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How Should Higher Education Help Us Create The Society We Want? 

 
 Higher education’s benefits for the students who attend the nation’s 4,643 community 

colleges, colleges and universities are well-known1.  People with college degrees earn more 

throughout their work lives, and they are less likely to lose their jobs when the economy hits a 

rough patch. Nearly 9 in 10 Americans say that a young person is better off going to college after 

high school rather than going directly to work.2  

 

But beyond its individual benefits, we have looked to higher education throughout U.S. 

history to help us collectively create the kind of society we want. When soldiers returned home 

from World War II, Congress passed the GI bill providing money for them to attend college. The 

GI bill helped individual soldiers build good lives for themselves, but it also gave the United 

States as a whole the best-educated work force in the world—a work force that propelled the 

country’s astonishing post-war economic growth. In the 19th century, the government gave 

federal land to states to build colleges across the country—colleges that would go on to teach 

agriculture, science, and mechanics in addition to traditional studies.3  That decision helped 

spur the development of the American west. More recently, the civil rights and women’s 

movements fought hard for equal access to higher education. Again, individuals benefitted, but 

so did American society overall. 

 

Three Troubling Areas  

This issue guide asks: What should we expect of higher education today when it comes to 

the nation? What could colleges, universities, community colleges, trade and vocational schools, 

and other such institutions do to help us create the society we want? This question comes at a 

time when, according to surveys, the vast majority of Americans worry that the country is 

headed in the wrong direction. Most of us find three areas particularly troubling.  

• The US economy is struggling. It’s not creating enough good jobs; middle-class incomes 

are lagging; and the US faces tough economic competition throughout the world. What’s 

more, our leadership in science and technology, that has served this country and its economy 

so well, is at risk.  

                                                   
1 Kettering higher education fact sheet/Chronicle of Higher Education 2011-2012 Almanac Issue. 
2 http://www.publicagenda.org/files/pdf/squeeze_play.pdf 
3 http://cals.cornell.edu/cals/about/overview/land-grant.cfm 
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• We’ve become a “me first” society. Bedrock principles like integrity, responsibility, and 

the willingness to listen to each other and work together seem to be ebbing away. Fewer than 

1 in 5 Americans say that the “overall state of values” is good or excellent in the US today. To 

many of us, it seems as if everyone is just looking out for themselves—not for the community 

or the country as a whole.  We’ don’t like or trust each other as much as we once did, and 

we’re increasingly less able to bridge our divides. Washington’s in gridlock, but the problem 

extends to Main Street, too.  

• Our country is becoming less fair. We’re falling far short of our national ideal of an 

equal chance for all.  We say this is the land of opportunity, but it really isn’t that way for 

many Americans. Too many people who work hard and play by the rules are slipping out of 

the middle class. Too many poor youngsters never get a fair chance to pull themselves ahead. 

The vast majority of Americans are troubled by the growing gap between the rich and the 

rest of us, and more than half of the public says that lack of equal opportunity is one of the 

major problems facing the country.4  

 

These are deeply complicated, multi-faceted problems. No one pretends that colleges and 

universities can solve them on their own. There are roles for families, public schools, 

government, business, philanthropy, and other sectors of society. But today, there is a growing 

discussion about how higher education should play a role in helping address these broad-based 

problems.  

 

Taking A Closer Look At Higher Education Itself 

 There are other reasons to look closely at the state of higher education today. More and 

more Americans are asking tough questions about how higher education functions today, and 

many believe it’s time to look at changes that might improve it.   

 

• Public trust in higher education is declining. Nearly half of Americans say their 

state’s college system needs a fundamental overhaul, and a majority of Americans say 

that colleges care less about their education mission than they care about the bottom 

line.   

 

• Costs are rising. Tuition prices have been rising faster than inflation, and that worries 

many Americans. The typical college senior graduates with about $25,000 in college 

                                                   
4 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/01/11/rising-share-of-americans-see-conflict-between-rich-and-poor/?src=pp-footer 
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debt.5  The vast majority of Americans say students have to borrow too much money to 

go to college. 

 

• Higher education's “promise” no longer holds true. For many people, there is a 

basic social compact between the individual and higher education that now seems to be 

fraying. In the past, if you put in the time, effort, and money to get a degree, you were 

almost assured of a sound economic future. No longer is that always true. Now, newly-

minted college graduates face an economy where being college-educated no longer 

guarantees a secure, promising career. And many are burdened with college debt on top 

of it. People face a risky future. 

