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The Future of College Enrollment Can institutions survive

declining student numbers?

+ By Sarah Glazer

Despite the prospects of a dismal job market, loss of government funding and rising stu-
dent debt, these students are betting on the benefits of a college degree as they move into a

dorm at Eastern lllinois University in August 2025. (Getty Images/Tribune News Ser-

vice/Chicago Tribune/John J. Kim)

Colleges find themselves at the intersection of several challenging trends: demographic drop-off leading to
fewer Americans of traditional college age, rising student debt, the effect of Al on jobs and loss of government
funding. As colleges face declining enrollment, some are trying to refashion themselves as direct routes to
jobs. But in a rapidly changing world, institutions are unsure how to do this and whether they should move

away from their traditional liberal arts focus. While some adherents say a well-rounded college education
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gives students the cognitive competence they will need to learn the work skills of the future, other experts
argue that for most young people, learning specific vocational skills is a faster, more cost-effective route to a
job. Meanwhile, politicians at the state and federal level are looking at shifting funding to alternative job-train-

ing pathways and to institutions showing the greatest return for the dollar invested vs. the salary gained.

Overview

Ryder Paredes, 22, had been a computer science undergraduate student for three years. “Al was still in its
infancy,” when he began his studies, he said. But by last year, the capacity of artificial intelligence (Al) in his
field had advanced so much that the Montclair, N.J., native feared he could no longer get a job with the al-
ready outdated skills offered by a computer science degree. Paredes dropped out of college last year and is
now in trade school studying to be an electrician. “At first | was in denial,” Paredes said. “But eventually | had

to just face it.” 1

Paredes has plenty of company. Increasing numbers of high school graduates are exploring alternatives to
a four-year college degree, including apprenticeships and short courses in specific job skills that provide a
certificate or other alternative credential rather than a Bachelor of Arts or Science degree. Recent data from
the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, a research group that compiles data on postsecondary
enrolliment, show that enrollment in certificate programs and community colleges, which have a more voca-

tional focus, is continuing to rise at a faster clip than those at four-year colleges. 2
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At the Apex Technical School in Manhattan, students learn skilled trades through hands-on
experience, such as in this Advanced Electrical program class in July. (AFP/Getty Images/

Angela Weiss)

Colleges find themselves at the intersection of several challenging trends: demographic drop-off leading to
fewer Americans of traditional college age, rising student debt, the effect of Al on jobs and loss of government
funding. As colleges face declining enrollment, some are trying to refashion themselves as direct routes to
jobs. But in a rapidly changing world, institutions are unsure how to do this and whether they should move
away from their traditional liberal arts focus. While some adherents say a well-rounded college education
gives students the cognitive competence they will need to learn the work skills of the future, other experts
argue that for most young people, learning specific vocational skills is a faster, more cost-effective route to a
job. Meanwhile, politicians at the state and federal level are looking at shifting funding to alternative job-train-

ing pathways and to institutions showing the greatest return for the dollar invested vs. the salary gained.

The most recent spring enroliment data underlines these trends in young adults’ reorientation toward career-
based training and their growing disenchantment with some forms of higher education in the age of Al. Com-
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munity colleges have seen enrollment grow 5.2 percent since 2021. Meanwhile, the number of students ma-
joring in computer science dropped for the first time in five years amid rising college student concerns about

Al reducing the currency of coding and other computer skills learned in college. 3

In the toughest job markets faced by new graduates since the pandemic, many students, as well as experts,
are questioning the value of a college degree when weighed against its cost and the debt that many students
take on. Almost four in 10 students who enter four-year colleges drop out without getting a degree, and more

than 40 percent of graduates can’t find a job requiring a college credential, so even those who complete their

courses may end up working low-paid jobs, at least initially. 4

A billboard advertises Kansas City Kansas Community College. Enrollment in community

colleges, which often have a more vocational focus and certificate program options, has

been rising in recent years. (Getty Images/UGC/Universal Images Group/Michael Siluk)

A new Lumina Foundation-Gallup poll released on May 12 finds only 25 percent of adults without a college
degree believe most people can afford a quality education — the lowest level recorded since 2022. Pres-
sures are also affecting students’ willingness to continue their college education, the survey found. One-third

of students has considered leaving school in the past six months. The main reasons, the survey found, were
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emotional stress and mental health difficulties, followed by the cost of school. 5

Most people who have dropped out (69 percent) say they’d like to reenroll, according to the survey. Yet only
2 to 3 percent of the 43 million Americans who have dropped out actually return to college, according to the

Education Data Initiative. 6

That gap between intention and reenrolling may be because many of these dropouts are working adults, often
with children or other family dependents, says Courtney Brown, vice president of Impact and Planning at the
Lumina Foundation, a private foundation committed to expanding learning opportunities for all. Yet most col-
leges schedule their classes, counseling office hours and other services from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., tailoring them

to full-time students who entered directly from high school and creating a barrier for working adults.

Recent college graduates are more likely to be unemployed than the average worker, although they have bet-
ter employment prospects than their peers with no college degree. The unemployment rate for college grads
in March was 5.6 percent, compared with 4.2 percent for all workers and 7.2 percent for young workers 22 to

27 without a college degree, according to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. 7

Considering those trends, some experts argue that a four-year college degree is no longer worth it, and the
nation should put more investment into apprenticeships and other shorter pathways to jobs. “Higher educa-
tion institutions do a good job of equipping young people with cognitive skills but do not do a good job of
giving them work experience, which is increasingly important with what Al is doing to entry-level work,” says
Ryan Craig, cofounder of Apprenticeships for America and managing partner at Achieve Partners, a private
equity firm that invests in companies that build apprenticeships. Unless a prospective student plans to major
in a high-demand technical field and chooses a prestigious college that offers a work-based program like a
guaranteed internship, Craig says, “then it's a really tough decision to say I'll enroll and take on debt to earn

a degree.”

Yet recent studies still find that graduates with a bachelor’s degree earn about 70 percent more and suffer

less unemployment than high school graduates. 8
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College Degrees Still Deliver Better Work Prospects

Research shows educational attainment aligns with higher earnings and lower
unemployment. In 2024, workers age 25 and older with doctoral degrees had
the lowest unemployment rate (1.2 percent), while those without a high school
diploma had the highest unemployment rate (6.2 percent).

Earnings and Unemployment Rates, by Education Level, 2024*
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Source: “Education pays, 2024,” Career Outlook, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, May
2025, https://tinyurl.com/bvsaxmb5.

“The college degree is still going to be incredibly valuable and provide workers with opportunities and re-
silience to navigate the labor market over their entire career,” says Zack Mabel, director of research at the
Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, citing data that college graduates continue
to earn a significant premium compared with those without a degree. Mabel says he shares critics’ concerns
about the high college dropout rate, but “that doesn’t mean that the college degree is not worthwhile. ... What
it really means is we need to put our public money where our mouth is and provide the types of supports that

we know work to increase degree completion.”

Advocates for college say the four years provide other societal benefits — such as high-level critical thinking

skills, which will become even more important as Al replaces some basic work tasks — and an educated
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population employed in the kinds of jobs that spur the economy.

Colleges can and should fulfill both needs: career readiness along with teaching traditional liberal arts — “the
skills to acquire new skills,” says Matt Sigelman, president of the Burning Glass Institute, a labor analytics

firm.

“On the one hand, students must have the applied skills to be work-ready on day one, and on the other hand,
students need to have a robust preparation in the fundamental skills they can get through liberal arts as a way

to keep advancing through their careers,” he says.

