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MEMORANDUM 
 
December 2025 
 

TO: 
FROM: 

Interested Parties 
Protect Borrowers (formerly Student Borrower Protection Center), 
Andrew Martin, Doctoral Student, UC Merced, 
Charlie Eaton, Associate Professor, HERE Lab, UC Merced 

RE: Investigative findings related to California colleges’ continued use of unlawful 
transcript withholding practices. 

 

 
OVERVIEW 

Today, hundreds of thousands of current or former college students owe debts to an institution of 

higher education, or “institutional debt.1” Unlike other traditional creditors, colleges and 

universities have historically had extraordinary tools to collect on these debts, including the 

ability to withhold a student’s academic transcript which hinders their access to higher education 

and makes it harder to secure employment necessary to repay these debts. In response, in 

October 2019, California lawmakers passed and Governor Gavin Newsom signed AB 1313 

(Rivas) prohibiting California colleges and universities from withholding an academic transcript 

from a current or former student in order to collect on institutional debt.2 Despite the ban being 

California law for six years now, it appears that dozens of colleges and universities continue to 

include transcript withholding policies in their websites and student handbooks, potentially 

subjecting millions of students to unlawful transcript withholding. The following memo provides 

an overview of findings from a months-long investigation into the ongoing use of unlawful 

transcript withholding policies across California, spearheaded by The Higher Education, Race, 

and the Economy (HERE) Lab at the University of California, Merced and Protect Borrowers.  

 
 

 

2 A.B. 1313, 2019 Assemb., Reg. Sess. (Ca. 2019), 
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB1313. 

1 Eaton et. al., Creditor Colleges: Canceling Debts that Surges During COVID-19 for Low-Income Students, Student 
Borrower Protection Center (March 2022), 
https://www.luminafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/creditor-colleges.pdf. 
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FINDINGS 

The investigation included reviews of the websites of approximately 150 California public 

colleges and universities. Upon completing our investigation, we discovered that 44 colleges and 

universities disclosed unlawful transcript withholding policies or included ambiguous policies 

that suggest students could be subject to unlawful transcript withholding. Specifically, 26 

colleges continued to report engaging in unlawful transcript withholding policies for students 

with outstanding institutional debts. Separately, 18 colleges included more ambiguous language 

relating to placing holds on a student's account or academic record. It is unclear whether these 

schools limit access to an academic transcript as part of the students’ academic record hold. The 

following documentation provides exhibits with screenshots of the explicit and ambiguous 

policies found across university websites. 

 
ABOUT INSTITUTIONAL DEBT 

While institutional debts may range in size and scope, they can prevent students from making 

progress toward their degrees and lead to long-term financial harm.3 Institutional debt can range 

from unpaid fees, including parking fines and overdue library charges, to unpaid tuition. The 

most common institutional debt is incurred when students unexpectedly withdraw mid-term, 

forcing schools to return federal financial aid–such as Pell Grants and federal student loans–to 

the federal government.4 Schools then choose to charge students for the returned amount. Since 

Pell Grants are awarded based on financial need, these debts almost exclusively affect 

low-income students and students from marginalized communities. The COVID-19 pandemic 

exacerbated the institutional debt crisis, as it forced record numbers of students to withdraw from 

their courses. As a result, institutional debts ballooned and more than 750,000 low-income 

students owe more than $390 million in debt to California public colleges.5 

 

5  Eaton et. al., Creditor Colleges: Canceling Debts that Surges During COVID-19 for Low-Income Students, 
Student Borrower Protection Center (March 2022), 
https://www.luminafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/creditor-colleges.pdf.  
 

4 See 34 C.F.R. § 668.22.  

3 See Butrymowicz et. al., Overdue Tuition and Fees, Even $41, Can Derail a Community College Education, 
L.A. Times (Mar. 17, 2022), 
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-03-17/overdue-tuition-and-feescan-derail-community-college-educati
on.  
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While AB 1313 (Rivas) prohibits colleges from withholding transcripts due to outstanding 

institutional debts, schools continue to have an array of harmful collection practices at their 

disposal, including withholding diplomas, preventing students from registering for classes, 

referring students to third-party debt collectors, and even offsetting state tax refunds through the 

Interagency Intercept Collection Program at the Franchise Tax Board. Last session, AB 850 

(Pacheco) sought to create critical guardrails for the use of certain institutional debt collection 

practices and increase transparency.6 Our investigation further demonstrates the need for more 

transparency into the debt collection practices of colleges across the state to ensure that students 

are protected and that colleges and universities are following the law.  

