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Preface xxi

I came to sociology by accident, so to speak. During the 1980s, there were 
no sociology courses at the high-school level, so I entered college with only 
the vaguest notion of  what sociology—or even social science—was. Instead, 
I headed straight for the pre-med courses. But there was no such thing as a 
pre-med major, so I ended up specializing in the now defunct “humanities field 
major.” This un-major major was really the result of  my becoming a junior 
and realizing that I was not any closer to a declared field of  study than I had 
been when arriving two years earlier. So I scanned a list of  all the electives I 
had taken until then—philosophy of  aesthetics, history of  technology, and so 
on—and marched right into my advisor’s office, declaring that it had always 
been my lifelong dream to study “art and technology in the twentieth century.” 
I wrote this up convincingly enough, apparently, because the college allowed 
me to write a senior thesis about how the evolution of  Warner Brothers’ car-
toon characters—from the stuttering, insecure Porky Pig to the militant Daffy 
Duck to the cool, collected, and confident Bugs Bunny—reflected the self-
image of  the United States on the world stage during the Depression, World 
War II, and the postwar period, respectively. Little did I know, I was already 
becoming a sociologist.

After college, I worked as a journalist but then decided that I wanted to 
continue my schooling. I was drawn to the critical stance and reflexivity that I 
had learned in my humanities classes, but I knew that I didn’t want to devote 
my life to arcane texts. What I wanted to do was take those skills—that critical 
stance—and apply them to everyday life, to the here and now. I also was rather 
skeptical of  the methods that humanists used. What texts they chose to ana-
lyze always seemed so arbitrary. I wanted to systematize the inquiry a bit more; 
I found myself  trying to apply the scientific method that I had gotten a taste 
of  in my biology classes. But I didn’t want to do science in a lab. I wanted to 
be out in the proverbial real world. So when I flipped through a course catalog 
with these latent preferences somewhere in the back of  my head, my finger 
landed on the sociology courses.

Once I became a card-carrying sociologist, the very first course I taught 
was Introduction to Sociology. I had big shoes to fill in teaching this course at 



Prefacexxii

Yale. Kai Erikson, the world-renowned author of  Wayward Puritans and Every-
thing in Its Path and the son of  psychologist Erik Erikson, was stepping down 
from his popular course, The Human Universe, and I, a first-year assistant 
professor, was expected to replace him.

I had a lot of  sociology to learn. After all, graduate training in sociology 
is spotty at best. And there is no single theory of  society to study in the same 
way that one might learn, for example, the biochemistry of  DNA transcription 
and translation as the central dogma of  molecular biology. We talk about the 
sociological imagination as an organizing principle. But even that is almost a 
poetic notion, not so easily articulated. Think of  sociology as more like driv-
ing a car than learning calculus. You can read the manual all you want, but that 
isn’t going to teach you how to do it. Only by seeing sociology in action and 
then trying it yourself  will you eventually say, “Hey, I’ve got the hang of  this!”

Hence the title of  this book. In You May Ask Yourself, I show readers how 
sociologists question what most others take for granted about society, and I 
give readers opportunities to apply sociological ways of  thinking to their own 
experiences. I’ve tried to jettison the arcane academic debates that become 
the guiding light of  so many intro books in favor of  a series of  contemporary 
empirical (gold) nuggets that show off  sociology (and empirical social science 
more generally) in its finest hour. Most students who take an introductory 
sociology class in college will not end up being sociology majors, let alone 
professional sociologists. Yet I aim to speak to both the aspiring major and 
the student who is merely fulfilling a requirement. So rather than having pages 
filled with statistics and theories that will go out of  date rather quickly, You May 
Ask Yourself tries to instill in the reader a way of  thinking—a scientific approach 
to human affairs that is portable, one that students will find useful when they 
study anything else, whether history or medicine.

