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The Importance of Education in America

On the news, in the newspapers, and blaring from radios: the state of the economy is being discussed in every form of media. It is apparent that the middle class is shrinking with a wide gulf being created between the “haves” and the “have nots”. With the costs of groceries, gas, and general living expenses rising, salaries seem to be decreasing. Wages that would have once been considered high-paying are now being called average and in some cases, below average. Blue-collar workers were able to earn excellent salaries in the past but since mining and production jobs have waned, training and education for white collar jobs and skilled labor are becoming a near necessity. The overpopulation of prisons is a major issue and a large percentage of prisoners turned to a life of crime because they were not properly educated and could not survive in a world where a diploma is pretty much a requirement for even a basic job. In order to survive the economic straits of today and of the future, a solid education will not be an option but will instead be a requirement. 
When we speak of education, so many things can be derived. A high school diploma, a post-secondary degree, a master’s degree, or even certification in a field such as auto-mechanics or air conditioning and refrigeration fall under the education umbrella. Being educated in any sense of the word can be lucrative and help one to survive however higher levels of education or higher levels of certification in a field or trade tend to be more lucrative than basic education or certification. “One can safely assume that a person is not in proper sense till he is educated. (Goel, 2007)I am sure that anyone would agree that no education (for example: not completing high school) would result in a low paying job with basic wages and inadequate benefits. Being undereducated makes it nearly impossible to survive in today’s world with the rising costs of living so imagine how difficult it will be in five, ten, and even twenty more years! 
According to the American Housing Survey (AHS) conducted by the United States Census Bureau, the median monthly housing costs (rent, utilities, garbage and trash collection) for renters in the United States in 2001 was $633. Now, this was seven years ago and the $633 was the average costs. In most large cities, finding an “average” priced rental unit is nearly impossible. Moving along, let us add in the costs of food, clothing, transportation, healthcare, and entertainment. Yes, the $633 has doubled and possibly tripled depending on the size of the family. 
The United States Census Bureau determined that the median income in the United States for the year 2001 was $37,066. If our earlier figure for median monthly housing cost was combined with food, clothing, transportation, healthcare, and entertainment costs and multiplied by 12 (representing the twelve months in a year), the median income would be depleted if not exceeded. It is unfortunate that in many areas of the country, particularly the Southern and Midwestern states, the median income is lower than that of the remaining states so this makes the financial situation even more dire. “The quality of human resource of a nation is easily judged by the number of literate population living in it.”(Goel,2007)
Is there a surefire solution to beating rising inflation and costs of living? No, there is not however there is a sensible solution that is applicable in most cases. Of course that situation is education. Let us consider the following chart: 
Average Annual Earnings (2001)
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By reviewing the chart, we can tell that the better educated an American is, the higher his or her earnings are. With higher earnings comes the chance for a better quality of life. With less education comes less income and this creates other issues such as financial strain, lack of healthcare, unsatisfactory nutrition, and possible poverty. One generation of poverty can create cycles of poverty that lasts for generations. 
It must be stated that education does not guarantee higher earnings or a better quality of life however it greatly increases the chances. In no way does being educated guarantee a person to glide down the road of an easy life but it does make the path so much smoother. Basically, the educated mind is conditioned to perform better and continuously set and accomplish goals. To quote Theodore Roosevelt, “A man who has never gone to school may steal from a freight car; but if he has a university education he may steal the whole railroad.”
Historically, there have been persons in the United States who have become both rich and famous with little to no education. Those persons have been few and far between and it takes several different things to create such a person: a famous family, above average intelligence, beauty, and sheer luck. Truthfully, there are very few trust fund babies in this day and age and the number of born geniuses is few. Beauty and good looks are common these days and luck may come and go. All of these things happen randomly and by chance. We all dream of raising a child who is the next Einstein, Michael Jordan, Madam Marie Curie, and Angelina Jolie all rolled into one but that is highly unlikely, no matter how much we push and pray. But something that we can all have is an educated child who is well-equipped to survive in an expensive and harsh world when we are long gone. Education is constant and consistent. Once it is earned, it can never be lost, stolen, or forgotten. 

