
The Value of a 
College Education
Is a four-year degree the only path to a secure future?

P
resident Obama’s $12 billion American Graduation

Initiative — announced in July — aims to help mil-

lions more Americans earn degrees and certificates

from community colleges. The president wants the

United States to have, once again, the highest proportion of college

graduates in the world. Along with the administration, economists

and many students and parents embrace the notion that higher

education offers the most promising ticket to financial security and

upward mobility. However, some argue that many young people

are ill-prepared or unmotivated to get a four-year degree and

should pursue apprenticeships or job-related technical training

instead. The debate is casting a spotlight on trends in high-school

career and technical education — long known as vocational edu-

cation — and raising questions about the ability of the nation’s

1,200 community colleges to meet exploding enrollment demand.
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The Value of a College Education

THE ISSUES
M ike Rowe, host of

the cable-TV show
“Dirty Jobs,” has a

thing or two to say about
work and education.

For 30 years, writes Rowe,
whose show profiles some
of the more challenging
sides of blue-collar work,
“we’ve convinced ourselves
that ‘good jobs’ are the re-
sult of a four-year degree.
That’s bunk. Not all knowl-
edge comes from college.” 1

Rowe’s plainspoken view
contradicts the lofty advice
routinely dispensed to young
people, that a bachelor’s de-
gree is a fundamental re-
quirement for achieving the
American Dream.

But with college costs soar-
ing, skilled jobs such as welders
and medical technicians in de-
mand and millions of young
adults ill-prepared for the rig-
ors of a university education,
some policy experts argue
that while post-high-school ed-
ucation is vital in today’s global econ-
omy, a four-year degree may be un-
necessary for economic security — and
perhaps even ill-advised.

“In many cases, young people think
they are going to make substantial in-
come just by having a college degree,”
says Edwin L. Herr, a professor emer-
itus of education at Pennsylvania State
University and co-author of Other
Ways to Win, a book that analyzes al-
ternatives to the traditional bachelor’s
degree. “There are a lot of people des-
tined for unhappiness if we simply say
that everybody ought to go to college.
I don’t think society in general re-
quires everybody to go to college. It
certainly requires people who have
skills, and there certainly are ways to

obtain those skills other than a four-
year college.”

The Obama administration seems
to agree. Under his American Grad-
uation Initiative, announced in July,
President Barack Obama is calling for
an additional 5 million community
college graduates by 2020, including
those who earn associate degrees or
certificates or who go on to gradu-
ate from four-year institutions. Beyond
that, he wants every American to
commit to at least a year of higher
education or career training, whether
at a community college or a four-year
school, or through a vocational pro-
gram or apprenticeship. 2

The United States had the highest
percentages of college graduates in

the world for most of the post-
World War II era, but now
the rates remain stagnant, ac-
cording to the Indianapolis-
based Lumina Foundation for
Education. About 39 percent
of U.S. adults hold a two- or
four-year degree, but in some
countries, including Japan
and South Korea, more than
half of young adults ages 25
to 34 hold degrees, a foun-
dation report said. “Even
more disturbing for the U.S.,”
it added, “rates in these other
countries continue to climb
while ours remain stagnant.”

Lumina estimated that at
current college-graduation
rates, “there will be a short-
age of 16 million college-
educated adults in the Amer-
ican workforce by 2025.” 3

Obama proposes to spend
a record $12 billion over the
next decade to strengthen
the nation’s system of 1,200
community colleges, part of
a larger goal to restore the
United States as the leader
in college graduates by 2020.

“[F]or a long time there
have been politicians who have spo-
ken of training as a silver bullet and
college as a cure-all,” Obama said. “It’s
not, and we know that.” But, he added,
“We know that in the coming years,
jobs requiring at least an associate de-
gree are projected to grow twice as
fast as jobs requiring no college ex-
perience. We will not fill those jobs —
or even keep those jobs here in Amer-
ica — without the training offered by
community colleges.” 4

To be sure, a bachelor’s degree is a
laudable goal for many young adults,
one that can pay big dividends in per-
sonal satisfaction, career opportunities
and earnings. In 2007 people with a
bachelor’s degree earned an average
$57,181, or 63 percent more than those

BY THOMAS J. BILLITTERI
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Courses in dental hygiene are popular at many of the
nation’s 1,200 community colleges. Today’s “career and
technical education” (CTE) programs integrate core
academic training into job-specific courses like

computer programming, medical technology, restaurant
and hotel management and construction.
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with some college or an associate’s
degree and 83 percent more than those
with only a high-school diploma. 5 (See
graph, p. 988.) And the seasonally
adjusted unemployment rate was
4.9 percent in September for adults
25 and older with a bachelor’s degree
or higher, compared with 8.5 per-
cent for those with less college and
10.8 percent for those with only a
high-school education. 6

Still, a four-year degree is not al-
ways the best option, workforce and
public-policy experts argue.

For one thing, many students simply
aren’t cut out for college. “No one
wants to really talk about this, but a
lot of [teens] come out of high school
unprepared to do legitimate college-
level work,” says Kenneth C. Gray, a
Pennsylvania State emeritus professor
of education and coauthor with Herr
of Other Ways to Win.

At the same time, four years of col-
lege demands a steep investment that
may take years to recoup. In-state
tuition, fees and room and board at
a public four-year college now aver-
age $15,213 per year, up 5.9 percent
in a year, though student aid often
lowers the tab. At private schools, the
bill — not counting any aid — runs
$35,636 per year, up 4.3 percent in a
year. 7 (See graph, p. 987.)

And a bachelor’s degree is no guar-
antee of career success or upward mo-
bility. Much may depend on the field
of study. For instance, degrees in health
care, computer science or engineering
may offer far better prospects than
those in the humanities.

Meanwhile, many good jobs simply
don’t require a bachelor’s degree. About
half of all employment is in so-called
middle-skill occupations — jobs that re-
quire more than a high-school diplo-
ma but less than a four-year degree,
according to a 2007 study by Robert
Lerman, an economics professor at Amer-
ican University, and Harry J. Holzer, a
professor at Georgetown University’s
Public Policy Institute. Demand for such

THE VALUE OF A COLLEGE EDUCATION

Total :

11.5 million 
students

Community Colleges at a Glance

More than 80 percent of the nation’s approximately 1,200 commu-
nity colleges are publicly supported. Of the 11.5 million students 
they serve, nearly 60 percent are enrolled part time, and 40 percent 
are among the first generation of their families to attend college.

* Totals may exceed 100% due to 
rounding

** Many schools have more than one 
campus

Source: American Association of 
Community Colleges, January 2009
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workers will likely remain strong com-
pared to the supply, they said. 8

“Real pay for radiological technicians
increased 23 percent between 1997 and
2005, speech/respiratory therapists saw
real increases of 10 to 14 percent and
real pay for electricians rose by 18 per-
cent,” they found. “These increases
compare very favorably with the over-
all 5 percent increase for the average
American worker.” 9

In June, in the depths of the current
economic downturn, The New York Times
noted that “employers are begging for
qualified applicants for certain occupa-
tions, even in hard times.” 10 Most of
the jobs take years of experience, the
newspaper noted. But some jobs in high
demand, such as those in welding, don’t
require four years of college.

“Not everyone needs a degree, and
not every job requires a four-year de-
gree,” says Tony Zeiss, president of
Central Piedmont Community College,
a six-campus institution in and around
Charlotte, N.C., with more than 70,000
part- and full-time students. “For
decades, only about 22 percent of jobs
have required a baccalaureate degree
or higher, and yet 75 percent of the
jobs consistently require training beyond
high school but below a baccalaureate.
That’s community college.”

Still, whether community colleges,
which get most of their money from
recession-battered state and local gov-
ernments, can keep up with demand
remains an open question, especially
as the Obama administration puts them
at the center of his postsecondary
education policy. 11

Nearly 40 percent of 18- to 24-year-
olds were enrolled in college last year,
a record number that was propelled by
swelling community college attendance,
according to Pew Research Center data
reported by The New York Times. 12

“At the same time that we have
tremendous increases in enrollment,
states are cutting budgets like crazy,”
says Norma G. Kent, vice president
for communications at the American

Association of Community Colleges.
“Our tradition has been to do more
with less, but there gets to be a
stretching point beyond which you
cannot go. Our credo is open access
and open doors, and whether con-
sciously or de facto, we are turning
away students.”