To achieve this ambitious goal, I tried to write a book that was as “un-
textbook”-like as possible, while covering all the material that a student in 
sociology needs to know. In this vein, each chapter is organized around a moti-
vating paradox, meant to serve as the first chilling line of  a mystery novel that 
motivates the reader to read on to find out (or rather, figure out, because this 
book is not about spoon-feeding facts) the nugget, the debate, the fundamen-
tally new way of  looking at the world that illuminates the paradox. Along with a 
paradox, each chapter begins with a profile of  a relevant person who speaks to 
the core theme of  the chapter. These range from myself  to Angelina Jolie to a 
guy who wore a rainbow-colored clown wig to try and get media attention to 
share his Christian message. In addition, to show the usefulness of  sociologi-
cal knowledge in shaping the world around us, each chapter also culminates in 
a policy discussion and practice section where the reader gets a chance to show 
his or her sociological imagination in action (rather than just regurgitate facts).
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What's New in the Fifth Edition

Higher education is in rapid transition, with online instruction expanding in 
traditional institutions, in the expanding for-profit sector, and in the new open-
courseware movement. The industry is still very much in flux, with Massive 
Open Online Courses (MOOCs) failing to displace traditional classroom edu-
cation (yet). With these changes, textbooks must also reinvent and reorient 
themselves. Students now expect, I believe, an entire multimedia experience 
when they purchase a textbook.

I was not sure how we were going to top the Third Edition’s popular Para-
dox Animations. Well, for the Fourth Edition the answer turned out to be 
that, in addition to a new round of  interviews with sociologists, we filmed 
Sociology on the Street assignment videos. For the chapter on deviance, for 
example, we sent students out to perform one of  Harold Garfinkel’s “breach-
ing experiments,” in which they purposely break a social norm and document 
the responses of  those around them. To illustrate this (and other assignments), 
I went on camera to explain and/or perform them myself. It has been years 
since I had been as nervous speaking on camera as I was the day I walked—
barefoot but dressed in a suit—into W. W. Norton’s conference room filled with 
unsuspecting volunteers and proceeded to clip my toenails while I explained 
the plan for the day and we surreptitiously filmed their (surprisingly unflinch-
ing) response.

In addition to crazy videos like this—which also included me rummag-
ing through a garbage can to discuss the environment chapter assignment—
I made in-studio videos to further explain some of  the trickier concepts in the 
book, ranging from correlation to total institution. Like the expert interviews and 
the animations, these Sociology on the Street videos are a tradition I expect to 
continue in future editions to further develop the multimedia aspects of  the 
text, with the goal of  reaching learners who prefer all sorts of  modalities.

In the Fifth Edition, we wanted to continue the “real world” meme that the 
Fourth Edition introduced. Instead of  hitting the streets, this time we brought 
the streets into the classroom. Along with new Q&A videos with professional 
sociologists, we added videos (and text) from folks outside the ivory tower, but 
whom are doing sociology in their work. For instance, I spoke with journalist 
and author Jennifer Senior, who wrote the best-selling book All Joy and No Fun: 
The Paradox of  Modern Parenting—an obviously sociological domain. We also 
heard from Zephyr Teachout, an insurgent candidate for governor of  New 
York State who ran on an anti-corruption platform. Other guests included a 
former FBI agent and a Wall Street fund manager, among others. 

In addition to the new videos, we revised every chapter in the book to 
include updated data and examples. Here are some of  the highlights:
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Chapter 1
In a new interview, Asha Rangappa, the dean of  admissions at Yale Law School, 
discusses credentialism and the returns on a degree from elite universities.

Chapter 2
In the data collection section of  the chapter, sociologist Shamus Khan 
describes how some ethnographers obscure their class background when they 
conduct their research.

Chapter 3
By popular demand, I’ve reinstated the chapter opening story of  Rockin’ Rol-
len and his attempts to co-opt the media.

