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What's More Expensive Than College? Not
Going to College

By Derek Thompson

There is a cost to not educating young people. The evidence is around us and all over the world.
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If you want to feel optimistic about the state of things for unemployed, disengaged, and
dissatisfied youths in America, here's a way. Spin a globe. Stop it with your finger. If you touch
land, the overwhelming odds are that the young people in that country are doing much worse.

There are 1.2 billion people between 15 and 24 in the world, according to the International Youth
Foundation's new Opportunity for Action paper. Although some of their prospects are rising, they
are emerging from conditions of widespread poverty and lack of access to the most important
means of economic mobility: education.

In the Middle East and North Africa, youth unemployment has been stuck above 20 percent for
the last two decades. And in the parts of the world where youth unemployment has been low,
such as south and east Asia, young people are overwhelmingly employed in the agriculture
sector, which leaves them vulnerable to poverty.
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The report is a crackerjack box of interesting facts -- e.g.: the probability that a 15-year-old
Russian male will die before he is 60 is higher than 40 percent, the highest in Europe; among
women 15 to 24 years old, only 15 percent are working in the Middle East -- but some of the
most surprising stats are the closest to home.

The IYE authors focus on the Figure 5. Youth not in education, employment, or training,

so-called "NEETs" in the United selected countries, 2010 (% of age group)
States and Europe. NEET stands

for those Not Engaged in

Employment, Education, or

Training. A 2012 U.S. study put

the social cost per NEET youth at

$37,450, when you factored in lost

earnings, public health spending,

and other factors. That brings the
total cost of 6.7 million NEET
American youths to $4.75 trillion,
equal to nearly a third of GDP, or
half of U.S. public debt.

Statistics like this are a good
reminder that, even though college
tuition is famously outpacing
median incomes, there is still
something more expensive than

going to school. Very often, that is
not going to school.

The NEET study's final number might be too high. It also might be too low. | can't say. But it's
far from the only report identifying an astronomical cost to not going to college. Consider the
following:

e The typical income gap between a college graduate and a high school dropout has never
been higher. Today, college grads earn 80 percent more than people who don't go to high
school. (See graph on next page).

e A study from National Bureau of Economic Research estimated that the benefit of a good
teacher over an average teacher could improve a student's future lifetime earnings by
$400,000.

e A study from the Hamilton Project found that $100,000 spent on college at age 18 would
yield a higher lifetime return than an equal investment in corporate bonds, U.S.
government debt, or hot company stocks.



http://papers.nber.org/papers/w16606
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College Compared to Alternative Investments

25%
20% -1
=
=
=2
b |
2 15% 4
-
]
Y
>
2
g 10%
s
=
=
e |
5% 1 R * =
0% -+ - - s . A . 2 - 2 —
Associate’s Bachelor's Stock Market  AAA Corporats Gold Long Term Housing
Degree Degree Bonds Treasury Bills

values sdjusted for inflation ysing the CPI-Y; Macch Currant Popuiation Survey

s, Naticns! Wining Associstion, Nationsl Cemter for Education Statiatics, RobertShiller oniine dsts, Long Term Treasury Bills have 10yesr maturtes

College has its skeptics, and the skeptics make good points. Does a four-year university make
sense for every student? Probably it does not. Vocational training and community colleges
deserve a place in this discussion. And we happen to be living through a quiet revolution in
higher education (...with new approaches to online learning being launched throughout the
country).

Take out that globe one more time and give it a spin. | challenge you to land on a region where
education gains aren't translating to productivity and income gains. The highest-income countries
have the highest rates of enrollment in secondary school and the smallest share of informal
employment that is vulnerable to an economic downturn. There is a cost to not educating young
people. The evidence is literally all around us.



Education pays

Unemployment rate in 2009 Median weekly earnings in 2009
'

2~5L Doctoral degree _.:— $1,532
2308 | Professional degree T 52

9| Mastersdegree 1257
2 | Bachelorsdegree 1025

GO | Associatedegree | WD 761
86 | somecollege, nodegree
97 M | Highschool graduate

Less than a high
school diploma

146

791
Average, all workers Average: all workers

This article available online at:

http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2012/03/whats-more-expensive-than-college-not-
going-to-college/255073/

Copyright © 2012 by The Atlantic Monthly Group. All Rights Reserved.


http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2012/03/whats-more-expensive-than-college-not-going-to-college/255073/
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2012/03/whats-more-expensive-than-college-not-going-to-college/255073/

