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The Path Forward: The Future of Graduate Education in the United States

Finding innovative solutions to many of the challenges facing the United States and the world in the 21st century
will depend upon a creative, knowledgeable, and highly skilled workforce. The application of knowledge and skills
to these challenges will help maintain our country’s future economic prosperity and growth, foster social well-being,
and assure our leadership position in the global economy. Undergraduate education is important to the creation of
a stable economy because it provides students with foundational knowledge and work skills and prepares college
graduates for a wide range of employment options. But it is graduate education that provides students with the
advanced knowledge and skills that will secure our future intellectual leadership in the knowledge economy.

Our key assumption is that the competitiveness of the United States and our nation's capacity for innovation
hinge fundamentally on a strong system of graduate education.

The U.S. graduate education system has served our nation well. But the system also faces considerable challenges.
Many undergraduate degree holders who have the ability to obtain a graduate degree never enroll in a graduate
program, and many who do enroll leave without a degree. The demographics of tomorrow’s domestic population
eligible for graduate study will look very different from today’s, with possible implications for how graduate study
is structured, supported, and evaluated. Other nations are moving decisively to build strong graduate programs to
attract the world’s best students whose interest in U.S. graduate study we have long taken for granted.

Areas of Vulnerability

Graduate School Enroliment
— Who Enrolls?

Overall enrollment in colleges and graduate schools
continues to increase, but the gains have not kept
pace with the increase in the general population of
individuals of college age. Growth in graduate school
enrollment also is complicated by the dropout problem
at both the high school and undergraduate levels.
Among those who do complete high school, data
indicate that only slightly more than half enroll in
some type of postsecondary education, and great
disparities remain in enrollment levels by ethnicity
and race. While the majority of Asian and White
non-Hispanic high school graduates enroll in some
type of college, less than half of Black and Hispanic
high school graduates continue on to either a 2-year
or 4-year college.

Changing U.S. Demographics for
Graduate Education

The U.S. population is diverse and continues to grow
even more so. A number of emerging sociological and
economic forces will present challenges to the entire
U.S. educational system, including graduate education.

¢ Demographic shifts are likely to result in a
population with less education than today and
lower math and reading skill levels. As a result,
the population of domestic students eligible to
pursue higher education is likely to become more
diverse but possibly less academically skilled.

Figure 1. Who goes to college?
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Source: Davis, W. J., & Bauman, K. J. (2008). School enrollment in the United States: 2006.
Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.

¢ International migration will account for more

than half of the nation’s population growth by
the year 2015, according to U.S. Census Bureau
estimates. More first-generation college students
will emerge from this pool, and many are likely
to require additional educational preparation.

¢ The number of “nontraditional” students is

growing. They are older, engage in work, family,
and school activities at the same time, and may
view graduate education not as a means of preparing
for a first career but rather as a means of changing
or improving their employability.






Addressing Areas
of Vulnerability

Addressing vulnerabilities in our graduate education
system now will strengthen not only graduate education,
but also our capacity for innovation and our ability

to compete in the global economy. Changes in the
university, industry, and government arenas are called for.

Universities

U.S. graduate education is a strategic national asset.
Like all valuable assets it must be attended to and
nurtured in order to remain viable and strong.
Strengthening higher education and specifically graduate
education is an investment in our future. In order to
ensure a strong graduate education system going forward,
universities need to address a number of challenges.

e Continuing efforts to identify and attract talented
students to graduate education are critical.

e Improving student completion rates is important.
Institutions must review and analyze their own
completion and attrition patterns at both the
master’s and doctoral levels and create interventions
to increase completion.

¢ Nonacademic career pathways for graduate
students must be clarified and expanded upon.
Graduate schools must provide appropriate
training, mentoring, and information about career
opportunities outside academia (e.g., business,
government, and the nonprofit sector) in addition
to those in academia.

¢ Preparing future faculty also is critical. Technology
and demographics are changing, our understanding
of how students learn is improving, and the aging
of the professoriate has implications for how future
faculty are prepared in U.S. graduate schools.

