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In 2006, a panel of education, labor, and 
public policy experts, including two 
former education secretaries, warned 
that if the United States does not 
keep pace with the educational gains 
made in other countries, our standard 
of living will be seriously compro-
mised. During his first year in office,  
President Barack Obama set a goal for 
the United States to have the highest 
proportion of college students in the 
world.

So which is it: is education a key 
to individual success or an institu-
tional failure? In this chapter, we’ll 
first examine this question by review-
ing our educational system from dif-
ferent sociological perspectives. Then 
we’ll explore current social problems 

in education, along with policy and program responses.

THE NEW EDUCATIONAL STANDARD
We tend to define a high school degree as the educational standard of the past, now 
replaced with a bachelor’s degree. Actually, data from the U.S. Census Bureau con-
firm that the United States is acquiring an increasingly more educated population 
(see Table 8.1 and U.S. Data Map 8.1).

For 2013, the U.S. Census Bureau (2014) reported that 88.2% of adults (25 years 
and older) had completed at least a high school degree, and more than 31% of all 
adults had attained at least a bachelor’s degree. Educational attainment levels of 
adults will continue to rise as younger, more educated age groups replace older, less 
educated ones.

Figure 8.1    �Percentage of adults 25–64 years of age with an 
associate’s degree or higher, 2012 (only countries 40% or 
higher reported)
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SOURCE: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2014.

Characteristics
High School Graduate 

or More
Bachelor’s Degree  

or More

25 years and over 88.2 31.0

25–29 years old 89.9 33.6

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau 2014.

Table 8.1  Educational attainment of the population 25 years and older, 2013

International Student 
Acheivement

College Education Race