In California, community colleges
lost $840 million in state funding in
the combined fiscal 2008-2009 and
2009-2010 budgets, according to Scott
Lay, president and CEO of the Com-
munity College League of California.
Institutions face eliminating course of-
ferings and turning away students, he
says. “We believe when this all shakes
out, total enrollment will drop by about

250,000 students,” or 8.6 percent, by
the 2010-2011 academic year, Lay says.

High-school vocational education
programs have long offered the po-
tential for non-college-bound students
to learn the fundamentals of a marketable
trade or craft, and then move directly
into the job market or on to further
training at a community college, tech-
nical school or even a four-year insti-
tution. Yet for decades “vo-ed” pro-
grams — typically wood shop or auto
repair — carried a stigma, often un-
fairly, as a dumping ground for low
achievers. In recent years, however,
many vocational education programs
have been transformed into progressive
“career and technical education” (CTE)

Canada Leads World in Young College Graduates

Canada has the highest percentage in the world of young adults 
with two- and four-year college degrees. The United States is tied for 
sixth place, with Australia, Spain and Sweden.

Source: “A Stronger Nation Through Higher Education,” Lumina Foundation for 
Education, February 2009
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programs that integrate core academic
training in math, reading and other
essentials into job-specific courses like
computer programming, medical tech-
nology, restaurant and hotel manage-
ment and construction.

“Historically, there’s been a real di-
vide between the academic and voca-
tional side,” says Julian Alssid, execu-
tive director of the Workforce Strategy
Center in New York, a national non-
profit group that focuses on making
education and workforce development
more responsive to the economy. But,
he adds, “we’re seeing much more meld-
ing” of academic and technical train-
ing in career and technical programs.

As policy experts and educators de-
bate the merits of a four-year college
degree versus other options, here are
some of the questions being raised:

Is a four-year college degree nec-
essary for financial security?

In a report last year, the American
Youth Policy Forum, a nonprofit group
in Washington, said that “while the
benefits of college in terms of lifetime
earnings, health and civic participation
are known, success in our economy and
society isn’t limited to the attainment of
a four-year college degree.” 13

Many well-paying fields don’t require
a bachelor’s degree, the group noted.
“All you have to do,” says Betsy Brand,
the report’s author and the policy forum’s
executive director, “is look at [Labor De-
partment] numbers to realize that yes,
indeed, we need people with associate
degrees and industry certificates in
order to keep our economy running.”

That is not to say that postsecondary
education is unimportant or that a four-
year degree isn’t a worthy objective for
many students. “I spent 40 years teach-
ing in graduate schools and colleges,”
points out Herr, the Pennsylvania State
emeritus professor and Other Ways to
Win coauthor. “That’s not the issue.” The
issue, he says, is having realistic expec-
tations about a college degree and a
clear-eyed understanding of the options.

In their book, Gray and Herr argue
that “the current enthusiasm for a four-
year college degree is excessive and
unreasonable.” Not all teenagers “are
blessed with the academic talent to
do college-level work or mature enough
to pursue college at age 18,” they
write, and “many just plain do not like
school.” What’s more, they assert,
while most teens say they want to go
to college to get a good-paying job,
few consider “that the economy will
not generate enough jobs that pay
them a college-level wage” even if
they get a degree. 14

Studies are mixed on the issue of job
demand. Some point to a rising need
for workers with bachelor’s degrees, and
others to a shortfall in the number of
people qualified for “middle-skill” jobs,
which don’t require four years of college.

For example, the Public Policy Insti-
tute of California said the supply of
college-educated workers won’t meet
projected demand, in part because of
impending retirements. In 2025, 41 per-
cent of workers in the state will need
a bachelor’s degree if recent trends per-
sist, the institute projected. That com-
pares with 34 percent who had bach-
elor’s degrees in 2006 and 28 percent
in 1990. During that 16-year period, the
institute noted, “The wages of college-
educated workers grew substantially,
whereas the wages of less-educated
workers were relatively stagnant.” 15

But a separate study by the Work-
force Alliance and two other groups
that advocate for workforce-training
education projected more than 2.7 mil-
lion middle-skill job openings by 2016
in California. Such jobs would account
for 43 percent of all openings in the
state between 2006 and 2016, it said. 16

Studies in Rhode Island, Connecticut and
elsewhere came to similar conclusions. 17

Meanwhile, middle-class jobs requir-
ing no college-level knowledge or skills
are quickly vanishing, primarily because
of global competition, the Lumina foun-
dation said. And Americans who hold
lower-skills jobs that do exist “are less

likely to have access to quality health
care, save for retirement or assure their
children access to higher education.”
Getting a middle-class job these days
“is now mostly dependent on com-
pleting some form of postsecondary
education.” 18

Still, experts in labor-force trends
say the value of a degree depends in
significant part on what academic field
the degree is in, the quality of in-
struction and what job opportunities
await the graduate.

“On average, people do better get-
ting a four-year degree,” says Lerman
of American University, “but some [de-
grees] are better to begin with. . . .
There is a lot of variability, and also
a considerable amount of frustration”
because many students aren’t finding
good jobs after graduation. “You’re
hearing that a fair number of them
are going to community college later”
to obtain a marketable skill, he says.

Alssid, of the Workforce Strategy
Center, says that to achieve economic
self-sufficiency “one really does need
to have some form of postsecondary
credentialing,” but “the paper really has
to have some value.” And that, he ar-
gues, means that colleges and other
training institutions should have a “much
closer alignment” and a “strong part-
nership” with workforce and economic-
development officials and industry.

Asked on the National Public Radio
show “Tell Me More” whether a high-
school graduate heading to a four-year
college amid today’s economic down-
turn is making an investment or a mis-
take, Syracuse University finance pro-
fessor Boyce Watkins answered that
“it’s certainly an investment,” but added:
“The question is whether or not you
get your return on that investment in
actual financial capital or some sort of
human capital or emotional capital or
social capital.

“This blanket notion that going to
college will guarantee you a better eco-
nomic future is not always true,” he
continued. “When you have students

THE VALUE OF A COLLEGE EDUCATION
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who are going to college for economic
advancement, and they choose majors
that don’t fit that particular objective
and then take a lot of debt on in the
process, then . . . you have to ask
them, well, did you plan it all the way
through when you ended up with an
outcome that you didn’t quite expect?”

Going to college is important,
Watkins said, but “we have to be very
intelligent about what we expect to
get out of our education.”

Another guest on the show, Ohio
University economics professor Richard
Vedder, said 45 percent of people who
go to four-year colleges don’t get a
bachelor’s degree within six years.
Another group of people, he said, grad-
uate but have trouble finding work
and wind up taking jobs for which a
college education isn’t required. 19

At the U.S. Chamber of Commerce,
Arthur Rothkopf, a senior vice president
in charge of the business group’s Edu-
cation and Workforce Initiative, says the
Chamber “comes down very strongly”
in favor of those “for whom a four-year
degree is important and useful and is
part of what they want to do with their
lives,” professionally or otherwise. But,
he adds, “there needs to be far more
emphasis on middle-skill jobs,” whose
requirements, he says, include both a
rigorous high-school education and some
form of postsecondary schooling such
as a two-year degree or certificate.

“A lot of these middle-skill jobs are
not going to get outsourced,” whether
the jobs entail working in factories,
being welders, physician’s assistants,
technicians at nuclear power plants, or
working for Intel, Cisco or Microsoft,
Rothkopf says. “There are lots of jobs
that don’t require a four-year degree.”

Are high-school career and 
technical-education programs
adequately preparing students
for upward mobility?

At Sussex Technical High School in
Georgetown, Del., mathematics and
English are incorporated into lessons in

auto-body repair, cosmetology and com-
puters, an approach that Patrick Savini,
superintendent of the Sussex Technical
School District, calls “techademics.”