A grim and harsh reality that not only the United States, but the entire world would rather ignore is that poverty exists and much worse than poverty are cycles of poverty. Cycles of poverty are basically created when a younger generation witnesses those before them struggle with and loose the battle with poverty. The members of this younger generation basically accept being poor as their fate and surrender to poverty as those before them have done. The next generation that follows witnesses the same loosing battle with poverty and soon surrenders as those before them have. Until one person in one of the generations takes a stand to break the cycle, it will go on and on and become more vicious in the process. How are cycles of poverty broken?

Education. Parents who sought out and completed higher levels of education are more than likely to have children who follow in their parent’s footsteps. To take it a step further, the majority of parents who are educated as well as many parents who are battling poverty insist that their children receive as much, if not more education than they received. The educated parents are able to demonstrate to their children that the only way the family is surviving is because of the education of the parents. The parents who are battling poverty are able to point out to their children that the family’s situation would be so much better if the parents would have gotten a better education or skilled job training. In both cases, no parent wants their children to have the same regrets and live the same struggle. Children in both scenarios are able to see the importance of both being educated and lacking in education and skilled job training. 

Job applications inquire about education and skilled training. The majority of employers consider education a key factor when hiring or even interviewing a new employee. One may have perfect credit, a spotless criminal background, and a detailed, satisfactory work history but another person without all of the aforementioned qualities but more education may be chosen for an open position. It is assumed that the educated person will be more adept at handling financial matters and more empowered to make important decisions because they have been schooled for a longer period of time. Having been schooled over a longer period of time, that person has more than likely been exposed to different subjects, ideas, and schools of thought. 
Although the importance of education is stressed in the United States, greater emphasis is placed on education in other countries and areas of the world. Along with other areas come different economic systems as well as values. 
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It can be noted in the above chart that although the United States has a large amount of students enrolled in higher education, much of this amount are foreign students who choose to study in the United States.  The costs of education are generally lower and accessible, the education system is open to all, and an American education is valued through much of the world. 

One solution to students not finishing high school and becoming productive citizens is vocational education. Many states have implemented vocational high schools where, upon graduation, students are nearly certified in fields such as plumbing, air conditioning and refrigeration, and cosmetology. This solution is very desirable for at-risk students. “Educators must recognize that there are effective programs focusing on the needs of at-risk youth, and that a primary responsibility is to be able to recognize a student at-risk.”(Womble,1997). What constitutes a student being at risk? Truancy, lack of interest in school work, distractive and disruptive behavior are all signs of an at risk student. If these students complete high school, the chances of them going on to complete secondary education are nearly non-existent. If school officials are able to identify an at risk student, counseling programs can be put in place to educate these students on vocational education and its benefits. 
Dropouts are usually persons who could’ve been identified as at risk students. Two decades ago, most drop outs were of high school age, usually 17 or 18. An alarming trend is occurring as the age of drop outs gets younger and younger. Many of these students who leave school may never become productive members of society. Discouraged by low-paying jobs and lack of opportunity, these ex-students may turn to a life of crime. “Today, dropouts, students who leave school as early as the law permits and without benefits of diploma or graduation, remain the most visible, at-risk population.(Presseisen, 1991).

Early and proactive intervention can curb this trend. If a student expresses the fact that he/she has absolutely no desire to complete high school, an expert or peer-counselor should intervene and magnify the type of financial and social repercussions this will have on the student’s future. All myths of ‘doing okay should be dispelled by the expert or counselor and alternatives should be introduced. Also, many students feel that without a college degree, they are a failure. This myth also needs to be dispelled and students should be taught that they can survive with a vocational education and technical training if it is decided that college is not for them. 
Not only are dropouts at risk for financial failure in the future, there is also the risk of them becoming criminals. Having the desire to live a financially fit life without being properly educated can cause a dropout to turn to a life of crime. According to statistics, there are one million dropouts in United States prisons. Some of these students may have had a very different future had early intervention been implemented. 

As the world gets more populated and resources get lower, the economy and the costs of living will continue to rise. The job market will, without a doubt, become even more aggressive than it is today. In order to successfully compete in the job market and survive the tight economic times to come, a strong education will be a requirement instead of a requirement. 
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