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Balancing Data and Doubt: A Rhetorical Analysis of Khaleda Rahman's "Is College Still Worth It?"
Over the last several years, the question of the value of college education in terms of cost has become a topic of serious academic discussion, but it has since been the centre of a major national conversation. As student loan debt in the United States has topped $1.7 trillion and the gains achievable through higher education become increasingly questionable, the problem has become highly personal to many families. In her September 2024 Newsweek article, “Is College Still Worth It? Many Americans Say No; Americans Are Losing Faith in Higher Education Amid High Tuition, Uncertain Payoff, and Culture Wars on Campus. Khaleda Rahman examines the rising crisis of confidence in higher education (Rahman). Using a mixture of individual stories, professional reviews, and national survey research, Rahman argues that the waning confidence in higher education is due to an amalgamation of economic issues, partisan politics, and a lack of understanding of institutional mission. Even though the article succeeds in presenting a wide range of perspectives supported by credible evidence, it still appears to be more of a journalistic article rather than a highly convincing argument. It is effective in being balanced in the application of logos, pathos, and ethos, yet its commitment to neutrality limits its ability to advocate a clear position.
The best rhetorical appeal Rahman makes is logos, which she builds upon with a vast amount of statistical evidence. For example, she cites a 2024 Gallup survey indicating that only about one-third of Americans express high confidence in higher education, a significant decline from 57% a decade earlier. Moreover, a survey conducted by New America found that 63% of Generation Z think it is possible to get well-paying jobs even without a degree, which his changing attitudes towards the traditional education approach.
Meanwhile, Rahman complicates this skepticism by presenting the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, which states that bachelor's degree holders earn nearly 65% more per week than those with only a high school diploma. Comparing these statistics, she points out one of the main contradictions: although people are losing trust in higher education, it is still lucrative. This paradox constitutes the intellectual point of the article and invites the reader to grapple with a nuanced reality rather than a simplistic conclusion. This evidence-based practice is especially beneficial to a college-aged audience that would consider financial investment and possible returns. Nonetheless, statistical information is so dense that it reduces clarity. Rahman presents multiple data points quickly, but he does not fully unpack their implications, and thus the reader can be left to form his or her own conclusions without much guidance on these analyses.
Besides data reliance, Rahman uses pathos to connect with her readers on an emotional basis. The article starts with the narrative of a 23-year-old Jordan Reconnu, who dropped out of college after only one semester and is now running a fast-food restaurant, with no regrets. This introduction is a rhetorical device that instantly brings humanity to the matter, and it gives us an indication that this is an argument that is more than just statistics. The mindset of Reconnu can be related to especially young readers who also might be uncertain about higher education. The fact that her mother has an opinion also extends the emotional range and adds an intergenerational angle to the conversation.
Later in the article, Rahman presents the case of Molly Blythe Doerner, who has two graduate degrees but works in an Amazon fulfillment center with more than $150,000 in student debt. The anecdotal nature of this is especially effective considering the common notion that higher education is a cure-all tonic to upward mobility. The emotional resonance of the Doerner experience underscores the dangers associated with investing significantly in education.  On the other hand, Rahman also incorporates a more positive view through Brooke Schwartz, a law student who credits her education with enabling her to pursue her passions. The use of contrasting narratives helps Rahman avoid presenting a one-sided argument and reflects the complexity of the issue.  
Although these anecdotes are effective, their impact is rather limited by scarcity. Stories are told rapidly and alternate with each other so that the reader does not develop a further emotional attachment to any one of them. The article could have been better anchored on one or two stories, which would have enhanced its emotional appeal and made its argument more convincing. She chooses the expert voices with great care in both an academic and institutional setting, which gives credibility to her discussion. For example, Sean Reardon, professor of poverty and inequality, notes that decreased trust in higher education is particularly striking given that the economic value of a degree remains high. This observation creates more layers to the tension in the center of the article and contributes to its analytical validity. Likewise, Todd Wolfson, the president of the American Association of University Professors, attributes the weakening trust to wider political campaigns to discredit higher educational establishments (United Faculty for the Common Good). Aria Razfar contributes an additional perspective by discussing evolving expectations within the technology sector, highlighting how shifts in the labor market influence perceptions of education.
Rahman establishes a feeling of balance and credibility by incorporating a variety of expert views. The article is credible since she is not relying on partisan actors, but on academic and professional authorities to convince readers that she is trustworthy and appealing to a broader audience. The same balance, however, restricts the article's persuasive power. Due to the lack of any single expert opinion discussed in detail, the work is more a collection of opinions than an argument. The focus on neutrality, while appropriate for journalistic purposes, does not allow Rahman to gain comprehensive insight into developing a definite position.
Overall, Rahman's article is also rhetorically efficient as the author's analysis uses statistics, personal stories, and professional evaluations to investigate complicated matters. With the help of logos, pathos, and ethos, the work becomes informative and understandable. Its journalistic focus on balance, however, hinders its persuasiveness, because it does not take a definite position. Although the article informs a great deal about the waning trust in higher education, it might lack the gratifying aspect of the reader who wants to see a strong argument to the end, leaving the conclusion to the interpretation.
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