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Question:

How does student loan 
debt affect the 

lifestyles of recent 
graduates and career 

choices?



The series: 
https://razorbackreporter.uark.edu/

https://razorbackreporter.uark.edu/


Digital Media Lab, Fall 2018



Digital Media Lab

• Gerald Jordan, Associate Professor, editing, 
writing.  

• Rob Wells, Assistant Professor, data, coordinate 
project 

• Ray Minor, Instructor, social media 
• Brandon Bouchillon, Assistant Professor, visual 

media



Process

• Learn Data Journalism Skills: Excel, Tableau, 
WordPress 

• Learn / Analyze Student Loan Database 
• Find People To Talk 
• Report, Write, Visualize 



How They Did It

• Background articles, Dept. of Education, Inside 
Higher Ed, others. 

• Data: Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Department of 
Health and Human Services and the National Center 
for Education Statistics, College Scorecard. 



How They Did It

• Data Analysis: Microsoft Excel to filter data and 
determine what demographics and types of 
institutions we should focus on.  
Data Visualizations: Exploratory Data Analysis. 
Maps, charts 

• Interviews: 45 sources - current students, 
graduates and faculty across the state



















Main Findings 

• Arkansas Median Student Loan Debt: $14,615  
• National Median*: $11,237 
Source: College Scorecard. Provided details by 
school 
Overall: 
Arkansas Average: $26,799 
National Average: $27,857



Main Findings

• Lack of financial literacy: HBCU students taking 
out unsubsidized loans from banks. 

• Gender disparity: higher debt for women 
• Racial disparity: UAPB, Philander Smith, 

Arkansas Baptist College, Shorter students all 
had higher debt and default rates



Challenges 

• Complexity of the data: 1,826 columns 
• Steep learning curve for undergraduates 
• Millennials, interacting with strangers 
• Staying organized with multiple iterations 
• Lost media partner 



Highlights

• Katie Beth Nichols: Speaks at 
NICAR (National Institute for 
Computer Assisted Reporting) 
with Holly Hatcher of Dallas 
Morning News (center) and 
Annie Waldman of ProPublica 

• KUAF Ozarks at Large interview





What’s Next:

• Focus on Racial Disparity, Financial Education 

• Average default rate (3 year): 15% 
• HBCUs much higher: Shorter, 47%. UAPB, 26%



Shameless Plug



Questions?

Rob Wells, Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor 

Graduate Coordinator 
University of Arkansas School of Journalism and Strategic Media 

rswells@uark.edu 
@rwells1961

mailto:rswells@uark.edu

