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Compositiion adjusted college/high-school log weekly wage ratio, 1963-2008
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Figure 1 Source: March CPS data for earnings years 1963-2008. Log weekly wages for full-time, full-
year workers are regressed separately by sex in each year on four education dummies (high school
dropout, some college, college graduate, greater than college), a quartic in experience, interactions
of the education dummies and experience quartic, two race categories (black, non-white other), and
a full set of interactions between education, experience, and sex. The composition-adjusted mean log
wage is the predicted log wage evaluated for whites at the relevant experience level (5, 15, 25, 35, 45
years) and relevant education level (high school dropout, high school graduate, some college, college
graduate, greater thancollege). Themean logwage for collegeandhighschool is theweightedaverage
of the relevant compositionadjusted cells usingafixed set ofweights equal to theaverageemployment
shareofeachsexbypotential experiencegroup.Theratioofmean logwages forcollegeandhighschool
graduates for each year is plotted. See the Data Appendix for more details on the treatment of March
CPS data.

affected by shifts in the experience, gender composition, or average level of completed
schooling within the broader categories of college and high school graduates.11

Three features of Fig. 1 merit attention. First, following three decades of increase,
the college premium stood at 68 points in 2008, a high water mark for the full sample
period. A college premium of 68 log points implies that earnings of the average college
graduate in 2008 exceeded those of the average high school graduate by 97 percent
(i.e., exp (0.68) − 1 � 0.974). Taking a longer perspective, Goldin and Katz (2008)
show that the college premium in 2005 was at its highest level since 1915, the earliest year
for which representative data are available—and as Fig. 1 makes clear, the premium rose

11 These 40 groups consist of five education categories (less than high school, high school graduate, some college, four-
year college degree, post-college schooling), four potential experience levels (0 to 9 years, 10 to 19 years, 20 to 29 years,
and 30 to 39 years), and two genders. Full-time, full-year workers are those who work at least 40 weeks per year and at
least 35 hours per week. The construction of the relative wage series follows Katz and Murphy (1992), Katz and Autor
(1999), and Autor et al. (2008). We follow closely the conventions set by these prior studies to facilitate comparisons.
The Data Appendix provides further details.