Research by the Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce has estimated that increasing the num-
ber of people who get college degrees — thereby increasing their incomes — could result in a gross domestic
product (GDP) boost of $542 billion from increased spending for goods and services, as well as increasing

tax revenues and reducing government spending on public assistance programs. 9

Meanwhile, employers remain cautious about hiring amid uncertainties about the economic climate and the

changes that Al might make in the future. 10

In June, Business Insider reported on 16 companies that had attributed recent layoffs to letting Al do the job
instead of humans, including multinational tech company Cisco, which announced in May it would lay off close
to 4,000 people. However, on July 1 CNBC reported that several large corporations that laid off workers and
replaced them with Al now regret those decisions. Ford is rehiring hundreds of engineers, CNBC reported,
to work on quality problems Al could not fix. IBM found that Al systems couldn’t handle some of the routine
requests to its human resources department, such as those involving ethical dilemmas, and announced plans

to triple entry-level hiring across all business units this year. 11

Recent polls show that confidence in the value of a college education has been declining in recent years,
both among the general public and college students. A Gallup poll last year found that just over a third of
Americans considered a college education very important — a steep decline from previous years. In 2019,
just over half of U.S. adults, 53 percent, said a college degree was very important. That was already a drop
from 70 percent in 2013 and 75 percent in 2010. Fewer than four in 10 college graduates say college is very

important, according to Gallup. 12

As for preparing students for well-paying jobs in today’s economy, more than half of Americans (55 percent)

give colleges and universities fair or poor ratings in a survey from the Pew Research Center. 13
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Fewer Students and Fewer Prospects

Students may already be voting with their feet. Enroliment this year dropped slightly at four-year private non-
profit colleges, though it rose at public four-year and community colleges, according to the most recent spring

2026 statistics from the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. 14

Patrick Lane, vice president for policy analysis and research at the Western Interstate Commission for Higher
Education (WICHE), which tracks enrollment and graduation rates nationally, notes that the Northeast and
Midwest have been seeing declining college enroliment, especially among small private colleges, mainly for

financial reasons.

Exacerbated financial pressures may be a result of recent changes to government student loans that make

pricier institutions less accessible. (For more information, see CQ Researcher’s “U.S. Student Debt” report.)

Though a court recently paused part of those changes, only graduate programs are affected. 15

Although college enrollment hit a 10-year high in fall 2025 and again in spring 2026, largely fueled by com-
munity colleges, enroliment has still declined since its peak in 2010 at 21 million. One reason: College-going
rates for high school grads have declined from 70 percent in 2016 to around 62 percent in 2022 (the most

recent year for which statistics are available). 16

In addition, colleges will soon face a “demographic cliff’; Even if the same percentage of students chose to
go to college, it would be 62 percent of a smaller number. The number of 18-year-olds, the traditional age for
entering college, is expected to gradually decline because fertility rates (births per 1,000 women) have been
falling since 2007 and are expected to continue to drop. By 2041, the number of high school graduates will

be 13 percent fewer than in 2025, predicted WICHE. 17
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U.S. Colleges Face Looming Demographic Cliff

Due to declining fertility rates, the number of students entering college will
gradually decrease in coming years. By 2041, researchers predict there will be
10.3 percent fewer high school graduates than there were in 2023.

Projected Change of High School Graduates from 2023
2.6%

2030 2035 2041

2025

-3.1% -3.4%

Source: Patrick Lane, Colleen Falkenstern and
Peace Bransberger, “Knocking at the College Door:
Projections of High School Graduates,” Western
Interstate Commission for Higher Education, -10.3%
December 2024, p.13, https://tinyurl.com/5n9uzn42.

However, “the declining number of high school grads has not hit higher ed yet, broadly speaking,” says Lane.

The latest spring enroliment figures released June 4 by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center

underscore many of the trends around affordability and career-readiness concerns:

* Undergraduate enrollment increased fastest for certificates (up 10 percent from last year) reaching
768,000. Bachelor’s degree students increased 1 percent from last year to 8.4 million.

» Public institutions saw the most enrollment growth, with community colleges growing 3.1 percent
over last year and public four-year colleges up 1.5 percent. By contrast, enroliment at private non-
profit four-year colleges, which are generally more expensive, dropped slightly by 0.1 percent.

» Enroliment at community colleges with a high vocational focus rose 2.8 percent. 18
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College Closures

When Hampshire College in Amherst, Mass., announced in April that it would shut its doors in fall 2026, it
drew additional attention to the question of how many others were likely to follow suit. According to one pro-
jection, 442 of the nation’s 1,700 private nonprofit colleges are at risk of closing or merging in the next decade.
19

Colleges like Hampshire “are very dependent on tuition ... they’re not bringing in state or research dollars,

and they are seeing students that are more cost conscious” — all factors that “make it a difficult time for them,”

says Lane.
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Graduates celebrate at the May commencement ceremony at Hampshire College in
Ambherst, Mass. The school announced in April that it will be closing after the fall 2026 se-

mester, amid declining student enrollment. (Getty Images/The Boston Globe/Finn Gomez)

Nearly 300 colleges and universities offering an associate degree or higher closed between 2008 and 2023,
but the majority of those (more than 60 percent) were for-profit operators. Prime reasons for closure were loss
of accreditation and financial challenges, exacerbated by high dropout rates. Enroliment declines during the

COVID-19 pandemic added to their financial insolvency. 20

In contrast to for-profit schools, most colleges survived the pandemic “thanks to timely federal support and
emergency actions taken to freeze or reduce personnel costs,” according to the Federal Reserve Bank of

Philadelphia. 21

However, in the past five years, private nonprofit colleges have been shutting down at a faster rate than for-
profits, according to Best Colleges, a college-ranking website. Since March 2020, it counted 49 nonprofit or
public campuses that have closed and another 40 that merged or announced merger plans, it reported in
April. Last year, at least 12 nonprofit or public colleges closed or merged, citing financial issues and declining

enrollment. 22

The accelerating closure trend among nonprofit four-year colleges was evident as early as 2023. By that year
7.3 percent of the 1,715 nonprofit four-year colleges that were open in 1996 had closed, compared with just
1.7 percent by 2006, according to the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia. Their analysis cited the declin-
ing share of high school graduates headed to college and the withdrawal of pandemic-era federal funding as

contributing to an increase in closures during 2023 and into 2024. 23

Colleges Pivot to Attract More Students

Colleges have initiated a wide variety of approaches aimed at attracting more students and addressing their
affordability and job concerns — three-year degrees, apprenticeship degrees, free tuition, the guarantee of a

job post-graduation and more direct help making career links to employers.
Recently, two highly selective universities, Yale University and the University of Chicago, announced they
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would expand their admissions for qualified students for upcoming freshman classes. Yale announced that it
would increase the size of its faculty to support an additional 100 students per year starting with its 2025-2026
fall entering class. While increasing the class size, “the university will maintain its commitment to admitting
exceptional students regardless of their financial resources,” Yale Provost Scott Strobel and dean of Yale Col-
lege Pericles Lewis announced. By fall 2025, more than one in three Yale undergraduates was a first-gener-

ation college student or from a low-income family.

