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Introduction
Higher education can improve employment prospects, earnings, access to regulated professions, and
long-term career flexibility, but a degree is not a universal guarantee of economic security. The most
useful way to evaluate college is to separate average population outcomes from individual outcomes.
In 2025, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data showed that workers age twenty-five and older with a
bachelor’s degree had median weekly earnings of $1,578 and an unemployment rate of 2.8 percent,
compared with $966 and 4.3 percent for workers whose highest credential was a high school diploma.
These averages confirm that education is associated with economic advantages, yet they do not
reveal the effects of tuition, debt, major, geography, work experience, completion risk, discrimination,
or economic conditions. The labor market for new graduates can also be difficult even when long-term
averages are favorable. A sound educational decision therefore compares the cost, required
credential, likely work, training quality, and employment pathway associated with a student’s goals
rather than assuming that every university degree automatically produces a bright future.

What Degrees Develop—and What Employers
Actually See
A degree can develop disciplinary knowledge, analytical reasoning, written and oral communication,
project management, information literacy, and the ability to learn unfamiliar material. In regulated
fields such as nursing, engineering, teaching, law, and medicine, an approved degree may also be a
formal prerequisite for licensing or professional training. Employers can use a credential as evidence
that a candidate completed sustained academic work, met deadlines, and acquired a recognized body
of knowledge. That signal is useful but imperfect. A diploma does not prove that every graduate can
communicate clearly, collaborate, solve unfamiliar problems, or apply knowledge under pressure.
Employers increasingly ask for portfolios, internships, technical assessments, references, and
examples of completed work because they want evidence of performance rather than credentials
alone. Universities therefore create more value when students have opportunities to conduct
research, work in teams, complete placements, use professional tools, and receive serious feedback.
Education is strongest when knowledge becomes demonstrable capability rather than remaining an
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abstract claim attached to a certificate.

Majors, Underemployment, and Early-Career Risk
Labor-market outcomes vary substantially by major, occupation, location, and stage of career.
Engineering, nursing, computer science, business, education, social science, arts, and humanities
prepare students for different employment structures and should not be evaluated through one salary
benchmark. The Federal Reserve Bank of New York reported that recent college graduates faced an
unemployment rate of about 5.6 percent and an underemployment rate of roughly 42 percent in the
second quarter of 2026. Underemployment means that a graduate is working in a job that does not
typically require a degree, although the condition may be temporary while the person enters a career.
These figures do not show that higher education has stopped providing value; they show that
transition from study to graduate-level employment is not automatic. Students improve their chances
when they investigate occupations early, gain work-integrated experience, build networks, learn how
their major connects to multiple roles, and develop a portfolio that explains what they can actually do.

Cost, Debt, Completion, and Return on Investment
The financial value of higher education depends on the net price after grants, the amount borrowed,
the time required to complete the program, foregone earnings while studying, and likely post-
graduation income. A lower-cost public institution with strong teaching, completion, and placement
can provide better value than a more expensive institution with similar outcomes. Students who leave
without completing a credential may face a particularly difficult situation because they carry tuition
costs or debt without receiving the full labor-market signal associated with graduation. Return-on-
investment calculations should therefore use conservative assumptions rather than the most
optimistic salary advertised by a program. Students should examine accreditation, completion rates,
transfer rules, debt levels, internship opportunities, licensing requirements, and verified employment
outcomes before enrolling. Lifetime-earnings estimates can be informative at the population level, but
they should never be treated as a guaranteed personal return. Health, caregiving, recessions,
geographic mobility, discrimination, changes in technology, and individual career choices can all
affect the earnings path after graduation.

Alternative Pathways and the Limits of “College for
Everyone”
Skilled trades, apprenticeships, associate degrees, professional certificates, military training, and
employer-based learning can also lead to stable and well-paid careers. These routes should not be
described as inferior choices for people who are unable to attend university. Electricians, plumbers,
technicians, advanced manufacturing workers, healthcare support professionals, and many other
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occupations require substantial skill and continuing learning even when they do not require a four-
year degree. Apprenticeships can be especially attractive because participants earn wages while
acquiring structured training, while some technical programs provide faster entry into employment
with lower tuition. The correct comparison depends on the occupation. A student who wants to
become a registered nurse, engineer, teacher, or lawyer may need a specific degree and licensing
sequence; a student who wants a skilled trade may receive better preparation through
apprenticeship. Career guidance should therefore focus on the knowledge, credential, cost, physical
demands, working conditions, advancement opportunities, and personal preferences attached to each
pathway rather than presenting university as the only respectable form of postsecondary education.

Adaptability, Technology, and the Value of Broad
Learning
One enduring advantage of higher education is that it can build capacities that remain useful when
occupations change. Artificial intelligence, automation, digital platforms, regulation, and new business
models will continue to alter tasks over a long career, making the ability to learn and evaluate
evidence increasingly important. A degree completed today cannot contain every tool a graduate will
need decades later, so education should combine strong foundational knowledge with digital
competence, ethical reasoning, communication, and the ability to acquire new skills. This is also why
broad learning matters. A student trained only for one current software package may be vulnerable
when that tool changes, whereas someone who understands the underlying discipline can adapt more
easily. Continuing education will still be necessary through professional courses, employer training,
certifications, or graduate study. The value of a degree is therefore not limited to first-job preparation.
At its best, higher education gives graduates a durable intellectual framework from which they can
evaluate new information, move across roles, and continue learning throughout changes in
technology and labor demand.

Equity, Institutional Responsibility, and Honest
Career Preparation
Students enter higher education with unequal financial resources, school preparation, time, health,
transportation, family responsibilities, disability access, and professional networks. These differences
affect completion and employment independently of academic ability. Institutions that advertise
opportunity therefore have responsibilities beyond admission. Effective advising, accessible
instruction, emergency financial support, childcare, mental-health services, internships, transparent
career data, and strong connections with employers can make the educational promise more realistic.
Employers also shape outcomes when they require bachelor’s degrees for jobs that do not genuinely
need degree-level knowledge. Skills-based hiring can widen access when selection methods measure
the actual work rather than using a credential as a convenient filter. Removing an unnecessary
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degree requirement does not mean lowering standards; it means testing relevant competence
directly. At the same time, universities should resist reducing every course to narrow job training. The
strongest programs preserve disciplinary depth and general education while helping students
translate learning into occupational evidence. Honest career preparation connects academic purpose
with labor-market reality rather than pretending the two are automatically aligned.

Conclusion
Higher education continues to provide substantial average advantages in earnings, unemployment,
access to regulated professions, and long-term adaptability, but those advantages are conditional
rather than guaranteed. Current BLS data show higher average earnings and lower unemployment as
educational attainment rises, while New York Fed data show that recent graduates can still face
elevated unemployment and substantial underemployment. Both facts can be true at the same time.
The value of a degree depends on program quality, field of study, completion, cost, debt, work
experience, geography, labor-market conditions, and the student’s own goals. Skilled trades,
apprenticeships, certificates, and associate degrees may be better choices for some careers and
should be evaluated with the same seriousness as bachelor’s programs. The most defensible
conclusion is therefore not that everyone should attend university or that college no longer matters.
Students should choose the pathway that develops the knowledge and credential their intended work
actually requires, at a cost they can sustain, while building demonstrable skills and the capacity to
keep learning after formal education ends.
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