Technical instructors must know
math and grammar, and academic
teachers must be able to demonstrate
how algebra and English apply to
reading repair manuals and program-
ming computers. “It’s a dual expecta-
tion,” Savini says. “It’s the technical
teacher understanding state standards
[for] teaching math, science” and other
core subjects, “and it’s the academic
teachers checking their ego at the door.”

Sussex Technical has won recogni-
tion from the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation and others, and not just for its
integrated classroom approach. Ninth-
graders get to explore six career majors

for about a month each before choos-
ing one for the rest of the year — and
perhaps their entire time at the school.
Classes last 90 minutes, allowing for
deeper engagement with lessons and
minimizing discipline problems. And
Sussex offers extracurricular activities com-
mon at traditional high schools: athletic
teams, a band program and a prom.

“It’s about options,” says Savini. “If
you do career tech right, you prepare
[students] for immediate employment
but also take their aspirations and have
them reach beyond.”

Such an approach defies the nega-
tive images that have long dogged
high-school career-training programs,
which over the decades have been
accused of “tracking” minorities and
others into academic dead-ends.

Two-Year Colleges Cost the Least

Publicly supported community colleges have the lowest average 
tuition rates and usually no room and board fees, while private 
not-for-profit four-year colleges have the highest average tuition  
and room and board fees.

* Subsidiaries of larger parent companies, such as DeVry or the Apollo Group, that 
offer degree and non-degree programs and compete with community colleges to 
teach students specific workforce skills.

Sources: “Tuition and Fee and Room and Board Charges, 2009-10,” The College 
Board, Annual Survey of Colleges, 2009, www.trends-collegeboard.com/college_
pricing /pdf/2009_Trends_College_Pricing.pdf; Francesca Levy, “For-Profit Colleges 
Improve Their Financial Grades,” BusinessWeek, August 12, 2008, www.business
week.com/bschools/content/aug2008/bs20080812_253727.htm?chan=bschools_
bschool+index+page_top+stories

 Average  Average Average
          Type Tuition and Room and  Total Charges
 Fees, 2009-10 Board, 2009-10 2009-10

Public two-year   $2,544 N/A N/A

Public four-year 
   in-state $7,020 $8,193 $15,213

Public four-year 
   out-of-state $18,548 $8,193 $26,741

Private not-for-
   profit four-year $26,273 $9,363 $35,636

Private, for-profit* $14,174 N/A N/A
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“The public and many policy mak-
ers tend to have a negative and/or out-
dated image of CTE, believing that CTE
lacks academic rigor, leads to antiquated,
undesirable or low-paying jobs, limits
access to college and serves only low-
performing students,” Brand noted in
the American Youth Policy Forum re-
port. 20 “But this is not today’s reality,”
she added. CTE can increase student
engagement, improve attendance and
graduation, enhance academic learning
and allow students to earn college
credit while in high school, among other
things, Brand wrote.

Still, CTE programs remain in flux.
“High-quality CTE programs are not
accessible to every student that wants
to pursue such studies, and there are
still outdated CTE programs that lack
academic rigor and relevance to the
labor market,” Brand wrote.

Lerman of American University ques-
tions whether the types of course re-
quirements being pushed for high-
school diplomas “crowd out types of

learning that could be more directly
linked to careers.” Lerman, who supports
“work-based” learning or “apprentice-type
activities,” says that while “many [CTE]
programs are pretty good,” he would
like to see more that link “much more
directly” to careers and allow “people a
chance to try things out. There’s a lot
about careers that you can only learn
by doing,” he says.

Measuring the success of CTE pro-
grams can be difficult. The Carl D.
Perkins Career and Technical Educa-
tion Act of 2006, or “Perkins IV” —
the main federal law governing CTE
programs — mandates that core aca-
demic subjects be integrated into ca-
reer and technical programs and that
schools assess results.

But a U.S. Government Account-
ability Office report this year said
states say their biggest challenge is
gathering data on students’ attainment
of technical skills and student place-
ment in jobs or further education after
completion of CTE programs. 21

“There’s a real debate about what
constitutes an accurate assessment of
student performance,” says Richard Wal-
ter, a Penn State education professor
who directs the university’s Workforce
Education and Development Program.
“Are we talking industry credential?
Test assessment?”

A related problem, he and others
say, is that CTE students seeking to
gain industry certification sometimes
have to pay for their own qualifica-
tion tests, which may discourage low-
income students from receiving cre-
dentials for skilled jobs.

Still, CTE programs are making strides.
“States have been working to increase
the rigor and effectiveness” of CTE ed-
ucation, noted a September report by
the Education Commission of the States
that highlights noteworthy state policy
efforts at accountability, dropout pre-
vention, preparation for high-demand
occupations and other categories. 22

In an interview, Brand says high-
performing CTE programs work close-
ly with employers and have employer
advisory boards that guide administrators
on economic and employment trends and
industry needs. Such programs “really
see themselves as contributing to the
economic-development and labor-market
needs of the community or the state or
region,” she said. At the same time, she
said, many high schools link their CTE
programs with local community colleges,
enabling high-school students to become
certified for jobs in health care, computer
programming and other fields.

“This is what career and tech educa-
tion should look like,” Brand says. “If
it’s not connected to business and in-
dustry and postsecondary education, if
it doesn’t lead to some of these skill
certificates, it shouldn’t be here.” Still, while
many CTE programs are putting all the
pieces together, some are behind. “It’s
hard to get educators to change rapidly.”

James Kemple, executive director of
the Research Alliance for New York City
Schools at New York University, led a
study of one kind of CTE program —

THE VALUE OF A COLLEGE EDUCATION

College Graduates Earn the Most

Workers with bachelor’s degrees earned an average of $57,181 in 
2007 — or 63 percent more than those with some college or an 
associate’s degree and 83 percent more than those with only a 
high-school diploma.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, www.census.gov/population/socdemo/education/cps
2008/tabA-3.xls, Table A-3.

Average Earnings of Workers 18 and Over,
by Educational Attainment, 2007
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“career academies” — which are schools
within high schools that combine rig-
orous academics and training in such
fields as travel and tourism, video tech-
nology, health care and finance. The
academies establish close ties with local
employers, raising students’ familiarity
with career options and providing op-
portunities for on-the-job experience.

Kemple says his study found that
such programs produced a “substan-
tial impact” on the long-term earnings
and employment of participating stu-
dents without decreasing the likeli-
hood that the students would go on
to college. 23

Can community colleges meet ris-
ing demand for their programs?

At North Carolina’s Central Pied-
mont Community College, Zeiss says
he’s never had to turn away students
in the 42 years he’s been in the high-
er education field — until last year.

“We turned away 5,000 students [who
applied for at least one class] because
we didn’t have the money,” he says.
“We’re up 35 percent in college-credit
enrollment in the past two and half
years, and we’re down about 9 per-
cent in budgets. You can increase your
class sizes and number of students you
counsel [only] so much, and we’re bend-

ing at the limit. I’ve been spending my
time raising private money so we can
hire part-time teachers.”

Central Piedmont’s instructors each
have 28 students per class on aver-
age this year, instead of the traditional
20, Zeiss says, and the counselor-to-
student ratio is one-to-1,900. Mean-
while, applications for financial aid
have doubled over the past year.

“We can’t keep this up,” Zeiss says.
“Everybody loves us, and they’re start-
ing to put grants out there — Obama
now and Bush before him. But we’ve
got to shore up the revenue base of
these colleges.”

M atthew B. Crawford straddles two worlds: He has a
Ph.D. in political philosophy from the University of
Chicago and is a fellow at the Institute for Advanced

Studies in Culture at the University of Virginia. He also oper-
ates a motorcycle repair shop in Richmond and is author of
the best-selling 2009 book
Shop Class as Soulcraft: An
Inquiry into the Value of
Work, in which he argues
that too often students are
forced into a college track
when manual trades offer
a viable and rewarding al-
ternative. Here are excerpts
from the book:

“Today, in our
schools, the manual
trades are given little
honor. The
egalitarian worry
that has always
attended tracking
students into ‘college
prep’ and ‘vocational
ed’ is overlaid with
another: the fear that
acquiring a specific
skill set means that
one’s life is
determined. In college, by contrast, many students
don’t learn anything of particular application;
college is the ticket to an open future.”