The University of Chicago administration said in May that it would return to the growth trajectory it was on from
the early 2000s until the pandemic. “Gradually expanding the size of the College over time has allowed more
talented students to benefit from the University’s distinctive and rigorous experience,” a university spokesper-
son wrote to the student newspaper, The Chicago Maroon. However, an editorial in The Chicago Maroon
opposed the expansion, saying it would “dilute” the student experience without concomitant investments in
expanded faculty, dorms and classroom space. In January, American University in Washington, D.C., an-
nounced a $4,500 stipend for every undergraduate to engage in an internship. Valuable internships are often
unpaid and therefore affordable only by upper middle-class or wealthy students, says Kathleen delLaski, au-
thor of the 2025 book, Who Needs College Anymore? and founder of Education Design Lab, which advises

colleges and employers on how to design shorter, more targeted forms of education. 24

“Four-year universities are going to need to function somewhat more like community colleges,” in training
graduates for jobs in the Al era, says Mark Muro, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, a think tank in
Washington, D.C. Muro coauthored a 2024 report that predicted that more than 30 percent of workers could
see half their tasks replaced by Al — a prediction he now says could come true as early as this year, adding

that this Al trend could eliminate some jobs. 25

“Almost all of the most exposed occupations are clearly B.A. or college-supported information and office jobs”
— the “sweet spot” for entry-level jobs among college grads, Muro says. “Universities need to think about:

‘How do we teach Al as an important element of helping students to develop careers?””

As examples of colleges that are starting to do this, in a recent talk Muro cited Ohio State, which has woven
“Al fluency” into its required introductory general education course, and Purdue, which is making “Al working

competency” a requirement of graduation. 26

Dario Amodei, CEO of Anthropic, a San Francisco-based Al company famous for developing the Claude Al
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assistant, predicted that half of all entry-level white-collar jobs will be wiped out within the next five years. A
Stanford University paper estimated that employment among young workers aged 22 to 25 in the most Al-ex-
posed occupations, such as software developers, fell by 16 percent relative to less-exposed fields between

late 2022 (after ChatGPT was introduced) and September 2025. 27
But there’s little consensus about how four-year colleges should address this challenge.

Last year, California State University, the largest four-year public college system in the U.S., comprising 22
campuses, introduced an Al initiative that involved a $16.9 million deal with OpenAl to provide 500,000 li-
censes of ChatGPT to be issued to all students, faculty and administrators. At the time, administrators touted

this as “the nation’s first and largest Al-powered public university system.” 28

California Polytechnic State University junior Langdon Block wrote that he was “worried about the dangerous
precedent of hooking students on Al tools, seemingly without input from faculty.” Having the expensive premi-
um model of ChatGPT offered by the university at his fingertips would be like constantly checking the answers
at the back of a textbook, he argued: “[R]elying on it too much defeats the purpose of learning foundational
skills.” By contrast, using the less extensive free model of Al tools “reminds me, ‘Hey, you have a brain and

121

critical thinking skills; you don’t need me for everything,” he wrote. 29

Many faculty, fearing students would use ChatGPT to cheat, opted for in-person tests using blue books or
used plagiarism detectors like Turnitin to try to catch Al-generated work, CalMatters, a nonprofit newsroom,

reported. 30

The dangers of college students cheating with the help of Al gained national prominence in May when Stan-
ford University senior Theo Baker described a culture of “omnipresent” cheating with Al on his campus in an
op-ed for The New York Times. “| don’t know a single person who hasn’t used Al to get through some assign-

ment in college, yet the school was at first slow to realize how widespread this would become,” he wrote. 31

This month, in an interview with The Chronicle of Higher Education, Brown University Professor of Economics
Roberto Serrano expressed frustration with what he called his university’s inaction in the face of a cheating
scandal he reported. In his midterm take-home final, nearly half of the students in his class earned a perfect
100 score — unprecedented in his years of teaching the class, he said. When his assistants fed one of the

qguestions into ChatGPT, it gave a “convoluted” answer that appeared on many of the exams, Serrano said.
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The value of the degree from a prestigious university “will go down if these universities produce mediocre
graduates that refuse to work,” he said. He changed his final to an in-person test, and 27 students dropped
the course, including 22 who had obtained perfect scores on the midterm. The average score on the final was

48.6, so Serrano voided the midterm. 32

A petition organized by San Francisco State University faculty and signed by nearly 1,000 faculty members
asked the California State University Chancellor not to renew its contract with OpenAl and to spend the funds
instead to protect faculty jobs threatened by the introduction of Al. It pointed to the mass layoffs of faculty that
had already occurred at Cal State in the midst of a budget crisis. The petition stated that ChatGPT Edu, the
version of the chatbot designed for higher education being offered at Cal State, does not use reliable sources
and is “indifferent to whether its answers are correct.” “We believe that investing in [Cal State’s] human work-
force is the best way to ensure the quality of research, teaching and learning,” the petition said. Some faculty
also cited concerns that ChatGPT has dangerous effects on mental health, pointing to lawsuits on behalf of

plaintiffs who died by suicide after allegedly using ChatGPT as a “suicide coach.” 33

“We see Al entering an ecosystem of education that is already weakened by austerity measures,” said Martha
Kenney, a leading organizer of the petition and a professor in the women and gender studies department at
San Francisco State University, which has been buffeted by falling enroliment and an 8 percent state budget
cut, leading to the firing of faculty members. She also expressed concern that the use of Al would create an

intellectually passive student. 34

In contrast, Taiyo Inouye, a professor of math at Cal Poly Maritime Academy in Vallejo, Calif., expressed sup-
port for the agreement with OpenAl: “The very real concerns about hallucinations [the term for Al's sometimes
false output] and mental health are precisely why we need faculty and institutions in the conversation, not

standing outside it.” 35

Touting the new initiative, San Jose State University President Cynthia Teniente-Matson compared herself to
Silicon Valley tech leaders in an interview with The New York Times: “We’re all trying to do the same thing ...
which is to mobilize our entire workforce in this rapidly changing environment to adapt, create, innovate and

be more productive.” 36

In May, Cal State officials renewed the OpenAl contract for three years at $13 million per year.
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In a newsletter to faculty and staff, Vice Chancellor Patrick J. Lenz said Cal State “will increase training op-
portunities and create clear, consistent and student-centered guidance on Al use, privacy and expectations
so that faculty and students can use Al with confidence.” As part of its Al effort, he said, Cal State had worked
with industry leaders to create short-term, paid internships so students “can apply their Al skills in real-world

settings.” 37

Much of the debate about how to prepare college students for today’s rapidly changing working world comes
down to the question: Should colleges centered around a liberal arts education abandon that tradition in favor
of a more vocational orientation? That debate came to the fore most recently when the most detailed study
to date, based on Texas data, was released in May and identified which undergraduate degrees provide the
best return on investment. It found that the biggest payoffs occurred for those with degrees in engineering and
architecture; business and economics; and security and protective services. Liberal arts and social science

students saw among the lowest returns. 38

That study confirmed past research finding liberal arts majors tend to earn less than those in technical fields.
Across the country, colleges have been shutting down or merging humanities departments into other pro-

grams as the number of majors in humanities has been declining. 39

As prospective college students and their parents look at the grim earnings forecasts for some traditional de-
grees, the increasingly pressing question is whether the investment in a college education is worth it. The
average annual cost for tuition and fees at a private college is now almost $45,000 (and $25,000 at a public

college for out-of-state tuition/fees). 40

“That price tag has made a liberal arts degree a luxury good,” says delLaski. Advising everyone to go to col-

lege, she says, is akin to saying “We should all have a BMW.”

