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Is College education worth it?
America has grown since its independence and one of the current and controversial debates surrounds the question whether college education is worth it. Currently, there are over 20.4 million students enrolled in U.S colleges. However, America has over $1.5 trillion in student debts by 2018. With harsh and unpredictable economic times resulting in high college fees and increased unemployment Americans are still grappling over whether college education pays off. 
People who believe college education is worth it argue that college graduates get higher employment opportunities/rates, higher pay, and better work benefits than high school graduates. Moreover, they argue college graduates acquire superior interpersonal skill, live healthier lives, live longer, are more stable, and have the ability to achieve key milestones in their lives. People who believe that college does not pay off argue that college tuition is too high leading to high student debts. They further argue that the high debts delay college graduates from achieving significant milestones in their lives such as family, buying a house, or saving for retirement. Moreover, people also argue that there are cheaper, better, and easier alternatives for acquiring the same education offered in college. They also contend that some of the most successful people in America did not attend college while most occupations do not require a college degree. These are just some of the common arguments for and against college education. However, there other deeper and underlying issues as well as arguments that can help paint a better picture of college education.
Well, all these different viewpoints are significant in determining whether college is worth it or not. Despite this debate, there has not been a conclusive answer to this debate. The following paper aims at answering this question by looking at the different arguments, evidence, and statistics to determine whether college education is worth it. 
To begin with is a historical perspective of college education in the U.S. The first college in the U.S was established in the early 1600 named the “New College” and currently the Harvard University (Thelin 25). Colleges in the U.S were first established to offer useful arts of the early centuries. This included teaching schools, seminaries, scientific schools, agriculture, medicine, military science, and law. Over the centuries, these arts increased due to the industrial revolution adding skills such as mining, mechanics, and engineering.  In those days, colleges were highly segregated with religion, gender, and race determining enrollment (Thelin 45). The earliest colleges were known to admit only a few of the elite or rich individuals. African American colleges also emerged that offered grade-level courses in numerous arts with minimal college-level education. Women and minorities did not have equal or adequate opportunities for college admissions compared to men and the dominant white majority. 
Moreover, the main aim of going to college was not to complete a degree or diploma, but gaining useful skills. Urban and Jennings indicate that by 1903, colleges such as Transylvania University recorded about 50% dropout rates while only 10% of students graduated after 3 years (66). Colleges grew more diverse and specific education schools emerged such as medical and law schools. These schools developed a new policy that required potential students to have some type of college education for admission to such special courses. After World War II, the American higher education system underwent major changes. Firstly, with the introduction of advanced and selective programs to increase the number of college students. This led to the development of research universities, for-profit or private institutions, and junior/community colleges. This saw a huge upsurge in college enrollments from 1.5 million in the 1940s to about 7.9 million in the 1970s (Urban and Jennings 123). During this period, college education gained increased interest among many Americans seeking to become professionals. Now college gained a new importance or purpose that of gaining pre-professional skills as well as to transition to employment. During the 1970’s most middle-class, jobs required at least a college degree. It was at this time when Americans started debating on the potential of inventing in a college degree and whether it would pay off. In the 1970s, the average male college graduate earned about 22% more than a high school graduate. By the 1980s, the earning gap between high school and college graduates was at 38% making college education increasingly popular (Urban and Jennings 153). However, the 1980s also began the sharp rise in college tuition fees. College fees increased sharply to the point of exceeding inflation rates as well as the average household income. 
The changes in college education that have brought about this debate emerged from the 1990s to currently. This includes college enrollment trends, purposes, and costs. Between the 1990s and 2000’s, college enrollment and tuition fees increased with a gradually lower rate of unemployment among college graduates. During this time, college enrollment increased by about 11% and later increased by 37% between 2000 and 2010 with an estimated 21 million student by in 2010 (Brubacher 318). In terms of college tuition, during the 1990’s annual college tuition was about $10,620 and by the year 2000, it was $13,393 (Brubacher 318). This figure would increase sharply by the year 2010 with public college tuition increasing by 42% an annual cost of $18,133 (board, room, tuition) (Brubacher 320). This illustrates a high and sharp increase in college costs in less than a decade. Moreover, the unemployment rate for employees with college degrees or higher was 6.5% in 1990 compared to 24% for high school dropouts. In 2000, the unemployment rate reduced again to 3.7% for college graduates and 18.4% for high school dropouts. However, by 2010, the unemployment rate for employees with college degree increased to 5.5% while that of high school graduate increased by 17.3% (Brubacher 318). This change marked increased debate on the investment of college especially relating to its costs and employment opportunities. 
