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As college costs have climbed sharply and AI is making some career paths feel less predictable, many 
young people and their parents are wondering whether going to a four-year college is worth the cost. 
The total annual sticker price to attend a top private university ranges from roughly $90,000 to 
$100,000 per year—including tuition, housing, food, and fees. 
 
While total undergraduate college enrollment has climbed back to pre-pandemic levels, the recovery is 
highly uneven across different types of degrees and institutions. More students are opting not to attend 
expensive private colleges or not to attend a four-year college at all. 
 
Today we will read an article about the value of college and discuss what some young people are doing 
instead of going to college. First, discuss the warm-up questions and review the vocabulary. 
 
Warm-up questions 
1. Do you think it is worth going to college if tuition, housing, food, and fees cost $100,000? 
2. Did you choose to go to college after high school, or did you decide to work? 
 
Vocabulary Preview:  Read these words and match them to their meanings.   
 
1. apprenticeship  
(uh-PREN-tis-ship) 

A) a college student who is working toward earning their first college degree, 
which is usually a bachelor's degree 

2. counterpart  
(KOWN-ter-part) 

B)  a specialized school where students learn practical, hands-on skills for a 
specific job, such as becoming an electrician, mechanic, or plumber 

3. to erode (ih-ROHD) C)  the middle number or value in a list of numbers sorted from lowest to 
highest, where half of the numbers are higher and half are lower 

4. Federal Reserve  
(FED-er-uhl rih-ZURV) 

D) the officially advertised cost of something, like a car or college tuition, 
before any discounts, financial aid, or price cuts are added 

5. inflation (in-FLAY-shun) E) a person or thing that has the same job, purpose, or value as another 
person or thing but in a different place or organization 

6. median (MEE-dee-uhn) F)  to slowly wear away or destroy something over time, such as money 
losing its purchasing power or soil being washed away by water or wind 

7. to restrict (rih-STRIKT) G)  the profit, extra money, or financial benefit you earn from making an 
investment or putting money into a project 

8. a return  
(noun; rih-TURN) 

H) a general increase in prices over time, which means your money buys 
fewer things than it used to 

9.  sticker price 
 (STIK-er prise) 

I)  the central bank of the United States that manages the country's money 
system, sets interest rates, and works to keep the economy stable 

10. trade school  
(trayd skool) 

J) the ability of a person or family to improve their economic and social 
status, usually by earning more money through education and work 

 11. undergraduate  
(un-der-GRAD-yoo-it) 

K) a program or position in which someone learns a trade by working under a 
certified expert 

12. upward mobility  
(UP-werd moh-BIL-ih-tee) 

L) to limit, hold back, or keep someone or something within specific 
boundaries 

ANSWERS: 1 – K; 2 - E; 3 – F; 4 – I; 5 – H; 6 - C; 7 – L; 8 – G; 9 – D ; 10 –B; 11 – A; 12 - J 
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Dialogs 
 
Part 1: Talking About the Dream 
 
Maya: Hey Leo! Did you see the sticker price for Stanford? It’s almost $100,000 a year! That completely 
blew my mind. 
Andi: Yeah, it’s crazy. My sister is an undergraduate at a state college, and even her tuition keeps 
going up because of inflation.  
Sam: It feels like high prices erode our savings no matter how hard we work. 
Maya: Exactly! I feel like my choices are going to be restricted because we just don't have that kind of 
cash. 
Andi: Don't give up on college yet. I looked at the data, and the median household income for families 
getting free tuition at top private and state colleges is actually pretty high. Plus, top colleges are 
supposed to help give you great upward mobility so you can get a high-paying career later. 
Sam: True, but is the financial return really worth that much debt if you don't get the aid? My cousin 
skipped the university route entirely. He chose an apprenticeship to become an electrician instead. 

 
Part 2: Looking at Other Options 
 
Maya: Honestly, that sounds smart. Let’s talk more about it at lunch. I want to see what options we 
actually have.  
Andi: Okay, so I was looking into my cousin's career path. He went to a local trade school for two years, 
and now he works in an apprenticeship program directly under a master electrician.  
Sam: That is awesome. My brother wants to do something similar. He is looking at a technical program 
in Oregon, which is the counterpart to the one here in California. 
Maya: It's wild how much these paths are different. Even the Federal Reserve keeps talking about how 
the job market is changing and how trade skills are in high demand right now. 
Andi: Yeah, my cousin is already earning great money while we are just sitting here stressing about 
plans after high school. 
Sam: I’m going to do some research on trade schools in California. They might give me a good return 
on my investment.  
 

 
Is Paying for College Still Worth It? Weighing Higher Costs Against Salary Trends 

By  Elizabeth Guevara 
Investopedia, Published July 07, 2026 

 
College graduates often earn more than those who do not go to college, but data show the payoff can 
vary more than many expect. As college costs rise and AI becomes more common, young people might 
question the value of a bachelor’s degree. They might even be exploring alternative options. 
 
