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Statement of the 
Problem 

There are many avenues to producing skilled 
technical workers in the United States, but 
there is no clear system for doing so. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Growing a middle-skills workforce and the completion agenda intersect: We must increase the numbers of individuals who hold sub-baccalaureate credentials. 

There is no formal training system.
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• Traditional providers of sub-baccalaureate credentials  
• Award over 500,000 occupational credentials annually 
• Accessible in terms of location and cost 

 
• And yet, community colleges are complex. 

 
 

 
To what extent are community colleges’ offerings systematically leveraged in 

order to coherently build pathways into middle skills jobs? 
 

Community colleges could serve as a 
centralized training hub.  
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Over 6.5 million students per year attend community colleges (NCES, 2014) and these institutions award over 500,000 occupational credentials annually
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Intermediate 
credentials 

Why look beyond the Associate Degree? 
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Adult basic 
education Certifications Certificates 

B.A./ B.S.  

Sub-baccalaureate credentials 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Certificate: Awarded by a postsecondary institution, recognizing completion of coursework in a discipline. 
Certification: Awarded to individuals who pass an assessment, usually sponsored by an industry or firm. 
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• We know less about intermediate credentials than we do about associate 
degrees. 

• Completion strategies focus on intermediate credentials. 
– Stackable credentials 
– Embedded intermediate credentials 

• Intermediate credentials can serve as “on and off ramps” in a postsecondary 
education credentialing system.  
 

BUT… 
1. Are these credentials are valued in the labor market? 
2. To what extent are intermediate credentials are connected to further 

education and training? 

Intermediate credentials are important 
stepping stones. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There is a long-standing literature examining the effects of earning an associate degree which consistently finds positive returns. For example, Bailey and Belfield (2011) examined more than 20 published studies and found that the average gain in earnings from an associate's degree is 13% for males and 22% for females. Other recent literature using data from a variety of sources also find consistently positive returns to the associate degree (see, for example, Dadgar & Weiss, 2014; Jaggars and Xu, 2015; Jepsen, Troske, & Coomes, 2014; Liu, Belfield, and Trimble, 2014). These positive returns hold true for career-focused degrees as well as in the aggregate (Bahr, 2014.) 

these credentials are valued in the labor market, as a proxy for their effectiveness in helping individuals gain the skills valued by employers in middle-skills occupations and 
b) the extent to which intermediate credentials are connected to further education and training, as a proxy for how well these credentials serve as a middle-skills training system. 
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Findings 

What do we know about intermediate 
credentials? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Literature review
focused on individual outcomes 
attempted to control for students’ preexisting characteristics. 
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• In general, there is a positive return to certificates, as compared to earning 
only a high school diploma or completing some college without earning a 
credential. 
 

• Outcomes are profoundly heterogeneous.  
– Short-term certificates do not generally lead to higher wages. 
– Most research finds that long-term certificates have an overall positive 

return.  
– Outcomes vary by field, but industry groupings are broad. 
– Regional variation in outcomes. 
– Returns vary by gender and race/ethnicity. 

Certificates 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For example, after reviewing available literature, Belfield & Bailey (2011) estimate the average return to certificates ranges from 7% to 24%. Positive returns remain even after controlling for individuals’ preexisting skills and abilities (Jepsen et al., 2012; Dadgar et al., 2012; Stevens et al., 2012, Bahr, 2014, Xu & Trimble, 2014). Importantly, the positive return remained even during the past recession (Belfield, Liu, & Trimble, 2014). 

There is evidence that earning certificates can help individuals enter middle-skilled jobs even if they were previously unsuccessful in education. 

Short-term certificates do not generally lead to higher wages, except for in a small number of fields. For example, data from Washington State (Dadgar & Weiss, 2012) and North Carolina (Belfield et. al, 2014) indicate that short-term certificates do not lead to higher wages except for in protective services and, for females in Washington, construction and education or childcare.  Jepsen et al. (2012) estimated that short-term certificate increases quarterly wage by approximately $300 on average in Kentucky, but when the findings are broken down by field of study, only three subjects (Health, Services, and Vocational) yield positive returns. 

even among long-term certificates, the return varies substantially by occupational area. For example, Dadgar and Weiss (2012) found positive returns to long-term certificates for health, nursing and transportation (for men), but not for other fields, including information science, engineering science, and construction.  Moreover, they found negative wage returns for cosmetology, education (for women) and business (for men). Similarly, using data from California, Stevens, Kurlaender, & Grosz (2014) found positive returns to long-term certificates for business, engineering, health, family/consumer sciences, and public/protective services but not information technology. 
Long-term certificates typically require one year or more of training. 
It should also be noted that returns are inconsistent across datasets; with the exception of health, most fields show positive returns in some datasets and not others. 
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• Some evidence that employers value stackable credentials. 
 