 

• Some people wonder if “going to college” has become too important. Most 

Americans believe that a college degree is now a prerequisite for a job that provides 

economic security.  But many are also asking questions about whether employers often 

demand college degrees for jobs that don’t really require them and whether many young 

people would be better off with more vocational and on-the-job training rather than 

going to college.  

 

A Framework For Deliberation 

 

The U.S. higher education system is widely diverse, including public and private 

universities, smaller 4-year independent colleges, 2-year community colleges, for-profit schools 

and more. Higher education already serves a number of important social purposes.   

 

But this guide focuses on the future. It takes up this fundamental question: How should 

higher education help us create the future we want? It offers three paths to consider. Each 

option holds benefits as well as drawbacks.  

 

There are many questions to think about in weighing these choices. For example, how 

much can higher education do, compared to public school, business, state, local, and national 

government, and families and individuals?  And, while it’s certainly possible for higher 

education to pursue multiple goals, it’s also true that colleges and universities can’t do 

everything. To be effective, they will need to focus their energies and set priorities. As we 

                                                   
5 http://money.cnn.com/2011/11/03/pf/student_loan_debt/index.htm 
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envision higher education in the future, we will face choices and trade-offs, and it’s important to 

think and talk about them with our fellow citizens.  

 

By working though each option, we can begin to think about what higher education can 

and should be expected to do and come to our own individual and shared decisions about the 

best path. 
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OPTION ONE: Higher Education Should Help Strengthen Our Economy  

 

In this option, the chief mission for American colleges and universities—including our 

community colleges—is to pave the way for the US to maintain its economic competitiveness  in 

an increasingly tough global marketplace.  Our collective prosperity, our standard of living, and 

our way of life all depend it.   

 

The reality, according to this point of view, is that in today’s world economy, the 

countries that will flourish will be the ones that lead the way in science, technology, engineering, 

and math. This is not a new idea. This country’s broad middle-class and rising standard of living 

were built on the genius of inventers and entrepreneurs like Henry Ford and Thomas Edison, 

and more recently Bill Gates and Steve Jobs. Leading economic studies, including the work of 

Nobel Prize-winning economist Robert Solow, suggest that most of the growth in our standard 

of living over the years has come from innovation and technological advances.6 

 

Innovation, Skills, And Research 

To maintain a prosperous economy and keep our edge, we need higher education to help 

us to develop more innovators, inventors, and entrepreneurs with expertise and creative new 

ideas in science and technology. We need a work force with top-notch skills in these areas. And 

we’ll need ground-breaking research from university-based researchers and research centers 

throughout the US.  Higher education is a critical resource for the nation's economy. 

Universities conduct most of the basic research in the country; only 20 percent is conducted by 

business and industry itself. 7  

 

With a head-spinning array of high-tech gadgetry coming out of American companies 

seemingly every week, it is easy to miss the seriousness of the challenge we face. But they are 

real. The Business-Higher Education Forum, a coalition of company CEOs and college 

presidents, puts it this way:  “We are deeply concerned by the shortfalls we see in America’s 

ability to remain competitive in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics . 

                                                   
6 “Robert Merton Solow,” The Concise Encyclopedia of Economics, http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/bios/Solow.html.  
7 The Science Coalition, Sparking Economic Growth: How Federally-Funded University Research Creates Innovation, New 
Companies, and Jobs, April, 2010, 
http://www.sciencecoalition.org/successstories/resources/pdf/Sparking%20Economic%20Growth%20Full%20Report%20FINAL
%204-5-10.pdf 
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. . . These are cornerstones, fundamental to our ability to develop the skill sets and knowledge 

that will keep the United States intellectually vibrant and economically competitive.”8  

 

In some respects, say those drawn to this option, the US has already begun to lose its 

leadership in this arena: 

  

• Among the world’s advanced nations, the US is 27th in its proportion of college 

graduates receiving degrees in science and engineering.9 

• More than 6 in 10 PhDs in engineering in US universities go to foreign students, along 

with 36.2 percent of doctorates in the sciences.10  The vast majority of these foreign 

students return to their home countries, often becoming innovators and entrepreneurs 

there. Only about 13 percent stay here.11  

• In 2009, more than half of US patents were awarded to non-US companies. 12 And China 

is now the world’s leader in new patent applications. China pulled ahead of the United 

