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Accessible and affordable healthcare is an important element of maintaining quality of life. From pre-natal 
visits through end-of-life decisions, it affects literally every life stage. In the U.S., cost has become a major 
barrier. U.S. healthcare is the most expensive in the world, with annual costs over $9,000 per capita and, even 

so, health outcomes are poorer than peer nations. As our healthcare system reaches its financial limits, providers 
and policy makers are increasingly turning to innovative solutions that simultaneously improve patient outcomes 
while reducing costs. Technological advances such as telemedicine and remote monitoring have taken a leap forward 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and provide optimism for cost-effective solutions that may improve both the life span 
and the health span of our population.

•	 Early Education: Ages 0-5 is a crucial time for early skill development.1  Comprehensive, high-quality, birth-
to-five early education programs have a 13% ROI. 2 

•	 Reading is Key: Only 1/3 of 4th graders are “proficient” readers.3  Students who don’t read proficiently by 3rd 
grade are 4X more likely to leave high school without a diploma— and this is 6X more likely for low-income 
students.4 

•	 Dropout Risk: High school dropouts are 63X more likely to be incarcerated than four- year college graduates.5 
•	 Inequality: Only 1/3 of Americans earn a bachelor’s degree, but these rates vary by demographics: 

•	 Racial/Ethnic gap: Asian-Americans (71%) and Whites (44%) are much more likely to earn bachelor’s 
degrees than Blacks (23%), Hispanics (21%), and American-Indian/Pacific-Islanders (16%). 6 

•	 Income gap: Only 15% of children whose parents earned less than $35K/year earned a bachelor’s degree, 
compared with 60% of those whose parents earned more than $116K/year.7

•	 Gender gap: 42% of women earned at least a bachelor’s degree, compared with 36% of men.8
•	 Debt: About 2/3 of 18 to 29- year-olds acquired an average of $30K of debt to complete their college degree.9 
•	 Earnings: Median weekly earnings are $749 for high school graduates, $799 for those with some college/

associate’s degree, and $1,236 for bachelor’s degree holders.10

•	 Longevity: Adults with bachelor’s degrees live on average 9 years longer than those without a high school 
diploma.11 

•	 Identify options to improve early literacy rates.   
•	 Identify how other countries structure the labor markets that people without bachelor’s degrees can have an 

economically secure life.
•	 Identify ways in which the US can decouple its labor market from the higher education credentialing system.
•	 Identify how opportunities for skill retraining and upgrading can become more accessible and valuable so 

that older workers obtain the skills to stay in the labor market for longer.



Education during early years lays the groundwork for educational trajectories over the life course. The foundations 
of brain architecture, and subsequent lifelong developmental potential, are laid down in a child’s early years through 
a process that is highly sensitive to external influence. Early experiences in the home, in other care settings, and in 
communities support early skill development, including cognitive (early language, literacy, math), social (theory of 
mind, empathy, prosocial), persistence, attention, and self-regulation and executive function skills (the voluntary 
control of attention and behavior). 

The first five years set children up for success in K-12. Children who struggle with literacy and numeracy skills have 
a hard time catching up. By 4th grade, two-thirds of children are non-proficient in math and reading. Children who 
are proficient are more likely to do well academically throughout high school. Academic success in high school then 
positions young people to apply to, enroll in, persist through, and graduate from college. 

Only one-third of Americans complete college and earn a bachelor’s degree, which means they more often secure 
better jobs, earn more money, live in healthier environments, have more healthy habits, feel a stronger sense 
of control and social support, and are better prepared to make use of new technologies and adjust to changing 
environments. A degree is a key predictor of how well and how long people live. In fact, life expectancy has only been 
rising for individuals with more than twelve years of education; for those with less, life expectancy has plateaued.12  
Here is another way to think about it: a college graduate lives about nine years longer than someone who did not 
complete high school. Differences in health status are not immediately evident but begin to emerge around age 40. 

The strong correlation between bachelor’s degree attainment and long, healthy lives leads to systematic differences 
by race, social class, gender, and religion. White and Asian Americans attain college degrees at higher rates than 
Blacks, Hispanics, and other minorities. Likewise, socioeconomic status is strongly correlated to completing college. 
Women are more likely to earn degrees than men, and religious minorities are more likely to earn degrees than 
Catholics, Evangelicals, Mainline Protestants, and those who claim no religion. These inequalities emerge early in life.

Although college is strongly linked to positive outcomes, the seemingly logical conclusion that “college for all” will 
create more equality is likely flawed. It may be more effective to create alternatives to the traditional academic path. 
Allowing high school students to explore their options through internships and strengthening practical training in 
the trades are examples of this approach. It is also time to recognize that 60% of today’s undergraduate students are 
“post-traditional learners,” a category that includes those over the age of 25, those working full-time or with family 
responsibilities, or those connected to the military. Opportunities to expand educational access through online 
and hybrid models abound, with 6 million students enrolled in online classes before COVID. These opportunities 
enhance possibilities for pre-career students and for re-skilling workers as the job market changes. They also can help 
encourage a life-long approach to learning.
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