But champions of liberal arts say people with those degrees still do better on average than their peers with no
college degree, and that there are nonmonetary benefits both individually and societally. Commenting on the
Texas study, Dick Startz, an economist at the University of California, Santa Barbara, said, “One of the basic
tenets of economics is that money is not all that matters. If you just ask people about job satisfaction, people

with lots of liberal arts degrees are just as happy as anybody else with their jobs and their careers.” 41

At a debate last year, “Is College Still Worth 1t?”, at Arizona State University, Bridget Burns, executive director
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of the University Innovation Alliance, which advises universities on how to increase the number of graduates,
said, “We want to live in a society of educated people,” noting people with college degrees are more like-
ly to vote and contribute more to the economy by paying more taxes than those without. And money aside,
“Anyone living in America right now wants to live in a society where people understand how to listen to each
other’s ideas, how to be nimble and malleable in their thinking. College is about more than content, it's about

awakening your soul,” she said. 42

Indeed, there’s a growing consensus that young people need to be equipped with skills that are special to
humans and can’t be delegated to Al. Sometimes called “soft skills” or “durable skills,” they include critical
thinking, communication and teamwork. These are often cited by employers in surveys as skills they’re seek-
ing, says Mary Gatta, director of research and policy at the National Association of Colleges and Employers

(NACE), representing college career advisers and employers that recruit at colleges. 43

However, there’s less consensus on how these skills should be developed. NACE has identified communi-
cation and critical thinking as among eight essential career competencies, which it says colleges typically
develop through their courses. But “helping students articulate and demonstrate their skills to employers is
really important,” Gatta says. At job interviews, students need to describe how they’ve acquired these skills,
whether through classes, internships or extracurricular activities, says Gatta, and NACE is encouraging col-

leges to help students do that.

But deLaski isn’t convinced a college education is necessary to acquire “durable” skills. She would like to see

special credentials created for them — the equivalent of “a black belt in critical thinking,” she says.

In addition, deLaski’s organization is working on creating short pathways to jobs with two or three “microcre-
dentials,” which aim to impart a specific job skill that employers say they need, in courses lasting six months

to ayear. 44

The movement to create nondegree credentials aimed at specific occupations has exploded in recent years,
moving beyond more established certificates in the construction trades or licenses for fields like nursing that
are recognized by industry. Completion of short-term certificates, which take less than a year of training,
surged by 33 percent from 2013 to 2023, compared with an 8 percent rise in bachelor’s degrees. Certificates
tend to be significantly less costly than a college degree, ranging from $50 per month for several months to

more than $6,000, depending on the specialty, according to Coursera, an online learning platform that offers
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professional certificates as well as degrees. 45

There are now 1.8 million credentials (including college and high school degrees) of various types, according
to the credential-mapping organization Credential Engine. That includes occupational licenses, industry-rec-
ognized certifications, microcredentials, certificates and over one million “digital badges” for specific skills. (In

2021, Credential Engine counted just under one million credentials.) 46

But a report released last year by the American Enterprise Institute, a center-right conservative think tank, and
the labor analytics firm Burning Glass Institute called the credentials field the “Wild West” because of the lack
of reliable information about which credentials actually help someone launch a career, move up the career
ladder or make wage gains. In a study of some 23,000 credentials, only about a third provided benefits based

on one of those measures, says study coauthor Matt Sigelman, president of the Burning Glass Institute.

“Credentials are supposed to be a way of signaling readiness for a given career or proficiency with a given
technology or skill,” to both job seekers and employers, says Sigelman. “The problem is that credentials only

sometimes work — and actually most credentials don’t.”

However, the report found that the top 10 percent of credentials provided an incremental earnings boost of
nearly $5,000 annually just one year after earning the credential, compared with peers who did not have the
credential. For example, earning premiums ranged from $5,500 in data science and $5,700 in marketing to

$14,150 in nursing. 47

Some experts say the nation needs to rethink the goal of the past few decades of encouraging more people

to attend college.
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' TOYOTA

NORTH CAROLINA

An apprenticeship program at Guilford Technical Community College, in Greensboro, N.C.,
allows students to work at Toyota, giving them practical, firsthand experience while they

earn their education. (AFP/Getty Images/Allison Joyce)

“As a country, we've overinvested in tuition-based, classroom-based, debt-based infrastructure and underin-
vested in work-based earn-and-learn” programs like apprenticeships and internships, says Ryan Craig, co-
founder of the advocacy group Apprenticeships for America and managing director at Achieve Partners, which
invests in companies that help employers engage apprentices. “In a digital era, the skills employers can’t find
are actually easier to learn on the job than they are in the classroom,” he says, especially as more of the en-
try-level “grunt work” is performed by Al. “As a country, we're spending $400-500 billion on classroom-based

learning. There needs to be more of a balance.”

The Congressional Budget Office has previously projected that federal spending on student loans alone will

reach close to $400 billion over the decade ending in 2034. 48
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President Donald Trump issued an executive order last year setting a goal to create one million apprentice-

ships a year. Currently, the Department of Labor counts about 700,000 registered apprentices. 49

But John Colborn, executive director of Apprenticeships for America, says the administration hasn’t made an

equivalent promise in dollars. “We need to be talking numbers with a b —billions,” he says.

Still, Zack Mabel, director of research at the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce,
says the country also needs to focus on the 66 percent of well-paying jobs that the center projects will require

a bachelor’s or graduate degree by 2031. 50

“We need to make college education work better for people who are starting on that pathway because, in
fact, our economy needs that,” he says, “and when people do complete their programs, that is setting them
up for the greatest chance of success over the long term.” The key, he says, would be to focus on reducing
the high college dropout rate, now running at almost 40 percent. If more people complete college, he says,

“‘we’re helping the economy grow by virtue of producing more college educated talent.”

And current college students appear to share a more optimistic view of their chances, according to a new sur-
vey, released in February by Gallup, of 4,000 college students and 6,000 graduates. About 9 in 10 bachelor’s
students believe the overall investment is worth it, and three-quarters of college graduates say it's worth the

cost. 51

Background

Expanding College Enroliment

In 1940, under 5 percent of the U.S. population had a college degree, and most jobs did not require a degree.
The Gl Bill (officially the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944) made college accessible and free to mostly
white returning vets of World War Il, providing tuition and living expenses for college or vocational training.
(While the bill did not nominally bar veterans of color from benefiting, it was implemented in such a way that

the 1.2 million Black World War Il veterans were largely shut out.) 52

The National Defense Education Act in 1958 authorized the first federal student loans to students in scientific
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fields, amid Cold War fears that the Soviet Union, which had launched the first space satellite, Sputnik, the

year before was leapfrogging ahead of the United States. 53

Until the 1960s, less than 10 percent of adults — mostly white men — attended college. The decade saw

rapidly expanding college enroliment as the first wave of Baby Boomers reached college age. 54

|

(‘Ti ;“

President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (also known as
the Gl Bill) at the White House in June 1944, providing educational funding, among other

benefits, for veterans returning from active duty. (Getty Images/HUM Images/Universal Im-

ages Group/Contributor)

Broadened access to financial aid contributed to a 45 percent increase in undergraduate enroliment between

1945 and 1960, along with the opening of new community colleges. 55

By the 1960s, manager roles proliferated as departments grew in business, finance, marketing and research.
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College degrees were a requirement for half of all management jobs. 56

The Guaranteed Student Loan Program, also known as the Federal Family Education Loan Program (FFEL),
was approved by Congress in the Higher Education Act of 1965, part of President Lyndon Johnson’s “Great
Society” programs. Under the program, loans were issued by private banks but guaranteed by the federal

government. 57

By the 1970s, the proportion of the population enrolled in college had doubled. (In 1947, about 1.6 percent of

the population was enrolled in college; by 1970, that share rose to 4.2 percent of the population.) 58

Starting in the 1972 to 1973 school year, the federal government offered the first Pell Grants, originally called
Basic Educational Opportunity Grants, to cover tuition for lower-income students. In response to complaints
from middle-class families about the increasing unaffordability of college, Congress passed the Middle-In-
come Student Assistance Act of 1978, which broadened eligibility for low-interest federal student loans to

more income groups. 59

College Costs Rise

During the 1990s, college costs and student debt both saw rapid rises. To help counter those rising costs, the
1992 Higher Education Act reauthorization broadened access to federal loans even further for middle-income

students.