States and Japan in 2011.13 

 

 Microsoft chairman Bill Gates is just one of many corporate leaders sounding the alarm 

about the scarcity of well-trained high tech professionals here. As he testified to Congress in 

2008, there are some 100,000 new jobs in computer science and engineering every year, but our 

colleges and universities only turn out about 15,000 new graduates with degrees in this field.14 

 

Nine Months To Find The Engineers 

The lack of skilled professionals at the top can have a ripple effect. For example, Apple 

was founded by two Americans—Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak—and its sleek inventions are 

developed and perfected here. But when the company was ready to manufacture the iPhone, its 

                                                   
8 The Business-Higher Education Forum, “An American Imperative,” 2007, 
http://www.bhef.com/news/AnAmericanImperative.pdf 
9 The National Academies, Rising Above the Gathering Storm, Revisited: 
Rapidly Approaching Category 5, Page 8, 2010. http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12999#description 
10 Christine M. Matthews, “Foreign Science and Engineering Presence in US Institutions and the Labor Force,” Congressional 
Research Service, October 28, 2010, Page 4, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/97-746.pdf.  
11 Christine M. Matthews, “Foreign Science and Engineering Presence in US Institutions and the Labor Force,” Congressional 
Research Service, October 28, 2010, Page 9, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/97-746.pdf. 
12 “The National Academies, Rising Above the Gathering Storm, Revisited: 
Rapidly Approaching Category 5, Page 6, 2010. http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12999#description 
13 David Barboza, China Poised to Lead World in Patent Filings, The New York Times, Economix, October 6, 2010,  
http://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/10/06/china-poised-to-lead-world-in-patent-filings/ 
14 Chairman Bill Gates, Remarks before the Committee on Science and Technology 
United States House of Representatives, March 12, 2008. 
http://www.microsoft.com/presspass/exec/billg/speeches/2008/congress.mspx 



DRAFT: February 27, 2012 / Page 8 
 

executives calculated that they would need 8,700 industrial engineers to supervise some 

200,000 assembly-line workers.  Unfortunately, Apple’s analysts determined that it could take 

as long as nine months to find that many qualified engineers in the United States. The 

managerial talent was readily available in China—finding them there would take just about 15 

days.15 This is just one example of the cascading effect a shortage of scientific and engineering 

talent can have on the economy more broadly.  

 

Keeping The Breakthroughs Coming 

 But there’s another challenge to making sure the US keeps producing scientific 

breakthroughs and cutting-edge inventions to propel the economy: whether we have enough 

top-quality research coming out of major US universities and university-based research centers. 

Wallace Loh, president of the University of Maryland, says, “Federally-funded university 

research has been a driving force in our economy since World War II and has helped the US lead 

the world in science, technology and innovation . . . , [but] other nations are watching and 

emulating us. They realize that research universities are a fundamental component of an 

innovation economy.”16 Unfortunately, the US now ranks 18th worldwide in the level of 

government-funded, university-based research; China, Korea, and the UK are among the 

countries outstripping us in this area.17 

 

 We are competing in terms of both human capital and research investment. In both 

these areas, according to this option, higher education can and should be a lead player.  

 

 

What We Could Do 

 

• Colleges and universities should bolster and expand their coursework in science, math, 

technology and engineering, and they should do everything they can to encourage more 

US-born students to pursue those fields. 

                                                   
15 Charles Duhigg And Keith Bradsher, How the U.S. Lost Out on iPhone Work, The New York Times, January 21, 2012, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/22/business/apple-america-and-a-squeezed-middle-class.html?_r=1 
16 The Science Coalition, “University Presidents, Senators Discuss Importance of Scientific Research to Economy, March 31, 
2011, http://www.sciencecoalition.org/images/assets/TSC%20Presidents-Senate%20Roundtable%20Final%203-31-11.pdf. 
17 Robert D. Atkinson and Luke A. Stewart, “University Research Funding: The United States is Behind and Falling,” The 
Information Technology & Innovation Foundation, May 19, 2011, http://www.itif.org/publications/university-research-funding-
united-states-behind-and-falling.   



DRAFT: February 27, 2012 / Page 9 
 

o But this assumes that U.S. prosperity depends on being a leader in science and 

technology—economists and business leaders haven’t always been right about 

what leads to a healthy economy.   

 

• Scholarships and student loans should be geared to the fields of study that provide the 

most benefit to the economy—science, engineering, technology and math. 

