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American workers are becoming
more educated. Between 1963 and
1993, the fraction of the full-time
workforce without a high school
diploma fell from about 40% to
around 10%, while the share of col-
lege graduates rose from approxi-
mately 10% to about 25%.

Weekly median earnings vary
widely by educational group, rein-
forcing the common belief that
more schooling means larger pay-
checks. While the real (inflation-
adjusted) median weekly earnings
of those with less than a college de-

gree have been falling since the
early 1970s, the opposite is true for
those who have earned at least a
bachelot’s degree.

Moreover, the earnings disparity
between college graduates (includ-
ing those with advanced degrees)
and other workers has widened. In
the early 1960s, the median earnings
of a person who continued past col-
lege were about 1.6 times more than
those of an individual with less than
four years of high school. By 1993,
that gap had more than doubled.

Earnings differences across edu-

cational groups, however, reveal
only part of the variation in gross re-
turns from education. Substantial
differences also exist in unemploy-
ment rates. Workers who failed to
finish high school are roughly five
times more likely to be jobless than
those who continued their educa-
tion past college. In other words,
higher education leads to both
higher wages and a better probabil-
ity of being employed.
The trends in educational attain-
ment by various race and sex
(continued on next page)
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groups follow much the same pat-
tern. Over the past three decades,
more full-time workers have com-
pleted high school, and more have
at least some college credits. How-
ever, there are notable differences in
the effect of education on both the
carnings and unemployment level of
blacks and females.

For the entire full-time workforce,
the earnings gap between “more
than college” and “less than high
school” was about double in 1993.
For blacks, however, the difference

was already nearly double in 1963
and was even higher in 1993 (about
2.6 times). As the median weekly
earnings of those with advanced de-
grees approached $800 (in 1993 dol-
lars), workers lacking a high school
diploma were taking home about
$300. For females, the difference is
larger yet. Note also that the dispar-
ity is still increasing for both of these
groups. For blacks and women, the
wage premium due to education is
greater than it is for white males.

Pl
This education premium for

blacks and females does not show
up as strongly in unemployment
rates. Here again, persons who
never gracluated from high school
are about four times more likely to
find themselves without a job than
those who hold at least a bachelor’s
degree. Furthermore, since the mid-
1980s, unemployment rates for
women and blacks with a college
degree or postgraduate work have
been much less volatile than for
those who never finished high
school.