Apprenticeships gained bipartisan interest as the income gap widened between college graduates and others.
60

President George H.W. Bush proposed the Youth Apprenticeship Act of 1992 to link high school education
with paid work experience and training, but it did not pass. In 1994, President Bill Clinton persuaded Congress
to pass the School-to-Work Opportunities Act (STWOA) of 1994. However, the grant program ended up fund-

ing internships and job shadowing, and few apprenticeships emerged from it. It sunsetted in 2021. 61

In 2007, Congress created the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program, which incentivized college gradu-
ates to enter government jobs — typically in professions such as education and social work. After applicants

had completed 10 years of service and payments, the program would forgive the remaining balance on direct
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loans. 62

Also in 2007, the nation’s fertility rate reached a peak; it has fallen 24 percent since then — a declining trend

that is expected to continue. 63

In response to the Great Recession of 2007 to 2009, more adults returned to college to improve their job

prospects. College enroliment peaked at 21 million in 2010, about 7 percent of the total U.S. population. 64

President Barack Obama supported the American Apprenticeship Initiative late in his second term, resulting
in a $100 million pilot project launched in 2015 that provided grants to boost apprenticeships in such high-

growth fields as healthcare and biotech. 65

Also, that year, President Obama made free college a national issue, calling for the elimination of tuition at
community colleges for most students. Dubbed America’s College Promise, his proposal was modeled after
the Tennessee Promise, which launched the year before. The nationwide effort didn’t succeed, but at least 30

states have started similar promise programs in the years since. 66

The COVID pandemic, starting in 2020, led to dramatic declines in enrollment at community colleges and
smaller declines at four-year colleges. By 2022, entry into two-year colleges was 21 percent lower than be-
fore the pandemic, but only 6 percent lower at four-year colleges. Some analysts attributed this decline to
remote instruction at K-12 schools, which left graduating high schoolers with less in-person support from col-
lege counselors and teachers when it came to filling out college and financial aid applications. Enroliment at
four-year colleges quickly rebounded. By spring 2024, undergraduate enrolliment was up 2.5 percent com-

pared with the previous spring, though still below pre-pandemic levels. 67

In 2020, responding to the economic disruptions of the pandemic, President Trump signed the COVID-19
Emergency Relief for Student Loans Act, pausing student loan payments, stopping collections on defaulted
loans and initiating a zero percent interest rate on federal loans. The Biden administration extended that pro-

gram in 2021 and 2022. 68

On June 26, 2020, President Trump issued an executive order to encourage federal agencies to remove de-
gree requirements and replace them with skills-based hiring. Maryland was the first state to adopt a similar

change in requirements for state government jobs, followed by 20 other states. 69
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President Joe Biden, in his first 100 days as president in 2021, proposed a $109 billion program for free com-
munity college, but the proposal failed to move forward in Congress. Biden would make several more, smaller
proposals to fund grants aimed at making community colleges tuition-free in 2023 and again in 2024, but none

passed in Congress. 70

In 2022, the Biden administration proposed a plan to cancel up to $20,000 in student loans for eligible borrow-
ers. Following legal challenges, the Supreme Court ruled 6-3 in 2023 that the administration lacked authority
to implement changes of this magnitude without congressional approval. Although the Biden administration
failed in several subsequent efforts at student loan forgiveness, it did forgive nearly $189 billion in loans for 5

million people over four years. 71
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A demonstration for canceling student debt is held in front of the Supreme Court in Wash-
ington, D.C., in February 2023. The Court ultimately ruled against the Biden administration’s
efforts to forgive up to $20,000 in student loans for some borrowers. (Getty Im-

ages/Bloomberg/Valerie Plesch)

Also in 2022, OpenAl released ChatGPT, a generative Al chatbot, which became the fastest-spreading tech
platform in history and reached 1 billion monthly visits just four months after its launch. The advent of ChatG-

PT soon raised questions about whether Al could replace American jobs. 72

In 2023, a bill passed in Texas that shifted the funding formula for community colleges away from the tradi-
tional basis — how many students were enrolled — to a performance basis, rewarding colleges based on
how many students graduate with a credential in a high-performance field (including certificates) or transfer

to a four-year college. 73

In July 2025, President Trump signed the Budget Reconciliation Act of 2025 (One Big Beautiful Bill Act), which
includes a maijor restructuring of the student loan system that raises student loan payments for most bor-
rowers. The bill also includes Workforce Pell legislation, which expands Pell Grant eligibility to learners and

workers who want to pursue a short-term job training program. 74

In recent years several colleges have been offering job guarantees to college graduates, while others have
been making offers of free tuition to a widened spectrum of students. The University of Tulsa guarantees
undergrads a job offer or graduate school admission within six months of graduation. If a student meets all
requirements but fails to get a job, the university offers a free semester of graduate tuition. Other colleges,
including Curry College in Massachusetts and Davenport University in Michigan, also guarantee their gradu-

ates a job if they participate in career development while attending college. 75

More than 100 schools now offer free tuition based on family income, including state schools and selective
private universities. Although schools have recently expanded free tuition to higher family incomes, programs
with lower thresholds have existed for decades. In 2004, Harvard made history when it announced parents
with incomes under $40,000 would no longer need to make any contribution toward their children’s education,
saying it was the first selective college to do so. It raised its cutoff to $200,000 in March 2025. In 2024, several

colleges including the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and the University of Texas system, an-
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nounced they would offer free tuition to students whose family income fell below a certain threshold — less

than $200,000 at MIT and $100,000 or less to in-state students in Texas. 76

Rutgers University offers a freshman, for-credit seminar that allows students to explore career areas of inter-
est, including taking a self-assessment before they choose a major and “start thinking about building out their
entire career journey,” according to William Jones, assistant vice provost for career development at the Rut-
gers campus in New Brunswick, N.J. Rutgers has also created a career mentoring network, which includes
being an intern for a day at a company of interest and helps students expand their network of potential em-

ployers, according to Jones. 77

Current Situation

Federal and State Actions

Following President Trump’s pledge to create one million apprenticeships yearly, the Department of Labor
announced on Jan. 6 that it will make $145 million available over four years to companies and intermediaries

to set up apprenticeships. 78
On July 1, Workforce Pell grants went into effect. 79

On April 17, the Department of Education announced that it was seeking public comment on a proposed rule
that would cut off federal student loans to undergraduate programs whose graduates fail to earn a positive
return on investment — if, for example, its graduates do not earn more than a high school graduate. The
department’s announcement said its new “accountability” framework “will break the cycle of low return on in-
vestment for students and taxpayers.” The federal student loan portfolio now approaches $1.7 ftrillion, and

“students are left financially worse off than if they had never attended college,” the announcement said.

The new framework would hold all programs, from certificate to graduate programs, “accountable for their

graduates’ earnings,” based on data reported to the federal government, according to the department. 80
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Students walk across campus at the University of Chicago in February. The university will

be offering free tuition to any student whose family makes less than $250,000 per year, be-
ginning in the fall semester of 2027. (Getty Images/Tribune News Service/Chicago Tri-

bune/Terrance Antonio James)

The Education Department’s proposal follows a broad movement among state governments toward “perfor-
mance-based funding” for state-funded colleges. Currently 31 states look at a college’s performance — on
such issues as students completing their degree, attaining a credential or getting placed in a job — in allo-
cating funding to community colleges, and 29 states do so for four-year colleges, according to the Education

Commission of the States, which advises education leaders and government officials in all 50 states. 81

College Actions

Both four-year colleges and two-year community colleges are increasingly adopting approaches to tie the cur-
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riculum and their students more closely to jobs through a wide variety of approaches.