 

o But this means that students who have worked hard in fields like the humanities 

or the arts won’t get as much help as students who are interested in technical 

fields. 

 

• Federal and state governments should direct more money into university-based 

research, especially projects in science, engineering, and technology and other advanced 

fields.  

 

o But the federal budget and many state budgets as well are already gushing red 

ink.  

 

• Colleges and universities should revise their priorities and re-allocate funding to the 

science and technology programs and research that will strengthen our economic future.  

o But other departments could lose faculty, and colleges and universities might not 

be able to offer courses that don’t attract large numbers of students, such as 

medieval history or Middle Eastern art.   

• Community colleges should work with local businesses and national corporations to 

design programs geared to our rapidly changing, high-tech economy—programs that 

reflect what employers need and want. 

o But community college students will have less opportunity to broaden their 

horizons, and they’ll be less prepared to transfer into 4-year degree programs 

when they finish these narrower, jobs-focused programs.  

• Colleges and universities should take advantage of more affordable online courses and 

other innovative teaching tools.  
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o But less expensive online coursework may crowd out face-to-face campus 

experiences, even though these are crucial to a good education. 
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 OPTION TWO: Higher Education Should Strengthen Our Bedrock Principles and Help Us 

Bridge our Divides  

 

For many Americans, the United States was losing its way even before the recent Great 

Recession hit us. Many Americans are genuinely anguished about the state of our culture. More 

than 7 in 10 of us believe that the overall state of moral values in the US is getting worse, that 

Americans aren’t as “honest and moral” as they used to be, and that people’s sense of “right and 

wrong” is not as strong as it once was. 18  

 

With doubts like these, it is not surprising that public confidence in once-respected 

professions like the law, banking, journalism, and government service has plummeted. 19  

Lawyers and bankers are seen as greedy and quick to bend the rules in order to make a buck. 

Journalists are seen as scandalmongers intent on grabbing attention—whatever works. And 

politicians? At the bottom of the barrel, according to most Americans.  

 

Many Americans also wonder about the values in higher education itself, worrying that 

widespread commercialism is pushing the educational mission aside.20According to this option, 

higher education must act forcefully to regain its social relevance and help society tackle this 

epidemic of self-centeredness, division and mistrust. 

 

Public Spiritedness Ebbs Away  

In this option, we look at whether higher education can and should address what New 

York Times columnist David Brooks calls a lack of “public spiritedness” which he says is “a 

system of habits and attitudes that would check egotism and self-indulgence” 21 Like many other 

Americans, Brooks is concerned that we’ve gotten so focused on “what’s good for me” that we’ve 

forgotten what we owe each other. 

 

But there’s another problem on top of this one. Not only do we seem to be less public 

spirited than we once were, Americans are also more divided as a nation—politically, 

                                                   
18 Gallup Poll. May 7-10, 2009 and Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 
http://www.pollingreport.com/values.htm  
19 GET UPDATED: Harris Poll, March, 2010.  
20 Public Agenda, SqueezePlay 2010, page 2. 
21 David Brooks, “The Politics of Solipsism,” The New York Times, May 5, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/06/opinion/06brooks.html?_r=1&src=un&feedurl=http%3A%2F%2Fjson8.nytimes.com%2Fpa
ges%2Fopinion%2Findex.jsonp.  
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economically, and even socially.  Increasingly, we live separated from one another in 

neighborhoods with people pretty much like ourselves. We socialize with people who share our 

own backgrounds and outlook. We go online to communicate with “affinity groups”—people 

who share our interests and preferences.  As a people, we’ve gotten too disconnected and 

isolated.   

 

What Happened To “The American Way Of Life”? 

Author and social scientist Charles Murray, who has looked closely at some of the 

divisions in the country, believes that they threaten the very heart of our democracy and the core 

of our society: “When Americans used to brag about 'the American way of life'—a phrase still in 

common use in 1960—they were talking about a civic culture that swept an extremely large 

proportion of Americans of all classes into its embrace. It was a culture encompassing shared 

experiences of daily life and shared assumptions about central American values involving 

marriage, honesty, hard work and religiosity. Over the past 50 years, that common civic culture 

has unraveled.”22 

 

It’s a vicious circle of problems. Most Americans fear we’re losing our core values. 

