
FORENSIC 
PATHOLOGY: 
DEBT REPAYMENT PROGRAMS



OVERVIEW

The practice of Forensic Pathology is a noble calling to serve 

the public good, the government, and the local community as 

a vital part of the criminal justice and public health systems, 

namely, medical death investigation. The role of the forensic 

pathologist may include death scene investigation, varying levels 

of post-mortem examination, medicolegal reporting including 

court appearances, participation in public health investigations, 

or participation with local government. Depending on the state 

and local requirements and medical examiner/coroner systems, 

physicians who are not forensic pathologists, including non-

pathologists and pathologists boarded in other specialties, may 

participate in some aspects of the medical death investigation 

system. Further, physicians’ assistants and pathologists’ 

assistants along with nurses and some other allied health 

professions may be able to participate as well. 

To be a board-certified Forensic Pathologist (a pathologist 

physician), a candidate must complete an undergraduate degree 

(BA, BS, equivalent) and medical school training (MD or DO) 

or a combined degree (BA/MD or DO or BS/MD or DO). This is 

followed by 3 or 4 years in an Accreditation Council for Graduate 

Medical Education (ACGME) pathology residency and then a 

fellowship in forensic pathology at one of the ACGME-approved 

training programs. Although the first components of this 

(undergraduate and medical school) typically come at a cost to 

the average student, pathology residency and fellowship include 

a trainee level salary and no costs to the trainees. That being 

the case, medical graduates choosing a residency program 

today face, on average, $250,000 in total debt with instances of 

debt well into the $300,000+ range.
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Individuals who are influenced to choose (or consider) 

forensic pathology as a specialty often do so during their 

pre-college or undergraduate years with fewer making this 

decision in medical school or residency. Having found this 

passion earlier in their training, 

the debt they acquire in college and medical school may 

create doubts or stress about choosing a medical pathway 

with lower averages salaries.  

To increase the forensic pathology workforce, this 

document outlines several available loan repayment 

programs that forensic pathologist can apply for to 

reduce/eliminate their loans making the transition 

from training to practice a decision based on passion 

rather than finance. 

 

To see partial lists of currently available forensic pathology 

jobs (average offered salary $240K), checkout these 

National Association of Medical Examiners and 

American Academy of Forensic Sciences job postings.

Historic Average 
$110k$90k $290K

Average Forensic Pathologist Salary

Current Jobs Average 
$240k

The average reported salary for a practicing pathologist 

in the United States is $220,000 USDs with a large 

range from $125,000 to much greater than $500,000 

(depending on practice type, volume, reimbursement 

pool, scope of practice, etc.). For forensic pathology, 

the average reported salary is closer to $110,000 USDs 

with a narrower range from slightly less than $100,000 

to the high $200,000s (depending on geographic 

location, local government funding, risk, etc.).

https://name.memberclicks.net/job-openings
https://name.memberclicks.net/job-openings
https://webdata.aafs.org/public/jobs/postings.aspx


LOAN REPAYMENT PROGRAMS

1. Special Priority through the NIH Extramural Loan 

Repayment Program for Research in Emerging Areas 

Critical to Human Health (LRP-REACH) - NEW Area 

of research for Forensics!

a. In a recent priorities statement (https://www.lrp.nih.

gov/reach-priority-statements), The National Institute 

on Drug abuse specifically referenced “Forensic 

Pathologists and Medical Examiners working in the 

field of drug overdose” as research applicants of 

special interest. Individual performing research on 

this topic who are practicing or intending to practice 

forensic pathology or be a medical examiner (pathology 

residents, forensic fellows) are eligible to apply.

b. The Extramural LRP repays up to $50,000 per year 

of qualified debt. Initial awards are for two years, and 

applicants are eligible to apply for subsequent one-year 

renewals until their residual debt is less than 20% of 

their income.

c. Eligible applicants must be US citizens or permanent 

residents, possess a doctoral level degree, and commit 

to average 20 hours/week in relevant research. 

d. Application cycle is September 1st to November 

18th, 2021.

e. For further details, visit: https://www.lrp.nih.gov/apply. 

Prospective applicants are encouraged to contact NIDA 

LRP office prior to beginning their application 

(NIDA_LRP@nida.nih.gov).

2. Standard application through the NIH Extramural 

Loan Repayment Program

a. The focus of the standard Extramural LRP include 

Clinical, Pediatric, or Health Disparities Research 

and forensic pathologists who can demonstrate viable, 

valuable research projects that address one of those 

three areas may also qualify.

b. Application cycle is September 1st to November  

18th, 2021.

c. The Extramural LRP repays up to $50,000 per year 

of qualified debt. Initial awards are for two years, and 

applicants are eligible to apply for subsequent one-year 

renewals until their residual debt is less than 20% of 

their income.

d. For further details, visit: https://www.lrp.nih.gov/apply. 

Prospective applicants are encouraged to contact NIDA 

LRP office prior to beginning their application 

(NIDA_LRP@).

3. Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF)

a. The PSLF Program forgives the remaining balance on 

your Direct Loans after you have made 120 qualifying 

monthly payments under a qualifying repayment plan 

while working full-time for a qualifying employer.

b. You must be employed by a U.S. federal, state, local, 

or tribal government or a not-for-profit organization 

(including military service); work full-time; have Direct 

Loans (or consolidated all loans as a Direct Loan); repay 

your loans under an income-driven repayment plan; and 

make 120 qualifying payments.

c. See website for full details (https://studentaid.gov/

manage-loans/forgiveness-cancellation/public-service).

4. Local county loan forgiveness programs

Many offices offer loan repayment to staff and a partial list 

can be found here.

https://www.lrp.nih.gov/reach-priority-statements
https://www.lrp.nih.gov/reach-priority-statements
https://www.lrp.nih.gov/apply
https://www.lrp.nih.gov/apply
https://studentaid.gov/manage-loans/forgiveness-cancellation/public-service
https://studentaid.gov/manage-loans/forgiveness-cancellation/public-service
https://ascpcdn.s3.amazonaws.com/static/CGH/Forensic+Repayment+Programs.pdf


HYBRID CAREER PATHWAYS 

After completing medical school and pathology residency, there 

are several fellowship options for trainees that are independent of 

each other and can be pursued consecutively. If a candidate has 

the time and bandwidth, pursuing a forensic pathology fellowship 

as well as a second fellowship in another area of clinical practice 

(surgical pathology, cytology, neuropathology, etc.) may allow 

the candidate to seek employment partially in forensics and 

partially in a clinical practice where the combined salary is more 

palatable for the elimination of debt. There are several examples 

of academic pathology programs that fully engage in providing 

service coverage for forensic services where the cross-over 

pathologists do both forensic autopsies and medical autopsies. 

Exploring these types of options should take into consideration 

the current needs for forensic pathologists, which often far 

exceed the need for other specialties in pathology in specific 

geographic locations. 

The National Center on Forensics (NCF) program is funded through the National Institute of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice Award No. 2020-MU-CX-0001. 
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