6 Press Release, The Campaign for California Borrowers’ Rights, Assemblywoman Pacheco, Students and the 
Campaign for California Borrowers’ Rights coalition unveil the Increasing Institutional Debt Transparency and 
Protecting Students Act (Feb. 20, 2025), https://www.californiaborrowers.org/press-statement-ab-850.  
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COLLEGES WITH EXPLICIT TRANSCRIPT WITHHOLDING POLICIES

The following colleges display unlawful transcript withholding policies to collect institutional 
debt.

East Los Angeles College� 11

Solano Community College� 12

Southwestern College� 12

West Valley College� 12

City College of San Francisco� 13

Cal Poly San Luis Obispo� 13

California State Monterey Bay� 13

Imperial Valley College� 14

Victor Valley College� 14

Palo Verde College� 14

Coastline College� 6

Golden West College� 6

Skyline College� 7

Clovis Community College� 7

Madera Community College� 8

College of the Desert� 8

San Bernardino Valley College� 8

Grossmont College� 8

College of the Sequoias� 9

De Anza College� 9

Foothill College� 9

Compton College� 10

Evergreen Valley College� 10

Saddleback College� 10

El Camino College� 11

Riverside City College� 11
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COLLEGES WITH AMBIGUOUS POLICIES THAT MAY LEAD TO TRANSCRIPT 
WITHHOLDING

The following colleges display ambiguous policies that may subject students to transcript with-
holding to collect institutional debt.

Coalinga College� 20

Porterville college� 20

California State University, Sacramento� 15

San Francisco State University� 15

Orange Coast College� 16

Los Medanos College� 16

Merritt College� 16

Cerro Coso College� 17

Las Positas College� 17

Citrus College� 17

Moreno Valley College� 17

Gavilan College� 18

Long Beach City College� 18

Los Angeles Harbor College� 18

Mt. San Jacinto College� 19

Palomar College� 19

Santa Monica College� 19

Shasta College� 19
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DOCUMENTATION OF EXPLICIT TRANSCRIPT WITHHOLDING POLICIES

The following images include screenshots directly from university websites.

COASTLINE COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/GQ2Y-8Q5F

GOLDEN WEST COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/UU63-FNNA
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CLOVIS COMMUNITY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/6ZZD-U7KD

SKYLINE COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/4U2H-RX9U
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COLLEGE OF THE DESERT

https://perma.cc/D5BX-JYV6

MADERA COMMUNITY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/78BU-KPJT

SAN BERNARDINO VALLEY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/9RFN-R3EG

GROSSMONT COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/4DZC-CFJD
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DE ANZA COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/XPN2-BC9Z

COLLEGE OF THE SEQUOIAS

https://perma.cc/PYM5-LZPJ

FOOTHILL COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/4SPE-BF28
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EVERGREEN VALLEY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/66BY-E8LF

SADDLEBACK COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/9RCW-MUQU

COMPTON COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/EFR7-HD35
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EL CAMINO COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/E5FB-MKE6

RIVERSIDE CITY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/KVR5-62K3

EAST LOS ANGELES COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/TW4P-XVNP
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SOLANO COMMUNITY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/246Z-XX88

SOUTHWESTERN COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/6ASE-FGJL

WEST VALLEY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/R2D3-5P5M
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CITY COLLEGE OF SAN FRANCISCO

https://perma.cc/ZC4J-R94A

CAL POLY SAN LUIS OBISPO

https://perma.cc/648E-7E5P

CALIFORNIA STATE MONTEREY BAY

https://perma.cc/K3D4-JDZ7
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VICTOR VALLEY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/V7UN-9RD2

IMPERIAL VALLEY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/U783-SG8A

PALO VERDE COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/2925-SVL4
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, SACRAMENTO

https://perma.cc/4F3J-UYBR

SAN FRANCISCO STATE UNIVERSITY

https://perma.cc/RQU5-UKKE

DOCUMENTATION OF AMBIGUOUS POLICIES THAT MAY LEAD TO TRAN-
SCRIPT WITHHOLDING

The following images include screenshots directly from university websites.
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LOS MEDANOS COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/78Y3-FLLX

MERRITT COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/5V88-7BJB

ORANGE COAST COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/B9LX-YKXN
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LAS POSITAS COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/C9V2-X8SH

CITRUS COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/MD6H-YZCP

MORENO VALLEY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/8QRD-YV62

CERRO COSO COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/K27M-ZG6V
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LONG BEACH CITY COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/EE38-PMW5

LOS ANGELES HARBOR COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/W68H-CMSJ

GAVILAN COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/9GW8-PYS9



19

PALOMAR COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/PF5S-B5PN

SANTA MONICA COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/7LJB-CCF7

SHASTA COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/362T-F3ER

MT. SAN JACINTO COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/P3NH-H6LZ
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PORTERVILLE COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/HP99-TNBT

COALINGA COLLEGE

https://perma.cc/4W2H-Z9PG
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