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America’s Higher-Education Agenda
A focused briefing on degree-attainment, democracy, and economic opportunity

by clayton spencer

I
n a public discourse  defined increas-
ingly by “post-factual” and policy-anni-
hilating debate, Lesson Plan, by William 
G. Bowen and Michael S. McPherson, is 

a short, yet disarmingly rich and precise, 
primer on higher-education 
policy and its compelling rel-
evance for the future of our 
economy and democracy. Two 
of the most respected figures 
in higher-education policy, 
the authors have led parallel 
and intertwined careers as 
economists, college and uni-
versity presidents, foundation 
leaders, and scholars of high-
er education (Bowen as presi-
dent emeritus of Prince ton 
and of the Andrew W. Mel-
lon Foundation, McPherson 
as president emeritus of Ma-
calester College, and presi-
dent of the Spencer Founda-
tion). They are the authors of 
many of the most important 
empirical studies in higher 
education published during 
the past five decades, and 
those they did not write, they 
often sponsored, reviewed, 
participated in, or advised 
on. As a result, this latest col-
laboration—a slim, 140-page 
volume—combines the pre-
cision born of encyclopedic 
knowledge with the plain-
spoken prose of experts for 
whom policy analysis is sec-
ond nature.

With a didacticism ap-
propriate to a lesson plan, 

Bowen and McPherson begin by remind-
ing us of why we should care about getting 
higher-education policy right. Higher edu-
cation itself is a “means of investing in hu-
man capital,” even “human improvement.” 

It equips people to “lead more productive 
and rewarding lives.” And, they point out 
(citing Harvard economists Claudia Goldin 
and Lawrence Katz), in a knowledge-driv-
en economy characterized by the relent-

less advance of technology, it 
is our only hope for meeting 
the pressing national need for 
an increasingly educated and 
productive workforce.

These statements may seem 
self-evident—but Bowen and 
McPherson argue that they 
no longer actually guide our 
country’s approach to high-
er education. While our po-
litical discourse clings to the 
“conventional civic mytholo-
gy” (quoting MIT economist 
David Autor, M.P.P. ’94, Ph.D. 
’99) that higher education is 
the engine of economic op-
portunity and social mobil-
ity—the key to the American 
dream—the underlying real-
ity has shifted fundamental-
ly since the 1980s. In fact, the 
authors report, the United 
States now has both the low-
est mobility and the highest 
inequality among all wealthy 
democratic countries. We will 
not fix this problem if higher 
education continues on its 
current path. As things stand, 
higher education increasingly 
mirrors and reinforces, rather 
than counterbalances, the in-
equality in opportunity and 
income that characterize our 
society at large.

ing used bookstores in Harvard Square. “I 
wanted to be a writer,” he recalls, “but I 
had no idea how to do it.” One afternoon, 
browsing at Harvard Bookstore, he picked 
up a copy of Walt Whitman: A Life, by Justin 
Kaplan ’45, and discovered, upon reading 

the author’s note, that the Pulitzer Prize-
winning biographer lived in Cambridge. “So 
I went home and I looked in the phonebook 
and I found his number and I called him up, 
and I said, ‘You don’t know me, but I want 
to write, and I don’t know what to do,’ and 

he invited me over to his house on Francis 
Avenue, and he told me how it works. He 
helped me write my first proposal—and he 
introduced me to his agent.”

As in sleuthing, the old ways will always 
pay.
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Calling All Harvard Authors!

unequal life chances and the role of higher 
education in perpetuating stark disparities 
in outcomes based on socioeconomic status. 
Bowen and McPherson offer extensive com-
mentary on the fact that socioeconomic sta-
tus trumps academic ability in determining 
who ends up with a college degree. A look at 
high-school sophomores from 2002 a decade 

later, for instance, reveals that 60 percent of 
high socioeconomic status  (SES) students 
had a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared 
with just 14 percent of students from the 
lowest third of the socioeconomic spectrum. 
Adjusting for academic achievement, these 
differences persist. Almost three-quarters of 
high-SES students (74 percent) who scored 

According to the authors, any course cor-
rection requires moving beyond our current 
preoccupation with “access and affordabil-
ity”—maximizing the number of people who 
begin college—and thinking instead about 
what we need to do to increase the num-
ber of people who complete a degree. In the 
United States, almost two-thirds of high-
school graduates pursue some kind of post-
secondary education, but the fraction of any 
given population group actually attaining a 
degree or credential is much smaller. Among 
25- to 29-year-olds, for example, a mere 
34 percent had bachelor’s degrees in 
2014. These numbers have improved 
slightly in recent years, but the au-
thors emphasize that current educa-
tional attainment rates are “simply too 
low to ensure the success of this country in a 

rapidly evolving global 
economy, and too low 
to give many Ameri-
cans the improved life 
chances they deserve.”