Chapter 4
I interview Fadi Haddad about ADHD medication in schools. Fadi explains 
that parents and teachers often reach for the medications instead of  addressing 
environmental issues that might be driving the behavior. 

Chapter 5
For the end of  the chapter, I’ve written a new policy box about social networks 
and the right to be forgotten. 

Chapter 6
In a new interview, Marc Ramirez, a self-described “nontraditional” law stu-
dent, talks about the struggles that prisoners face when trying to reenter society. 

Chapter 7
I’ve updated the story of  the Tomato Pickers of  Immokalaee, who are working 
under slightly better conditions after a boycott by fast food companies. In addi-
tion, I have also revised the discussion of  the caste system in India. 

Chapter 8
Amos Mac, photographer and publisher of  Original Plumbing magazine, dis-
cusses his experiences being a man who was raised as a girl. I have also written 
a new policy box on gender-fluidity and how it influences policies on university 
campuses.

Chapter 9
For the end of  the chapter, I have written a new policy box on DNA databases 
and the ways that they reproduce racial inequality. 
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Chapter 10
I have updated the discussion of  the effects of  the Moving to Opportunity 
program to include recent research on the relationship between the age of  chil-
dren who moved out of  high-poverty neighborhoods and their social mobility. 

Chapter 11
In a new interview, Delores Malaspina, a professor of  psychiatry at NYU Med-
ical School, explains how what happens in the environment can impact health 
long afterward by altering which parts of  our genetic code are active. 

Chapter 12
I have added a new interview with Jennifer Senior, author of  All Joy and No Fun, 
about the changing roles of  fathers at home and the expectations about dads 
doing housework.

Chapter 13
The chapter begins with a new profile of  Kari Smith, a mother who auctioned 
off  her forehead to be tattooed in order to pay for her son’s college tuition. 
Smith’s and others’ strategies for financing college raise questions about whether 
Americans should be financing education through equity rather than debt. 

Chapter 14
I interview Adam Davidson, economist and cofounder of  NPR’s Planet Money, 
about rent-seeking versus productivity-enhancing corporations. Adeel Qalbani, 
a former hedge-fund manager and current private equity investor, describes the 
financialization of  the global economy. In addition, I have added a new policy 
box at the end of  the chapter about the “gig economy.” 

Chapter 15
The chapter begins with a new profile of  Jennifer Jacquet, who argues that 
shaming can be an effective tool for public polity to regulate behavior. I also 
have included an interview with Zephyr Teachout, a former New York guberna-
torial candidate, who describes her campaign for public financing of  elections. 

Chapter 18
I interview Andy Bichlbaum about his work with the Yes Men to protest police 
racial profiling. I also have added an interview with Stephen Duncombe about 
Occupy Wall Street and media activism.
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Correlation with Psychological, Social, 

and Biological Foundations of Behavior 

section of the MCAT   ®

In 2015, the Association of  American Medical Colleges revised the Medical 
College Admissions Test (MCAT) to include fundamental concepts from soci-
ology. To help students preparing for the test, here is a correlation guide for 
You May Ask Yourself, Fifth Edition. 

FOUNDATIONAL 
CONCEPT 7:

CHAPTER HEADING/DESCRIPTION PAGE

3 Cultural Effects: Give and Take 90

4 Agents of Socialization 124

4 Peer Pressure 130

5 Group Conformity 164

6 What Is Social Deviance? 191

6 Functionalist Approaches to Deviance and Social Control 192

6 Social Control 197

6 A Normative Theory of Suicide 200

6 Symbolic Interactionist Theories of Deviance 206

15 Obedience to Authority 582

Biological, psychological, and sociocultural factors 
influence behavior and behavior change. 
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FOUNDATIONAL 
CONCEPT 8:

