
IS COLLEGE WORTH THE COST?
College has become a lot more common than it once was. In the Roaring Twenties – an era of flappers and prohibition, the 
decade when women won the right to vote, and a time when the ‘Hollywood’ sign read, ‘Hollywoodland’ – about 16.5% of 
Americans completed high school and less than 3% earned college degrees. [1, 2, 3]

Just shy of 100 years later – an era of Internet stardom and trolling, the decade when populism gained a foothold across the 
globe, and a time when streaming largely replaced traditional television – almost 90% of Americans earn high school diplomas 
and about 30% go on to earn bachelor’s or higher degrees. [3] 

As demand for college education has increased, so have the expenses associated with higher education. Today, the cost of 
a four-year college degree for an in-state student studying full time at a public university is more than $40,000 on average 
(tuition and fees). The same degree earned at a private university costs about $140,000. [4]

The high cost of higher education raises an important question: Is college worth the cost? Here are a few of the arguments 
from each side:

Yes. College is worth the cost. 
“Colleges and universities throughout this region, throughout 
the country, traditionally have enabled the American dream. 
And I think they still do, especially in a knowledge based 
economy. The value of a college degree has never been 
higher. The differential between lifetime earnings for a 
college graduate versus a high school graduate [has] never 
been higher. We are magnets which attract the best and 
the brightest from around the world. This is the densest 
concentration of academic talent that you will find anywhere 
on the planet...And in a world where the only truly scarce 
capital is human capital, this is an extraordinarily valuable 
resource.” [5]

-- Lawrence Bacow, President Harvard University

No. College is not worth the cost. 
“It is true, however, that today’s young people have grown 
up in a world of technology and innovation. And many have 
witnessed the successful promise of startups...That the 

phenomenon has altered how some young people view 
higher education altogether isn’t outlandish. Tack on the 
major debt loads many graduates are burdened with after 
school ends, and it makes further sense that people would 
view starting up as less risky today.” [6]

-- Jessica Roy, Inc. Magazine

Training beyond high school is needed. 
“But as automation, globalization, and related phenomena 
have led to major structural changes in the American 
economy, economic opportunity has shifted toward more 
educated workers with higher skill levels. Whereas two out of 
three entry-level jobs in the industrial economy demanded 
a high school diploma or less, now two out of three jobs 
demand at least some education or training beyond high 
school.” [7]

-- Three Educational Pathways To Good Jobs, Georgetown 
University
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When children are young, it’s impossible to know where life will lead them. If you plan to have children and encourage 
them to attend college or technical college, then it’s important to set aside savings and invest with that goal in mind.

If you believe college may not be the right path, it’s still a good idea to set aside savings for your child’s future. Perhaps, 
you’ll take a stake in his or her start-up, invest in equipment and tools for an apprenticeship, or help in another way.

There are many good reasons to start saving when your children are young. Give us a call and we can talk about how 
saving fits with your life goals.

Yes. College is worth the cost. 
“What does this mean for the individual student? Would 
I advise an academically well-prepared 18-year-old to skip 
college because she won’t learn much of value? Absolutely 
not. Studying irrelevancies for the next four years will impress 
future employers and raise her income potential. If she tried 
to leap straight into her first white-collar job, insisting, “I have 
the right stuff to graduate, I just choose not to,” employers 
wouldn’t believe her. To unilaterally curtail your education is 
to relegate yourself to a lower-quality pool of workers. For the 
individual, college pays.” [8]

-- Bryan Caplan, The Atlantic

No. College is not worth the cost. 
“…perhaps a quarter of those who earn a bachelor’s degree 
pay the costs to attend school but reap little, if any, economic 
benefit. In fact, once the costs of attending college are 
considered, it is likely that earning a bachelor’s degree would 
not have been a good investment for many in the lowest 25 

percent of college graduate wage earners. So while a college 
degree appears to be a good investment on average, it may 
not pay off for everyone.” [9]

--Jaison Abel and Richard Deitz, Federal Reserve Bank of 
New York

Training beyond high school is needed. 
“As the weakness of a “college for all” approach to higher 
education policy becomes apparent, it seems time to 
change our financial assistance programs, reducing largely 
dysfunctional federal student loan programs for college 
students but providing more assistance, perhaps in the form 
of vouchers, allowing those with high school diplomas to take 
short certificated programs training them in a specific skill 
--driving a big truck, welding, plumbing, serving as a home 
health care aide.” [10]

-- Richard Vedder, Distinguished Professor of Economics 
Emeritus at Ohio University