Because of this, we don’t trust each other, and we don’t trust government and major institutions 

like business, and the press. What’s more, the way we live keeps us locked into our separate 

sectors -- so it’s tougher than ever to overcome distrust and bridge our divides.   

 

The problem of the country’s national debt is just one stark example. Most Americans 

agree that something must be done, yet collectively we cannot agree on what that would look 

like. Gridlock is the result.  

 

From Lack Of Responsibility To Lack Of Trust 

As columnist Brooks points out: “Many generations had a moral aversion to debt. They 

believed that to go into debt was to indulge your basest urges and to surrender your future 

independence.”23 But over the past few decades, many Americans started living beyond their 

means on credit cards and home equity loans. Meanwhile, the US government failed to balance 

its budget for 31 out of the past 35 years. Now, the country is facing more than $15 trillion worth 

                                                   
22 Charles Murray, The New American Divide, The Wall Street Journal, January 21, 2012, 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052970204301404577170733817181646.html 
23 David Brooks, “The Politics of Solipsism,” The New York Times, May 5, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/06/opinion/06brooks.html?_r=1&src=un&feedurl=http%3A%2F%2Fjson8.nytimes.com%2Fpa
ges%2Fopinion%2Findex.jsonp 
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of debt and counting, and we can’t solve the problem because we don’t trust our leaders, and 

many of us don’t trust each other.  The vast majority of Americans say elected officials in 

Washington care more about political gain24 and protecting special interests25 than in coming 

together to solve the debt problem. At the same time, more than 1 out of 5 American rejects the 

idea that the leaders should compromise to reach an agreement26—it’s not a majority, but it’s 

enough to make progress on the issue supremely difficult. And the debt is just one issue where, 

because of our divisions, nothing ever seems to get done.  

According to this option, higher education could really make a difference here. Colleges 

and universities help shape students’ views about the larger society, and they can play a 

powerful role reinforcing bedrock values and helping us bridge our divides. What’s more, say 

backers of this option, it’s time for the nation’s colleges and universities to get off the sidelines 

and work on this problem squarely. They may not be able to fix the politics of today, but they 

have some specific ideas about what higher education could do to improve the politics of 

tomorrow.   

 

What Does It Mean To Be Educated? 

In 2009, the American Association of Colleges and Universities called on higher 

education institutions to expand the definition of what it means to be an educated person by 

placing five goals at the center of every college education. According to this approach, all 

students should:  

• Learn to work hard and strive to do their best 

• Cultivate personal and academic integrity 

• Contribute to the larger community—local, national and global 

• Take other people’s ideas and perspectives seriously 

• Develop the practice of ethical and moral reasoning.27 

 

Getting a degree at any level, people drawn to this option say, should mean that students are 

taught and absorb higher ethical standards and a strong sense of responsibility to and for others. 

 

Meanwhile, a broad coalition of higher education organizations called The American 

Commonwealth Project is working to ensure that students in both community and 4-year 

                                                   
24 CBS News/New York Times Poll, August 2-3, 2011, TK 
25 CBS News Poll, May 20-23, 2011.  
26 http://www.people-press.org/2011/07/26/public-wants-a-debt-ceiling-compromise-expects-a-deal-before-deadline/ 
27 Ann Colby and William M. Sullivan, “Strengthening the Foundations of Students’ Excellence, Integrity, and Social 
Contribution,” Liberal Education, Winter, 2009, http://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/le-wi09/le-wi09_Strengthening.cfm. 
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colleges gain the skills of democratic problem-solving and working across political and other 

boundaries as part of their higher educational experience. This movement argues that all 

students need to study a broad range of subjects—this is essential so graduates develop a 

genuine feel for how different people think about and see the world.  

 

What’s more, students need real-life experiences working with others to improve society. 

Along with studying calculus or mastering conversational Spanish, each student’s college 

coursework should include projects that involve engaging with fellow students and citizens to 

tackle issues facing communities. This would be more than volunteering or service learning;  

students would learn how to bring people together to solve problems.   

 

The premise here is that learning to solve problems and work across boundaries is an 

essential part of any college graduate’s experience—critical in our communities, our politics, and 

the work place as well. Backers of this option say that developing these skills is more urgent than 

ever. Our country is diverse, and the global environment even more so.  

 

What We Could Do 

 

• All students should study a rich curriculum that includes American and world history, 

the sciences, the arts and literature, government, economics, and philosophy.  

 

o But encouraging more students to become “generalists” could end up leaving us 

with not enough talented people in the business, science and technology fields 

that propel the economy. 