After all, the wage gap between those with a college degree and those 
without is getting smaller. As of  December 2025, the average worker 
without a college degree earns about 57% of what the average college 
graduate worker does. In other words, for every $100 a college educated 
worker earns, a non-college educated worker earns $57.   

https://www.investopedia.com/is-paying-for-college-still-worth-it-weighing-higher-costs-against-salary-trends-12009689?hid=f182f86b726cb089a3a46b6091e90c6452c80f4f&did=22764991-20260330&utm_campaign=investopedia-daily_newsletter&utm_source=investopedia&utm_medium=email&utm_content=033026&lctg=f182f86b726cb089a3a46b6091e90c6452c80f4f&lr_input=07f8c705dc33498f4eb81e46c11531b1b8ed7540407eb2a07fada3c395d7e465&utm_term=midday
https://www.investopedia.com/elizabeth-guevara-8668187
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While this is a large gap, it is one of the smallest gaps ever recorded by the Federal Reserve Bank of 
New York and it is getting smaller. This is driven by a strong demand for blue-collar, trade, and service 
jobs. 
 
Additionally, when adjusted for inflation, college-graduate workers earn less than they did five years 
ago, while workers without college degrees earn more than they did five years. However, the average 
cost of college, adjusted for inflation has grown by 128% over the past 60 years, according to the 
National Center for Education Statistics. 
 
Why This Matters 
 
Borrowing money for college can have a big 
impact on your finances. Though it pays off 
for most people, you might also end up 
seeing your student debt as a burden 
that restricts your spending and reduces 
the amount you can save. 
 
What recent salary data shows, however, is 
that a college education is still worth it for 
most graduates. College-educated workers 
tend to earn more and have a lower 
unemployment rate than people without 
college degrees. 
 
College graduates also have a greater opportunity for upward mobility compared to people without 
college degrees. College graduates start higher on the ladder of job growth, and they’re on ladders that 
actually go somewhere and with room to climb. 
 
Some College Graduates Will Have More Success Than Others 
 
College students who graduate with less debt are more likely to have a degree that is “worth it”. 
Remarkably, college students are borrowing less these days. In the 2024-25 academic year, 24% of 
undergraduate students borrowed federal direct student loans, compared with 33% a decade earlier. 
 
The impact of introducing AI into workplaces could erode the value of some college degrees, especially 
in tech. Early-career graduates with these majors have already seen rising unemployment levels over 
the past few years. 
 
The value of a college education depends on the individual student and other factors such as the school 
they went to, their field of study, and the strength of their knowledge. If a college student’s job 
opportunities are limited to a salary that is below the median salary for all college graduates, the 
return on the college tuition can be quite small or even negative. In this case, it might not make sense 
to go to college. 
 

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/f/federalreservebank.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/i/inflation.asp
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It might make more sense for that student to attend a trade school to learn a skilled trade that doesn’t 
require a degree. It’s possible they could earn at least as much money without the high cost of 
university tuition. This has made many students rethink their plans for their post-high school education. 
 

Interest in trade and vocational schools, which generally take less 
time and are cheaper than traditional colleges, has increased. 
According to K12, an online homeschool company, the number of 
Google searches for the term "trade school" has grown 117% since 
2021, and "apprenticeships" searches have increased by 231%,  

 
The company ranked cities by how well a high school graduate 
who doesn't attend a traditional college would do as a trade skilled 

worker. The top cities generally had a higher number of jobs that don't require a degree and have 
higher hourly salaries. They also offered more trade schools. 
 
Based on this analysis, the top ten major cities for jobs for Americans without a college degree are: 

1. Washington, DC 
2. Atlanta, Georgia 
3. Dallas, Texas 
4. Irving, Texas 
5. Garland, Texas 
6. Minneapolis, Minnesota 
7. Orlando, Florida 
8. Anaheim, California 
9. Los Angeles, California. 
10. Denver, Colorado 

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• College costs have climbed sharply, and AI is making some career paths feel less predictable. 
• Salary data still shows many college graduates start at higher wages than workers without a 

college degree, but the gap is narrowing. 
• Over time, college graduates also tend to see stronger salary growth, which can make a degree 

worth it for many people depending on the cost of tuition, starting salary and job growth. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. If you were a high school student now, which of these scenarios would you seriously consider and 

why: 
a. Apply to a top private college, no matter the cost. Explain why and what you would study. 
b. Apply to a trade school or community college to learn a trade. Explain why and what trade you 

would want to learn. 
c. Try to find a job in an industry I’m interested in and search for an apprenticeship with an expert 

in the field I want to learn. Explain why and describe who you would like to apprentice for. 
d. Take a ‘gap year” and travel the world and learn a new language and figure out what I would 

like to do as a career. Explain why and where you would travel and what languages you would 
like to study. 
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2. What do you think the future trend of college enrollment will be? Will it increase or decrease? 

Explain your answer. 
3. What is college enrollment like in your home country? Is college expensive? 
4. Do you think college should be free for anyone who is qualified and wants to go to college? 
5. Do you think AI is affecting young people’s decisions about whether to go to college or not? 
6. Are community colleges good options for an affordable college education? 
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