Student consumer rights 
activist Heath Hixson said credit 
corporations use shady marketing 
techniques to prey on susceptible 
students. 

"I hope this whole thing will get 
to a point where students will 
become fed up with these 
marketing techniques," he said. "It 
is essential that we educate 
students early on about potential 
credit dangers." 

Many consumer activist 
organizations maintain that 
students need to be educated up 
front about credit cards and future 
debt pitfalls. 

"Students must make sure they 
have the right information about 
late charges, changing interest 
rates and balances," said Kendra 
Fox-Davis, president of the United 
States Student Association. "They 
need to be financially responsible 6 
you shouldn't throw your life away 
for a free Snickers bar." 

Officials from leading credit 
institutions like Citibank said they 
are increasing awareness methods 
to educate college students about 
credit debt. 

"Students should use their card 
responsibly and not think of it as 
an extension of their regular 
income," said Maria Mendler, 
Citibank vice president for public 
affairs. "They should spend within 
their means and know how much 
they have to budget each month." 

Mendler said budgeting credit 
expenses beforehand will help to 

"Some are born with more that we're only a guest 
and some born with less;  and eaehone of us 
so don't take for granted shall be put to life's 

life we've been test."  m 
"The Will      Uve" 
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establish a healthy credit history 
for students. 

"People are oaen afraid of the 
word 'budget' because they feel it is 
limiting," she said. "But if you have 
a monthly financial plan and use 
your card responsibly, students 
will find they have less problems in 
using the card." 

Former San Jose State 
University student Oren Milgram 
has developed a Web site to 
educate students about credit debt 
and money management. 

The site, StudentMarket.com, 
helps to explain the importance 
and future implications of using 
credit cards. 

"There isn't enough of this type 
of education made available to 
students," he said. "I know from 
firsthand experience on a college 
campus that these types of sites 
really help students in making the 
right decisions." 

Shanley said students should 
always be unaware that the choices 
they make with their finances 
'.oday might come back to haunt 
them tomorrow. 

"Maintaining a good credit 
history is important," she said. 
"Bad credit denies you a chance at 
getting a mortgage, car loan and 
even a future job." 

The future for the Johnsons has 
a touch of optimism. 

Both are lobbying local 
congressmen for a bill that would 
make sure students under 21 years 
old are limited to just one credit 
card with a parental co-signature. 

"Thankfully, this whole 
situation is getting a lot more 
publicity," Johnson said. "Kids 
today might be ashamed they are 
in debt and not tell their parents, 
but they have to face the 
consequences for their own sake"! 
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