During this period, college education also changed in terms of purpose. Based on a survey by PEW Internet Research in 2011, about half of all college presidents alleged that college is supposed to help student mature and develop intellectually (Erin 1). The other half indicated that college was meant to provide knowledge, skills, and training to help students thrive in the job market. Amidst these changes, the number of colleges has also sharply increased from 1,851 in 1950 to about 6,900 by 2013. This illustrates a high growth rate for new colleges made possible by different efforts including government grants as well as private investments in college education. Additionally, the number of Americans with college degrees has also increased from 4.6% adults in 1940 to 33.4% in 2017 based on the U.S Census Bureau. This background information on the evolution and transformation of college education has led to the controversial debate on whether college education is worth it. To better understand and answer this question, it is important to look at both arguments for and against college education. To begin with, the paper will consider arguments that support college education as a worthwhile investment.    
The biggest and most used argument to justify college education as worth it is that college graduates tend to make more money. College graduates in the labor force make over 70% more money than the average high school graduate makes Bartik, Timothy and Brad 12). The amount in terms of dollars ranges from $500,000 to $1 million over a lifetime. In terms of salaries, high school only graduates aged over 25 years earned about $35,615 yearly compared to $65,428 for college graduates (Ryan, Camille and Kurt 135). The pay gap is based on employed individual who access careers that require a college degree. Moreover, college graduates have always enjoyed economic benefits over high-school only graduates. Even in terms of homeownership and retirement plans, college graduates have an advantage or better opportunities compared to high school graduates (Ryan, Camille and Kurt 156). Despite the economic slowdown such as the Great Depression, employment for college graduates has always been better in terms of payment compared to those without college education. In addition, Procon.org  argue that the dominance of college graduates in the labor economy will accelerate as more jobs demand college education or higher-education skills. This is based on the rising demand for educated workers as well as the number of retiring American workers. Therefore, college graduates will for increasingly enjoy higher economic advantages over high school graduates. 
The second major argument supporting college education as worthwhile is that the more jobs in America require college degree more than ever. Currently, only about 34% of jobs need a high school diploma or less while this number was about 72% in the 1970s (Procon.org 1). This illustrates that changes in the economy as well as the job market require employees with college education. Jobs that do not require college degree have reduced over the past few decades. Moreover, it is predicted that over 60% of future jobs will require a college degree (Procon.org 1). The occupations expected to grow with a high demand for postsecondary or college education and training include science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), community services, and healthcare. Skills that will be of great value in the future will include communication, leadership, and analysis. Therefore, college education may be worthwhile considering these statistics. 
Earning a college education is also linked to better employment opportunities. Almost every student who enrolls in colleges does so with an aim of securing better employment. This is however not the case as some college students still lack jobs. However, the unemployment rate of college graduates is still lower than for high school graduates. Moreover, college graduates are likely to get underemployed less than high school graduates are. With a higher opportunity of accessing employment, college graduates have greater advantages in terms of advancing their careers. This provides multiple opportunities for on-the-job formal and informal skills and training (Procon.org 1). College graduates can also access better technology as well as greater autonomy in their career growth compared to those without a college degree or less education. College students also have better opportunities to improve on their skills while working with an overall higher job satisfaction rates than high school graduates do. Another benefit that comes with higher employment opportunities is employment benefits. College graduates have better access to health insurance, retirement plans, and labor unions. An average of 70% of college graduates access employer-sponsored health insurance while only 50% of high school graduates get the same (Oreopoulos, Philip, and Uros 45). The same case applies to retirement benefits. In terms of labor or worker unions, college graduates have a higher representation among worker unions compared to people with lesser education attainment. Overall, these are the main benefits that are associated with attaining a college degree especially in terms of employment and the labor market. 