CHAPTER HEADING/DESCRIPTION PAGE

3 Ethnocentrism 80

3 Cultural Relativism 86

4 Me, Myself, and I: Development of the Self and the Other 121

4 Agents of Socialization 124

4 Social Interaction 132

4 Dramaturgical Theory 139

5 Social Groups 156

5 From Groups to Networks 165

5 Network Analysis in Practice 176

5 Organizations 181

6 Stigma 213

9 Minority-Majority Group Relations 350

9 Prejudice, Discrimination, and the New Racism 361

9 Institutional Racism 365

13 Stereotypes 527

15 Legal-Rational Authority 579

15 Characteristics of Bureaucracies 581

�Psychological, sociocultural, and biological factors 
influence the way we think about ourselves and 
others, as well as how we interact with others. 
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CHAPTER HEADING/DESCRIPTION PAGE

1 Functionalism 31

1 Conflict Theory 32

1 Feminist Theory 32

1 Symbolic Interactionism 33

1 Microsociology and Macrosociology 41

3 Definitions of Culture 78

3 Material versus Nonmaterial Culture 82

3 Media 93

4 The Social Construction of Reality 136

8 Mars and Venus 282

8 Sex: A Process in the Making 284

8 Gender: What Does It Take to Be a Woman (or a Man)? 288

8 The Woman Question 292

8 The Social Construction of Sexuality 301

9 The Myth of Race 326

9 Racial Realities 336

9 Race versus Ethnicity 339

9 Ethnic Groups in the United States 341

9 Minority-Majority Group Relations 350

9 Prejudice, Discrimination, and the New Racism 361

11 The Rise (and Fall?) of the Medical Profession 412

Cultural and social differences influence well-being.FOUNDATIONAL 
CONCEPT 9:
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CHAPTER HEADING/DESCRIPTION PAGE

11 What Does It Mean to Be Sick? 418

11 The U.S. Health Care System 420

12 Family Forms and Changes 455

12 When Home Is No Haven: Domestic Abuse 470

12 Divorce 486

13
Learning to Learn or Learning to Labor? Functions of 

Schooling
498

13 What’s Going on Inside Schools? 507

13 Inequalities in Schooling 521

14 Theorizing the Transition to Capitalism 543

14 Globalization 558

15 Types of Legitimate Authority 577

15 Authority, Legitimacy, and the State 584

15 Power and International Relations 596

15
Dictatorship or Democracy? States of Nature and Social 

Contracts
598

16 What Is Religion? 617

16 Secularization or Speculation? 627

16 The Sect-Church Cycle 651
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If  you want to understand sociology, why don’t we start with you. Why are 
you taking this class and reading this textbook? It’s as good a place to start 
as any—​after all, sociology is the study of  human society, and there is the 
sociology of  sports, of  religion, of  music, of  medicine, even a sociology of  
sociologists. So why not start, by way of  example, with the sociology of  an 
introduction to sociology?

For example, why are you bent over this page? Take a moment to 
write  down the reasons. Maybe you have heard of  sociology and want to 
learn about it. Maybe you are merely following the suggestion of  a parent, 
guidance counselor, or academic advisor. The course syllabus probably indi-
cates that for the first week of  class, you are required to read this chapter. So 
there are at least two good reasons to be reading this introduction to sociol-
ogy text.

Let’s take the first response, “I want to educate myself  about sociol-
ogy.” That’s a fairly good reason, but may I then ask why you are taking 
the class  rather than simply reading the book on your own? Furthermore, 
assuming that you’re paying tuition, why are you doing so? If  you really are 
here for the education, let me suggest an alternative: Grab one of  the course 
schedules at your college, decide which courses to take, and just show up! 
Most introductory classes are so large that nobody notices if  an extra student 
attends. If  it is a smaller, more advanced seminar, ask the professor if  you 
can audit it. I have never known a faculty member who checks that all class 
attendees are legitimate students at the college—​in fact, we’re happy when 
students do show up to class. An auditor, someone who is there for the sake 
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of  pure learning, and who won’t be grade grubbing or submitting papers to be 
marked, is pure gold to any professor interested in imparting knowledge for 
learning’s sake.

