
 

Can You Read the Writing on the Wall? 
Why Millennials Should Re-Think College 

 
“I wouldn’t wish any specific thing for any specific person – it’s none of my business.  But the 

idea that a four-year degree is the only path to worthwhile knowledge is insane. 
                                                                                                                          -Mike Rowe 

Did you see the 1986 movie, “Back to School?” Rodney Dangerfield plays a successful 
businessman who never obtained his degree, so he decided to go to college with his son.  In one 
scene, Rodney is in an economics class when the professor leads the students in developing a 
mock-up business constructing the facility. Dangerfield answers, “You left out a bunch of stuff.” 

His off-the-cuff statement angers the already irritated teacher. “Oh really. Like what, for 
instance?” he asks. 

Rodney rattles off a series of payments it will cost to put up the building which include paying 
politicians for zoning, kickbacks to contractors, the teamsters, building inspectors for permits 
and waste management, who he says, “aren’t the Boy Scouts.” It’s a humorous moment that 
outlines the practicality lacking in the business class instruction.   
 
I remember the computer class when I was in high school. They met next to the Latin classroom.  
What a paradox!  More students were encouraged to take Latin than computers or typing. Which 
of those would have helped me more in life and business?  
 

Broken Promises 
The Millennial Generation (born 1985-2005) is facing a debt crisis unparalleled in human 
history. If they attended college, as their parents encouraged them, they are burdened with 
massive college loans.  Most didn’t work at jobs while in school, as Dave Ramsey, radio host 
and media personality advocates.   



As a member of the Baby Boomer Generation (born 1945-64), we were encouraged by our 
parents to go to college, obtain a four-year degree and a job would be almost guaranteed.  For the 
most part, that was true.  Then recession, inflation and technological advances took away many 
“guaranteed” jobs.  We made the same promise to our children: Go to college and you’ll get a 
job.  It isn’t as true today as it was 40 years ago.   

In this day of instant gratification, young people want to live at the same economic level of their 
parents. They don’t realize the time it took to struggle and save to be at that level. While they 
may wind up more in debt, the odds of them having the luxuries they grew up with immediately 
are slim to none.  Not everyone will graduate as a Mark Zuckerberg or Bill Gates (by the way, 
both of them dropped out of Harvard!).  
 
Matthew Wisner writes, “Now, if you think there is a job shortage, I have some great news for 
you, but it may not be the news you want to hear.”  Mike Rowe, television personality (famous 
for the series “Dirty Jobs”), says that if you want a job, you probably should not go to a four-year 
college.  You should consider a trade school. Construction and contracting leaders in the US and 
Canada often struggle filling positions with competent skilled workers. 
 
Wisner quotes Rowe, "$1.3 million dollars in student loans is not the answer. We have a 
subordinate view of these trade jobs.  There is no hope without an education, … you have to 
have some competency.”  
 
“But the idea that the best path for most people just happens to be the most expensive path, 
there’s just something fundamentally corrupt,” Rowe told the FOX Business Network’s Stuart 
Varney.  “The cost of college has just gone through the roof, and yet, we still talk about it as if it 
is truly the best way for most people.” 
 
Rowe says millions of American jobs don't require a college education. “I’m fascinated by the 
skills gap…But 5.6 million jobs that exist as we speak, (sic) 75% of which do not require a four-
year degree are sitting there.” Did you get that?  There are more job openings for skilled workers 
than graduates we are churning out of what we consider higher educational institutions! 
 
Rowe says putting an emphasis on college education sends many graduates into the work force 
saddled with high debt--and without skills that could have been acquired more affordably at 
vocational schools.  Are we teaching young people that they are “too good” to do certain jobs 
that will probably pay them more for their skills in the long run?  
 
Wisner quotes Rowe, “We have this subordinate view of all kinds of different forms of education 
that lead to these opportunities, therefore, we have the same subordinate view of all these jobs 
that go begging.” 
 
In a timely Youtube video, Rowe says, “I can think of 9 magazines who every year rank the top 
colleges… and none of them include a trade school!  That’s where the pressure on young people 
starts. While more young people are opting for four year degrees, trade jobs account for 54% of 
the labor market today.” 



Ponder this: experts today are saying that 3.5 million manufacturing jobs will need to be filled 
over the next ten years.  But at the rate young people are coming out with a practical skill set, 
only 2 million of those jobs will be filled.  A general liberal arts education won’t teach you how 
to do the technical work these positions will require.  

Dawson, a friend’s son, is about to enter school to study engineering.  He knows that the future 
will require engineers in many fields.  Oddly, jobs available in most of these areas account for 
more than 50% of openings today!  At a four-year college, you may be “well-rounded” by a 
deeper understanding of the Zoroastrians, Chaucer and Greek Mythology, but at what price to 
your future ability to earn a living will be faced? 
 

Building The Future 
Joyce Rosenberg wrote recently, “Construction firms are having a hard time finding workers and 
expect the situation to persist over the next 12 months. That's the finding of a survey (Summer, 
2017) by the Associated General Contractors of America and Autodesk.” 
 
She said, “70% of construction firms, many of them small businesses, are having problems 
finding workers to fill hourly craft positions that are the majority of the construction workforce, 
according to the survey. 67% predicted it would be hard to fill positions over the next 12 
months.” 
 
“A worker shortage at companies could affect the amount of building activity in the U.S.,” said 
Stephen Sandherr, CEO of the Contractors Group. "In the short-term, fewer firms will be able to 
bid on construction projects if they are concerned they will not have enough workers to meet 
demand.” 
 
After decades of emphasizing bachelor’s degrees the US and Canada need more tradespeople… 
in jobs that will pay more and at an escalating rate, than most traditional “white collar” jobs a 
student would apply for post-graduation. 

Mark Krupnick writes, “… so much effort has been put into encouraging high school graduates 
to go to college for academic degrees rather than for training in industrial and other trades that 
many fields… face worker shortages. Now California is spending $6 million on a campaign to 
revive the reputation of vocational education, and $200 million to improve the delivery of it.” 

We basically need to rethink, retrain and reinvent the way we view and design education. While 
countries like India, South Korea and China are training their students in practical cutting-edge 
technology, we can’t rely on traditional liberal arts degrees to succeed in the global economy. 
 
Krupnick goes on, “It’s a cultural rebuild,” said Randy Emery, a welding instructor at the 
College of the Sequoias in California’s Central Valley.  Emery said the decades-long national 



push for high school graduates to get bachelor’s degrees left vocational programs with an image 
problem, and the nation’s factories with far fewer skilled workers than needed. 
 
Commentary 
If our society is to survive into the next decade, it must adjust to the changes in skills required 
and education to meet those demands.  If you are business owner, what can you do to encourage 
your workforce to consider further trade school training? If you are a Millennial (or a parent), 
what can you do to adjust to the changes in the next five years?  If you are an educator, what can 
we do together to equip the next generation to be adept in the New World of work? 

Did you receive all of the practical skills that helped you in the business you are in today in your 
education process? If you could “do it all again,” what more would you want to learn?  What 
can you do to prepare the next generation for the world of tomorrow?   
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