Another reason why college is considered worthwhile is the experience of college. College offers numerous opportunities such as the development of interpersonal skills. Oreopoulos, Philip, and Uros cite that most one of the main stages that students undergo in school is developing established interpersonal relationships (15). For instance, most college students are able to find their long-time partners while in college. The same case applies to other interpersonal relationships such as business partners. College influences the social life of most students that prepares them for their future. Again, students attending college are viewed as less of a risk in terms of engaging in criminal or antisocial behavior (Procon.org 1). Most people convicted of crimes lack college education. This means that attending college is always a means of contributing positively to the community. Through these social skills and interpersonal relationships, students are able to develop their communities. Students also get to acquire additional or extra extracurricular skills such as in sports, music, arts, and other talents (Procon.org 1). Huge opportunities for talented athletes are only possible in colleges. Sports such as basketball are highly dominated by college sponsorships despite their being conditions. Through the attainment of college education, college graduates are said to live healthier, longer, and with less poverty (Procon.org 1). However, these statistics are very hard to measure meaning that they are not accurate or reliable. Overall, the college experience is always equipped with better and diverse opportunities for molding young people for their future. Going to college does not always guarantee positive outcomes, but it provides a different and better opportunity for some individual to excel in different areas especially in developing interpersonal skills and relationships. 
Now, the paper will focus on the popular arguments that view college education as not worthwhile. The first thing that comes to mind is the high student debt in college tuition. The cost of tuition has risen beyond the average income of most families making college unaffordable. Over the past four decades, college tuition has skyrocketed with over 200% while the median income earning has only increased by 10% (Bennett, William and David 165). This has been the reason why loans have become so popular and led to a debt crisis. Moreover, most college students face numerous challenges in college such as homelessness, food and shelter insecurity despite having part-time employment. As of 2018, the student loan stands over $1.5 trillion shared by about 44 million Americans (Procon.org 1). Given that college tuitions is still increasing while enrollment is still increasing, then the debt will continue to rise. College costs have always been the main reason why people find college not to be worthwhile. In a study by consumer reports, about 45% of student’s loan debts claimed that it was not worth it given the amount of debt they still owe and their current situations (Procon.org 1). The student loan crisis is highly worse given that about 10% of the student owe an average of $40,000 with another 1% with about $100,000. Furthermore, students in 2018 have an average loan of about $37,000 (Procon.org 1). This illustrates that college education may not be sustainable especially for middle income and low-income students. Moreover, even when invested statistics show that it would take up most of the student’s annual income into paying back the student loans. Data from the U.S Congress Joint Committee illustrates that about 60% of college graduates in 2011 have loan balances amounting to 60% of their yearly income. Therefore, even the funds to repay student loans are a crisis. In 2016, there were 8 million student loan defaulters with loans amounting to $137 billion (Procon.org 1). Overall, the current debt crisis is a clear indicator that college education may not be worthwhile given the burden of repaying student loans. 
The increased student loan burden has had a toll on most college students and graduates. For some, even getting college loans is a challenge. For those who access such loans, they have to delay or disrupt some significant milestones in their lives to struggle with loan repayment for a college degree. This has seen most college students and graduates have to live with their parents, delay marriage, or even lack financial independence. This also includes other critical milestones such as owning a house or getting a retirement plan. Most students who cannot access loans may seek help from their parents. Parents and seniors have also been entangled in the high student loan crisis. Whether paying for their own education or signing as guarantors for their children or grandchildren, seniors are under pressure from high student loans. This has most seniors unable to pay forcing the government to make deductions from their Social Security. Indeed, college education costs should be addressed since there is a big challenge.
