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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.
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