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Let’s start by conceding the obvious (to anyone who knows even a little about labor market statistics).
Educational attainment is positively correlated with good job outcomes. More educated workers are
generally paid more and have lower unemployment rates, as the chart below from the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS) shows. Correlation isn’t causation, of course. Some observers would argue that
much of what we see as correlation is due to what was once called “creeping credentialism.” In that
view, more education is increasingly being required for jobs that don’t objectively need it. Various
stories can be told that could, in theory at least, produce such a creep. But for purposes of this musing,
and given the strength of the correlation and its persistence, let’s go further and concede some degree
of causation between more education and good results in the labor market.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_table_001.htm (as of 7-28-2015)
===
The link between education and good labor market outcomes seems to have been driving federal policy
of late, particularly when it comes to higher education. There has been a push for various goals linked to
obtaining a four-year college degree. There was much talk of having “debt-free” college graduates, of
free tuition at community colleges (which typically can take students half way to a four-year bachelor’s
degree). There was also a push at the federal level to rate colleges with some kind of uniform scoring, an
attempt that now seems to have been semi-abandoned in favor of more generalized “accountability.”1
Such issues seem to be likely topics for the upcoming 2016 presidential race. But the emphasis on higher
ed seems misplaced.
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See http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-college-duncan-20150727-story.html;
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/07/27/white-house-pivots-accountability-and-outcomes-and-awaydebt-free-major-duncan; https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/07/28/renewed-obama-push-higher-edaccountability-echoes-entrenched-politics; https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/06/25/educationdepartment-says-rating-system-will-be-consumer-tool-rather-comparison.
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It’s easy to move from the observation that on average (an important qualification that can hide much
variance around the average) someone will benefit in future employment from completing college to an
implicit policy that everyone should go to (and should complete) college. But viewed only from a labor
market perspective, college completion is just an instrument for improved employment outcomes, not a
goal in itself. (And many academics, particularly those in programs that don’t lead to professional
degrees, would object to viewing education as a purely job-related pursuit.)
BLS projections don’t indicate that the occupations with the most employment expansion are those that
require college degrees. Below is an excerpt from a BLS table showing employment projections through
the year 2022. The occupations with the most absolute employment growth (a characteristics more
relevant than percentage growth when it comes to job opportunities) clearly are not those which BLS
rates as requiring a four-year bachelor’s degree.
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Source: http://www.bls.gov/news.release/ecopro.t05.htm
===
In short, having everyone go to college on the assumption that all would end up in better jobs – even if
universal college completion were a realistic goal – would likely produce a labor force of overqualified –
and possibly frustrated – workers. Someone would have to do the jobs listed on the table above. Note
also that, by definition, there would be no college premium in terms of pay or any other measure if
everyone completed college. Nor would the pay level currently seen as an average for college grads
likely be what prevailed if everyone were a four-year graduate. Labor market policy would better be
focused on improving standards for those folks in jobs which don’t require a college degree and who
don’t have such degrees.
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