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The College Conundrum 

College is a widely cherished institution in America. It provides a bridge from 

adolescence to the responsibilities of adult life. A traditional four-year stay offers opportunities 

for academic development, workforce preparation, and cultivating meaningful relationships. But 

with rising tuition costs and intense sociopolitical strife on campus, many are reconsidering 

higher education’s value proposition. Graduates leave campus lacking basic historical 

knowledge, professional maturity, and even practical life skills. Is college a worthy investment, 

or a pricey rite of passage that underdelivers?  

Democratic lawmakers champion collegiate subsidies and student loan forgiveness. They 

see education as the answer to everything; the more time students sit in lecture halls reading 

textbooks, the better. A college degree is considered essential in combating income inequality – 

but it doesn’t. A bachelor's degree nets you 65% and more than a high school graduate, whereas 

a master’s degree nets 100% or more. Gen Z wants free college, but why should those not in 

college subsidize those in college? Parents invest in their kids’ academic performance, not their 

consumer experience. 

Here are some stories from recent years highlighting attempts to improve the consumer 

experience of college students. Texas Tech has one of the largest waterparks in the United States. 

University of Missouri's recreation center has a lazy river inspired by the Playboy Mansion. 

The University of Wisconsin removed a large boulder for symbolizing racism. Brandeis 

https://bachelors-completion.northeastern.edu/knowledge-hub/average-salary-by-education-level/
https://abcnews.go.com/Lifestyle/tricked-college-campuses-water-parks-luxury-dorms/story?id=26164491
https://mizzourec.missouri.edu/facilities/#aquatic
https://www.cnn.com/2021/08/09/us/chamberlin-rock-removed-university-of-wisconsin-trnd
https://www.newsweek.com/brandeis-lists-trigger-warning-among-violent-words-due-connection-guns-1603988#:~:text=Unconventional-,Brandeis%20Lists%20'Trigger%20Warning'%20Among%20Violent%20Words,Due%20to%20'Connection%20to%20Guns'&text=A%20community%20center%20within%20Brandeis,to%20guns%20for%20many%20people.%22


University requires a trigger warning before using the phrase, trigger warning. NYU has a “Bias 

Response Line” for students to report biased professors. And even internationally, Oxford banned 

applause, dubbed it a “microaggression,” and replaced the gesture with jazz hands. 

Colleges nationwide also sport large quantities of administrative staff. Yale has roughly 

5,400 administrative jobs, and Stanford has 11,252 jobs deemed "managerial and professional 

staff." Professors, on the other hand, do not experience good job security. US colleges hire more 

than 70% of professors as "Non-Tenure-Track,” similar to the job security of an independent 

contractor (i.e., plumber or electrician). My alma mater, Virginia Commonwealth University, 

offers non-tenure track faculty “terminal contracts” due to budget restrictions. The first year out 

of three years in a professor’s terminal contract is their audition year. A professor meeting or 

exceeding performance expectations earns the additional two years of employment.   

Academic outcomes raise further questions. The United States is ranked 18th in science 

literacy, 13th in reading, and 37th in math worldwide. In 2022, the country issued more 

undergraduate degrees in performing arts than in math, science, or computer information. That 

isn't appealing, given students got A's 15% of the time around the 1960s, whereas today, 45% of 

college students earn A's. Students also have buyer's remorse about their degrees. 44% of college 

graduates regret their chosen major: liberal arts, sociology, education, communications, 

journalism, and general studies.   

The financial stakes are high for students, parents, and other taxpayers alike. Since 1985, 

tuition has increased by over 404%. The National Taxpayers Union calculates that canceling 

student debt hikes taxes by $2,500. The Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget estimates 

that Joe Biden’s student debt cancellation policies “…will cost a combined $870 billion to $1.4 

trillion.” Furthermore, a CNBC survey on student loan forgiveness applicants shows 73% would 

https://www.newsweek.com/brandeis-lists-trigger-warning-among-violent-words-due-connection-guns-1603988#:~:text=Unconventional-,Brandeis%20Lists%20'Trigger%20Warning'%20Among%20Violent%20Words,Due%20to%20'Connection%20to%20Guns'&text=A%20community%20center%20within%20Brandeis,to%20guns%20for%20many%20people.%22
https://www.nyu.edu/about/policies-guidelines-compliance/equal-opportunity/bias-response.html
https://theweek.com/103967/why-oxford-students-have-banned-clapping
https://students.bowdoin.edu/bowdoin-review/features/death-by-a-thousand-emails-how-administrative-bloat-is-killing-american-higher-education/#:~:text=In%20recent%20years%2C%20Yale%20has,army%20of%20over%205%2C460%20administrators.
https://facts.stanford.edu/administration/staff/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1095027#:~:text=Yet%2C%20these%20simple%20answers%20obscure,are%20off%20the%20tenure%20track
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/labor-unionization/2023/05/18/no-more-multiyear-contracts-vcus-nontenured
https://factsmaps.com/pisa-2018-worldwide-ranking-average-score-of-mathematics-science-reading/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cta
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/why-todays-college-students-are-getting-so-many-a-grades-2016-03-30
https://www.bestcolleges.com/news/almost-half-job-seeking-graduates-regret-their-major/
https://erudera.com/statistics/us/average-cost-of-college/
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/09/02/student-loan-forgiveness-could-cost-2500-per-taxpayer-research-finds.html
https://www.crfb.org/blogs/total-cost-student-debt-cancellation
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/11/09/how-student-debt-forgiveness-recipients-plan-to-spend.html


spend their extra money on "non-essential" costs (vacation, alcohol, smartphones), 52% on 

clothing, and 46% on fine dining. 

Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro signed an executive order in March 2023, removing 

4-year degree requirements for state government jobs. His legislation models that maybe 

employers dial back degree requirements for entry level jobs, putting higher valuations on 

experience, skill set, drive, and resilience. Shapiro’s legislation or my message doesn't suggest 

that higher education lacks any value – but it might not be for everyone. That seems 

counterintuitive given that college is marketed as the main path to a respectable future. US 

colleges need some deep soul searching, while bolstering affordability, academic excellence and 

respectful open inquiry. Not doing so widens the class divide between haves and have-nots, robs 

opportunities towards upward mobility, and ultimately makes hard work not worth it.       

https://www.pa.gov/governor/newsroom/press-releases/governor-shapiro-leads-the-nation-on-eliminating-college-degree-