“The trades are then a natural home for anyone who
would live by his own powers, free not only of
deadening abstraction but also of the insidious
hopes and rising insecurities that seem to be endemic
in our current economic life.”

“Piston slap may indeed
sound like loose tappets,
so to be a good mechanic
you have to be constantly
attentive to the possibility
that you may be
mistaken. This is an
ethical virtue.”

“I landed the job at the
think tank because I had
a prestigious education
in the liberal arts, yet the
job itself felt illiberal:
coming up with the best
arguments money could
buy. This wasn’t work
befitting a free man, and
the tie I wore started to
feel like the mark of the
slave.”

“At issue in the contrast
between office work and

the manual trades is the idea of individual
responsibility, tied to the presence or absence of
objective standards.”

Ph.D. Mechanic Celebrates Challenge of Manual Labor

Matthew B. Crawford, motorcycle mechanic and philosopher.
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It’s a message echoing throughout
the nation’s community college sys-
tem, which educates nearly 12 million
students, or 44 percent of the nation’s
undergraduates. Public community
colleges depend on state and local
revenues for about 60 percent of their
funding — a source hit hard by the
economic crisis.

What’s more, community colleges
typically lag four-year institutions in gov-
ernment support. “The country spends
about three times more to educate stu-
dents at four-year universities than to
educate community college students,”
USA Today stated last year, citing Edu-
cation Department data. 24

In a survey this year, state directors
of community college systems predict-
ed that despite surging enrollment, state
operating budgets for community col-
leges would decline an average of 1 per-
cent while tuition is expected to rise at
twice the inflation rate. Among 43 re-
sponding states, nine predicted cuts next
year in their state student aid programs,
and 21 forecast no increase. Many re-
spondents expressed concern about what
will happen as federal stimulus money
— used by states to support education
budgets — runs out. 25

As states slash education budgets, the
economic downturn has propelled huge
numbers of unemployed adults into com-
munity colleges. “We’ve got a lot of adult
learners who are out of a job or in a
field that’s going extinct, and they’re
coming back to community college for
a lifeline,” says Kent of the American
Association of Community Colleges.

While Obama’s proposed $12 billion
community college plan would give the
institutions a major boost, the money
may not go as far as some would hope.
It would be spread over a decade among
1,200 institutions, and $9 billion would
be in the form of competitive grants
requiring community colleges to im-
prove student educational and em-
ployment outcomes.

Meeting such benchmarks could be
a challenge for community colleges.

Typically, they not only grant two-year
degrees but also do workforce training
in areas such as health and computer
science, provide English-as-a-second-
language classes for non-native students,
prepare some students for transfer to
four-year schools and perhaps offer on-
site training tailored to the specific needs
of employers. Community colleges also
often work with small businesses to
provide training for entrepreneurs.

“Community colleges mean many
different things,” says Alssid of the Work-
force Strategy Center. “A big part of the
challenge for community colleges is that
almost all of them are being called upon
to fulfill this multiplicity of missions.”

What’s more, community colleges
must provide remedial classes to a sig-
nificant portion of incoming students
— a problem that four-year institu-
tions also face but is most pronounced
at community colleges.

A study on college readiness by
Strong American Schools, a project of
Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, con-
cluded that well over a third of all col-
lege students need remedial course-
work to acquire basic academic skills
and that 43 percent of students at
public two-year institutions have en-
rolled in a remedial course.

“In many ways, the problem is the
American high school,” the study con-
cluded. It noted that nearly 80 percent
of students needing remedial work had
a high-school grade-point average of
3.0 or higher, suggesting that many
teens finish high school ill-prepared for
college-level study. 26

“Community colleges have huge
amounts of energy siphoned away by
providing remediation to students who
aren’t yet ready to do college-level work,”
says Alssid. “The country is going to have
to figure out how to fix that problem.”

Meanwhile, enrollment continues to
grow at community colleges, fueled
by people looking to acquire marketable
skills. And many of those people are
ones who already have four-year de-
grees. Gray, the Pennsylvania State

University emeritus professor, sees
something of an irony in the trend.

“Community college enrollment is
way up,” he says, while most “non-
competitive” four-year colleges — those
with easy admission standards —
“are looking for students.”
The noncompetitive colleges “attribute

this to the fact that there’s less money for
financial aid, and therefore students are
seeking less-expensive alternatives,” Gray
says, but “I’m not convinced of that. I
suspect people are starting to sense that
maybe they should go” to a community
college to gain an industry credential “and
get a four-year degree later.”

BACKGROUND
Rise of Community 
Colleges

F rom the Republic’s earliest days, lead-
ers stressed that education is impor-

tant for the well-being of the nation and
its citizens. “Knowledge, being necessary
to good government and the happiness
of mankind, schools and the means of
education shall forever be encouraged,”
the Continental Congress wrote in the
Northwest Ordinance in 1787. 27

Yet questions arose in the new na-
tion over how widespread higher ed-
ucation should be. In 1862 Congress
passed the Morrill Act, also known as
the Land Grant Act, which called for
public land to be donated for colleges
emphasizing agricultural and mechanical-
arts training. The law was the corner-
stone for a system of state colleges and
universities that made higher education
available to millions of students. 28 Still,
not all Americans benefited. A sec-
ond Morrill Act, in 1890, sought to
expand college opportunities for
African-Americans.

As the economy evolved from rural

THE VALUE OF A COLLEGE EDUCATION

Continued on p. 992
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Chronology
1860s-1930s
As U.S. economy industrializes,
country focuses more on higher
education and vocational train-
ing for potential workforce.

1862
Congress passes Morrill Act, known
as the Land Grant Act, which calls
for public land to be donated for
colleges that emphasize agricultural
and mechanical-arts training.

1890
Second Morrill Act seeks to expand
college opportunities for African-
Americans.

1901
Nation’s first public community col-
lege, Joliet (Illinois) Junior College,
opens with six students.

1917
Congress passes landmark Smith-
Hughes Act, which provides
money to states for high-school
vocational education.

1920
Only 3 percent of Americans 25
and older hold bachelor’s degrees.

•

1940s-1970s
World War II baby boom and
GI Bill trigger huge wave of
college enrollment.

1944
GI Bill of Rights provides financial
help for World War II veterans
seeking to attend college.

1947
Truman Commission on Higher Ed-
ucation calls for a network of pub-
lic community colleges. . . . College
enrollment stands at 2.3 million.

1952
Veterans Readjustment Assistance
Act of 1952 — the Korean War GI
Bill — is passed, eventually helping
2.4 million vets attend college or
receive on-the-job or other training.

1965
Congress passes Higher Education
Act to provide financial aid to stu-
dents pursuing higher education; col-
lege enrollment climbs to 5.6 million.

1975
Community colleges number more
than 1,200; college enrollment 
nationwide grows to 10.9 million.

•

1980s-1990s
Vocational-education enrollment
begins to decline sharply as
more and more students pursue
four-year college degrees.

1983
In “A Nation at Risk,” U.S. Educa-
tion Department warns of a “rising
tide of mediocrity” in education
and says the United States is
falling behind in global economic
competition.

1984
Congress passes Carl D. Perkins
Vocational Education Act to help
improve labor-force skills and pro-
vide broader job training for
adults, disabled people and others.

1990
Tech-Prep program helps students
begin learning a technical field in
high school, then a certificate or
two-year degree in that field at a
community college. . . . Twenty
percent of Americans 25 and older
have at least a bachelor’s degree,
up from 7.7 percent in 1960 and
16.2 percent in 1980.

1991
College enrollment continues to
climb; 63 percent of high-school
graduates go directly to college,
compared with 46 percent in 1973.

•

2000-Present
President Obama calls for high-
er graduation rates and more
money for community colleges.

2000
Republican-dominated Congress does
not renew School to Work Opportu-
nities Act, passed during the Bill
Clinton administration, which allows
some students to earn academic
credit for work experience.

2002
President George W. Bush signs
No Child Left Behind Act, which
holds schools accountable for
student achievement.

2006
Perkins Act amendments mandate
closer integration of skills training
and core academic subjects in
high-school vocational courses; the
law replaces the term “vocational
education” with “career and tech-
nical education,” or “CTE.” . . .
Bush seeks to eliminate funding for
vocational education, but funding
is retained after protests.

