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By Jason Lange 
WASHINGTON (Reuters) - New claims for unemployment benefits in the United States fell more than 
expected last week, pointing to further healing in the nation's battered jobs market. 

Jobless claims have zig-zagged in the last few weeks, but the trend - reinforced by the latest drop - 
suggests employers have grown less eager to lay off workers, offering hope they could also step up hiring. 

Initial claims for state unemployment benefits slid 12,000 last week to 367,000, the Labor Department 
said on Thursday. 

"The big whacking of workforces is over, and we're just waiting for pickup in activity to lift hiring a bit 
more strongly," said Pierre Ellis, an economist at Decision Economics in New York. 

The data helped lift U.S. stocks, while the dollar was about flat against a basket of currencies. 

The United States is still limping back from the 2007-09 recession, but job growth has gained momentum 
in recent months and the unemployment rate dropped to 8.5 percent in December, its lowest level in 
nearly three years. 

Still, dark clouds remain over the economy as Europe struggles with a sovereign debt crisis and likely 
recession. 

Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke told lawmakers on Thursday that Europe's crisis still threatens 
the U.S. recovery, and pledged the Fed would do everything it can to prevent any spillover. 

In an example of the threat Europe poses for U.S. companies, Dow Chemical Co said its quarterly profit 
missed Wall Street's expectations as it cut capacity in Europe, where the debt crisis has sharply affected 
exports and where demand for Dow's products is weakest. 

FRESH READ ON JOBS 

Economists and investors will look to a report on U.S. employment for January on Friday to get a firmer 
fix on the health of the labor market. 

The report is expected to show the jobless rate held steady while payroll growth slowed a bit from 
December. 

While Thursday's claims data has no direct bearing on the payroll report, analysts said the trend in claims 
was nonetheless positive. 

A four-week moving average for initial filings fell 2,000 to 375,750, and claims have been lower than 
400,000 for eight of the last 10 weeks. Economists see that level as a dividing line between an improving 
and deteriorating labor market. 

"This is certainly a positive in front of nonfarm payrolls and further supports the view that the U.S. 
economy is creating more jobs," said Michael Woolfolk, a currency strategist at BNY Mellon in New York. 

The number of people still receiving benefits under regular state programs after an initial week of aid fell 
130,000 to 3.437 million in the week ended January 21, the lowest since September 2008. 

A separate Labor Department report showed growth in U.S. nonfarm productivity slowed in the fourth 
quarter. Some analysts said that suggested companies might be closer to squeezing all they can out of 
their current staff. 

"For the moment that's a good thing because it means that any expansion in demand will lead to hiring," 
said Ellis. 

Indeed, Ian Shepherdson, an economist at High Frequency Economics, said the report raised the 
possibility that unemployment could fall faster than the U.S. central bank is now expecting. 



The Fed last week acknowledged some improvement in the labor market but said the jobless rate 
remained too high and that it would likely keep overnight lending rates near zero until at least late-2014. 
Fed policymakers' central forecast expects unemployment will end this year between 8.2 and 8.5 percent. 

The report on jobless claims showed the number of Americans on emergency unemployment benefits rose 
100,392 to 3.022 million in the week ended January 14, the latest week for which data is available. 

A total of 7.67 million people were claiming benefits during that period under all programs, little changed 
from the prior week. 

(Additional reporting by Emily Flitter and Ellen Freilich in New York; Editing by Andrea Ricci and 
Padraic Cassidy) 



Mortgage applications dipped last week: MBA 

Reuters – Wed, Feb 1, 2012 

  

NEW YORK (Reuters) - Applications for U.S. home mortgages slipped last week, even as interest rates 

also eased, an industry group said on Wednesday. 

The Mortgage Bankers Association said its seasonally adjusted index of mortgage application activity, 

which includes both refinancing and home purchase demand, fell 2.9 percent in the week ended Jan 27. 

The MBA's seasonally adjusted index of refinancing applications slipped 3.6 percent, while the gauge of 

loan requests for home purchases gave up 1.7 percent. 