A report released in January by the think tank New America found that about 350 higher education institutions
nationwide offer nearly 600 apprenticeship programs. They combine on-the-job training, paid work experience
and classroom instruction aligned to the employer’s needs. Registered nursing and K-12 teaching account
for the largest share of the 91 degrees offered. Two-thirds of the programs offer two-year associate degrees,

while 29 percent offer bachelor’s degrees. 82

Four-year colleges are also introducing changes to make their institutions more affordable to middle-class

families:

* Yale University announced in January that starting in fall 2026 it would eliminate all billed costs — in-
cluding tuition, housing and the meal plan — for freshmen who come from families earning less than
$100,000 a year and would ensure need-based scholarships for families earning below $200,000. 83

« Starting in the fall of 2027, the University of Chicago will offer free tuition to students from families
making less than $250,000 a year. 84

In April, the Khan Academy, a free digital learning platform, announced an online college degree program
costing under $10,000 for total tuition — with a bachelor’s degree in applied Al as its first offering. Offered
jointly with the TED Institute and ETS, a standardized testing nonprofit, its curriculum will be guided by corpo-
rate partners, including Google and Microsoft. Instead of lectures by professors, the faculty will create virtual
assignments that students can complete independently. Graduates will have transcripts with evaluations of
technical skills and durable skills like communication, according to Khan Academy founder Sal Khan. The

program is not yet accredited but expects to open applications within 12 to 18 months. 85

Short Features

@ _Show All
Apprenticeships Are Growing in America

Increased government support is needed to expand this pathway to jobs, advocates say.
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When Shannon Dison graduated from community college with an associate degree in computer science
four years ago, she could not find a job in the Huntsville, Ala., region where she lives. Competing with a

glut of new graduates in her field, she found employers wanted more experience or costly certifications in

specific computer languages.

- | S e ] -
Shannon Dison participates in training as part of a Toyota apprenticeship program in Al-

abama. She attends community college two days a week and has on-the-job training three

days a week. (Courtesy Calhoun Community College)

Feeling “desperate,” Dison went to work at the local Toyota manufacturing plant putting parts into engines

on the factory floor.

Her boss noticed she had a knack for fixing the machines she was working on and nominated her for Toy-
ota’s apprenticeship program, which trains maintenance technicians to work in advanced manufacturing,
fixing robotic and other factory machines. The 22-month program paid for her to go back to school at the
local community college two days a week and do on-the-job training three days a week at the factory. This
spring, as she was about to graduate from the program with an associate degree in applied science, the

25-year-old Elkmont, Ala., native said Toyota had offered her a full-time job. Dison estimates she will earn
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$100,000 in her first year with overtime, and about $180,000 in her second year.
“It's awesome,” she says. “| never thought I'd be where I'm at.”

The number of active apprentices in the U.S. has more than doubled over the past decade (between 2014
and 2024), according to the Department of Labor, which currently counts 700,388 apprentices registered

with the department. 1

Registered apprenticeships have traditionally been associated with construction trades, but they are in-
creasingly used to attract young workers to areas suffering talent shortages like skilled manufacturing,

nursing and teaching. 2

Over the next decade, the manufacturing sector will need to fill 3.8 million jobs, but community colleges
and apprenticeship programs are expected to fill only half of those, according to a Deloitte study. Toyota
said it's working to address this shortage through apprenticeships that expose young people to jobs they

may not have contemplated. 3

“Every industry has a storytelling problem” when it comes to promoting their jobs to young people, including
the insurance industry, says Julie Wilmes, apprentice program manager for Denver-based Pinnacol Assur-

ance, which sells workers’ compensation insurance to Colorado employers.

Pinnacol has offered a three-year apprenticeship program to high school students in the Denver-metro area
since 2017. An insurance underwriter is probably not high on a typical high school graduate’s list of desir-
able careers, but “through telling a captivating story of robust career pathways and providing opportunities
for hands-on learning, apprenticeship gets young people interested in industries they may not have consid-
ered before,” Wilmes says. When Pinnacol started its apprenticeship program, the company was projecting
a 28 percent loss of its workforce to retirement over the next 10 years. “We knew we would need to find

talent,” she says. “So, we decided to try apprenticeship as a way to build talent.”

Pinnacol now hires about 30 percent of the apprentices it trains, according to Wilmes. “The rest we prepare

to access excellent opportunities in the job market,” she says.

President Trump issued an executive order last year, framing a goal of creating 1 million apprentices a year.
In January, the Department of Labor followed Trump’s executive order by announcing a $145 million grant

program offering an incentive payment for each new apprentice enrolled by a business, nonprofit or other
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organization. On July 7, the Department of Labor announced it had awarded the grants to five recipients,

including the Florida Department of Commerce. 4

“We were really excited when the president set the goal” of 1 million apprenticeships, says John Colborn,
executive director of Apprenticeships for America, which advocates for expanding apprenticeships. The
administration has implemented “over half our recommendations,” he says, including streamlining some
regulations for creating registered apprenticeships. The Labor Department issued new guidelines on March
9 aimed at reducing burdens on apprenticeship sponsors and speeding up its determination of whether an

apprenticeship meets its registration requirements to no more than 30 days. 5

“The one thing the administration is not at the plate for,” Colborn says, is providing a “meaningful increase”

in dollars.

Advocates for the apprentice route say the nation still spends only a pittance on apprenticeships: $1 for

every $1,000 spent on higher education, according to Apprenticeships for America. 6

Some advocates say the United States should look to European countries like Switzerland, which engages

high school students in vocational pathways leading to apprenticeships and jobs. 7

In the U.S., apprentices make up only about 0.3 percent of the working population, compared with closer
to 2 to 3 percent in Germany, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. Whereas half of all Germans 18 to 24

are apprentices, only 2 percent of young adults in the U.S. engage in apprenticeships. 8

Some experts are skeptical the United States will ever make the kind of cultural and spending shift needed

to expand apprenticeships on that scale, arguing that most employers won’t want to pay for them.

“l don’t see a reality [of vastly expanded apprenticeships] given how business has traditionally oriented
themselves, which is largely to say, ‘We expect someone else to develop talent and then we will absorb
them and hire them,” says Zack Mabel, director of research at the Georgetown University Center on Edu-

cation and the Workforce.

Registering apprenticeships recognized by the Department of Labor can also be administratively complex

and difficult to set up, even advocates of apprenticeships acknowledge.

Requirements can vary in the 29 states where the program is administered by state agencies. “We think the

regulatory process has room for improvement: It's slow and cumbersome, especially for national employers
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that operate in multiple states,” says Colborn. Although informal apprenticeships exist between some small
businesses and young workers, they lack the portable credential provided by a registered apprenticeship,
which is recognized nationwide by industry. Registered apprenticeships also must meet requirements for

classroom training, wage increases and safety measures. 9

Ryan Craig, cofounder of Apprenticeships for America, says the key is not to depend on employers to de-
velop apprenticeships, but to create them through intermediaries, such as nonprofits or talent agencies,
which can handle the administrative work of pairing graduates with employers. That's how it works in Eu-

rope, he says, where the government often provides incentives to intermediary organizations.