2009
President Obama proposes to
spend $12 billion over the next
decade to strengthen the commu-
nity college system and calls on
every American to commit to at
least a year of higher education or
career training. . . . Obama eases
Pell Grant restrictions for unem-
ployed adults. . . . Unemployment
rate exceeds 10 percent, sending
many laid-off adults to community
colleges in search of new skills.
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and agricultural to urban and industrial,
education evolved, too. In 1901, Joliet
Junior College, in Illinois, became the
nation’s first public community college,
formed as an experimental program for
high-school graduates.

College enrollment was still a rarity
among young people in the early 20th
century — Joliet Junior College started
with just six students — and educational
and political leaders debated how best
to prepare for what they saw as in-
creasingly competitive global economy.

“[T]he great battles of the world in
the future are to be commercial rather
than military,” the educational historian
Ellwood P. Cubberley wrote in 1909.
He added: “Whether we like it or not,
we are beginning to see that we are
pitted against the world in a gigantic

battle of brains and skill, with the
markets of the world, work for our
people and internal peace and content-
ment as the prizes at stake.” 29

A key way to win those prizes, it
was widely viewed, was to promote
job-specific vocational education.

Educational theorist Charles Prosser,
a steelworker’s son, was critical of a
single-minded focus on academics and
scholarship. He argued that high schools
should offer separate skills training to
meet the interests, capabilities and job
prospects of a significant portion of
students. Traditionalists such as the
philosopher and educational reformer
John Dewey vehemently disagreed. In
the end, Prosser’s theories prevailed.

“World economic competition was
viewed as the best strategy for na-
tional economic growth,” Gray, the co-

author of Other Ways to Win, wrote
in a 1996 journal article, and “the
schools were accused of doing little
to help the cause, particularly with re-
gard to the education of children from
working-class families who were be-
ginning to go to high school in large
numbers.” The solution, he added, was
to develop a separate curriculum in
high schools tailored to training students
for jobs in commerce, industry, agri-
culture and home economics. 30

In 1914, a commission appointed
by President Woodrow Wilson cited
census data showing that more than
12 million Americans worked in agri-
culture and 14 million in manufactur-
ing, mechanical and allied pursuits.
But the commission concluded that
probably fewer than 1 percent were
adequately prepared for their jobs. 31

THE VALUE OF A COLLEGE EDUCATION

C ommunity colleges are getting so many applicants that
sometimes they can’t admit everybody, as they once did.
Or they are turning to unorthodox approaches.

When a flood of new students descended on Bunker Hill Com-
munity College in Boston, the school inaugurated what has been
dubbed the “Burning the Midnight Oil” schedule. It offers several
popular introductory courses from 11:45 p.m. until 2:30 a.m. And
the school pushed the first class of the day up to 7 a.m. Makeshift
parking lots were created to accommodate the overload.

At Holyoke Community College, also in Massachusetts, parking
was so strained by rising enrollment that the school sent postcards
to all 7,500 students urging them to take public transportation.

Clackamas Community College in Oregon City, Ore., has
been offering a late-night welding course since last spring.

Northern Virginia Community College (NVCC) added 20 pop-
ular lower-level classes, such as English, biology, psychology
and accounting, this semester that begin before 7 a.m.; other
classes run late into the evening.

“Over the last two years, our annual student enrollment has
jumped over 8,000 students while our physical capacity has grown
only modestly,” says NVCC President Robert G. Templin, Jr. “To re-
spond to the dramatic increase in student demand, we’ve stretched
our class schedule by offering classes as early as 6 a.m., and
pushed night classes past 10 p.m. Nearly everything we’ve offered
has been snapped up regardless of the time or format.”

But some schools control the overflow by closing their doors

when they fill up. The six community colleges that are part of
the City University of New York (CUNY) traditionally have ac-
cepted applications up to a week before classes start — enough
time for students to apply for financial aid and receive the re-
quired immunizations. This fall, however, all but one of the
campuses had to stop accepting applications a month before
the semester began because it didn’t have enough teachers and
other resources to support the flood of new students.

“Enrollment has been growing steadily, but this was a tidal
wave for us this fall,” said Gail O. Mellow, president of LaGuardia
Community College, in Long Island City. The school’s student
body has risen by almost 50 percent over the past decade. 1

Virtually every state has had to deal with rising enrollments at
public community colleges, according to the American Association
of Community Colleges. Some in California have reported increases
of 35 percent just since 2008. 2

At Sinclair Community College in economically suffering Dayton,
Ohio, enrollment has jumped 25 percent over the past year alone
as laid-off General Motors employees and other auto industry work-
ers seek new skills in the evolving labor market. Recent high-school
graduates are also finding two-year institutions more preferable to
pricier four-year colleges, as many parents struggle to make ends
meet. School officials say they are trying to keep Sinclair affordable
as many Dayton residents become financially challenged.

Sinclair currently offers high-school students in the area who
take technical courses and maintain a C-plus average in their

Community Colleges Welcome Night Owls
But please take the bus, busy schools ask students.

Continued from p. 990
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Three years later, Congress passed
the landmark Smith-Hughes Act,
which became known as the Magna
Carta of vocational education. 32

Under Smith-Hughes, federal money
was distributed to the states for vo-
cational education in high schools,
but unlike today’s integrated approach
for blending academics and skills
training, the 1917 act drew a clear
distinction. The law stipulated that
vocational-education money could
not be used to pay salaries of aca-
demic teachers, and it limited the amount
of academic instruction a vocational
student could receive. 33

“By explicitly defining vocational
education as preparation for occupa-
tions that did not require a bachelor’s
or advanced degree, the Smith-Hughes
Act affirmed that vocational education

was not intended to prepare high-
school students for college,” wrote
David Stern, an education professor at
the University of California-Berkeley.

Still, college was less of an issue
back then than it is today. As Stern
noted, in 1920 a mere 3 percent of
Americans age 25 and older held
bachelor’s degrees. 34

Over the decades, vocational edu-
cation served a variety of purposes
— to strengthen national defense in
the 1920s, ease unemployment in the
1930s, address wartime industrial
needs in the 1940s and smooth the
transition to peacetime after World
War II. 35 But vocational education
sometimes faced accusations that it
provided an inferior education and
was used to channel students into
economic blind alleys.

James Fraser, former dean of the
School of Education at Northeastern
University in Boston, told The Christ-
ian Science Monitor that in the 1940s
and ’50s some groups began to see
vocational education as problematic.
“It was popular in working-class white
communities,” Fraser said, “but among
immigrants and in communities of
color it was mistrusted. They feared
that [vocational education] was being
used to steer their kids into second-
class citizenship.” 36

College Degree Beckons

M eanwhile, a college degree beck-
oned more and more young peo-

ple. Policy changes spurred the trend.
The 1944 GI Bill of Rights provided

junior and senior years an
automatic $3,000 scholarship,
enough to cover tuition for
three semesters. Courses
range from radiology to tra-
ditional information technol-
ogy disciplines.

The community college
also has helped 53 area high
schools upgrade their tech-
nical courses and make it
easier for students to transition to college. It recently made a
$4 million grant to a local school district to create a “career
technology” high school that offers advanced science courses
and will serve as a feeder school for the college.

Such initiatives support President Obama’s American Gradua-
tion Initiative — a 10-year, $12 billion plan to invest in com-
munity colleges and add 5 million new graduates by 2020. Obama
has embraced the nation’s community colleges, calling them “vital
bulwarks” against the decline of the American middle class and,
hence, the nation’s competitiveness.

“Jobs requiring at least an associate degree are projected to
grow twice as fast as jobs requiring no college experience,” he
said during a speech about vanishing jobs this July in Warren,
Mich., among the recession’s hardest-hit areas. “We will not fill
those jobs — or even keep those jobs here in America — with-

out the training offered by com-
munity colleges.” 3

Meanwhile, some educators
worry that community colleges
may not have enough re-
sources to meet the growing
current demand.