College education has evolved into a profit-making business with the introduction of student loans. One of the pertinent stories that have shaped the debate around college education and its pay off revolves around student loans. Students have had access to huge college loans without any hesitation or guarantee for their repayments. Most student loans are not as strict as other financial loans (Bennett, William and David 110). All one requires is the admission letter or letter of acceptance and they get a loan. This is the same reason why there are students who still have loans yet they dropped out of college or have never graduated. What this means is that considering the high cost of college education, the process of offering student loans seems to be more about making profits rather than helping students attain higher education. Furthermore, student loans are not similar to other loans meaning that they cannot be discharged easily as other loans. For instance, Dough Wallace attempted for 6 years to have his $38,000 in college loans cleared after turning blind and being unable to work, which eventually failed. Despite this, his debt was discharged under bankruptcy (Bennett, William and David 122). Other loans that can be cleared due to bankruptcy include credit card, legal, medical, and gambling loans, but the student loan is not offered such protections. In fact, the current student loan crunch could be the next financial crisis in America (Procon.org 1). He asserts that the student loan resembles the housing bubble and fall where people over-borrowed and defaulted leading to a crisis. Therefore, college debt is a real and significant issue that requires consideration.
College graduates are not always guaranteed a high-paying career or employment that requires higher education. In fact, most college graduates struggle to find employment with about 21% still being unemployed. College graduates can easily end up being underemployed or working in an occupation that only requires a high school diploma. This includes jobs such as janitors, taxi drivers, bartenders, and parking lot attendants. It is estimated that 1 in 3 college graduates are underemployed or find jobs that require no college degree (Bennett, William and David 177).. This is a major challenge since they earn less that college graduates in jobs that necessitating a college degree. This is the reality especially for fresh college graduates. It usually takes more than a year or two for a college student to find a job that requires a college degree. Most students have to put up with being unemployed or underemployment. This means working part-time jobs that only require a high school diploma or less. Given the 4 to 6 years spent in college, it is a huge challenge as well as a gamble for most college graduates as landing a job is no easy task.  
College education has always been viewed as an institution of higher learning, thus it ought to produce or provide higher skills and training. However, this is not always the case as most college students tend to dropout in their second year of college. A research by the National Center for Education Statistics indicates that an estimated 19% of college enrollees dropout in the first year with the highest number coming from private for-profit colleges (28). Most students who drop out cite the lack of interest in what they are learning or finding other promising careers or opportunities outside college. When college students do not graduate, the government undergoes huge financial losses in student loans, grants, work-studies, and tax benefits. It is even argued that some of the iconic entrepreneurs and successful Americans dropped out of college. People such as Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and Richard Branson among others never graduated from college. 
Students go into college with a certain expectation that their education or training will cover areas of their interest. However, this is not true since some colleges even limit or deter students from taking certain courses based on their high school diploma. Currently, colleges focus on social sciences and humanities with little focus on trade skills and apprenticeship. Most of the jobs in society require a trade skill, which takes less than 4 years. Careers such as construction, plumbing, and electricians require trade skills rather than a college degree. These jobs also pay higher rates than the minimum wage for average employees. Industries such as construction, mining, oil and gas often report lack of adequate trade workers. The mains reason is that most college graduates lack any trade skills that can enhance their employment opportunities. 
Moreover, earning a college degree does not guarantee employment-level skills as well as job preparedness. Bennett, William and David note that most college graduates have minimal knowledge of reading, economics, math, and civics (143). Therefore, employers find it hard to hire fresh graduates, as they require additional training or skills development to fit in the college-level jobs. College graduates also believe that the college education they earned did not prepare them for the job market. PEW Research surveys concluded that over 57% of Americans believed that higher education does not offer students a suitable value given what it costs (Erin 1). College lifestyle is also stressing given the many negative effects of college. Students have increased stress levels given the social struggles that may have a toll on their health. 
From the two different perspective or argument for and against whether college is worthwhile, there are clear evidences that college is both worth it and not. To begin with, there are student in college who should not be attending college. Bennett, William and David state that, “college should be a choice for some, depending on education prowess, opportunity, and financial considerations” (XIV). Different colleges offer different courses or degrees. Some of these colleges have certain degrees that suit some student as well as certain degrees that are appropriate for specific students. However, college education has received increased marketing as well as branding turning it into a necessity. This has been the case for the past few decades as parent attempt all means to ensure that their children get into college right after graduating from high school. 