In Colorado, an apprenticeship program modeled on the Swiss approach and designed in partnership with
high schools, launched after a group of business and government leaders visited Switzerland in 2015. The
program, CareerWise, acts as an intermediary, helping companies build training and handling government

paperwork. It has trained some 2,600 apprentices since its founding in 2016. 10

Students generally enter the program in their junior year of high school for three years, typically spending
three days in school and two days in the workplace. The organization also trains apprentices in New York
and has worked with more than 80 intermediaries across 35 states to build apprenticeships, according to

Ryan Gensler, executive vice president of CareerWise.
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A high school apprenticeship with Mastercard turned into a full-time job for Chris Grant

as a product designer. While working full-time, Grant now takes night classes — with as-
sistance from Mastercard that keeps him from incurring student debt — at the City Uni-

versity of New York’s Baruch College. (Courtesy Christopher Grant)

Chris Grant, 21, started a CareerWise apprenticeship with Mastercard as a high school junior in 2021 and

has been a full-time product designer with the company in New York City since 2024, designing apps and
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customer web interfaces. He now earns about $115,000 a year. Currently a junior taking night classes at
Baruch College of the City University of New York, he says he will have an “insane leg up” over other col-
lege graduates. He will graduate with “zero debt,” thanks to Mastercard paying for virtually all his college
tuition, and with the equivalent of six years of job experience. “Especially in this very contested job market,

there are so many reasons I'm blessed compared to my class right now,” he says.
» Sarah Glazer
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Outlook

The Future of Higher Education

Predictions for the future of college education and college graduates range from apocalyptic to optimistic.

Howard Gardner, professor of cognition and education at Harvard’s Graduate School of Education, has pre-
dicted that Al will have a radical impact on education because “Al instruments will eventually — if not quite

soon — do a more impressive job than we do” in acquiring knowledge and even in creative endeavors. 86

Those Al capabilities will displace the need for four years of college, he predicts. “Over the next 50 years,
colleges will be more like the Aspen Institute — places people will go for limited periods” on specific topics
of interest, he says, such as Emily Dickinson’s poetry or quantum mechanics, and “spend a few weeks going

deeper.”

Page 35 of 54 The Future of College Enroliment

CQ PRESS



Sage CQ Researcher
© CQ Press 2026

Some experts foresee a potentially gloomy future for college graduates. As Al displaces many entry-level
white-collar jobs, a glut of college graduates will be competing for the few jobs available by 2034, The Burn-
ing Glass Institute predicted in a recent report. “[Alccepting a permanent underclass of educated but under-
employed workers ... would mark not just a social failure but a strategic surrender of the country’s greatest

advantage,” the report concluded. 87

“Fundamentally, the problem is there aren’t enough jobs,” says Burning Glass Chief Economist Gad Levanon,
coauthor of the report. One solution may be for college grads to gain more skills by going to graduate school
— since companies are increasing their postings for jobs requiring more experience — or shifting into fast-

growing professions like healthcare, he says.

The Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce foresees the largest job growth in the next decade

occurring in positions that demand a bachelor’s or graduate degree. 88

Indeed, some experts, including the Georgetown Center, are predicting dire worker shortages in such fields
as teaching, nursing and engineering between now and 2032 as the last of the Baby Boomers retire. A recent
article in The Hechinger Report reported a mismatch between the fields college students are majoring in —
such as business and finance — and future areas of need like healthcare. Experts say the combination of
boomer workers retiring and the decline in college graduates entering the work force could leave a worker

shortage of anywhere from 4.6 million to 6 million. 89

However, some experts and companies are looking toward a job market where job skills, not degrees, will
govern how employers choose applicants. To meet that need, Alabama has created a digital learner wallet

that allows job seekers to upload certifications, diplomas and work experience. 90

But right now, it's hard for employers to tell which of these credentials is a reliable measure. “We need more

industry-recognized credentials,” says delLaski, of Education Design Lab.

With the coming demographic cliff, “smaller regional colleges are going to increasingly fight for students,”
says the Lumina Foundation’s Brown. Colleges need to make themselves more appealing to adult working
students, who compose many of today’s dropouts, she says. “[T]here is a large pool of adults who remain in-
terested in completing [college] ... but current systems are not making reenrollment easy or realistic for many

of them,” she says.
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Student expectations about the need to learn how to use rapidly changing Al means more colleges are likely
to start embedding Al in their curriculum, says Van Davis, vice president of digital learning at WICHE. But
he predicts this transition won'’t be easy. “Higher education is a medieval institution; our caps and gowns are

monks’ robes,” he says. “Changing higher education is like getting an ocean liner to change course.”
Pro/Con

Is college worth it?

@ _Show All

Pro

Zack Mabel

Director of Research, Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce
« Written for CQ Researcher, July 2026

Concerns about the value of a college degree are growing — and for good reason.

The labor market for recent graduates is unusually weak. High costs and debt burdens are intensifying the
pressure for degrees to pay off quickly. And the rapid advance of artificial intelligence (Al) is creating un-
certainty as to whether the lucrative, white-collar jobs traditionally accessible to college graduates are, or

will soon be, disappearing.

These concerns are understandable. But concluding that college is no longer worth it ignores an important
fact: The chances of achieving financial security and upward mobility remain substantially higher with a

postsecondary credential than without one.

College is not the only pathway to prosperity, and earning a credential does not always pay off. Like any

investment, attending college involves risk. Earnings and employment outcomes vary depending on choice

of major and program quality. And too many students fail to complete college, leaving them in precarious
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financial circumstances afterward.

Despite these uncertainties and shortcomings, the evidence continues to show that college delivers for

most graduates. Last year, the college earnings premium was nearly identical in size to the premium a

quarter century ago. And while unemployment among recent college graduates today is high in historical

terms, it remains well below the rate for similarly aged workers without a degree. According to research at

the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, over the next five years, 85 percent of

jobs delivering economic self-sufficiency will go to workers with postsecondary education or training.

Nor is Al making college-educated workers obsolete. Emerging evidence suggests that Al may be slowing

hiring for specific roles, but it is not eliminating the need for skilled workers altogether. If anything, earning

a degree may prove increasingly valuable for conferring the knowledge and skills that foster resilience and
adaptability. Thus, workers with a degree are likely best positioned to weather periods of significant change

in the future.

The question, then, is not whether college is worth it. For most graduates, the evidence clearly shows that
it is. The more pressing question is how to make college pay off for more people, more quickly. Thankfully,
we also have a general understanding of how to make this happen: by making college more affordable,
improving completion rates and ensuring that students acquire both the skills that employers need today

and those that will equip them for whatever comes next.

Con

Ryan Craig

Managing Director at Achieve Partners
» Written for CQ Researcher, July 2026

The class of 2026 is graduating into one of the toughest job markets in years. The unemployment rate for

recent college graduates has risen above the national average for all workers while underemployment re-

mains stubbornly high (over 40 percent).

While America’s colleges and universities are doing as good a job as ever at equipping students with the

cognitive skills and durable skills needed for employment and economic mobility, it's no longer enough.
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With the shift to digital hiring, employers have hundreds and hundreds of applicants for every open job.
In less than one generation, hiring managers have gone from considering high-potential candidates with
no relevant skills or experience for entry-level positions to explicitly or implicitly requiring both — thereby
transforming “good entry-level job” into something of an oxymoron for the average graduate. Meanwhile,
as companies are beginning to expect new workers to use artificial intelligence (Al) for lower-level tasks
and instead spend their time on higher value project work, the experience gap is likely to become a chasm.
Within a few years, most new grads will be invisible in the hiring process without substantial relevant paid

work experience.