“The community college is a
second-chance institution for the
country,” said Patrick M. Callan,
president of the National Center

for Public Policy and Higher Education. “Most people would agree
that this is not a good time in terms of the economic competi-
tiveness of the country to be turning people away.” 4

— Darrell Dela Rosa

1 Lisa W. Foderaro, “Two-Year Colleges, Swamped, No Longer Welcome All,”
The New York Times, Nov. 12, 2009, www.nytimes.com/2009/11/12/education/
12community.html.
2 Abby Goodnough, “New Meaning for Night Class at 2-Year Colleges,” The
New York Times, Oct. 28, 2009, www.nytimes.com/2009/10/28/education/
28community.html.
3 “Remarks by the President on the American Graduation Initiative,” Office
of the Press Secretary, The White House, July 14, 2009, www.whitehouse.
gov/the_press_office/Remarks-by-the-President-on-the-American-Graduation-
Initiative-in-Warren-MI.
4 Foderaro, op. cit.

The first session of Kathleen O’Neill’s evening class in
psychology draws a crowd at Bunker Hill 

Community College in Boston.

A
P
 P
h
o
to
/J
o
sh
 R
ey

n
o
ld
s



994 CQ Researcher

financial help for World War II veter-
ans seeking to attend college. After the
war, a report by the President’s Com-
mission on Higher Education, known
as the Truman Commission Report, called
for a network of public community col-
leges that would charge little if any-
thing in tuition, offer a comprehensive
program emphasizing civic responsibil-
ity and serve their local areas. 37 The
report also called for a doubling of col-
lege attendance by 1960. 38

“[W]e shall aim at making higher
education equally available to all young
people . . . to the extent that their ca-
pacity warrants a further social in-
vestment in their training,” the com-
mission wrote. 39

Later, Congress passed various
financial-aid bills, notably the Higher
Education Act of 1965.

Meanwhile, demographic, econom-
ic and geopolitical developments were
fueling college enrollment. The post-
war baby boom created a huge bub-
ble of college-age young adults. The
Cold War space race sparked enroll-
ment in university science and tech-
nology programs. And in the 1960s
and early ’70s, the Vietnam War led
millions of young men to seek col-
lege deferments from the military draft.

College enrollment exploded from
about 2.3 million students in 1947 to
10.9 million in 1975, according to the
U.S. Census Bureau. 40 It kept climbing
as recession and global competition for
manufactured goods fueled a perception
in the 1980s that blue-collar work was
no longer secure and a college educa-
tion — preferably a four-year degree —
was a ticket to economic success.

By 1990, 20 percent of the Ameri-
can population age 25 and older had
at least a bachelor’s degree, up from
7.7 percent in 1960 and 16.2 percent
in 1980. By 2000, the figure stood at
more than 24 percent. 41

As four-year-college enrollments
rose, community colleges also were
booming. The number of institutions
and their branch campuses exploded

from roughly 600 in 1955 to more than
1,200 in 1975 and about 1,600 (in-
cluding multiple campuses) by the end
of the 1990s. 42

During this period, enrollment in
high-school vocational programs fell
sharply, beginning in the early 1980s,
Gray wrote. Spurring the decline was
not only a worry that secure, well-paid
industry jobs were disappearing but
also the notion that “in the eyes of the
public the only thing that seemed to
be at all certain was the increasingly
publicized idea that college graduates
made more money than high-school
graduates,” he wrote. 43

“Faced with uncertainty about eco-
nomic opportunities in the future and
misinformation about career opportu-
nities for future college graduates, and
aided by an oversupply of college seats
and thus open admissions at many col-
leges, students . . . [rejected] tradition-
al vocational education offerings and
[enrolled] in college preparatory pro-
grams. The nation concluded that there
is only ‘one way to win’ . . . — to get
a four-year baccalaureate degree.” 44

As a result, Gray argued, many “aca-
demically average” students who in
the past would have taken vocational-
education courses were instead on the
college track and finished high school
“prepared neither for college nor work.”

In 1973, 46 percent of high-school
graduates went directly on to college,
Gray noted, citing Education Depart-
ment data. By 1991, the proportion
had risen to 63 percent. And the pro-
portion continues to grow. 45

“A new vocationalism” had emerged,
Gray wrote, “manifested in the form of
growing percentages of academically
average students enrolling in traditional
college preparatory programs.” Motivat-
ing their enrollment, he wrote, was not
“some newly found thirst for knowl-
edge” but rather “vocational reasons.”

Meanwhile, as economic and social
conditions changed in the 1980s and
’90s, American education came under
severe scrutiny. In 1983, the Education

Department’s “A Nation at Risk” report
warned of a “rising tide of mediocrity”
in schools and colleges and said the
United States was falling behind in glob-
al economic competition. The report
spurred deep soul-searching among re-
formers and government officials about
how to improve the educational sys-
tem — introspection that continues today
as high-school and college dropout
rates soar, and even elite universities
have high numbers of students who
need remedial coursework. 46

Education Reforms

I n the wake of the report, policy of-
ficials began to look for ways to re-

form the educational system, and some
of those efforts centered on vocational
education. In 1984 Congress passed the
Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education
Act with a goal of improving the na-
tion’s labor-force skills and providing
broader job-training opportunities for
adults, disabled people and so-called
at-risk populations. Since then, the
Perkins Act has gone through a series
of reauthorizations and reforms aimed
at strengthening the link between aca-
demic and vocational training.

In 1990, for example, more em-
phasis was placed on developing ca-
reer prospects for all students, rather
than just those who were not college-
bound. Under a program called Tech-
Prep, students could begin learning a
technical field in high school and then
earn a certificate or two-year degree in
that field at a community college.

In a 2006 revision of the Perkins
law, the term “career and technical
education,” or CTE, was officially adopt-
ed in place of “vocational education,”
and schools were required to more
closely integrate core academic course-
work into job-skills training.

At the same time, Washington was
placing more and more emphasis on
the ability of schools to meet academic
benchmarks. That approach became

THE VALUE OF A COLLEGE EDUCATION



Nov. 20, 2009               995www.cqresearcher.com

enshrined in 2002 in the George W.
Bush administration’s No Child Left
Behind Act, which holds schools ac-
cepting federal funds accountable for
student achievement. 47

By then, however, vocational edu-
cation was under fire. In 2000 the
Republican-dominated Congress did
not renew the School to Work Op-
portunities Act, a Clinton-era law that
in some cases allowed students to earn
academic credit for job internships or
other work experience. Conservatives
argued that School to Work shifted
the educational focus away from core
academics. Others said it sought to
replicate the German apprenticeship
model and steered students too early
onto a career path.

Then, in 2006, Bush sought to com-
pletely eliminate federal funding for
vocational education, arguing that it
had “produced little or no evidence
of improved outcomes for students de-
spite decades of federal investment.”

“Bush wasn’t impressed with CTE,”
says Walter of Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity. “He tried to zero out Perkins
— tried to remove every cent, [in part
because] that [was] the largest chunk
of money that would have been avail-
able to him to work on high-school
reforms” under No Child Left Behind.

Bush didn’t succeed. Advocates,
including community colleges, ar-
gued that vocational education en-
hanced student achievement and in-
creased postsecondary enrollment. Still,
while vocational funding survived,
the federal outlay devoted to career
and technical education has declined
in recent years. Obama proposed
keeping it flat at $1.3 billion in fiscal
2010, but CTE and community col-
lege advocates want it raised to at
least $1.4 billion. 48

At the same time, Obama has pro-
posed expanding the overall 2010 ed-
ucation budget by $1.3 billion, including
increasing spending on postsecondary
education by 6 percent — or $200 mil-
lion — to $3.6 billion. His budget would

expand student financial aid, elevate
the role of community colleges and
support innovative state efforts to help
low-income students complete their
college education. 49

Even so, students face skyrocketing
college costs at a time when family in-
comes remain stagnant and state edu-
cation budgets are getting pounded. In
a Newsweek article in October, Sen. Lamar

Training for the Workforce

A student (top left) in the sustainability technology program at Central
Piedmont Community College in Charlotte, N.C., reviews a rooftop
photovoltaic installation with his instructor. Two-year degrees offered
at the school prepare students to work in the alternative energy, green
construction and sustainable manufacturing fields. Nursing students
(bottom) at the school can earn a two-year associate’s degree and take
the national test for licensing as a registered nurse.
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Alexander, R-Tenn., former education
secretary in the George H. W. Bush ad-
ministration, said state higher-education
funding rose 17.6 percent from 2000 to
2006 but that average tuition at public
four-year institutions shot up 63 percent,
with state support for education hit
hardest by “runaway” Medicaid costs. 50

A big worry for many state offi-
cials is the looming termination of
federal stimulus spending. Alexander
cited a comment made by Tennessee
Gov. Phil Bredesen in March, that
“when this money ends 21 months
from now, our campuses will sud-
denly need to begin operating with
about $180 million less in state fund-
ing than they had this year.”