You know the rest of  the drill: Do all the reading (you can usually access 
the required texts for free at the library), do your homework, and participate in 
class discussion. About the only thing you won’t get at the end of  the course 
is a grade. So give yourself  one. As a matter of  fact, once you have compiled 
enough credits and written a senior thesis, award yourself  a diploma. Why 
not? You will probably have received a better education than most students—​
certainly better than I did in college.

But what are you going to do with a homemade diploma? You are not just 
here to learn; you wish to obtain an actual college degree. Why exactly do you 
want a college degree? Students typically answer that they have to get one in 
order to earn more money. Others may say that they need credentials to get 
the job they want. And some students are in college because they don’t know 
what else to do. Whatever your answer, the fact that you asked yourself  a ques-
tion about something you may have previously taken for granted is the first 
step in thinking like a sociologist. “Thinking like a sociologist” means apply-
ing analytical tools to something you have always done  without much  con-
scious thought—​like opening this book or taking this class. It requires you to 
reconsider your assumptions about society and question what you have taken 
for granted in order to better understand the world around you. In other words, 
thinking like a sociologist means making the familiar strange.

This chapter introduces you to the sociological approach to the world. 
Specifically, you will learn about the sociological imagination, a term coined by 
C. Wright Mills. We’ll return to the question “Why go to college?” and apply 
our sociological imaginations to it. You will also learn what a social institution 
is. The chapter concludes by looking at the sociology of  sociology—​that is, the 
history of  sociology and where it fits within the social sciences.

The Sociological Imagination

More than 50 years ago, the sociologist  C.  Wright Mills argued that in the 
effort  to think critically about the social world around us, we need to use 
our  sociological imagination, the ability to see the connections between our 
personal experience and the larger forces of  history. This is just what we 
are  doing when we question this textbook, this course, and college in gen-
eral.  In The Sociological Imagination (1959), Mills describes it this way: “The 
first fruit of  this imagination—​and the first lesson of  the social science that 
embodies it—​is the idea that the individual can understand his own experi-
ence and gauge his own fate only by locating himself  within his period, that 
he can know his own chances in life only by becoming aware of  those of  all 

Sociology the study of human 
society.

Sociological imagination the 
ability to connect the most 
basic, intimate aspects of an 
individual’s life to seemingly 
impersonal and remote 
historical forces.
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individuals in his circumstances. In many ways it is a terrible lesson; in many 
ways a magnificent one.” The terrible part of  the lesson is to make our own 
lives ordinary—​that is, to see our intensely personal, private experience of  
life as typical of  the period and place in which we live. This can also serve 
as a source of  comfort, however, helping us to realize that we are not alone 
in our experiences, whether they involve our alienation from the increasingly 
dog-​eat-​dog capitalism of  modern America, the peculiar combination of  inti-
macy and dissociation that we may experience on the Internet, or the ways that 
nationality or geography affect our life choices. The sociological imagination 
does not just leave us hanging with these feelings of  recognition, however. 
Mills writes that it also “enables [us] to take into account how individuals, in 
the welter of  their daily experience, often become falsely conscious of  their 
social positions.” The sociological imagination thus allows us to see the veneer 
of  social life for what it is, and to step outside the “trap” of  rapid historical 
change in order to comprehend what is occurring in our world and the social 
foundations that may  be  shifting right under our feet. As Mills wrote after 
World War II, a time of  enormous political, social, and technological change, 
“The sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and biography and 
the relations between the two within society. That is its task and its promise. To 
recognize this task and this promise is the mark of  the classic social analyst.”

Sociologist C. Wright Mills commuting to Columbia University 

on his motorcycle. How does Mills’s concept of the sociological 

imagination help us make the familiar strange?



