THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 14, 2013

Does It Pay for Adults to Return to
Higher Education? (Part 1)

By Walter Pearson

Dean of the School for Professional
and Continuing Education,
Lewis University

| have a friend who is considering a
return to college. He stopped out of
Big State U several years ago and has
worked in unsatisfying jobs since. He
is wondering if the time, effort and
money he would have to invest to
complete his degree are worth it. Will
it really make a difference in his career
options? Will he just accumulate more
debt and be stuck in the same place? Is
completing a bachelor’s degree worth
it?

The answer is, “Yes, of course it is!”

Education has mattered enormously
during this recent recessionary period,
in terms of helping individuals to avoid
unemployment and garner higher
wages. Those with only a high school
education have continued to lose jobs
throughout the entire recession, and
their wages have slid lower. An asso-
ciate’s degree improves prospects. A
bachelor’s degree improves wages and
employment even more. A graduate
degree adds to your chances of posi-
tive employment and wage outcomes.
The bottom line is: more education
matters.

But, wait, what about those recent
graduates living at home?

We all know someone who has com-
pleted degrees and is not flourishing
and someone who stopped formal ed-
ucation after high school who is doing
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While the value of a college degree is being consistently brought into
question, the statistics show degree-holders are significantly better off in

tough economic times.

well. Despite these individual counter-
examples, the economic data make it
clear that holding a bachelor’s degree
is an enormous advantage. During the
more recent period of slow recovery,
job growth has largely gone to those
with a bachelor’s degree or higher.
Georgetown’s Center on Education and
the Workforce report titled “Weather-
ing the Storm” stated:

“More than half of the employment
increases have gone to workers with
a bachelor’s degree or better, the rest
of the gains to those with some college
education or an associate’s degree.
Even in the recovery, workers with only
a high school diploma or less have con-

tinued to lose jobs.”

While the size of the job market for
college graduates has increased more
slowly than in the past, the odds still
strongly favor those with a bachelor’s
degree or higher. The broader direction
of the economy points towards this be-
coming a stronger, not weaker, trend.
The chart on page five of “Weathering
the Storm” illustrates that point.

What about wages? | don’t want to
have $25,000 in debt to make only
$30,000 a year.

A new report from the State Higher
CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Education Executive Officers pointed
out that skepticism about the value of
a college degree in terms of wage out-
comes is just off base:

“..The evidence clearly demonstrates
the value of a college education. Ac-
cording to our analysis of U.S. Cen-
sus data, those who obtain a bach-
elor’s degree have a median income
of $50,360 compared to a median of
$29,423 for people with only a high
school diploma. An associate’s degree
leads to a median income of $38,607,
more than $9,000 higher than a high
school diploma. Those with a gradu-
ate degree have a median income of
$68,064, 35.2 percent more than those
with a bachelor’s degree.”

Let’s work with that wage differen-
tial. How long does it take to pay off
the cost of the degree, and what’s the
lifetime advantage? Whether we con-
sider the bachelor’s advantage over
the associate’s degree (511,000 a year)
or the high school degree (521,000 a
year), it takes only a few short years to
pay the direct costs. The lifetime ad-
vantage will be upwards of $400,000,
according to the Census Bureau.

OK, does it matter which major |
choose?

In some ways, no. Completion of the
degree is what matters. However, not
all degrees are created equal. For one
thing, the degree does need to come
from a reputable source to be helpful
in a job search. We also know that, in
general, the more quantitative or tech-
nical the degree, the better the life-
time outcomes will be. For instance,
there is great demand currently for
health-related degrees, and graduates
from those programs are getting good
starting wages. However, over the

course of their careers, graduates in
engineering, science and business will
get the greatest bang for their buck. In
IT, those who create information will
do better than those who use informa-
tion. These insights come from anoth-
er recent study from the Georgetown
Center on Education and the Work-
force. All that said, completion of a
degree matters. For those with experi-
ence, the major may be less important
than simply finishing the degree.

I've seen those commercials from a
for-profit college — is that a good op-
tion?

It does matter where you get your
degree. In one study from the Na-
tional Bureau of Economic Research,
graduates from for-profits saw very
little impact on earnings after degree
completion, even after controlling for
other characteristics that might affect
wages. The study found “large, statis-
tically significant benefits from obtain-
ing certificates/degrees from public
and not-for-profit but not from for-
profit institutions.” Another study in-
dicated that hiring managers preferred
graduates from traditional programs
over those from identifiably online
universities. When hiring managers
were presented with sets of identical
candidates, with the only variation be-
ing the source of the degree, “96 per-
cent chose the hypothetical applicant
with the traditional degree.” The Sen-
ate Committee on Health, Education,
Labor and Pensions recently published
a large study on the major problems
they found with the large for-profit
colleges. There are plenty of adult-
focused colleges that are non-profit
or public, that provide credible degree
completion programs with accelerated
and online options.

Is it really that simple? Does complet-

The .
evol[ ution

ILLUMINATING THE LIFELONG LEARNING MOVEMENT

ing my degree get me the job | want?

The key is having both the needed
experience and the credential (the
degree). In my career, | serve adult
degree completion students, and
roughly half of them are completing
their degrees in order to secure their
career or to move up from where they
currently work. They typically do not
need added experience, just the de-
gree. Another 40 percent are seeking
a degree in order to gain entry into a
new field. While they’re working on
their degrees, we help them gain expe-
rience in the target profession so they
can make the most of the degree when
they finish.

Please come back next week for the
conclusion of this series, where Pear-
son looks at some different ways adult
students can fund their continuing
higher education.

WALTER PEARSON
Dean of the School for Professional and
Continuing Education, Lewis University
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