The refinance share of total mortgage activity eased to 80.0 percent of applications from 81.3 percent. 

Although application volume fell for the week, refinance volume remains high with survey respondents 

saying the government's expanded Home Affordable Refinance Program (HARP) contributed to about 10 

percent of activity, MBA said. 

The Obama administration recently revamped HARP to make it easier for underwater homeowners with 

government-backed loans to refinance their mortgages. 

Fixed 30-year mortgage rates averaged 4.09 percent, down 2 basis points from 4.11 percent the week 

before. 

MBA said the decline in mortgage rates came as longer-term Treasuries rates dropped after the Federal 

Reserve said it would keep likely rates on hold until late 2014, longer than the market had expected. 

The survey covers over 75 percent of U.S. retail residential mortgage applications, according to MBA. 
(Reporting By Leah Schnurr; Editing by Diane Craft) 



Average student loan debt tops $25,000 
Debating whether college is 'worth it' 
By Blake Ellis November 3, 2011: 5:22 AM ET 

 

 
NEW YORK (CNNMoney) -- Students graduating from college last year walked away with more than a 
diploma, they also left with a record level of student loan debt. 

College seniors who took out loans to fund their college education owed an average of $25,250, 5% more 
than the class of 2009 owed, according to a report from the Institute for College Access & Success' 
Project on Student Debt. 

Thanks to rising tuition and the weak economy, students were forced to rely more heavily on loans to 
pay for their college education. If it weren't for a significant increase in federal grant aid, however, the 
increase in student loan debt could have been even higher, the Project on Student Debt said. 

"Most students in the Class of 2010 started college before the recent economic downturn, but the 
economy soured while they were still in school, widening the gap between rising college costs and what 
students and their parents could afford," the report stated. 

What you get with a degree: A better shot at the 1% 

Making matters worse, 2010 graduates suffered an unemployment rate of 9.1% when they graduated in 
2010 -- up from 8.7% in 2009 and the highest level on record. But that's still less than half the 20.4% 
unemployment rate for those who don't get a college degree, according to the Project on Student Debt. 

Debt loads varied dramatically depending on the state -- anywhere from an average of $15,500 in Utah to 
$31,050 in New Hampshire. Not so surprisingly, the ranges were even more dramatic on the school level, 
with average debts ranging from $950 to $55,250. The overall number of students who graduated with 
loans spanned from 2% to 100% of the student body. 

Out of the survey of more than 1,000 colleges, 98 colleges said their 2010 graduating class owed an 
average of more than $35,000, and 73 colleges reported that more than 90% of students graduated with 
some amount of debt. 

State-by-state debt: Students attending schools in the Northeast and the Midwest left school with the 
biggest debt burdens, while students in the West carried the least amount of debt. 

More colleges charging $50,000 or more a year 

In New Hampshire, home to schools including Dartmouth and University of New Hampshire, students had 
the highest level of debt -- an average of $31,048. That was followed by Maine, where students carried an 
average of $29,983 in student loan debt. 

Students in Utah, which boasts Brigham Young University and Utah State, had the lowest levels of debt, 
with $15,509 on average, while students in Hawaii carried debt loads of $15,550. 

Debt load by college: Tuition and fees, cost of living and demographics all play a part in a student's debt 
load. While The Project on Student Debt said its campus-level data wasn't reliable enough to actually rank 
colleges by their debt, it did highlight the "high debt" schools and the "low debt" schools. 

5 biggest state tuition hikes 

The schools where students graduated with the highest average debt loads -- between $29,800 and 
$45,350 -- include New York University, California Institute of the Arts, Florida Institute of Technology, 
Kentucky State University and Temple University. 

Schools with the lowest average debt -- between $950 and $8,700 -- include Williams College, Princeton 
University and College of the Ozarks. 

The 1,067 colleges that were polled represent half of all public and private nonprofit four-year schools, 
and three-quarters of the class of 2010. The Project on Student Debt noted that because the data is 
voluntarily reported by colleges, actual debt is probably higher than its report shows 
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