HOW TO BE A SOCIOLOGIST ACCORDING TO 

QUENTIN TARANTINO: A SCENE FROM PULP FICTION

Have you ever been to a foreign country, noticed how many little things were 

different,  and wondered why? Have you ever been to a church of a different 

denomination—​or a different religion altogether—​from your own? Or have you 

been a fish out of water in some other way? The only guy attending a social 

event for women, perhaps? Or the only person from out of state in your dorm? 

If you have experienced that fish-​out-​of-​water feeling, then you have, however 

briefly, engaged your sociological imagination. By shifting your social environ-

ment enough to be in a position where you are not able to take everything for 

granted, you are forced to see the connections between particular historical paths 

taken (and not taken) and how you live your daily life. You may, for instance, won-

der why there are bidets in most European bathrooms and not in American ones. 

Or why people waiting in lines in the Middle East typically stand closer to each 

other than they do in Europe or America. Or why, in some rural Chinese societies, 

many generations of a family sleep in the same bed. If you are able to resist your 

initial impulses toward xenophobia (feelings that may result from the discomfort 

of facing a different reality), then you are halfway to understanding other people’s 

lifestyles as no more or less sensible than your own. Once you have truly adopted 

the sociological imagination, you can start questioning the links between your per-

sonal experience and the particulars of a given society without ever leaving home.

In the following excerpt of dialogue from Quentin Tarantino’s 1994 film Pulp 

Fiction, the character Vincent tells Jules about the “little differences” between life 

in the United States and life in Europe.

VINCENT:	 It’s the little differences. A lotta the same shit we got here, they got 

there, but there they’re a little different.

JULES:	 Example?

VINCENT:	Well, in Amsterdam, you can buy beer in a movie theater. And I 

don’t mean in a paper cup either. They give you a glass of beer, like 

in a bar. In Paris, you can buy beer at McDonald’s. Also, you know 

what they call a Quarter Pounder with Cheese in Paris?

JULES: 	 They don’t call it a Quarter Pounder with Cheese?

VINCENT:	No, they got the metric system there, they wouldn’t know what the 

fuck a Quarter Pounder is.

JULES:	 What’d they call it?

VINCENT:	Royale with Cheese.



[. . .]

VINCENT:	 [Y]ou know what they put on french fries in Holland instead 

of ketchup?

JULES: 	 What?

VINCENT:	Mayonnaise.

	 [. . .] And I don’t mean a little bit on the side of the plate, 

they fuckin’ drown ’em in it.

JULES:	 Uuccch!

Your job as a sociologist is to get into the mind-​set that mayonnaise on 

french fries, though it might seem disgusting at first, is not strange after 

all, certainly no more so than ketchup.

Vincent Vega (John Travolta) describes his visit to a McDonald’s in Amsterdam 

to Jules Winnfield (Samuel L. Jackson).
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Mills offered his readers a way to stop and take stock of  their lives in light 
of  all that had happened in the previous decade. Of  course, we almost always 
feel that social change is fairly rapid and continually getting ahead of  us. Think 
of  the 1960s or even today, with the rise of  the Internet and global terror 
threats. In retrospect, we consider the 1950s, the decade when Mills wrote 
his seminal work, to be a relatively placid time, when Americans experienced 
some relief  from the change and strife of  World War II and the Great Depres-
sion. But Mills believed the profound sense of  alienation experienced by many 
during the postwar period was a result of  the change that had immediately 
preceded it.

Another way to think about the sociological imagination is to ask ourselves 
what we take to be natural that actually isn’t. For example, let’s return to the 
question “Why go to college?” Sociologists and economists have shown that 
the financial benefits of  education—​particularly higher education—​appear 
to be increasing. They refer to this as the “returns to schooling.” In today’s 
economy, the median (i.e., typical) annual income for a high-​school graduate is 
$33,904; for those with a bachelor’s degree, it is $55,432 (2012 data; Bureau of  
Labor Statistics, 2014h). That $21,528 annual advantage seems like a good deal, 
but is it really? Let’s shift gears and do a little math.

