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Setting the national context
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Increasing role of PSE

• Over the past half century, postsecondary education has taken on an increasingly important 

role in career preparation in the United States, with profound effects on the life experiences of 

young adults. 

• Having a college credential has become both more valuable in the labor market and more 

expensive, with much of the burden falling directly on students and their families. 

• Too many young adults are taking on significant college debt only to be left struggling to latch 

on to good jobs. 

• Postsecondary education and training beyond high school has become the sole arbiter of 

upward economic mobility in American. Our research shows that close to 72 percent of all jobs 

will require postsecondary education by 2031, up from 68% in 2021 and 32 percent in 1983. 

• Yet, college degrees in general have come under fire from many directions in recent years –

most notably due to exponentially rising college tuition costs and dubious long run returns to 

investment.  Despite the naysayers, college graduates tend to earn a substantial wage 

premium in the labor market. 
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By 2031, 72 percent of all jobs will require postsecondary 

education and training
(26% of all jobs will require a Bachelor’s degree
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Occupations in 

the managerial 

and professional 

sector of the 

economy will 

have the 

greatest 

proportion of 

Bachelor’s 

degree-educated 

workers in 2031
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Bachelor’s 

degrees are 

located among 

various 

occupational 

sectors –

whether Blue-

color and 

skilled trades 

or the 

Managerial and 

professional 

economy. 
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Substantial variations in 

earnings within 

educational levels means 

that some workers with 

less education can earn 

more than others with 

more education. 
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Median annual 

earnings 10 years 

after enrolling are 

lower for 

students from 

low-income 

families than they 

are for students 

from high-income 

families at all 

types of colleges 

and all credential 

levels.
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The vast majority of white 
freshmen are going to the 
468 most selective four-
year colleges.

African American and 
Hispanic freshmen on the 
other hand are primarily  
attending under-resourced 
two- and fou-year colleges.

SOURCE: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce
analysis of IPEDS data; various years.  
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Regions with higher incomes, such 

as New England, have colleges with 

higher ROIs
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Percentage of 

jobs in 2031 that 

will require a 

bachelor’s degree, 

by state
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Illinois
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Indiana
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Michigan
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Minnesota
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Missouri
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Ohio
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Wisconsin
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Iowa
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