 

• Schools should teach values of integrity and responsibility and instill habits of 

cooperation, problem solving, and the ability to reach across divides.  

 

o But focusing on ethics, values, cooperation, and teamwork—as important as they 

are--could leave the door open for other, more ambitious nations to take the lead 

in science, engineering, and other critically productive fields. 

 

• Colleges and universities should practice what they preach, observing and enforcing high 

standards of honesty and integrity. They should reject the commercialism that has crept 
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into higher education and forcefully confront cheating, plagiarism, lack of respect for 

fellow students. 

 

o But this puts colleges and universities in the position of defining and enforcing 

morality, rather than focusing on teaching skills and knowledge. It’s not their 

place.  

 

• College programs should require projects (courses, internships, community service, 

campus projects, etc.) that teach democratic problem-solving skills. This should be part 

of any educated person’s experience. 

 

o But, these projects thrust students and their colleges and universities into 

political debates and community organizing which is not an appropriate role for 

them.  Communities and individuals should instead take on these roles—not 

higher education.  

 

• Colleges and universities should work hard to insure that they have widely diverse 

student bodies and faculty, including students from other countries. Learning to work 

with people from different background is essential today. 

 

o But having more students from abroad means fewer slots for American students, 

and insisting on diversity in the faculty could mean that colleges and universities 

don’t always put knowledge and expertise first when they hire professors. 

 

• Students should be able to “pay back” loans by working in lower-paying fields that 

benefit the common good such as teaching and rural healthcare, government and 

diplomacy. 

 

o But allowing students to pay back student loans through service means that some 

people may take advantage of this system and use it to avoid work and get free 

education. 

  

• Community colleges should also offer students a broad education that includes subjects 

like history, literature, government, and the arts. And community colleges need to live up 
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to their name, developing close ties with the community and working with local residents 

on addressing local needs. 

 

o But many people going to community college need to obtain job skills as quickly 

as possible. They just can’t afford to invest time and money in general learning 

courses that don’t give them a leg up in this tough economy. 

 

• Colleges and universities need to protect the campus experience where students meet 

and learn from each other and where they gain the ability to work with diverse groups of 

people. The rush to online learning and other innovations shouldn’t replace that. 

 

o But insisting on in-person campus experiences, higher education will remain 

expensive and will be accessible to fewer students, and mainly those from affluent 

families. 
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OPTION THREE: Higher Education Should Help Ensure That We Have a Fairer Society 

 

We like to think of the United States as the land of opportunity, but there’s a gnawing 

concern among many Americans that our society has become less fair than it used to be—and 

less fair than it should be. Nearly half of Americans say that having wealthy parents and good 

connections is what helps people get ahead today—and not their own individual effort and 

skill.28  Fewer than 4 in 10 Americans believe that the distribution of money and wealth in the 

country is fair today. 29 

 

Since higher education can unlock the door to a brighter future—to advancement, 

achievement, and prosperity—it has a crucial role to play in making sure that our society is as 

fair as possible to all.  Unfortunately, rather than becoming more open and available to all 

Americans regardless of income and family background, there are growing signs that our higher 

education system is actually headed in the opposite direction.  Rising costs and tough economic 

times have combined to put college out-of-reach for too many potential students. 

 

This option says that higher education should do all it can to make sure everyone has a 

real chance to go to college and to complete their degree. 

 

Rising Costs, Rising Debt 

Most Americans know that college costs have been rising, but many people may not 

realize the extent to which college costs are outpacing average incomes. Over the last decade, 

median family incomes have risen by about 6 percent, but tuition costs at public universities 

(not private colleges) have jumped 44 percent.   

 

And the rising costs have led many Americans to wonder just how fair our higher 

education system is. Only 3 in 10 Americans now believe that the majority of qualified, 

motivated students have the opportunity to attend college. That number fell by 23 points 

                                                   
28 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/01/11/rising-share-of-americans-see-conflict-between-rich-and-poor/?src=pp-footer 
29 The Gallup Poll. April 7-11, 2011, http://www.pollingreport.com/life2.htm.  
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between 2000 and 2009.30 A 2011 survey for the Chronicle of Higher Education found only 22 

percent of the public believed that "most people can afford to pay for a college education."31 

 

