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Written Debate Outline
Debate Objectives 
We aim to argue that higher education should be an opportunity, not a fundamental right. Making it a universal entitlement could lead to increased financial strain on taxpayers, decreased personal responsibility, and a devaluation of education.
Opening Statement
· If everyone is entitled to a college degree, who will pay for it, and what happens when the degree no longer guarantees success?
· [bookmark: _Int_H6Ak9amy]Higher education should not be a right because making it universally accessible without financial consideration would strain taxpayers and resources, leading to higher taxes and cuts to essential services. Additionally, a degree does not always equal success and other career paths may suffer if higher education is overemphasized. Making higher education a right could also devalue the degree, overcrowd universities, and lower academic standards.
· Not always helpful - Dan, a man in his mid-thirties, decided to pursue a degree in 2015 after not being able to receive promotions because he didn’t have higher education. However, upon completing his degree in 2021, Dan could not find a job. He applied to over 100 positions, tailoring his resume. However, after 3 years he still does not feel he has benefitted from the degree (Zinkula, 2023).
· Overcrowding - “Ella, a first-year medical student in Paris, is part of a class of 1,500 students and recounts, ‘You could leave your laptop behind and no one would go near it, but some students steal your notes and destroy them. They think that, by screwing you up, they improve their own chances of passing first year.’ (University of Chicago, n.d.).
Main Argument 1: Sustainability and Financial Burden
· Objective: Argue that making higher education a right would place an unsustainable financial burden on the state and taxpayers.
· Key Points:
· If college were tuition-free in the U.S., taxpayers would need to cover the cost of tuition for millions of students. For instance, estimates suggest that free college could cost 67% of current federal education spending (Hanson, 2023).
· Examples from other countries “At France’s open enrollment public universities, the first year dropout and failure rate is close to 50 percent. For more competitive fields like medicine, rates of failure at French universities are even higher: 90 percent of medical students do not pass their first year and 80 percent of those who repeat it are again unsuccessful. Not only do high failure rates drain government resources, contribute to larger class sizes, and lower the quality of education, but they also waste students’ time—along with the money that they could instead be making and contributing to the economy. Making public universities too accessible, thus, can have negative consequences” (University of Chicago, n.d.)
· Impact on the quality of education due to government funding constraints: overcrowded classrooms, underfunded universities, and the decline in educational standards. (State Funding Cuts: Since 2008, the U.S. has experienced a $13.3 billion reduction in state funding for higher education, adjusted for inflation, which equates to a cut of approximately $1,800 per student. Tuition Increases: States have raised tuition to make up for the funding shortfall. Even here at Southern Adventist University our school tuition increased by 6.8%. Nationwide, the average state spends 23% less per student than it did before the recession. Decline in Educational Quality: Many states' cuts have resulted in reduced resources at public universities, leading to fewer faculty positions, course offerings, and campus closures, all of which affect the quality of education.) (Mitchell et al., 2019)
Main Argument 2: Merit, Choice, and Individual Responsibility
· Objective: Access to higher education should be based on personal merit and individual responsibility rather than a guaranteed right.
· Key Points:
· Education should be earned, not guaranteed: 
· By making it a right, we reduce the incentive for students to strive for excellence, leading to a devaluation of degrees and a less competitive workforce.
· Georgia’s HOPE and Zell Miller Scholarships demonstrate that students who maintain scholarship eligibility through academic performance show stronger retention and graduation outcomes compared to those who lose these scholarships. Around 25% of students with Zell Miller Scholarships lose their eligibility by their 90th credit hour, underscoring how academic merit influences student success and retention rates (Ribar & Rubenstein, 2023).
· Higher education should reflect a personal choice that aligns with individual capabilities, ambitions, and career paths—not a government entitlement.
· Low Degree Completion Rates: A large percentage of students who start college do not finish within six years, with completion rates hovering around 60%. This data suggests that many students enter higher education without clear personal goals or without assessing their preparedness, resulting in dropped courses or changes in career paths. If higher education were treated more as a personal choice rather than a right, students might be more likely to succeed because they would enter with a stronger commitment and clearer objectives (NCES, 2023)	Comment by Jenifer Estrada: Low degree completion rates, around 60%, often result from students entering higher education without clear personal goals or preparedness, leading to dropped courses or career changes. Treating higher education as a personal choice could improve success.
· Opportunity for alternative paths: Promote the value of apprenticeships, vocational training, and other career-oriented alternatives to college.
· Vocational Training Efficiency: Vocational programs are typically shorter and more affordable than a four-year degree. The Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce found that nearly 30 million U.S. jobs that pay an average of $55,000 annually do not require a bachelor’s degree but instead favor technical skills acquired through vocational training (Georgetown CEW, 2022).
· Apprenticeships: Data from the U.S. Department of Labor highlights that individuals who complete apprenticeships earn an average starting salary of $77,000. Apprenticeships provide structured, hands-on training that can directly lead to full-time employment in skilled trades, IT, and healthcare roles, where there is high demand for specialized skills (U.S. Department of Labor, 2023).
· Employer Support for Non-Degree Pathways: According to BestColleges' 2021 employer survey, 81% of business leaders now consider alternative education paths valuable for career readiness. This indicates a shift in the job market where skills and certifications are increasingly prioritized over traditional college degrees, making vocational training and apprenticeships viable and respected options.
Main Argument 3: Devaluation of Higher Education
· Making higher education a right would devalue degrees and harm the educational system.
