Education Specialty:
Post-Industrialism

During the last 50 years, more and more Americans
have been getting undergraduate, graduate, and post-
graduate degrees—but in what? Even as our popula-
tion grew, the percentage of people in their twenties
with college degrees has more than tripled, from 7%
in 1950 to something more than 22% today. In simple
totals, we have, today, about one and a half times as
many doctorate and bachelor degrees conferred each
year than we did in 1970. The number of masters de-
grees conferred each year has just about doubled
since then. But, what areas of study have kept pace
with these increases? And, thereby, which areas of
the U.S. productive economic capacities have con-
tinued to be renewed and replenished; and which
have, on a relative basis, been diminished or de-
graded for lack of new graduates?

The greatest relative drop in doctoral degrees
conferred since the 1920s has been, far and away, in
the physical sciences. In the 1920s, *30s, and ’40s,
fully one-fifth to one-quarter of all doctorates con-
ferred were in the physical sciences. By the late
1970s, only 10% were; and today, fewer than 9%.
The simple numbers of master’s and bachelor’s de-
grees conferred annually in the physical sciences,
from the 1970s to today, have dropped by 50-60%.

In agriculture and natural resources, doctorates
conferred annually, as a percentage of the total doc-
torates, are now below the levels of the 1920s and
’30s, having peaked in the *50s and ’60s.

Engineering doctorates, overall, have increased
from 1% of the total doctorates conferred annually in
the early 1920s to 12% in the mid-1960s. A drop to
below 8% by 1980 recovered by the 1990s and 2000
back up to mid-1960s levels. However, only half of
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these are U.S. citizens and can be expected to remain
in the country. Also, increasingly, engineers are
being trained in business practice or in IT, rather than
in areas of the physical economy.

So, what about the services and the IT sectors?
These areas have either kept pace with, or far ex-
ceeded, the overall increases seen in degrees con-
ferred. The number of business degrees conferred
annually, including bachelor’s, master’s, and doc-
toral, were 2.5 times greater in 2000 than they were
in 1970. Not surprisingly, the number of computer
and information sciences degrees conferred in 2000
was close to 12.5 times the number in 1970. And, the
armies of college graduates in the fields of parks, rec-
reation, leisure, and fitness studies have swelled in
ranks by 12 times their 1970 levels.

These figures come from the U.S. Department of
Education and the National Center for Education
Statistics.

—Judy DeMarco
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