
[SCRIPT]

Graduation Day. It’s one of those memories that lasts a lifetime.

After years of hard work, you finally get that college degree — 
and the keys to a better future.

Except, hang on, there’s something important missing from this 
picture: most Americans. 

Because more than 2/3 of us … never have this experience.i

Yeah, you don’t hear that part too often. And the fact that we’re 
all trying to ignore that little detail … is getting us in a lot 
of trouble.

[OPENING SEQUENCE]

What does it take to have a successful career? For many people, 
the answer probably involves getting a college degree. In fact, 
it seems like a lot of politicians think that should be the 
answer for everybody.

MAKING THE GRADE:  
IS COLLEGE WORTH IT?

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/is-college-worth-the-investment-or-does-university-loan-debt-versus-career-salary-vary-by-major
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Now, not everyone’s buying this line. As you may have noticed, 
a lot of people no longer think that college is especially 
valuable.

So, which is it? Is a college education a necessary prerequisite 
to getting a good job? Or a waste of time and money?

Well, the answer is … it depends. And anyone who tells you 
otherwise is only giving you part of the story.

At some point, you’ve probably heard a statistic like this: If 
you get a bachelor’s degree, you’ll make twice as much money over 
the course of your career compared to someone who just has a high 
school diploma.ii

Now, those numbers are real, but what do they actually mean? 
After all, everyone’s circumstances are different. There are 
people who never went to college who are making more money than 
people who went to law school.

So, here’s what we learn when we dig a little deeper into the 
research:

First, what you study in college really matters. In fact, it 
tends to matter more than where you go to school.iii If you get a 
degree in something like engineering, computer science, nursing, 
or economics you have a good shot at increasing your lifetime 
income by half a million dollars.iv 

Not all elite degrees result in a big payday. Students who major 
in ethnic and gender studies at Harvard, for example, have an 
expected return on investment of negative $47,000. By contrast, 
graduates of the health sciences program at New York’s Touro 
College — ranked 284th in the country by U.S. News and World 
Report — have an expected lifetime ROI of $2.27 million. The 
most valuable program in the country? The computer science major 
at the California Institute of Technology, with a lifetime ROI 
of $4.35 million.

At least one of these critics has put his money where his 
mouth is. In 2011, Peter Thiel, the billionaire co-founder of 
PayPal, established a fellowship that provides $100,000 to 
promising entrepreneurs or inventors … on the condition 
that they forego or drop out of college.

https://freopp.org/is-college-worth-it-a-comprehensive-return-on-investment-analysis-1b2ad17f84c8
https://www.thielfellowship.org/
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If, by contrast, you get a degree in something like art, music, 
philosophy, or psychology … there’s a pretty significant chance 
that you’re going to be worse off financially than if you’d never 
gone to college at all.v

Yeah, they don’t put that in the brochure.

Now, of course, money isn’t everything. And the numbers might 
look different if you go on to grad school. But those are all 
things to think about before making a decision about college.  
Because there can be lots of complications along the way.

For instance, many degrees that would be valuable if you finished 
them in four years … won’t be worth what you paid for them if 
they take you five or six years to complete.vi And that’s worth 
knowing, because the proportion of college students who finish 
their degree in four years … is less than half.vii 

And if you drop out of college … you’re virtually guaranteed to 
be worse off financially than if you had never gone at all.viii In 
fact, for all the horror stories about people with huge student 
loans, the individuals who are least likely to be able to pay 
off their debt … are the ones who owe $5,000 or lessix — because 
they’re overwhelmingly people who took out loans for degrees they 
never finished.

Graduate school isn’t without financial pitfalls either. 
Forty percent of master’s degrees have no net financial 
value at all. The most lucrative graduate degrees are in 
law and medicine, with half of medical degrees having a 
return on investment over a million dollars. Surprisingly, the 
MBA — America’s most popular graduate degree — has a 
negative ROI.

One of the most eye-popping of these stories belongs to Mike Meru, 
an orthodontist profiled in a 2018 Wall Street Journal story. Meru 
racked up over $1 million in debt through seven years at the University 
of Southern California’s School of Dentistry (he earned his bachelor’s 
degree from BYU debt-free). At the time of publication, the Journal 
reported that there were 101 Americans with over a million dollars in 
student debt. Underscoring the point that huge debt is often accrued 
in the pursuit of lucrative degrees, however, the story also noted 
that Meru earned $225,000 a year. 

https://freopp.org/is-graduate-school-worth-it-a-comprehensive-return-on-investment-analysis-a84644f29f9
https://freopp.org/is-graduate-school-worth-it-a-comprehensive-return-on-investment-analysis-a84644f29f9
https://www.wsj.com/articles/mike-meru-has-1-million-in-student-loans-how-did-that-happen-1527252975
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Not only does this mean that individuals need to be careful when 
making decisions about college, it also means that policymakers 
probably need to be more responsible too. After all, why would we 
push everyone to go to college when we know it doesn’t meet a lot 
of people’s needs?

Only about 31 percent of high school students go on to finish 
a college degree. And only 18 percent finish a degree and then 
end up in a job that actually requires it.x In other words, our 
system of higher education — which we pour about $200 billion 
worth of taxpayer money into every yearxi — is only really serving 
about one-fifth of the population.

So, what about everyone else? Well, there are already some good 
options. Certain fields that don’t require a college education 
pay better than those that do. For example, someone who repairs 
elevators for a living … is going to make more money on average 
than someone with an English degree.xii  

Where does all this money come from? The 
majority is state and local spending, though the 
federal government also provides a substantial 
amount through Pell Grants and tax benefits 
mean to offset the cost of tuition.

Which jobs should you consider if you didn’t 
go to college and want to bring home 
a bigger paycheck? As with seemingly 
everything, The Simpsons has the answer. 
“Nuclear power reactor operator” is 
consistently ranked as one of the highest-
paying jobs that doesn’t require a degree.

(As if having to have read Finnegan’s Wake wasn’t already 
punishment enough.)

https://americancompass.org/a-guide-to-college-for-all/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2019/10/two-decades-of-change-in-federal-and-state-higher-education-funding
https://www.joe.co.uk/entertainment/the-definitive-list-of-everything-the-simpsons-predicted-that-shockingly-came-true-305627
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/10/23/7-high-paying-jobs-that-dont-require-a-college-degree.html
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But if the question is how to create more opportunities for 
people who aren’t college-bound than we should probably…

… OK, look it pains us to say this as much as it pains you to 
hear it …

[SIGH] 

…we should probably be more like Europe.

In most developed countries in the world, 
they rely less on academic training and more 
heavily on vocational education — teaching 
people the skills they’ll need to go into the 
workforce.xiii

And … it kinda seems like this is what 
Americans want too. Sixty-two percent of 
students who didn’t get a bachelor’s degree 
said they would have rather had a three-year 
apprenticeship than a fully funded college 
education. And, in fact, so did nearly 30 
percent of people who did get a degree.xiv

Yes, college can be great … for certain people pursuing certain 
careers. But going to college when it’s not right for you — can have 
hugely negative consequences. Which is a good argument for creating 
better options for those who don’t want to stay in a classroom.

Don’t worry, we don’t have to give the Europeans credit. We’ll 
just say we thought of it ourselves. Like we always do.

[END SCRIPT]
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