· Overcrowding could result in lower quality education as institutions struggle to meet demand
· “In 1990, 14.2 million students enrolled in degree-granting institutions. By 2010, this figure reached 21 million. As the number of applicants has increased, standards have declined to accommodate them. Augsburg University, for example, is trialing a ‘test-optional’ admissions policy. The University of Chicago has also followed suit and no longer requires applicants to submit SAT or ACT scores. Furthermore, research from the American Enterprise Institute found that standards have fallen, with students studying significantly less than they used to” (Boyce, 2019).
· “Ella, a first-year medical student in Paris, is part of a class of 1,500 students and recounts, ‘You could leave your laptop behind and no one would go near it, but some students steal your notes and destroy them. They think that, by screwing you up, they improve their own chances of passing first year.’ (University of Chicago, n.d.).
· Federal or state programs are often underfunded. So not all educational needs would be met 
· “The United States is underfunding our public schools by nearly $150 billion annually, robbing millions of children—predominantly minority and low-income children—of the opportunity to succeed” (Weiss & Reville, 2019).
· Students would not be incentivized to finish degrees
· California was previously able to have 50% of their community college students attend for free. However less than 10% completed a two-year degree within a 6-year time frame (Walsh, 2018).
· “International comparisons render as dubious the assumption that free tuition in the U.S. would lead to higher numbers of college graduates. Within the G-7, the four countries that charge college tuition have higher education attainment rates (Japan, 59%; Canada, 58%; United Kingdom, 48%; United States, 46%) than those that don’t (France, 44%; Germany, 28%; Italy, 24%)” (Eden, 2016). Regardless of the reason they dropped out, this could be considered a waste of taxpayer dollars as it does not result in a degree.
· As more people obtain bachelor's degrees, they become less valuable 
· “Higher education becomes a new high school, where it's not enough to get you a job. You have to do something more” (B. Schnell, personal communication, November 13, 2024).
· The value of a college degree has gone down due to the vast increase in the number of workers who possess degrees. This form of debasement mimics the effect of printing more money. Following the Law of Supply and Demand, the greater the quantity of a commodity, the lower the value (Clark, 2021).
Cross-Examination
· How do you plan to address the significant financial burden that free higher education would place on taxpayers, as tuition-free education can lead to increased national debt or cuts in other public services?
· If higher education becomes a universal right, how would you ensure that the quality of education is maintained, especially with the risk of overcrowded classrooms and underfunded universities?
· As we previously outlined, a high number of students take classes, but do not graduate and thus do not receive a degree. This could be viewed as a waste of taxpayer dollars. How would you address the issue of students taking classes, but never achieving a degree?
· How would you respond to the argument that increasing the number of college graduates through free education may result in the devaluation of the degree, as seen in many industries that are increasingly saturated with degree holders?
· What happens to private universities if public universities become free and have much higher enrollment? Do the private universities suffer? Or become more elite and socioeconomically segregated than they already are?
· How would you respond to the argument that vocational training and apprenticeships provide viable, and often more affordable, career paths for students who may not be suited for or interested in higher education?
Closing Statement
· By ensuring higher education remains an opportunity for those who seek it, we can preserve its value, encourage personal responsibility, and invest in alternative pathways that strengthen our workforce."
Key Terms
· Higher education is education beyond high school, especially at a college or university.  
· Making higher education a "right" means guaranteeing access to all individuals, regardless of financial means or academic background, with the government funding education through taxpayer dollars, making it free or low-cost for students. This would shift the system from one based on the ability to pay to one where higher education is universally accessible to all.
· Apprenticeship is a structured training program that combines on-the-job training with classroom instruction, allowing individuals to learn a specific trade or profession while working under the guidance of experienced mentors. Apprenticeships are typically associated with skilled trades, such as construction, plumbing, and electrical work, but they are also available in fields like healthcare, information technology, and manufacturing.
· Vocational training is education and training that focuses on teaching the specific skills and knowledge required for particular jobs or careers, often in technical or skilled trades.
Social Work Values
Some of the social work values that factor into our debate stance are integrity, service, and social justice. This argument upholds integrity as it does not over-promise what can be accomplished. If higher education was attempted to be made a right, it would be difficult to cover the funding. Other education programs often are underfunded (Mitchell et al., 2019). It is likely funding would not be adequate for such a large initiative. Thus, it would not uphold integrity if follow through did not happen. Additionally, our stance connects to the values of service and social justice. There are many other programs that may suffer if funding was diverted to cover higher education. It would take funds from those in need. For example, many low income or minority students are already experiencing lack of funding (Weiss & Reville, 2019). Education up to high school is required. However, many barriers face students at that stage. Higher education is not necessary. Thus, we must focus on the more important issue of the required education. We can serve our clients and promote social justice by ensuring their needs are met.
Summary of Data
We collected our quantitative data from Google and our qualitative data from an interview. We spoke with Professor Ben Schnell from the School of Business, and he believes that while everyone should pursue some form of post-high school education, it doesn’t need to be a four-year degree. He supports funding for community colleges and vocational programs for jobs like HVAC and electrical work, which are in high demand. He also thinks taxpayer-funded education for practical or two-year degrees could help the economy, given issues like an aging workforce and fewer young people. However, he did express concerns about making all higher education free, worrying that it might lower the quality and value of degrees. He mentioned that students who invest their own money in education often appreciate it more. We shared our debate approach, and how we were focusing on the financial strain universal education could place on taxpayers, the risk of devaluing degrees, and the importance of personal responsibility. Professor Schnell suggested that we emphasize the risk of devaluation as a key point and considering the benefits of going back to school later in life when goals are clearer (B. Schnell, personal communication, November 13, 2024).
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