As a result, there are only four scenarios where college will continue to be a good bet. First, attend a highly
selective institution; their graduates are likely to continue to have excellent outcomes across programs of
study. Second, consider a STEM or health sciences program. Computer science may now be in question,
but the STEM suite is still generating strong return on investment (ROI). Third, choose an institution with
formalized, paid work-based learning such as internships or co-op programs. Fourth, if a student’s fami-
ly has sufficient resources so as not to worry about taking on debt and ROI, college remains a beneficial

pathway. If students aren’t checking any of these four boxes, ROI from college is likely to disappoint.

For decades, America’s policy for bridging the gap from high school to career launch has been college-for-
all, with college being synonymous with classroom-based learning. Unfortunately for policymakers and the
college-industrial complex, the qualifications employers are seeking are now more readily gained through
work-based learning. As a nation, we’ve dramatically overinvested in tuition-based, debt-based, classroom-
based learning and correspondingly underinvested in work-based learning models such as internships, co-
ops and apprenticeships. Until federal and state governments begin to shift meaningful funding from class-
rooms to work, we are unlikely to meet the demands of the 21st century economy and restore the American

dream.

—E'f Discussion Questions

Here are some issues to consider regarding the future of college enrollment:

* What are some of the factors contributing to declining college enroliment?

* What actions have some colleges taken to address declining enrollment numbers? Do
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you think these efforts will be effective?

* Why do some advocates for college say the institutions are important for students be-
yond just future employment attainment? Do you agree?

» Should the U.S. government look to European countries like Switzerland and significant-
ly increase funding for alternative job training pathways such as apprenticeships?

 In your opinion, is the investment in a college education worth it? Why or why not?

Chronology

1940s-1960s

Gl bill and federal student loans spur more Americans to attend college.

1944

The Gl Bill (Servicemen’s Readjustment Act) makes college free for veterans returning

from World War Il.

1958

The National Defense Education Act creates the first federal student loans, later called

the Federal Perkins Loan Program, to students in scientific and technical fields.

1965
The Higher Education Act includes the Guaranteed Student Loan Program, with the fed-
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eral government subsidizing capital from banks to provide loans to low- and middle-in-

come students.

1970s-1990s

College enroliment rises along with increasing college costs and student debt.

1970

By this year, 8.6 million people are enrolled in college, doubling the proportion of the

population in 1947.

1972

Federal government offers the first Pell Grants (Basic Educational Opportunity Grants)

to cover tuition for low-income students.

1992

Higher Education Act reauthorization broadens access to federal loans for middle-class

students.

1994

Congress passes the School-to-Work Opportunities Act, with support from President Bill

Clinton, but few apprenticeships emerge from it.

2000-2026
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College enroliment peaks, and Congress passes limits on student loans.
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2007

Congress creates the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program to encourage graduates

to enter civil service jobs; the number of births in the U.S. peaks at 4.3 million.

2010

College enroliment peaks at 21 million as more adults return to school following the 2007

to 2009 recession.

2015

President Barack Obama’s administration launches the American Apprenticeship Initia-
tive, providing grants to boost apprenticeships in high-growth fields like healthcare and

biotech.

2020
President Donald Trump signs an executive order encouraging federal agencies to hire

based on skills instead of degrees. More than 20 states follow suit for state government

jobs.

2022

ChatGPT is released, raising questions about Al’s effect on education, jobs and the val-
ue of a college degree. The COVID-19 pandemic leads to enrollment declines in com-

munity colleges and four-year colleges.
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2023

Texas passes a bill to reward community colleges based on how graduates do in the job

market — half of states now use similar performance-based funding.

2025

Trump issues an executive order setting a goal of increasing new apprenticeships (cur-
rently at about 700,000) to 1 million. ... Trump signs the Budget Reconciliation Act (One
Big Beautiful Bill Act) including Workforce Pell Grants for short-term job training and re-
structuring student loans to raise payments for most borrowers. ... Yale announces plan
to expand college admissions by 100 per year in fall 2025 and to increase its spending
to expand faculty; more than one in three Yale undergraduates is a first-generation col-

lege student or from a low-income family by fall 2025.

2026

The Labor Department announces $145 million in grants over four years to help com-
panies and intermediaries set up apprenticeships. ... Yale announces free tuition for
students from families earning under $100,000 annually and scholarships if under
$200,000. ... A study by liberal think tank New America finds that about 350 colleges
and community colleges offer apprenticeship programs (January). ... The Education De-
partment proposes a rule to cut off federal student loans to college programs that fail to
deliver a positive return on investment for their graduates. ... The Khan Academy an-
nounces an online college degree program with total tuition of under $10,000 (April). ...
A Lumina-Gallup poll finds one-third of college students considered dropping out in the
past six months, citing stress, mental health and cost. ... The University of Chicago an-
nounces a plan to increase college admissions and offer free tuition for students from
families earning under $250,000 (May). ... Spring figures show enrollment in bachelor’s

programs is growing more slowly than undergraduate certificate programs and associate
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degree programs; public four-year colleges and community colleges post the most un-
dergraduate enrollment growth, while enroliment at private, nonprofit four-year colleges
drops (June). ... Workforce Pell Grants, which provide aid to engage in short-term work

training programs, including apprenticeships, go into effect (July).

The Next Step

Al and College Grads

Ember, Sydney, “A Job Market Leaving Young Graduates Behind Could Scar them for Years,” The New York

Times, June5, 2026. If Al begins to automate entry-level jobs on a large scale, recent college graduates could

be among the job seekers most harmed, experts say.

Flaherty, Colleen, “Why Students Aren’t All In on Al—and What They Want from Colleges,” Inside Higher Ed,

June11, 2026. A new survey shows that more than half of college students expect Al to affect their career

prospects negatively.

Hsu, Andrea, “Remote work—not Al—has sidelined recent college graduates, research finds,” NPR,June1,

2026. A Federal Reserve Bank of New York analysis finds that companies are less likely to hire recent college
grads into work that can be done remotely, opting instead for more experienced workers who don’t need to
be trained from a distance.

College Actions

Bay, Joshua, “The Rise of Degree Apprenticeships,” Inside Higher Ed,Jan.26, 2026. An increasing number

of colleges are offering degree apprenticeships, which combine on-the-job training and paid work experience
with a bachelor’s, associate or master’s degree, at a time when skepticism is growing about the value of a

traditional college education.

Marcus, Jon, “Easter, Thinner: Colleges Are Swiftly Trimming a B.A. Degree to Three Years,” TheHechinger
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Report,March11, 2026. About 60 colleges have introduced reduced-credit, three-year bachelor’s programs or
are considering introducing them, amid political and economic pressures to create faster routes to a college

degree.

Patel, Vimal, “University of Chicago Waives Tuition for Families Making under $250.000,” TheNew York

Times, May14, 2026. The University of Chicago will guarantee free tuition for undergraduates from families
with incomes below $250,000 a year — one of several colleges, including Harvard and Princeton, competing
to raise income limits for free tuition in recent years.

Government Efforts

Archer, Analisa Sorrells, “As NC prepares for workforce Pell, only a fraction of short-term programs are ex-

pected to qualify,” EANC, Feb.11, 2026. A new federal grant program that will pay students to get short-term

job training has launched amid questions of just how many training programs will meet the requirements to

participate.

Hsu, Andrea, “Trump set a target of 1 million apprenticeships: Here’s how that’s going,” NPR,March8, 2026.

President Donald Trump set a target of reaching 1 million apprenticeships yearly in the United States, com-
pared with about 700,000 registered today, but his administration also canceled millions of dollars of appren-

tice contracts.

Camhi, Tiffany and Cory Turner “Under a new federal rule, colleges must leave grads better off or lose finan-

cial aid,” NPR, July9, 2026. Under a new federal law, if a program’s graduates don’t earn more than someone

who never went to college, the program and its students could lose access to federal student loans.
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