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Subbaccalaureate Jobs
Using data from the 2009 American Community Survey, the EPE
Research Center identified a set of 50 occupations in which the
majority of workers have some postsecondary education but
less than a four-year degree. Median annual incomes in these
occupations range from about $18,000 for massage therapists
to $73,000 for supervisors and managers of firefighters.
Median
Income
(2009)

Occupation
First-line supervisors/managers of firefighting and prevention
workers
Air-traffic controllers and airfield operations specialists

70,045

Radiation therapists

67,432

Firefighters

59,969

Police officers

57,970

Electrical and electronics repairers, transportation equipment,
and industrial and utility

54,334

First-line enlisted military supervisors/managers

53,972

Fire inspectors

52,324

Funeral directors

50,575

First-line supervisors/managers of correctional officers

49,974

Postal service clerks

49,974

Aircraft mechanics and service technicians

49,974

Radio and telecommunications equipment installers and
repairers

49,972

Respiratory therapists

48,575

Diagnostic-related technologists and technicians

48,575

Engineering technicians, except drafters

47,975

Avionics technicians

47,975

Gaming managers

45,353

Precision instrument and equipment repairers

44,977

Tool and die makers

44,977

Transportation inspectors

44,977

Dental hygienists

43,977

Military, rank not specified

43,977

Drafters

41,978

Explosives workers, ordnance handling experts, and blasters

41,978

Bailiffs, correctional officers, and jailers

39,979

Communications equipment operators

39,979

Emergency medical technicians and paramedics

38,980

Computer, automated teller, and office machine repairers

38,980

Occupational therapist assistants and aides

37,980

Electronic equipment installers and repairers, motor vehicles

37,025

Surveying and mapping technicians

36,424

Military enlisted tactical operations and air/weapons
specialists and crew members

35,981

Payroll and timekeeping clerks

33,283

Licensed practical and licensed vocational nurses

32,983

Court, municipal, and license clerks

32,014

Physical therapist assistants and aides

30,646

Opticians, dispensing

29,984

Health technologists and technicians

29,984

Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks

29,984

Information and record clerks

29,984

Funeral service workers

29,395

Billing and posting clerks and machine operators

27,985

Health diagnosing and treating practitioner support
technicians

26,986

Medical records and health information technicians

25,848

Dental assistants

24,987

Data entry keyers

24,987

Medical assistants and other health-care support
occupations, except dental assistants

23,988

Telephone operators

23,988

Massage therapists

17,991
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ing groups, posting graduation
rates of 83 percent and 78 percent,
respectively, for the class of 2008.

Gaps a Concern
Although the rates for key historically underserved groups have
improved over time, they remain
a cause for concern. Among Latinos in the class of 2008, 58 percent finished high school with a
diploma, while 57 percent of African-Americans and 54 percent
of Native Americans graduated.
On average, 68 percent of male
students earn a diploma compared with 75 percent of female
students, a 7-percentage-point
gender gap that has remained virtually unchanged for years. High
school completion rates for minority males consistently fall near or
below the 50 percent mark.
Suburban districts graduate
considerably more students on
average than do those serving
urban communities, 76 percent vs.
64 percent. Regardless of location,
graduation rates in districts characterized by heightened levels of
poverty or racial or socioeconomic
segregation fall well below the national average, typically ranging
from 58 percent to 63 percent.
In addition, the 44-percentagepoint chasm separating the highest- and lowest-performing states
remains alarming. The national
leaders—New Jersey, North Dakota, Vermont, and Wisconsin—
each graduate more than 80 percent of their high school students.
At the other extreme of the rankings, fewer than six in 10 students
finish high school in the District
of Columbia, Georgia, Louisiana,
Nevada, New Mexico, and South
Carolina. Overall, graduation
rates in about half the states fall
within 5 points of the national average of 72 percent.
Graduation rates have also risen
in a large majority of states during the past decade. Thirty-seven
states and the District of Columbia have posted gains ranging
from a fraction of a percent to 20
percentage points over that time
span. Among the states that have
lost ground, all but one of the declines were on the order of 5 percentage points or less.

