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72 percent of college freshmen cite “to get a bet-
ter job” as the major reason for going to college.

However, if the human capital model is cor-
rect, it must be assumed students acquire skills in
the classroom that are directly transferable to
the job. One can certainly argue certain majors
like accounting and computer science offer more
skill-training than others, and research indicates
that with these types of majors, employers do
tend to hire on the basis of perceived skills.

The fact of the matter is, though, most college
students don’t major in

and this is supported by the work of organiza-
tional theorists like Herbert Simon. He argues
human beings possess limited information pro-
cessing abilities, which he calls bounded ratio-
nality. Due to these limitations, we use various
techniques to make things simpler. One tech-
nique is to apply heuristics, or “rules of thumb,”
rather than more complex decision-making pro-
cesses that would require substantial amounts
of time and effort, to say nothing of the costs
involved.

For example, it isn’t

areas that teach job
skills. Some 22 percent of
students currently major
in business, but even
within the business cur-

_ insights.
riculum not all areas of

The fact that employers use degrees as
screening devices raises questions about “oorecone
their real meaning, and this is where

sociological research can provide valuable

unusual for employers

receive many more
job applications than
they can reasonably
handle. To ease the pro-
cess, employers limit the

study focus on acquiring

specific skills. Moreover, many students continue
to major in the social sciences and liberal arts,
where there is little or no skill-training.

Along these lines, it would be logical to
assume those possessing the necessary job skills,
as indicated by their college major, would be
more productive. Yet, the research that does
exist on this idea suggests job productivity isn’t
significantly related to major.

Perhaps a more important question is, how
much do students actually learn in college that
could be applied to their job? In this regard, the
Major Field Tests administered by the Educa-
tional Testing Service are designed to assess stu-
dent learning by college major. Approximately
700 colleges use the tests, and on average, stu-
dents answer slightly more than half the ques-
tions correctly, indicating that although some
learning does occur, it doesn’t appear to be sub-
stantial. Thus, although the human capital model
tells us something about the purpose of degrees,
there’s certainly much more involved.

Another prominent theory holds that degrees
are screening and sorting devices for employers,
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applications they’ll seri-
ously consider to those who hold a college
degree, or a degree in a certain major, or even
require a graduate degree.

It does seem obvious that employers use
degrees as screening devices. Yet, the fact that
degrees are used in this way raises questions
about their real meaning to employers, and this
is where sociological research can provide
valuable insights.

why we credential

Max Weber is credited with being the first
sociologist to closely examine the function of
degrees. He concluded educational credentials
had much less to do with acquiring job skills
than providing occupational and professional
groups with a way of excluding certain individu-
als. The ability to exclude not only gives these
groups power but helps ensure those hired will
be loyal to the organization.

Weber’s basic insights provided the founda-
tion for modern credentialing theory, the most
important work about which remains Randall
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this regard, reports from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics show income gains for students are
small unless they obtain a credential, even though
students could certainly acquire job skills with-
out earning a degree.

Consider that the median weekly income of
individuals with some college but no degree in
2004 was $574, compared to $916 for those
with a bachelor’s. This suggests degrees do serve
as status indicators. Just as important, Boylan
found income gains experienced by degree
holders are often relative. That is, as the num-
ber of people with degrees increase, degree
holders taxe jobs formeily held by high schiool
graduates. Hence, the relative value of a degree
actually increases because non-degree holders
are forced into even lower-paying jobs.

One result, according to D. W. Livingstone in
his book The Education-Jobs Gap, is that work-
ers are often underemployed, because employers
have increased the educational requirements
for jobs whose basic content hasn’t changed.
Research by Stephen Vaisey discovered that
nearly 55 percent of workers are overqualified,
which has produced increasing levels of job dis-
satisfaction, to say nothing of the fact that work-
ers are forced to pursue even higher, increasingly
expensive credentials (which is particularly bur-
densome to lower income groups) if they want a
chance to be hired.

This phenomenon has been termed “defen-
sive credentialing,” where students attend col-
lege to keep from losing ground to degree holders.
As one student recently put it, “I don’t like col-
lege much, but what kind of job can I get without
a degree?” Similarly, as the number of bachelor’s
degrees climbs, more have pursued graduate
degrees, hoping to gain some advantage. This
also helps explain the increase in the number of
master’s degrees.

90 education

credentialing and higher education

The role of higher education in a credential-
ing system seems obvious—to grant degrees to
those who earn them. But there’s still more
involved. Although higher education certainly
responds to the demands of industry and stu-
dents for credentials, colleges haven’t just been
passive participants waiting for students to
enroll. They’ve used the credentialing system to
their advantage, having relied on demographic
changes.

By the late 1970s, higher education faced a
troubling reality. The education of the baby
boom generation that had produced the so-
called “golden years” of higher education, when
enrollments tripled, was coming to an end. The
last of the boomers would be graduating in a few
years and the future looked grim. The Carnegie
Council warned enrollments could decline by as
much as 50 percent, while others predicted 30
percent of colleges might have to close or merge.
To survive, they would have to recruit more
students from a dwindling pool.

Hence, colleges began to enroll a more aca-
demically diverse group of students and recruit
more women and minorities, many of whom
represented first-generation college students. To
a lesser extent, the situation was helped by the
fact that more students were completing high
school. According to the U.S. Department of
Education, between 1972 and 19835 high school
completion rates increased by roughly 2.6 per-
cent, and then climbed by about 3 percent by
1999.

Moreover, the curriculum, particularly at
less prestigious institutions, was expanded and
further vocationalized. In fact, W. Norton
Grubb and Marvin Lazerson in their book The
Education Gospel and the Economic Power of
Schooling maintain that expansion in higher
education has only occurred when more occu-
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fearing they would fall further behind without
a degree. All of which created a momentum of
its own that allowed higher education to
expand.

For the foreseeable future, there appears to be
few alternatives to a credentialing system that
dates back more than a century. Indeed, Collins
has speculated that such systems can last 200
years. Thus, higher education as we know it will
obviously continue and college graduates will
enjoy income advantages.

However, this isn’t to say the system may
nnt weaken Tt appears. in fact, the pay gap
between four-year degree holders and high
school graduates is beginning to narrow, which
could dissuade some from attending college,
particularly if tuitions continue to rise. Although
the reasons for this aren’t entirely clear, some
hypothesize that secondary education has
improved, making high school graduates more
attractive to employers. Other research indicates
there’s little, if any, monetary advantage to
obtaining an MBA (the most valued of master’s
degrees), unless it’s from a prestigious school.

If this sort of information ever becomes
widely known, graduate enrollments could be
negatively impacted. Moreover, how individuals
are hired could be altered. Employers could
begin to put less emphasis on degrees and more
on other criteria, including job performance
tests, experience, and motivation. However, such
changes have been discussed for years but have
never been widely implemented.
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. In what ways is higher education more than
a skill4raining effort? What other important
functions do the college years serve? How
might these impacfs and outcomes vary by

institution or student?
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