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The contributions of college and
university faculty to national eco-
nomic well-being are equally dra-
matic. Commonly cited indicators of
economic health such as unemploy-
ment, gross domestic product, and
personal income are all affected by
national levels of educational
attainment. College graduates have
unemployment rates substantially
below those of individuals with less
education—during both economic
expansions and recessions. Figure 3
shows December unemployment
rates in the United States between
1999 and 2008. During and after the
2001 recession, the unemployment
rate of college graduates rose less
than that of people with lower levels
of educational attainment. And in
the current recession, while the
unemployment rate of college grad-
uates has increased in line with the
overall trend, it remains well below

the unemployment rates of individu-
als with less education. A college
degree is not insurance against
being unable to find work, but it
provides insulation from the pain of
an economic downturn. 

College professors are also respon-
sible for generating an enormous
amount of our national income.
Census Bureau data indicate that
between 1997 and 2007, the propor-
tion of total individual income
earned by people with associate’s or
higher degrees rose from 49 to 57
percent. Given that individuals with
high school diplomas or less are
taught by individuals who have
earned at least bachelor’s degrees,
virtually all of the individual income
earned in the United States is tied at
least indirectly to the work of college
and university faculty—the teachers
of the college graduates and the
teachers of everyone’s teachers. That

is why the secretary of education is
correct to argue that we need to
increase our investments in higher
education—and, we would argue,
especially in the faculty members
who provide that education.

Crashing Endowments
Faculty members brave enough to
open their recent quarterly statements
from TIAA-CREF or other investment
companies understand the melt-
down in the value of their institu-
tions’ endowment portfolios. Just as
smaller retirement nest eggs mean
lower standards of living for future
retirees, smaller endowment portfo-
lios mean lower levels of spending
for those colleges and universities
that rely on their endowments for a
significant proportion of their oper-
ating budgets—with the difference
that the effects on those colleges and
universities are immediate. 20
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FIGURE 2
Mean Income by Educational Attainment, 1997 and 2007
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, table P-18. 


