Thesis: Online degree programs offer flexible alternatives to both working adults and recent high school graduates by allowing them to acquire the education needed in the extremely competitive job market.
Summary: The American labor force in the early twenty-first century is in a period of flux. As large numbers of people from the Baby Boom generation--people born between 1946 and 1964--retire, a significant amount of job vacancies for educated and skilled individuals will become available in the labor market. At the same time, the largest group in the American history of high school graduates will be competing for entry into colleges and universities in 2009. Online degree programs are an opportunity to acquire the education needed for the demands of the current job market, especially for those who are not able to follow the traditional route to higher education due to a variety of social and economic reasons.
Jobs and the Economy
The number of college-educated people in America is growing. The United States Department of Labor reports that the number of college graduates is increasing rapidly, yet the percentage of employed graduates has remained constant. Therefore, there are more job applicants than there are jobs. To stay competitive in the job market, students have started earning bachelor's degrees in larger numbers, and an increasing number of students have gone on to earn advanced and professional degrees.
There are several factors that may determine one's decision to pursue a college education. For example, the average Bachelor of Education graduate will earn $32,000 per year, while someone with a Master's in Education will earn $47,000 in annual wages, and an individual holding a Ph.D. will earn $56,000 annually. While obtaining an advanced degree has the obvious benefit of higher earnings, it also provides increased job security. The unemployment rate for people with a bachelor's degree is 2.3 percent, which drops significantly to 1.7 percent with a master's degree and 1.1 percent with an advanced or first-professional degree.
The need for additional income and increased job security is the result of the increased cost of living and cost of education in America. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that the consumer price index (CPI), which measures the increased costs in goods from housing to food, increased by 4 percent from 2006 to 2007, while the cost of education increased by almost 6 percent during that time. In addition, the CPI rose another 1.1 percent in the twelve months prior to June 2008. Often, individuals must achieve higher levels of education to attain well-paying jobs that will offset cost of living increases.
Admission and the Cost of College
In 2009, the largest high school senior class in America's history will graduate with about 3.3 million students. These students will face stiff levels of competition for entry into college and degree-granting programs, especially for elite schools. In 2008, Harvard University received 27,000 applications, an increase of 18 percent from the previous year, and accepted fewer than 2,000 applicants. Public universities have also seen an increase in applications.
Additionally, new high school graduates will face increased tuition rates. The average four-year public university tuition (including tuition, room, and board) was $15,000 in 2003 and is expected to increase to $20,000 by 2009. The average four-year private university cost $25,000 a year in 2003, but is expected to increase to $30,000 by 2009. Many college students take out loans to cover the cost of college, expecting to pay them back with the increased wages from their college degrees. Yet many students are finding that additional education is necessary to find professional, high-paying jobs. Enrollment in graduate programs grew by 21 percent from 2000 to 2006.
Online degree programs may be a way to help students trim the cost of higher education. Although it is generally acknowledged that online programs are just as expensive as face-to-face programs to deliver for the institution, the students can still save money. The most obvious cost saving is the price of fuel for transportation, but other savings can be realized by reducing need for child care expenses, increasing employment income due to flexible schedules, and the use of online resources and digital textbooks rather than expensive published textbooks for course work.
Higher Education for Working Adults
Working adults will find increased opportunities if they are highly educated or skilled. However, many workers have financial responsibilities that prevent them from enrolling in full-time or even part-time, campus-based degree programs. Further, many working adults do not live near an accredited university and cannot attend an advanced degree program. Distance is not the only barrier for this group of people wishing to pursue a degree. Many working adults have families and child care situations to consider. Also, the costs associated with attending a full-time degree program, coupled with the lost wages from a hiatus of employment, make the pursuit of a degree impossible for many working adults.
Flexibility in Virtual Learning
Both the working adult and the recent high school graduate have been increasingly turning to online degree programs because of their flexible schedules and ability to handle unlimited enrollment in an increasingly competitive college environment. Online degree programs allow students to continue to work full time in order to gain valuable, hands-on experience, while also allowing them to attend classes from anywhere in the world. Working adults can continue at their jobs and still devote the needed time to their families while earning a degree online.
Many of the first online degree programs only offered professional degrees, such as a Master's of Business Administration, but recognizing the increased competition for undergraduate enrollments at campus-based universities, many online degree programs have expanded to offer Bachelor's degrees in fields ranging from liberal arts to engineering. The University of Maryland University College, for example, has over 51,000 students enrolled in online programs, including undergraduates, working adults, and American troops stationed overseas.
Another example of the increasing popularity and success of online degrees are the programs at the University of Massachusetts. The university offers sixty-one online degree programs including fourteen Bachelor's degree programs. These online degree programs have rapidly expanded with total enrollment increasing by 20 percent in 2006. These programs also provide students with the same facilities and resources as a full-time, campus-based student, including 24/7 support from a virtual library staff.
Many critics of online degree programs have questioned the quality of the education from online degree programs. However, elite universities, including Stanford University, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Duke University, have begun to offer online degree programs. These leading institutions have recognized that online degree programs are an important avenue to attract talented working adults and handle the increased demand for quality undergraduate degrees.
The Future of Online Degree Programs
Enrollment in online degree programs may continue to increase due to changes in federal financial aid laws. In February 2006, the United States Department of Education repealed a law that required institutions to conduct half of their programs face-to-face in order to offer students financial aid. The changes in financial aid laws have made online degree programs affordable to even those without full-time employment.
Online degree programs are expected to continue to grow. As of 2008, master's degrees are the most frequently offered online degree. But, the number of bachelor's degrees is also expected to greatly expand with the inability of traditional programs to accommodate the large number of students wishing to pursue an undergraduate education.
Other types of degree programs, including law schools and doctoral programs, are also expected to increase by 2010. Concord Law School, in partnership with Kaplan University, offered the first online Juris Doctorate law degree in 1998, and is the first online law school to be part of a regionally accredited higher education institution. While the program is not recognized by the American Bar Association (ABA), the program is registered with the Committee of Bar Examiners of the State Bar of California and graduates are able to take the bar examination in the state of California.
Conclusion
The increasing enrollment for online degree programs is proof of the success of online education. The removal of governmental barriers to financial aid and the increasingly diverse number of programs offered from internationally recognized universities have made online degree programs a flexible and affordable option for many degree seekers. It is likely that online degree programs will continue to grow into new fields of education and will offer educational opportunities to those who previously could not pursue a degree. The job and education markets are forecast to become increasingly competitive and, for many students and professionals, online degree programs may be a good option for maintaining a high quality of life
Ponder This
1. What assertion does the author make that undermines the argument that the job market will become increasingly competitive?
· 2. The author uses the example of an online law school to illustrate the future of online degree programs. What information calls into question the acceptance of online degree programs?
· 3. Two populations--high school graduates and working adults--are argued to contribute to the success of online degree programs. In your opinion, which of these populations will have a greater impact on online degree programs?
· 4. How does the example of elite universities contribute to the overall argument for online degree programs?
· 5. Does the author seem to sidestep or leave out any important issues in the debate? Discuss.
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