Among the possible ways to cut col-
lege costs, Alexander advocates having
students finish a bachelor’s degree in
three years. Schools could make year-
round use of academic facilities, and
students could reduce their college ex-
penses, he argued.

But speeding up graduation is no
small feat. A study this year by the
American Enterprise Institute, a con-
servative Washington think tank, found
that on average, four-year colleges
graduate fewer than 60 percent of their
freshmen within six years.” 51 Another
study, published in the new book
Crossing the Finish Line, found that
only 65 percent of students at highly
selective flagship public universities grad-
uated in four years. At several less se-
lective state systems, only about 26 per-
cent finished in four years. 52

Coauthor William G. Bowen, presi-
dent emeritus of both the Andrew W.
Mellon Foundation and Princeton Uni-
versity, told the online publication In-
side Higher Ed of an atmosphere at
many schools that suggests it is nor-
mal to take six years to graduate.

“At a very highly regarded flagship
university,” Bowen said, “when you talk
there to students about graduation rates,
you can be told, as we were told by one
person, ‘graduating in four years is like
leaving the party at 10 o’clock.’ ” 53

CURRENT
SITUATION
Obama’s Initiative

I n a speech to a joint congressional
session in February, Obama declared

that “a good education is no longer just
a pathway to opportunity — it is a pre-
requisite.” But he noted that while
three-quarters of the fastest-growing oc-
cupations require education beyond high
school, just over half of Americans have
that much schooling.

What’s more, Obama said, the United
States has “one of the highest high-school
dropout rates of any industrialized na-
tion,” and “half of the students who begin
college never finish,” which he called “a
prescription for economic decline.”

The centerpiece of Obama’s effort
to boost postsecondary education and
college completion is the American
Graduation Initiative, which he an-
nounced at Macomb Community Col-
lege in Warren, Mich., the state’s largest
grantor of associate degrees. The aim
of the record $12-billion, 10-year plan,
Obama said, is to help an additional
5 million Americans earn degrees and
certificates in the next decade. The
money would be used to improve com-
munity college programs, buildings and
classrooms and academic courses. 54

“Community colleges are an under-
valued asset in our country,” Obama said.
“Not only is that not right, it’s not smart.”

The administration’s plan for com-
munity colleges makes up part of a
much broader bill, called the Student
Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act, in-
troduced in July in the House Educa-
tion and Labor Committee and passed
in the House in September. 55 The
House bill would invest $10 billion in
community colleges, $7 billion of it
through competitive grants, according

to the committee. The measure in-
cludes $40 billion to incrementally raise
the maximum annual Pell Grant schol-
arship over the next decade, $3 bil-
lion to help improve college access
and completion and $2.55 billion for
historically black colleges and other
institutions that serve minorities.

Notably, the bill would replace
guaranteed student loans administered
by private lenders with direct govern-
ment loans, a controversial idea that
the administration says would save bil-
lions of dollars but that opponents
argue would lead to inefficiencies. 56

Separately, the $787 billion economic-
stimulus bill passed this year expanded
the Pell Grant student-aid program and
raised the maximum annual award by
$500 in the first year — to $5,350 —
and more in the second.

And in May the administration made
it easier for some unemployed adults to
receive Pell Grants, a move advocates
hail as an important step in linking jobs
and education. Pell Grants cover tuition
at most community colleges.

“The Pell move is pivotal because it
shows that the president understands
that postsecondary education is the work-
force development system and a key
piece of the workforce adjustment sys-
tem in response to trade and technolo-
gy change,” wrote Anthony Carnevale,
director of the Georgetown University
Center on Education and the Workforce.
Obama’s remarks on education and
jobs and his action on Pell Grants “is
clearly more than another love note
to community colleges, gushing over
how they do so much with so little, or
another boutique program funded with
departmental transfers,” he added. 57

Not that Pell Grants are immune to
criticism. Florida’s St. Petersburg Times
reported in October that more than
$2.3 million in Pell Grants funded by
the economic stimulus had gone to
Tampa-area cosmetology and massage
schools “to pay tuition for the hair-
dressers, masseuses and nail technicians

Continued on p. 998
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At Issue:
Should college-preparatory and career-training programs get
equal priority?yes

yes
SEN. RODERICK D. WRIGHT (D-LOS ANGELES)
CALIFORNIA STATE SENATE

WRITTEN FOR CQ RESEARCHER, NOVEMBER 2009

r ecently, I attended a Senate committee hearing where
someone quoted from a new report that stated 35 per-
cent of all jobs would require a four-year college degree

by 2020. The members of the committee responded by drafting
legislation to increase college-preparatory requirements in Cali-
fornia schools.

I looked at that same report, from The Workforce Alliance,
and thought: What about the other 65 percent that won’t re-
quire a bachelor’s degree?

College was never intended for everyone. It used to be
assumed that some kids would become plumbers and some
would become doctors. Some would become police officers
and some would become accountants.

But today’s high-school students are told if they don’t go to
college they are failures who will never amount to anything.
So kids with an aptitude for auto mechanics instead try to
become lawyers or financial managers and end up with no
job and no marketable skills.

This quest to send everyone to college has had disastrous
consequences: High-school dropout rates are at all-time highs.
The percentage of kids entering and not finishing college is at
an all-time high. The percentage of kids with four-year de-
grees enrolled at vocational programs at community colleges,
or dubious private postsecondary institutions, is at an all-time
high. The number of high-school graduates with no job skills
is at an all-time high. Here in California, the number of prison
inmates is at an all-time high.

If we are going to rebuild our economy, we will need
skilled workers more than ever. It is estimated that openings
for middle-skill jobs such as electrical linemen, respiratory
therapists and computer technicians will surge by 20 percent
in the next decade.

As baby boomers retire, this lack of trained workers could
stall our nation’s economic recovery. Meanwhile, kids are
being pushed into college, becoming disillusioned and drop-
ping out of both high school and college. So society loses all
the way around.

Clearly, we need to maintain our development of profes-
sional careers for kids with that aptitude. There will always be
a need for engineers and doctors. I believe our educational
system can and must prepare for both career and college
tracks. One without the other is a complete failure.no

ARUN RAMANATHAN
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
THE EDUCATION TRUST-WEST

WRITTEN FOR CQ RESEARCHER, NOVEMBER 2009

w e are long past the time when young people could
graduate from high school and go directly into ca-
reers that guaranteed lifetime employment and a liv-

ing wage. Now, the annual wage difference between a four-year
college degree and a high-school diploma is $25,895. And, for
African-Americans and Latinos, wage differences between high-
school and college completion are striking.

An African-American woman with a college degree earns
$16,836 more than an African-American woman without one.
And a Latino male with some college earns almost $5,000
more than a Latino male with a high-school diploma. Times
have changed, and there is no debating the link between
educational opportunity and economic success.

What has not changed is the lack of educational opportuni-
ties for many low-income students and students of color.
While it is true that not all students will go to college, far too
often our most vulnerable students are tracked into low-level
career-tech classes and end up prepared for neither college
nor career. These students, if they graduate from high school,
do so with the empty promise of a bright future in a trade,
only to find they are missing the critical skills necessary for
success. This matters, because even skilled trades — plumbing,
auto technicians and manufacturing — all require intensive
academic preparation.

Rigorous career technical education (CTE) classes integrated
into a college-prep curriculum can enhance the students’ aca-
demic experience and allow them to explore real-world appli-
cations in areas such as mathematics or physics. In some dis-
tricts, innovative high schools, like Kearny Construction Tech
School in San Diego, are doing just that.