• Unclear the extent to which certificate holders pursue further credentials.  
– Previous research finds that certificate holders have a lower propensity to 

transfer than associate degree recipients.  
– New research finds that one in four certificate completers earn a 

bachelor’s degree within six years. 
 

Certificates and the credentialing system 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There is some evidence that employers value stackable credentials. Bailey and Belfield (2014) find that the wage premium for certificates varies depending on individuals’ highest educational attainment; certificates add more wage premium when stacked on top of a lower level of credential such as GED and high school diploma. The timing of obtaining a certificate is also important, as its wage effect turns positive only when individuals earn certificates prior to obtaining an associate or bachelor’s degree. 
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• Highly varied: 
– In content 
– How they are provided 

 
• No comprehensive listing or accountability system 

 
• Few studies of impact or outcomes 

 

Certifications 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
According to the Lumina Foundation for Education (2015), there are 4,000 entities offering certifications in the United States. The Louisiana Department of Education’s website, for example, lists over 90 certifications available to residents of the state. Preparation for certification exams may be offered through many different types of institutions.

In a study of fifteen community colleges’ IT certification programs, Jacobs and Grubb (2006) found that colleges engaged in six different approaches to certification, and often engaged in more than one approach simultaneously. Therefore, “community college certifications” encompass approaches such as aligning curricula with certification exams, creating certification exam preparation programs, or becoming a certification testing center. Students can prepare for certifications via credit-bearing courses (often as part of a broader certificate or degree program) or non-credit courses (often as part of employer contract training). 

The Lumina Foundation (2015) estimates that fewer of 10 percent of certifications are subject to third-party review or accreditation. Taking the example of Louisiana again, there are 33 organizations issuing a nationally or internationally recognized certification, but only two report an average salary of certificate holders. 

We found only one study examining the impact of certifications. Vakhitova & Bollinger (2011) compared Microsoft certification holders to a similar sample of non-certification holders, both within and outside of IT. They found that holding a Microsoft certification provided a wage premium of 29% over all workers, but when comparing only workers in IT fields, the premium dropped to 5%. Moreover, they found that difference Microsoft credentials had different wage premiums (there are eight in total), ranging from insignificant to 30%. 
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Reflections on the 
evidence 

Community college pathways could be 
leveraged to create a coherent advanced 
technical education system. 
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• Intermediate credentials that are tightly-coupled with labor market needs have 
value.  

– Health care credentials have consistently high returns. 
– Greater return to credentials that are directly related to industry needs.  
– ATE evaluations provide qualitative evidence of the benefit of tight 

coupling.  
• Technician certification programs and policies must take local contexts into 

account. 
– Different studies find positive returns to different occupations. 
– Benefits to certificates are greater if credential-holders are employed in 

the field in which they hold their credential.  

Community colleges could serve as a 
middle-skills training hub. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Individual pieces of the pathway work well—for example, many long-term certificates have positive labor market outcomes—but others, like short-term certificates, do not. And as a whole, it is not clear that these various credentials work together in ways that grow individuals’ skills or the workforce itself over time. It is hard to know for sure, however, given data limitations and gaps in the research. 

Xu and Trimble (2014) also speculate that the difference in wage premiums for long-term certificates between North Carolina and Virginia may be due to the fact that, in Virginia, such certificates are awarded to students who complete general education requirements, rather than requirements directly related to an occupation. Their study found that the wage premium of a long-term certificate is positive in both states, but substantially more so in North Carolina. 

Carnevale et al. (2012) provide additional evidence for the need for tight coupling when they find that the average wage is 31% higher for certificate completers with a job related to their credential subject than those with non-related occupation.  
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• Inconsistent definitions: Stakeholders do not understand what credentials 
mean or signify. 
 

• Implementation variation: Confusion over access and value 
 

• Potential unintended consequences: New barriers and false expectations 

There are substantial challenges to 
creating such a system. 



Community College Pathways/ June 24, 2015 

15 

COMMUNITY COLLEGE RESEARCH CENTER 

Grow available 
data 

Encourage fine-
grained outcome 
studies 

Support 
Data and 
Research Incentivize the 

development and 
use of employer-
driven curricula 

Help colleges 
understand and 
respond to local 
labor market 
needs 

Encourage 
tighter 

coupling 
Adopt consistent 
terminology 

Ensure consistent 
implementation 
and 
understanding of 
pathways efforts 

Focus on 
system-
building 

rather than 
credentialing 

Implications and recommendations 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This paper examined community colleges’ role in preparing middle skills workers, particularly focused on 1) the role of certificates and certifications and 2) colleges’ ability to create a central hub for worker training, in absence of a centralized system in the United States. Examining these two issues is important as states and community colleges seek to develop stackable or embedded credentials that build upon one another. 

We know less about certificates and certifications than is optimal for making informed policy decisions.  
What we do know implies that outcomes are highly contextual, and that these credentials do not currently operate as an education system. 
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