How have students and families coped? By taking on more and more debt. According to 

a study from The Pew Charitable Trusts, “borrowing has become a primary way to pay for the 

rising cost of higher education. In the early 1990s, less than half of graduates left college with 

loans outstanding. Now, by the time they graduate, nearly two-thirds of students at four-year 

colleges and universities have student loan debt. And the amount of college debt has increased 

sharply, even after accounting for inflation.”32 

 

A Two-Tiered System 

What’s more, U.S. colleges and universities are plagued by surprisingly high dropout 

rates. Compared to other advanced countries, we do reasonably in the percentage of students 

who start college, but we’re in the bottom half of the list in terms of the number of students who 

actually complete their degrees.33  

 

• Fewer than 6 in 10 students complete their degrees within 6 years 

• For low-income and minority students, the figure is just 45 percent.34  

• And students who attend part-time face a long road. Fewer than a quarter of such 

students going for a 4-year degree have gotten one after 8 years.  Fewer than 1 in 10 

going part-time for an associate’s degree have graduated after 4 years.35 

 

There are several inter-related problems and concerns, and many of them suggest that 

the system simply isn’t as fair as it should be.  

  

                                                   
30 John Immerwahr and Jean Johnson, SqueezePlay 2010: Continues Public Anxiety on Costs; Harsher Judgments on How 
Colleges Are Run, Public Agenda, 2010, http://www.publicagenda.org/files/pdf/SqueezePlay2010report_0.pdf.  
31 Pew Social and Demographic Trends, March 2011 Higher Education Survey, The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
http://chronicle.com/items/biz/pdf/pewsurveypublic_2.pdf.  
32 The Pew Charitable Trusts, “Student Debt,” Accessed February 5, 2012, 
http://www.pewtrusts.org/our_work_detail.aspx?id=98.  
33  GET UPDATED STATES FOR Figure 2: The U.S. remains among the leaders in college participation … 
but it ranks in the bottom half in college completion.Source: Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
Data represent the percentage of adults with an associate's degree or higher in 2003. 
http://measuringup.highereducation.org/commentary/introduction.cfm. 
34 White House Fact Sheet on Education Policy, August 9, 2010, http://www.WhiteHouseFactSheetHigherEdPolicy_080910.pdf.  
35 Complete College America, Time Is the Enemy, February 2012, Page 8, 
http://www.completecollege.org/docs/Time_Is_the_Enemy_Summary.pdf.  
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For one thing, we seem to moving toward a two-tiered higher education system where 

young people from affluent families can attend full time, going to top private colleges. In the 

summer, they add prestigious internships and trips abroad to their college experience. And they 

don’t have to worry about paying back college loans once they get their degrees—their parents 

can often pay the full freight.   

 

But the higher education picture for middle-income and lower-income students is very 

different. Many can’t afford to go to college at all, or they need to go immediately into the work 

force to support themselves and their families. Even those who do start school often have to go 

to college part time, juggling work and study. They are substantially less likely to complete their 

degrees successfully. And even when they do, many leave school burdened with college debt.   

 

The bottom line is that a student’s chance of graduating from college increasingly seems 

to depend on how wealthy the student’s family is.  More than half of young people from wealthy 

families get a bachelor's degree, but fewer than 1 in 10 young people from the poorest families 

do. And the gap has been getting worse, not better.36  

 

The after effects of this two-tiered system can last a lifetime. In 2010, workers with only 

a high school diploma had an unemployment rate of more than 10 percent. For workers with a 

bachelor's degree, the rate was just over 5 percent. For people with doctorates, it was less than 2 

percent. 37 And a college education will be even more important in the future. According to 

government projections, nearly 8 out 10 new jobs over the next decade will require college and 

work force training. 38  

  

Colleges Have An Obligation To Help Students Succeed 

 Those who back this option propose a number of ideas to ease the financial burden of 

attending college and to help even up the playing field. But giving people a fair chance is more 

than a matter of money. Since our K-12 public school systems is so uneven—and since lower-

income families often struggle to give their kids the out-of-school experience and support that 

buttress academic success—some students need extra support just to have a fighting chance of 

                                                   
36 Tami Luhby, “College Graduation Rates: Income Really Matters,” CNN Money, November 28, 2011, 
http://money.cnn.com/2011/11/21/news/economy/income_college/index.htm. 
37 The Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Education Pays,” Updated May 4, 2011, http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_chart_001.htm. 
38 White House Fact Sheet, Building American Skills by Strengthening Community Colleges, 2010. 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/White_House_Summit_on_Community_Colleges_Fact_Sheet.pdf. 
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graduating successfully. And when a college or university admits a student and accepts that 

student’s tuition money, it also has an obligation to provide that kind of help.  

