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Abstract
Go to college and it will pay off. Historically, vocational guidance counselors have been giving that advice
for decades. Is that really the best advice in the 21st century? Given economic realities, there seems to be
a shift in the purpose of higher education calling for strengthening the linkage between postsecondary
education and the world of work. This article provides information on certain realities that should be
understood and trends that should be tracked in order to provide the “just right” advice to clients as they
make selections about post secondary education choices and future employment options.

The Goldilocks Challenge: Getting Postsecondary Education Advice Just Right
You are a career practitioner helping people in career exploration or transition to decide whether they
should obtain postsecondary education, what they might major in, where they should go to get that
education, how much it will cost, and what salaries they are likely to command. You may have sung the
same refrain as many others that having a college education is an important goal unto itself, and it will
provide a person a secure and solid future. Go to college at any cost and it will pay off. Is that really the
best advice?
Generally Accepted Advantages of College Attainment
A college education has its advantages. It gives a person more status and prestige; it opens up more job
opportunities; makes you more attractive to employers; validates a person’s persistence and ability to
reach a goal; and, on average, commands a higher salary as compared to those who do not have a
college education.
Specific research findings about postsecondary education include the following:





The unemployment rate for college graduates is far lower than for those with a high school
diploma. http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_chart_001.htm. The same trend is true when one
considers underemployment. http://cew.georgetown.edu/collegeadvantage/
On average, higher education levels equate to higher the lifetime earnings. For example a high
school diploma graduate is expected to earn about $1.3M, a person with some college and no
degree, $1.5M, an Associate’s degree earner, $1.7M, while a bachelor’s recipient will earn about
$2.3M. http://cew.georgetown.edu/collegepayoff/
Claims are made that 22 million new college degrees at the Associate’s or above are needed and
that nearly 5 million more workers with at least postsecondary certificates will be required.
http://cew.georgetown.edu/jobs2018/

Situations That Might Give You Pause


Twenty one of the top 25 occupations with the most job openings do not require a
postsecondary degree.



http://www.acinet.org/oview2.asp?next=oview2&Level=Overall&optstatus=&jobfam=&id=1&n
odeid=4&soccode=&stfips=&ShowAll=
A majority of new jobs in the future (> 70%) will be found in occupations that can typically be
entered without a 4-year college degree or more. Short to long term on the job training will be
valued (Figure 1).

Figure 1. New Jobs by Occupations Assigned to Education Categories, 2010-2020,
Bureau of Labor Statistics








About 5M college educated individuals are in jobs that do not require even a high school
diploma. http://centerforcollegeaffordability.org/research/studies/underemployment-ofcollege-graduates
Many individuals who do not have a college degree are earning more than college graduates in
certain fields. http://cew.georgetown.edu/collegepayoff/
Not all majors are equal. Choice of major substantially affects employment prospects and
earnings. The salary payoff for majors in engineering, technology and the hard sciences is much
greater that the social sciences, almost double by mid-career.
http://cew.georgetown.edu/whatsitworth/
http://centerforcollegeaffordability.org/research/studies/underemployment-of-collegegraduates
Majors that link to occupations and jobs are more likely to result in employment and lower
unemployment rates overall. For example healthcare, education, and technical areas have
lower unemployment rates and are less affected by economic downturns.
http://cew.georgetown.edu/unemployment/
The improved wage payoff for some college majors is not seen until earning the Master’s
degree. Biology is an example where the earning differential increases substantially when the
Master’s degree is secured. http://cew.georgetown.edu/whatsitworth/






Where you get your college degree matters. In some cases, the cost of tuition and loss of salary
while attending school will not reap benefits equal to the investment.
http://www.payscale.com/college-salary-report-2013/full-list-of-schools
College graduation rates average around 53%, but differ widely by institution. Where a person
attends postsecondary education may affect the individual’s completion rate.
http://collegecompletion.chronicle.com/about/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/education/higher-education/college-score-card
Student loan debt has reached more than $1 trillion with the average individual debt for a 4year degree earner exceeding $25K with 10% of graduates owing more than $54K.
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/higher-education/report/2012/10/25/42905/thestudent-debt-crisis/

What’s Trending Today
Differential Tuition. Some individuals feel that persons majoring in the hard sciences should be
encouraged to complete college degrees through lower tuition rates.
http://www.freakonomics.com/2012/10/31/is-tuition-by-major-a-good-idea/. Others feel that if you are
in a major that will earn more, the tuition should be higher.
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/story/2012-04-24/differential-tuition-increasemajor/54513940/1
MOOCS. Massive Open Online Courses are gaining momentum in higher education discussions primarily
for the potential of reducing college costs while providing low cost college courses.
ROI. Discussions are being held by parents, counselors, students, and higher education officials
regarding the return on investment (ROI) for attending college, suggesting that the economic outlay may
not be a good investment given the economic benefits expected.
The Employment – Higher Education Mismatch. In the United States, only 44 % of young people felt
that their postsecondary education improved their employment possibilities. For college graduates, the
number is 55%, not a resounding salute to postsecondary education institutions. While 87% of
postsecondary education providers felt that they were adequately preparing students for the workforce,
only 49% of employers agreed -- a difference of 38%!
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/Education-to-Employment_FINAL.pdf
Career Practitioners Getting It Just Right
Making good career and education decisions is an intricate dance between personal desires versus
economic realities. The competent career practitioner advising individuals on postsecondary education
needs to:



stay alert to changing employment opportunities by participating in professional development
opportunities focusing on labor market information and economic conditions, and by following
the work of institutions such as the Bureau of Labor Statistics;
track trends in higher education, like tuition, graduation rates, and subsequent employment,
and inject that information to the conversation when working with clients;



pledge that the advice provided to students and clients is sufficiently comprehensive for making
the most informed career decision with the latest and best data and research – not too much,
not too little, but just right.
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