Construction Tech aligns its classes with the graduation re-
quirements of the University of California and California State
University systems. As a result, its graduates have a true choice
between college and career, and the skills to succeed in either.

The question is not whether school districts should give
equal priority to college-prep and career-training programs.
High schools must provide all students with a rigorous cur-
riculum that prepares them for the challenges of college, career
and civic participation so that young people can explore a
wide range of options for work and higher education. If not,
they may suffer crippling limitations that do a tragic disservice
to them, their communities and our nation.
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of tomorrow” despite
limited job opportu-
nities. 58

“It would raise the
eyebrows of many
Americans to know
that is where their Pell
Grant and stimulus
money is going,”
Steve Ellis, vice pres-
ident of Taxpayers for
Common Sense, a
watchdog group in
Washington, told the
newspaper. 59

Overall, the presi-
dent’s education plans
have been viewed
with a mix of praise
and skepticism.

“He is the first
president I have ever
heard . . . actually address” the need
for postsecondary education without
simply prescribing a four-year degree,
says Walter, the Penn State workforce-
education director.

Likewise, Nancy Cauthen, director of
the Economic Opportunity Program at
Demos, a liberal think tank in New York,
said the proposed increase in commu-
nity college funding “will increase post-
secondary success and improve eco-
nomic opportunity and mobility for young
adults.” It recognizes that “low gradua-
tion rates at these institutions will not
increase if community colleges are
forced to cut back their spending” and
if students, particularly low-income and
first-generation college students, can’t
afford to stay enrolled, she said. 60

But Neal McCluskey, associate di-
rector of the Center for Educational
Freedom at the Cato Institute, a liber-
tarian think tank, termed Obama’s call
for a year of postsecondary education
for everyone “essentially a ‘consume-
more-education’ policy. We’re encour-
aging people to consume education
that they’re either not prepared for or
aren’t really interested in by subsidiz-

ing it and having our leaders tell us
it’s the ticket to the middle class and
the American dream.” 61

Evolving Labor Market

T he full Congress has yet to digest
the Obama plan — a companion

Senate bill hadn’t been filed as of mid-
November. Meanwhile, some educa-
tion experts are focusing on the 2010
budget and their concerns about ca-
reer and technical-education funding
under the Perkins Act.

“It is refreshing that this administra-
tion recognizes the need for an invest-
ment in career technical education,” said
Kimberly A. Green, executive director
of the National Association of State Di-
rectors of Career Technical Education
Consortium. “However, I am disappointed
that the president’s budget proposes flat
funding for Perkins. Level-funding this
program is like putting a temporary patch
on a hole in a dam that is ready to
burst. Demand for these programs is
up. The pace of technological change
is increasing. Equipment needs are grow-

ing. To be able to sup-
port our country proper-
ly, CTE needs a signifi-
cant new infusion of
funding.” 62

Still, observers are
hopeful that Obama
will put more money
into CTE after the na-
tion’s current budget
woes ease. A positive
sign, they say, is the
appointment of Brenda
Dann-Messier as assis-
tant secretary for voca-
tional and adult edu-
c a t i o n .  A  f o rme r
Clinton-era Education
Department official,
Dann-Messier most re-
cently was president of
Dorcas Place Adult and
Family Learning Cen-

ter, an educational facility for low-
income residents in Providence, R.I.

“We’re waiting to see how things
play out with the new assistant sec-
retary,” Walter says. “She has a real
background in adult education.”

However things play out for CTE
and the administration’s broader edu-
cation policy, the labor market will con-
tinue to evolve in ways that make some
form of postsecondary education neces-
sary for economic security, many experts
say — but not without challenges for
both employers and students.

For employers, one of the biggest
challenges is finding workers with
adequate skills. Nearly half of respon-
dents to a 2008 survey of more than
200 employers said they provide re-
medial-training programs for newly hired
graduates at three educational levels:
high school, two-year college and four-
year college. The programs are de-
signed to remove deficiencies among
new hires in skills the employers ex-
pected them to have when hired. But
most companies said their training
programs were only moderately or
somewhat successful at best. 63

THE VALUE OF A COLLEGE EDUCATION
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The Institute of Culinary Education in New York City offers six- to 
11-month career-training programs in culinary arts, pastry and
baking and culinary management. The school holds night classes
because of the increasing demand for cooking classes from 

both amateurs and aspiring professionals.
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“U.S. business is increasingly outspo-
ken about the competitiveness threat posed
by an ill-prepared workforce — but em-
ployers must do a better job of quanti-
fying this threat and communicating it to
key stakeholders,” said Mary Wright, pro-
gram director of the Workforce Readiness
Initiative at The Conference Board, a busi-
ness membership organization that par-
ticipated in the survey. 64

For students, figuring out a career
path can pose daunting challenges. A
2008 study by researchers at MPR As-
sociates, a research and consulting firm
specializing in education, and the Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics
compared employment experiences of
1992-1993 bachelor’s degree recipients
10 years after college. The study found
that compared with graduates with aca-
demic undergraduate majors — such as
social sciences, arts and math — those
with career-oriented majors such as busi-
ness, health and engineering “appeared
to establish themselves in the labor force
earlier, and relatively fewer obtained
additional education.” 65

Some adults who already hold four-
year degrees are finding themselves
without the necessary skills to find work.
In growing numbers, white-collar col-
lege graduates are turning to com-
munity colleges to upgrade their skills
or learn new ones that might land
them a second career. 66

“Continuing education used to be
personal enrichment, primarily, but it
has moved steadily toward workforce
development,” James B. Jacobs, pres-
ident of Macomb Community College,
told The New York Times. “People would
go to classes to learn to cook Chinese
food to impress their friends and rela-
tives or to learn interior decorating.

“Those courses have been trans-
formed and have become areas for a
lot of people coming out of white-
collar jobs,” he continued. “They now
take culinary programs to help open
a restaurant. They learn not just how
to cook, but how to buy and how to
run a restaurant.” 67

OUTLOOK
Many Challenges

T he issues surrounding education-
al pathways for young adults will

no doubt become more complex in
coming years.

Career and technical-education pro-
grams will have to satisfy the needs
of college- and career-bound students
seeking training in fields such as com-
puters and health care while also mak-
ing the vocational-education programs
worthwhile for students who may not
be cut out for postsecondary education
or middle-skill jobs.

“A huge issue” for schools offering
a CTE program is “who is it serving?”
says Walter of Penn State. “There are
two sides of the argument. How does
CTE fulfill its mission?”

CTE programs also must figure out
how to measure success as high-school
career training, postsecondary education
and industry certification become more
integrated, Walter says. In the past, pro-
grams “were assessed by how many stu-
dents graduated [from high-school CTE
classes] and were placed in employment.”
Now, he says, success is often measured
by whether students complete a CTE
program in high school, advance to
other training and then gain a good job.

Community colleges must absorb a
growing enrollment load despite severe
budget limitations. Zeiss, of Central Pied-
mont Community College, points out
that money designated in the House
education bill for improving community
college facilities is in the form of loans
for shovel-ready projects. Zeiss says he
doesn’t know of many states that allow
community colleges to borrow money.
He says he hopes the Senate version
of the bill will call for grants — at least
matching grants — instead of loans.

For students, perhaps the biggest hur-
dle to overcome is the rising cost of

education. Many students receive financial
aid, of course. Full-time students at pri-
vate not-for-profit four-year institutions
get an estimated average of $14,400 in
grant aid and federal tax benefits, ac-
cording to the College Board, cutting
tuition and fees to about $11,900 on av-
erage. At public four-year institutions,
the aid and benefits average about $5,400,
reducing the tab to $1,600. 68

Still, many students finish college
in debt — a problem made worse when
no job is waiting after graduation. In
2007-2008, 38 percent of bachelor’s
degree recipients from public four-
year institutions had no school debts,
but 6 percent owed at least $40,000,
according to the College Board.

The debt load was lighter for com-
munity college students. Sixty-two per-
cent of those graduating with associate
degrees from two-year public institu-
tions had no debt, and less than 1 per-
cent owed $40,000 or more. 69
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