What Are the True Costs and Returns of College?

Now that you are thinking like a sociologist, let’s compare the true cost of  
going to college for four or five years to calling the whole thing off  and taking 
a  full-​time job right after high school. First, there is the tuition to consider. 
Let’s assume for the sake of  argument you are paying $9,400 per year for tuition 
(College Board, 2016). That’s a lot less than what most private four-​year col-
leges cost, but about average for in-​state tuition at a state school. (Community 
colleges, by contrast, are usually much cheaper, especially because they tend to 
be commuter schools whose students live off-​campus, but they typically do not 
offer a four-​year bachelor’s degree.)

In making the decision to attend college, you are agreeing to pay 
$9,400  this  year, about $9,700 next year, 3.3  percent more the follow-
ing year, and  another 3.3  percent on top of  that amount in your senior 
year to cover tuition hikes and inflation. The $9,400 you have to pay right 
now is what hurts  the most, because costs in the future are worth less than 
expenses  today. Money in the future is worth less than money in hand for 
several reasons. The first is inflation. We all know that money is not what it 
used to be. In fact, taking into account the standard inflation rate—​as mea-
sured  by the government’s Consumer Price Index—​it took about $17 in 
2015  to equal the buying power of  a single dollar back in 1940 (Bureau of  
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Labor Statistics Consumer Price Index Calculator). The second reason that 
money today is worth more than money tomorrow is that we could invest the 
money today to make more tomorrow.

Using a standard formula to adjust for inflation and bring future amounts 
into current dollars, we can determine that paying out $9,400 this year and 
the higher amounts over the next three years is equivalent to paying $39,500 
in  one lump sum today; this would be the direct cost of  attending col-
lege. Indirect costs—​so-​called opportunity costs—​exist as well, such as the 
costs associated with the amount of  time you are devoting to school. Tak-
ing into  account  the typical wage for a high-​school graduate, not counting 
differences by gender, age, or level of  experience, we can calculate that if  
you  worked  full time instead of  going to college, you would make $30,000 
this year. Thus, we find that the present value of  the total wages lost over 
the  next  four years by choosing full-​time school over full-​time work is 
$120,903. Add these opportunity costs to the direct costs of  tuition, and we 
get $160,403.

Next we need to calculate the “returns to schooling.” For the sake of  
simplicity, we will mostly ignore the fact that the differences between high-​
school graduates and college graduates change over time—​given years of  
experience and the ups and downs of  the economy. We will regard the $55,432 
annual  earnings figure for recent college graduates as fixed for the first ten 
years past college graduation. We will use a higher estimate for annual earn-
ings after that, to take into account the fact that mid-career workers make 
more. But remember, those who start working right out of  high school begin 
earning about five years earlier than those who spend that time in college. 
The average time it takes to complete a bachelor’s degree at a public univer-
sity is 4.6 years so we are rounding up to five (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2011). Assuming that you attend college for five years and retire at 
65, you will have worked 42 years (high-school grads will be in the workforce 
for 47 years because they get a five-year head start). When we compare your 
college-degree-holding lifetime earnings to the lifetime earnings of  someone 
who has only a high-school education, we find that with a college degree you 
will make about $500,000 more than someone who went straight to work after 
high school (Figure 1.1). (To simplify, we are conveniently ignoring the fact 
that future money is inherently worth less than present money and that some 
college degrees, like those in engineering, lead to higher paying jobs than oth-
ers.) On top of  this substantial financial return to schooling, one economist 
found that those with college degrees were happier, healthier, and less likely to 
get divorced than their high-school-educated peers, even after controlling for 
income (Oreopoulos & Salvanes, 2009).

But wait a minute: How do we know for sure that college really mattered 
in the equation? Individuals who finish college might earn more because they 
actually learned something and obtained a degree, or—​a big OR—​they might 