 

Students who are the first in their family to attend college often face special hurdles, and 

statistics show that these students are less likely to graduate and tend to get lower grades.39 

College can be an unfamiliar and frightening experience, and there are plenty of ways for 

students to get distracted on most college campuses. But support programs like the Posse 

Foundation have shown enormous success working with students who “may be overlooked by 

traditional college selection processes.” Posse helps students succeed “by placing them in 

supportive, multicultural teams—Posses—of 10 students.”40  So far, according to the foundation, 

these students have won nearly $500 million in scholarships and grants and have a 90 percent 

graduation rate. 41 

 

It’s also important to recognize that most students today need some extra help to 

succeed in college. According to the ACT College Readiness Standards, 78 percent of students 

entering higher education are not adequately prepared for college-level reading, English, math 

or science.42  Giving up on these students and letting them drop out of college without lending a 

hand would have devastating consequences. It damages the prospects for the students 

themselves, and it undercuts the strength of our economy because we have fewer highly-

educated workers. Since these students often struggle because they didn’t receive adequate 

preparation when they were younger, surely, higher education has an obligation to offer them a 

decent chance.   

 

There will always be people who don’t want to go to college—who just don’t want to 

spend any more time in the classroom after finishing high school, or who have other priorities 

and needs—and there is an important debate about whether we should or shouldn’t encourage 

everyone to go. Some people feel that we’ve made getting a college degree more important than 

it needs to be, and that we’d actually be helping some young people more by improving 

vocational education at the high school level and in the work place. They say we’re simply not 

doing many of these young people any favors by pushing them into college.  
                                                   
39 Rob Capriccioso, Aiding First-Generation Students, Inside Higher Ed, January 26, 2006, 
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2006/01/26/freshmen#ixzz1lXpTtkBr.   
40 The Posse Foundation, About Posse, Accessed February 6, 2012, http://www.possefoundation.org/about-posse.  
41 The Posse Foundation, About Posse, Accessed February 6, 2012, http://www.possefoundation.org/about-posse.  
42The National Academy of Sciences, Rising Above the Gathering Storm, Revisited:  
Rapidly Approaching Category 5, Page 11, 2010. http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12999#description 
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But the whole country has an enormous stake in insuring that everyone has a fair chance 

to attend college if they’re motivated to do so. Giving all people the opportunity to go as far as 

they can go addresses a core American value—a genuinely equal chance for all. 

 

What We Could Do 

• Colleges and universities should make equal opportunity and promoting fairness their 

top priority. They should reform admission, financial aid, and academic policies so 

middle- and lower-income students have an equal chance to attend college as well as 

complete their degrees. 

o But if higher education invests so much time and energy in improving access and 

completion, it will have fewer resources to devote to building world-class 

programs and creating standout leaders. 

• Higher education should get serious about cost containment so students don’t graduate 

with heavy loans and so more lower-income students can afford to attend. 

o But squeezing budgets reduces colleges’ ability to provide up-to-date technology 

on campus, attract and keep top faculty, and give students the support services 

they need.  

• The government should increase grant funds for lower income students, provide lower-

interest loans for middle-class students and offer amnesty for recent graduates with large 

outstanding student loans. 

o But families that do save for college will end up subsidizing those who don’t, and 

offering loan amnesty just rewards people for not managing their money well.  

 

• College and universities should ensure that all students get the help they need to 

complete their degrees successfully, especially those from poorer communities with 

inferior public school systems.  That means more help such as tutoring programs for any 

student with the desire and motivation to graduate. 
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o But colleges and universities may be tempted to lower standards�and professors 

may be tempted to accept substandard work—in order to help poorly prepared 

students get through. The quality of higher education may go down. 

• Community colleges should have open admissions and programs that help students 

complete their 2-year degrees and move on to 4-year programs. Community colleges and 

4-year colleges need to cooperate better so students can transfer credits easily. And state 

systems need to ensure that there is enough room in 4-year programs for transferring 

students who are ready. 

o But this assumes that both community colleges and 4-year schools are already 

providing a good quality education just as they are—that they don’t need to 

change. Unfortunately, both need fundamental reforms to the way they operate 

and think about higher education.   

 