Lesson Plan is par-
ticularly compelling 
on the question of 

This Is How the World Ends
Novelist Justin Cronin ’84 ends his 
popular post-apocalyptic Passage Trilogy 
where he began: Harvard College.  
harvardmag.com/cronin-16

Open Roads and 
Dead Ends
The Seventh Fire, a 
documentary by alumni, 
sheds light on gang life  
on a Native American 

reservation. harvardmag.com/
seventhfire-16

Televangelists on Tape
Once labeled a heretic, minister and 
gospel singer Carlton Pearson donates his 
personal archive to Harvard. 
harvardmag.com/
pearson-16

In Case You 
Missed Them...
Coverage of recent 
exhibits, on Chinese 
pottery and Babar the elephant. harvard-
mag.com/neolithic-16  and harvard-
mag.com/babar-16

Explore More
 

For more online-only articles on 
the arts and creativity, see:

Lesson Plan:  An Agenda for 
Change in American High-
er Education, by William 
G. Bowen, LL.D. ’73, and 
Michael S. McPherson 
(Princeton, $24.95).
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in the highest category in math proficiency 
had achieved bachelor’s degrees 10 years 
later, compared with 41 percent of low-SES 
students with the same scores.

To address this problem, the authors argue 
that Americans need to think carefully about 
how to target scarce resources to meet criti-
cal goals—broadening educational attainment, 
not just access; investing in the two- and four-
year public institutions that educate most 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds; 
reducing time to degree to increase comple-
tion rates; and strengthening academic sup-
port for students in critical subject areas. 

The Community-College  
and Student-Debt Myths
It may take time,  though, for these les-
sons to penetrate the political debate. Bow-
en and McPherson, for instance, are sharp-
ly critical of President Obama’s proposal 
to make community college free for a large 
portion of the student population. They ar-
gue that steering students—particularly the 
most vulnerable ones—to community col-
lege is not the way to achieve the pressing 
need to increase the number of people who 
complete bachelor’s degrees, and have both 
the credentials and the knowledge to show 
for it. According to the authors, students 
who begin at four-year colleges have a much 
higher probability (as much as 30 percentage 
points or more) of receiving an A.B. than do 
students who aspire to that degree but start 
out at two-year institutions. Thus, a policy 
that establishes a price differential between 
the first two years at a community college 
versus a four-year college risks setting the 

least advantaged students up for failure.
And if the argument implicit in the Obama 

community-college proposal is that getting 
students through a two-year skills-oriented 
program is sufficient, that effort is equally 
misguided, Bowen and McPherson assert. 
Given the impact of technology and global-
ization on labor, it is routine skills and proce-
dures that are most amenable to computer-
ization—a reality that reduces the half-life of 
highly targeted, vocationally focused educa-
tion. By contrast, the skills learned in earn-
ing a bachelor’s degree—tasks that demand 
critical thinking, judgment, flexibility, and 
the exercise of common sense—are hardest 
to replace with machines, and thus most du-
rable over a lifetime of employment.

Bowen and McPherson are equally skepti-
cal of the calls heard from various presiden-
tial candidates to make college “free” for ev-
eryone, or the related suggestion that college 
should be “debt-free” for students. With char-
acteristic matter-of-factness, they point out 
that someone actually needs to pay the direct 
institutional costs of education. Thus focus-
ing exclusively on the price for the individual 
student is simply an exercise in cost-shifting: 
reducing the price charged one group of citi-
zens and shifting it to an unspecified other.

Similarly, say the authors, the issue of stu-
dent debt, as dramatized in the current elec-
tion cycle, is seriously overblown. Not sur-
prisingly, as economists, they see nothing 
wrong with expecting students with good 
earnings prospects to pay back part of the 
costs incurred by taxpayers and others in edu-
cating them. Of course, the point here is “good 
earnings prospects,” which materialize only 

for students who actually complete their de-
grees. In fact, as Bowen and McPherson point 
out, the average student debt of a bachelor’s-
degree recipient who borrows (and 30 per-
cent don’t borrow at all) is around $30,000: 
roughly the amount of a new-car loan. Debt 
is most troubling for those students who fail 
to complete their degrees and end up behind 
where they started, even with small amounts 
of debt, or for students who enroll in high-
debt, low pay-off programs such as those of-
fered by many of the for-profit institutions. 
Bowen and McPherson point out that the 
for-profit sector accounts for about 8 percent 
of total higher-education enrollment, while 
generating 44 percent of federal student-loan 
defaults.

Solutions Wanting
As this discussion suggests,  Bowen 
and McPherson are most effective when they 
are parsing the issues at the heart of higher-
education policy, exposing myths, and cali-
brating—as no one can do better—how we 
should define our policy goals and where we 
should target solutions. But when they set 
out to define an “Agenda for Change,” their 
arguments begin to lose focus and conviction. 