Perspectives
On Performance
For the past several years, Diplomas Count has assessed district performance using measures
that move beyond such conventional metrics as making comparisons against national or state
averages. In the 2009 and 2010
editions of the report, for example,
the epe Research Center identified several dozen “overachieving”
school system—large, urban districts with graduation rates much
higher than would be expected,
based on a detailed profile comprising 10 distinct characteristics,
including size, location, poverty
level, and structural features.
This year, the center performs a

similar statistical analysis for the
nation’s 50 largest school districts,
a group that includes big innercity school districts as well as
large countywide school systems.
Urban districts, perhaps predictably, occupy the lowest spots on
the rankings, often graduating no
more than half their students and
as few as one-third. Montgomery
County, Md., and Fairfax County,
Va., respectively, rank first and
second among the nation’s largest
districts, with graduation rates
topping 85 percent, more than 50
percentage points higher than Detroit, the lowest-ranked district.
Graduation rates are below the
national average in 39 of the 50
largest districts. But even though
they fall short of that benchmark,
many of those school systems fare
more favorably when compared
against similarly situated districts. For example, Long Beach,
Calif., posts a graduation rate of
71.4 percent for the class of 2008.
Just shy of the U.S. average, that
rate is actually 6 percentage
points higher than expected for
a district with a comparable size
and sociodemographic profile. Topranked Montgomery County beats
expectations (by 10 points), while
graduation rates in Detroit are 15
points lower than expected.

Diplomas, Degrees,
And Dollars
Policymakers and reform leaders increasingly make the case
for aggressive measures to improve schools, particularly at the
secondary level, in both economic
and educational terms. A more
educated population, the argument goes, leads to a workforce
that is better prepared for the
rapidly escalating and shifting
skill demands of a 21st-century
global economy.
The observation that more
schooling is economically beneficial is so widely accepted that it
prompts little further reflection.
Long-term labor-market trends,
for example, show a dual pattern
of increasing educational attainment among workers, coupled
with steadily rising financial returns to a postsecondary education over time. And indeed, each
successive level of education completed or credential acquired does
ratchet up earnings.
So, in many ways, the attention now being placed on college
readiness makes perfect sense as
a way both to provide students
with a high-quality education
and to place the economy on a
firmer footing for the future. But,
as explored throughout Diplomas
Count 2011, some critics have
raised concerns that the “college”
in the phrase “college readiness”
has too often been interpreted as
a call specifically to promote fouryear degrees. The danger of such
a narrow working definition of a
college education, it is argued,
lies in potentially devaluing
forms of postsecondary education
and training short of a baccalaureate degree that may provide
substantial benefits to individuals and the larger economy.

To further explore these dynamics, the epe Research Center
conducted an original analysis of
data from the American Community Survey, which collects information on 3 million individuals
every year. The acs offers a valuable opportunity to draw connections between educational histories, labor-market experiences,
and career backgrounds.
Thirty-nine percent of the
prime working-age population
(ages 25 to 54) has completed
no more than a high school education, compared with roughly
equal proportions of workers with
at least a bachelor’s degree and
with a subbaccalaureate postsecondary education (at 31 and
30 percent, respectively). The 39
million Americans who constitute
the latter category include recipients of associate degrees and
those with some postsecondary
experience but no degree.
Income data from 2009 show
that annual earnings increase
significantly as workers acquire
progressively higher levels of
education. Median earnings for
adults who have not completed
high school stand at only $12,000.
Acquiring a high school diploma
generates an additional $10,000
of earnings on average, with
any amount of subbaccalaureate
postsecondary education (including an associate degree) raising
income an additional $8,000 a
year, to almost $30,000. The typical four-year degree-holder earns
about $50,000 a year.
Focusing just on average returns to schooling, however,
overlooks the substantial overlap
between the earnings distributions for workers with different
levels of educational attainment.
For instance, more than a quarter of adults with an associate
degree have incomes at or above
the median level of four-year college graduates. Put another way,
substantial numbers of less-thanB.A. workers enjoy economic benefits comparable to those with a
four-year college degree.
One factor contributing to these
overlapping economic returns is
the inexact relationship between
credentials and occupations. Yes,
practicing lawyers must hold
J.D.s, and physicians require
M.D.s. But more often than not,
educational requirements for
particular jobs are not so well-defined or clear-cut. In public education, for example, K-12 teacher
licensure now typically requires
at least a bachelor’s degree (although this does not apply to the
private sector). But some jobs
may place a greater emphasis on
demonstrated skills and experience than on formal education
and credentials.
Using acs data, the epe Research Center characterized
469 distinct occupations based
on the educational level of typical job-holders. Relatively few
occupations displayed the tight
educational requirements of the
traditional professions. In fact,
nearly 30 percent of all occupations did not yield a dominant
educational profile. But the analysis did identify 50 occupations