Even if college offers higher employment opportunities and well-paying job, it does not guarantee this for each student. Moreover, based on the high tuition costs that have exceeded incomes over the past few decades, some students may not afford college. However, some students have the ability and need to attend college. For students seeking certain professions such as healthcare, they require to attend college. Most students join college due to peer or parental pressure, meaning that they do not have the adequate time to consider their career paths of educational prowess. Such students end up dropping out within the first year especially in private colleges. Again, other students find themselves in colleges they did not anticipate or desire. Such students may require taking mandatory courses in addition to their majors. Bennett, William and David recorded that a college professor claimed that most students are not even capable of completing assignment in mandatory courses (129). Such additional and mandatory courses tend to be a burden to most students and discourage their overall performance. Not all students have the educational competency to attain a degree. Therefore, college should be a considered carefully and thoroughly to ensure that the suitable college, degree, and finances are worth it for each student’s financial abilities, educational competency, and career paths/life goals. 
Most people who believe college to be worth it may argue that such an argument encourages only the rich, talented, and elite to attend college while discouraging the low-income and less talented students. Nonetheless, this is not the case as talented students always succeed without the need for a college degree (Bennett, William and David 180). Iconic leaders and entrepreneurs have proved this true such as Facebook founder Zuckerberg who never graduated.  For low-income students, there are educational alternatives that cost less and take less time. Some college degree options only take two years rather than 4 years and even pay higher than other college degrees. For instance, the average pay for an X-ray technician stands at about $60,000 per year and only takes two years to graduate with reduced tuition (Bennett, William and David 200). Moreover, low-income students have an opportunity of working before entering college gaining on-the-job skills. Even when working menial jobs, employees learn a lot about communication, teamwork, interpersonal skills, as well as leadership skills. It also prepares them for future goals through by being financially independent. High school graduates who work for 4 years instead of attending college earn an average of $49,000 in the 4 years (Procon.org 1). Therefore, it makes sense for some individual without the ability to afford college to work early and kick off their life goals. 
College education in the U.S is just another booming business opportunity with the pursuit of profits same as healthcare. The main aim of college education is not aligned to the labor market needs or the need to help students acquire skills and training to help them advance in life. College will go to all lengths to recruit new students to increase their earnings as well as student loans. However, the same level of education can be accessed through alternative and cheaper sources. With the increased technological advancement, the internet has made accessing education convenient and affordable. Through massive open online courses, students can get college-level education at incredibly low rates. Online learning platforms such as Coursera offer free college-level education through virtual instruction (Bennett, William and David 202). Other options are also available with better education systems as well as certifications or credentials. 
Students should also consider the best option in acquiring their desired skills. This requires comprehensive analysis of each potential college. There are other educational avenues such as trade schools or vocational institutes that offer specific skills that are highly valuable. These trade schools take shorter time and cost less with the ability to find work immediately in any trade. These jobs are almost guaranteed since not many people in the job market lack trade skills despite having a college degree. In terms of pay, it is clear that having a college degree does not guarantee a pay advantage. In fact, the most occupations with high pay premiums are not related to humanities and the arts offered in most college. The highest premiums included occupation in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. Students can easily get into these careers by attending simple trade or specific skill courses especially computing or technology skills that are in high demand.  
In conclusion, college is worth it and is not. College should be a matter of choice for each individual American based on academic competency, opportunities, and financial abilities. Through these considerations, each student can be able to answer whether college is worthwhile or not. The view that college is worth it in general does not reflect the current debt crisis, unemployment, pay gaps, and high dropout rates. Moreover, the idea that college is not worth it does not reflect the high pay premiums, employment opportunities, and economic advantages for college graduates. Not everyone who enrolls in college is suited or supposed to attend college. The education system has advanced to offer quality and affordable alternatives for getting higher education. Therefore, college should be a critical decision for each student to determine the overall value of attending or not attending. Parents and guardians should also seek information for alternatives to college as well as the appropriate colleges and degree with higher value. 
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