¢ A professional development component is one of
the strengths of graduate education. However, it is
primarily master’s level programs, not doctoral, that
have included this component. Universities should
support the acquisition of such transferable skills
to prepare doctoral recipients for a larger array of
employment opportunities.

Employers

Employers play an important role in strengthening
graduate education. They must clarify expectations of
graduate recipients and help convey industry needs to
graduate schools.

¢ Develop business/university partnerships by
establishing a “Graduate School Chair” or other
type of fellowship that provides financial support to

graduate students; increasing internships and work-
study opportunities for graduate students; creating
employer-matched, portable individual accounts
that finance employee education and training; and
providing tuition reimbursement programs for
current employees to pursue graduate degrees.

e Develop business/university partnerships
to promote participation of students from
underrepresented groups in graduate programes.

e Communicate the educational skills needed
for 21st-century jobs to students in high school
through graduate school to help inform their
decisions about educational choices in light of
career opportunities.

Policymakers

The federal government must ensure that graduate
education is a viable option for a growing number

of U.S. citizens. Given the increasing diversity of the
domestic student population, broadening participation
in U.S. graduate education must remain a national
priority. The odds that students will remain in graduate
school are affected by several factors, especially the
availability of appropriate financial support.

¢ Federal government support for graduate education
must be increased through the authorization and
implementation of two new initiatives to support
doctoral and master’s education.

- A COMPETES doctoral traineeship program
would support doctoral education in areas of
national need by providing direct student support
through a stipend, tuition and fees, ancillary
fringe costs, and other costs of education.

- A new competitive grant program would
provide partial funding to create new, innovative
master’s programs or reinvigorate existing
programs. Universities receiving the grants
would need to secure at least two-thirds of
program funding from sources other than
the federal government.

¢ Continuing federal government support for
existing programs and initiatives also is critical.
This includes updating federal training and fellow-
ship programs to keep pace with the increasing
cost of graduate education, expanding loan
forgiveness programs to other critical fields,
amending current tax policies for graduate
fellowships and scholarships, and aligning
federal and state grant programs.

¢ Improvements and changes in the visa process to
encourage international students to enroll in U.S.
graduate schools and to remain in the United States
following their degree completion also are needed.



The Path Forward

Graduate education plays a critical role in today’s world and
will continue to do so in the future. A better understanding

of that role and a clear path forward depend upon effective
collaborations between universities, industry, and government.
Finding solutions to 21st-century challenges, ensuring
continued national prosperity, and maintaining our position
in the global economy will require a highly skilled, creative,
and innovative workforce. These creative innovators will be

the product of the U.S. graduate education system.
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The report was written by: Cathy Wendler, ETS; Brent Bridgeman, ETS; Fred Cline, ETS;
Catherine Millett, ETS; JoAnn Rock, ETS; Nathan Bell, CGS; and Patricia McAllister, CGS.

The Commission on the Future of Graduate
Education in the United States is a joint
effort of the Council of Graduate Schools
(CGS) and Educational Testing Service (ETS).
It was charged with overseeing a research
effort to examine the political, demographic,
socioeconomic, educational, and financial
trends that impact participation in graduate
education. The assumption underlying this
work was that the global competitiveness of
the United States and capacity for innovation
hinges fundamentally on a strong system
of graduate education. The 18-member
Commission includes university presidents,
graduate deans, provosts, industry leaders, and
higher education scholars. The Commission
guided the development of a report outlining
the research findings and recommendations to
universities, industry, and policymakers, and
will seek to create a national conversation on
how to increase graduate degree attainment
by all segments of the country’s population.

www.fgereport.org

The views expressed in this executive summary are those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the officers and trustees of Educational Testing Service.

Copyright © 2010 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS and the ETS logo
are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS). 13963

Copyright © 2010 Council of Graduate Schools and/or its suppliers. All rights reserved.