The most striking example arises in their 
discussion of transforming the federal role 
in higher education from “passive check-
writing” (funding individuals through Pell 
grants, campus-based aid, and student 
loans) to “more active attempts” to promote 
college completion and greater accountabil-
ity by funding states or institutions directly, 
creating a stronger federal role in provid-
ing information and counseling, running ex-
periments to test innovations, and work-
ing with states and institutions to measure 
their performance and outcomes. Although 
the authors note that previous efforts at an 
activist federal role have been highly prob-
lematic—as in the Education Department’s 
recent, misguided, and ultimately aban-
doned, attempt to create a ratings system 
for colleges—they don’t seem to draw the 
most obvious conclusion: that increasing 
the heavy-handedness of the federal govern-
ment in higher education may not be the 
best solution to the problems they so com-
pellingly identify. It is a standard trope that 
the success of American higher education 
is due in no small part to an enabling, but 
circumspect, federal role. The fact that this 
structure has failed to ensure the equality of 
opportunity and substantive outcomes we 
would all wish for does not necessarily mean 

H. John Rogers writes: “The Onala 
Club in Pittsburgh has a placemat on its 
wall that reads, ‘Fai bene—Do good /Scor-
date—Forget about it / Fai male—Do 
bad / Pensaci—Think about it.’  ” He won-
ders if this is an old Italian saying, or if 
someone can provide a specific source.

“something wrong with the experi-
ment”       (May-June). Robert Kantowicz 
supplied a sidelight on this topic from 
Walter Isaacson’s Einstein: His Life and 

Universe (2007), which states on page 252 
that when a student asked Einstein how 
he would have reacted had eclipse obser-
vations contradicted the general theory 
of relativity, the physicist replied, “Then 
I would have been sorry for the dear 
Lord; the theory is correct.” 

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail 
to chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.

C h a p t e r  &  Ve r s e
Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words
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Private Eye
“A bit of an oddball in this business” 

by nell porter brown

While snooping  for signs 
that a suburban salon was 
illegally shooting up its cli-
ents with Botox, Sarah Al-

corn ’90 went undercover: “I wore too much 
makeup and acted like a ditz.” Searching 
Boston’s homeless shelters for a junkie who’d 
witnessed an armed robbery, she feigned di-
shevelment and “dressed in sweats.” Once 
she donned a brunette wig and sunglasses 
to tail an alleged adulteress at a hotel. “I like 
to fit into any canvas,” says the petite faux 
blond while scrolling through the database 
of public divorce records at the Middle-
sex County Probate and Family Court for 
background information in an assault case. 
“Changing personas appeals to me.”

A fine-arts concentrator at Harvard, Al-
corn worked on props and set design in Hol-

lywood (hence the fondness for hairpieces) 
before becoming a private criminal inves-
tigator 17 years ago. Chameleonic versatil-
ity and cleverness aren’t the only traits she 
exploits to succeed in a field traditionally 
dominated by tough men—but they have 
helped. “I spend a lot of time knocking on 
doors and getting people who don’t want to 
talk to me to talk to me,” she reports. “Some 
people respond to the P.I. who’s an ex-cop 
and might throw his weight around a little. 
I find the social worker/nice lady vibe often 
works better for me.”

She has worked on at least a thousand 
cases, including an ancillary trial connected 
to the Boston Marathon bombing, and is on 
the defense team in the high-profile murder 
of Boston toddler Bella Bond, whose body 
washed up on Deer Island last year. Some 25 

that a solution is to be found in a more active 
and intrusive federal government.

When the authors turn to other ques-
tions, such as how to take costs out of the 
higher-education system writ large, the 
“Agenda for Change” runs even further 
afield. They rightly suggest, for instance, 
that we have too many doctoral programs at 
second- and third-tier institutions generat-
ing an over-supply of Ph.D.’s in the market-
place. Yet the solution they proffer is simply 
a call for a “tough reexamination of real na-
tional needs and costs,” without much hope 
for success. Similarly, they discuss the “reck-
less and wasteful” and integrity-destroying 
role of high-profile sports at many institu-
tions. Yet, again, the authors are short on 
solutions. They cite legal challenges to the 
system or direct governmental action as the 
only realistic (but not at all likely) path for-
ward. Finally, although they correctly note 
the promise of “adaptive learning”—a blend 
of face-to-face instruction with technolo-
gy-assisted feedback loops—for improving 
student outcomes, they fail to explain how 
the institutions serving the most needy stu-
dents can acquire the capital and expertise 
required to make progress in this domain.

These caveats notwithstanding, Lesson Plan 
is an invaluable guide for anyone who cares 
about the core American value of equal op-
portunity, and the role 
higher education has 
and should continue to 
play in translating this 
value into economic 
vitality and a healthy 
democracy. One hopes 
that the wisdom offered 
by these distinguished 
scholars will find a  
receptive audience as 
this consequential po-
litical season continues 
to unfold.  

Clayton Spencer, A.M. ’82, 
is president of Bates College; 
she was previously vice pres-
ident for policy at Harvard, 
where she worked with four 
University presidents dur-
ing a 15-year period, and 
chief education counsel of 
the U.S. Senate from 1993 
to 1997, serving under Sena-
tor Edward M. Kennedy ’54, 
LL.D. ’08.

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n

Posing with a tool of the trade, 
Alcorn can revel in her job’s 
reflection of film noir. 

Harvard Magazin e      67

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746


