AoW #4
Are Too Many People Going to College? By LAUREN WEBER

A college education was once regarded as a first-class ticket to a better life.

But the rising costs of higher education, the burden of student loans and a less-certain job market have left many wondering: Are too many young people going to college?

We sat down with a group of education-policy experts—Sandy Baum, senior fellow at George Washington University’s Graduate School of Education and Human Development; James O’Neill, co-founder of the Thiel Foundation’s 20 Under 20 Thiel Fellowship; Richard Vedder, director of the Center for College Affordability and Productivity; and Vivek Wadhwa, a fellow at Stanford University’s Arthur and Toni Rembe Rock Center for Corporate Governance—to debate the question.

Here are edited excerpts of the discussion:

WSJ: Dr. Vedder, you’ve written that we currently have a glut of college graduates. Why do you think college is no longer the valuable investment it once was?

DR. VEDDER: First, the proportion of society’s resources going to fund higher education has tripled over the past half-century, and tuition costs are rising significantly faster than inflation.

Second, the reality is that at least 40% of full-time students entering four-year programs fail to have their degree in six years, and the dropout rate is even greater among lower-income students.

Third, the biggest problem is that we are turning out vastly more college graduates than there are jobs in the relatively high-paying managerial, technical and professional occupations to which most college graduates traditionally have gravitated.

The comeback always is that college graduates make vastly more than those with high-school diplomas. True. But that is comparing apples and oranges. College graduates, on average, are smarter and more disciplined and dependable than high school graduates—so much of the reported earnings differential has little to do with college learning.

Moreover, supply has created its own demand—as we flood the market with college graduates, even bars demand that bartender applicants have a degree. We have engaged in massive and costly credential inflation to certify competency for jobs. College is still a good deal for some, but not for many others.

MR. WADHWA: It is true that cost of education is rising, but so is the amount of information that we need to process and the complexity of work we need to do. The majority of U.S. jobs aren’t in agriculture or manufacturing anymore. They require technology and social skills—the stuff you learn in college.

I know many people who started their careers as grocery clerks and waiters and went on to become hotshot CEOs. Is there anything wrong with a cocktail waiter having a chemistry degree? People don’t always seek or achieve their potential when they are young. They change as they grow. Education provides the necessary foundation to make this progression.

If we do as you are suggesting—educate only a subset of our population—we will need to pick the winners while they are in high school at the latest. What criteria do you suggest for this selection? Would you want your children to be on the list that doesn’t get educated?

MR. O’NEILL: The most powerful driver of economic growth is tech innovation. And one drag on innovation is college debt. There are two groups of unhappy people mailing student-loan checks to banks every month. One is the bartenders and waitresses Rich mentioned. The others are the dreamers and explorers who would love to change the world with some invention or innovative company, but are stuck in a boring corporate job because they can’t quit while they are still in debt.

Vivek is on to something important when he says useful education can come from a community college. Let’s extend that logic: Useful and satisfying education can also come from reading great books, from hearing great lectures and demonstrations, and from engaging in interesting debates. Technology is making all of these forms of learning more affordable and accessible, and you don’t need college or student loans for any of them.

DR. BAUM: On average, men with some college but no degree make 22% more than men with a high school education. The average for men with a bachelor’s degree or higher is almost twice that for those with no college education. The gaps are far more than enough for most people to make up for lost earnings and repay their student loans and still enjoy many years of a standard of living that would otherwise have been out of reach.

It is true that there are also some people who go to college who shouldn’t, and there are others for whom it just doesn’t work out. But for the vast majority, life is better if they have some further education or training.

WSJ: How do we decide who goes to college?

DR. VEDDER: I certainly can accept the idea that every American should have the opportunity to attend if she or he demonstrates some reasonable likelihood of academic success. The reality, however, is that retention and graduation rates are markedly lower for students who have performed poorly in high school or who do poorly on standardized admissions tests.

Resources are scarce, and the public sector funds a big portion of higher-education costs. We must start making more intelligent use of our limited resources.

Students in, say, the top one-fourth of their high school class with above-average test scores should be admitted, typically, to some four-year college, while others with a somewhat lower probability of success—say, those with slightly above-average high school grades—should be accepted at lower-cost community colleges, with the option of transferring. Students with less academic potential perhaps should be subsidized in short-term vocational courses designed to teach a skill, such as driving a long-distance truck or styling hair.

MR. WADHWA: So you are suggesting that kids who perform badly in high school or who can’t pass standardized admissions tests should be relegated to vocational schools that lead them to careers such as driving trucks or styling hair? This reminds me of how India used to be—it was called the caste system.

Poor and disadvantaged groups in the U.S. get inferior education—we spend much less on their schools than others. If we do as you say, because their schooling is bad, we would exclude them from the American dream. Also keep in mind that some of the greatest Americans didn’t do well in high school and would not have fared well on standardized tests. They, too, would be left out. So a potential Steve Jobs would be styling hair.

THE LONG RUN

DR. BAUM: Richard’s scheme has some of the same characteristics as the California public-education system, which sorts people into the University of California, Cal State and the community-college system based on high school performance. But Richard wants to exclude half the people served by that system. Sorting people into postsecondary opportunities in some reasonable fashion is a well-established practice. However, permanently closing broad ranges of educational and occupational opportunities to people who didn’t do well in high school is both unfair and inefficient.

People mature at different rates. There are people with Ph.D.s who didn’t go to college right after high school or went and quickly dropped out. Keeping this path open is vital.

MR. O’NEILL: Sandy and Vivek observe that some talented people aren’t good fits for the industrial classroom-lecture experience of K-12 schooling. We shouldn’t assume that they will enjoy the classroom-lecture experience of college. They might learn better by reading and exploring on their own and with the guidance of mentors—to say nothing of actually doing things.

To ask ‘How do we decide who goes to college?’ collectivizes a decision no one should make for anyone else. Individuals have the right to manage their careers, and that means thinking about what they want to do in life and asking what knowledge and skills they will need. It also means carefully evaluating the costs and benefits of various options, including the option to put one’s career on hold for four years to pursue college.

Film school, cooking school and law school can be fun if you have money and time to burn, and some people who choose them have successful careers in those fields. But many people spend thousands of dollars and years of life on such schools and don’t get jobs afterward that justify the expense.

A bachelor’s degree can be the same kind of dubious purchase, especially when the buyer of the degree doesn’t even have a plan to make use of it.

MR. WADHWA: My belief is that everyone is entitled to basic education and that it is society’s responsibility to provide this. Just like we don’t—yet—debate who goes to high school, we shouldn’t be debating if too many kids go to college.

If, indeed, you and your team believe that education is overpriced, then you should work toward lowering the costs of education and focus your philanthropic efforts on providing scholarships for disadvantaged minorities who are desperate for education and the opportunity it provides.
Possible Questions:
Are Too Many People Going to College? What is your opinion? What is your solution?
Directions:


1. Define vocabulary you don’t know.  


2. Show evidence of a close reading. Mark your confusion. Mark up the text with questions and/or comments.


3. Type a one-page reflection on your own sheet of paper.











