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Executive Summary 
 

 
As Pennsylvania makes the transition from a manufacturing and extraction economy to an 
economy based on human capital, education will play an important role in the state’s 
transformation. Projections indicate that 6 of the top 10 fastest-growing occupations in 
Pennsylvania will require at least some postsecondary education.  At the same time, only 33.7 
percent of the population in Pennsylvania over 25 years of age has an associates’ degree or 
higher. In order to fill this gap in skilled workers, Pennsylvania needs to look towards career 
colleges and schools to help increase the education level of its workforce.  
 
Career colleges offer the flexibility in services and depth of programs to attract a large and 
diverse group of students. Career colleges and schools’ main goal is to prepare students for a 
competitive workforce with degrees in such high-demand areas as Health, Business, and 
Technical programs. They are also able to maintain a 60 percent graduate rate for a student 
population that represents the diversity of income, racial/ethnic, and age groups in the state.  
 
Enrollment  
 

• Pennsylvania’s career colleges and schools enroll over 73,000 part-time and full-time 
students, and offer 2,306 programs in 25 areas of study. They offer certificate programs, 
associates’ degree programs, and two occupational degree programs:  Associate of 
Specialized Technology (AST) and Associate of Specialized Business (ASB).  

 
• Career colleges and schools enroll a student population that is more diverse than that of 

the public and independent institutions in Pennsylvania. Two-year career colleges and 
schools, in particular, have a higher percentage of Hispanic and Black students when 
compared with 2-year public institutions.  

 
• Career colleges and schools successfully graduate their students, with the two-year career 

colleges and schools reaching a 62 percent graduation rate.  
 
Degrees 
 

• Career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania provide 65 percent of the total number of 
certificates and 34 percent of the associates’ degrees in the state. In comparison, 2-year 
and 4-year public institutions provide 23 percent of the certificates and 55 percent of the 
associates’ degrees.  
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• On average, each career college produces 113 certificates and 59 associates’ degrees per 
year. 
  

• The 2-year and less than 2-year career colleges provide 59 percent of the Business 
certificates, 60 percent of the Health certificates, and 74 percent of the Technical 
certificates in Pennsylvania. They also award the highest number of Technical associates’ 
degrees (71 percent). 

  
Job Placement 
 

• More than four out of five 2006 graduates are employed in the field for which they 
obtained training; 90 percent are employed, joined the military, or were continuing their 
education.   

 
• Three of the top programs at Pennsylvania career colleges and schools—Business, 

Health, and Technical education—provide degrees relevant to six of the ten fastest-
growing occupations in Pennsylvania. 

 
Student and Public Benefits  
 

• Students graduating from a career college or school are more likely to earn higher wages, 
less likely to be unemployed, and less likely to live in poverty than are students with less 
education.  

 
• On average, an associates’ degree holder will earn $6,600 more annually than he or she 

would have earned without the degree. Students receive a 17 percent return on investment 
immediately following graduation from a career college or school in Pennsylvania. 

 
• The public benefits from higher tax payments at the local, state, and federal level, and 

from less demand on social programs.  
 

• Career colleges and schools employ 6,226 staff and faculty members, stimulating 
businesses around the college and bringing in outside revenue. According to estimates 
combining all economic factors, career colleges and schools provide an additional  
$737.6 million annually in revenues for the state.  

 
• According to estimates, two-year career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania produce a 

22 percent rate of return on the public’s investment.   
 
Any investment in career colleges and schools brings positive returns to both the graduate and 
the public. The combination of relevant course work, high graduation rates, and high placement 
rates establishes career colleges and schools as vital institutions to the postsecondary education 
system in Pennsylvania. They serve an essential and irreplaceable role in Pennsylvania’s future 
economic growth and prosperity.   
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Introduction  
 
Human capital will be an important part of economic growth in Pennsylvania and in the U.S. as 
the economy demands a more highly-skilled workforce.  Moody’s rating indicates the 
weaknesses of Pennsylvania’s economic future as below-average population growth, a high share 
of beleaguered manufacturing jobs, and an aging infrastructure.  Education will be an important 
resource in overcoming these problems.  According to the U.S. Census, Pennsylvania ranks 27th 
among the states in the percent of the adult population with a bachelor’s degree.1 The education 
level of its citizens will play an important role in the future of Pennsylvania’s transformation.  
The career colleges and schools in the state will be very important to making sure that state-wide 
renewal can be realized.  These institutions play an especially critical role in preparing people for 
high-demand occupations in health, business, and technology.   
 
Even though the recent recession has proven difficult for Pennsylvania, the economy will adapt.  
Job projections for the next 10 years show that the most growth will occur in new positions that 
require certificates or training past high school. Under the most current projections, six of the top 
10 fastest-growing occupations in Pennsylvania require at least some postsecondary education.2  
 
One of the limits on growth in Pennsylvania is the fact that only 33.7 percent of the population 
age 25 or older has an associates’ degree or higher.3 At its current levels, Pennsylvania’s 
education system may not be able to supply the number of skilled workers needed to fill future 
jobs.  In order to close this gap, Pennsylvania needs to increase the number of trained workers 
with the skills necessary to survive in an increasingly competitive economic market.  All three 
education sectors -- public, non-profit, and for-profit education providers -- will have to commit 
themselves to helping increase the number of well prepared workers available to Pennsylvania’s 
economy.  
 
The education system that has sufficed in the past may not be adequate for the future.  
Pennsylvania has a proud history of supporting a diverse postsecondary education system.  The 
Pennsylvania State System, the state-related universities, and the community colleges enroll 55 
percent of the postsecondary education students in Pennsylvania.4 The private non-profit colleges 
and universities enroll 38 percent of all postsecondary education students in Pennsylvania, 
mostly in baccalaureate and graduate programs.  The state provides direct support to some of 

                                                           
1 U.S. Census Bureau “Persons 25 years old or over with a bachelor’s degree or more: 2007” State Rankings – 
Statistical Abstract of the United States.  
2 “Long Term Occupational Employment Projections.” Center for Workforce Information and Analysis, 
Pennsylvania Department of Labor and Industry. Harrisburg, PA: 2007.  
3 U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 American Community Survey.  
4 “Master Plan for Higher Education” Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, State Board of Education: September 2005. 
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these private non-profit institutions, in addition to the tax benefits they receive as non-profit 
entities.  The remaining 7 percent of students are enrolled in career colleges and schools.   
 
Pennsylvania’s career colleges and schools enroll over 73,000 students, and offer 2,306 
programs in 25 areas of study.  They award 65 percent of the certificates and 34 percent of the 
associates’ degrees in the state; in addition, colleges in this sector award a small but growing 
number of bachelor’s and graduate degrees.  
 
Career colleges and schools enroll a diverse cross section of students from Pennsylvania.  For 
many of these students, career colleges and schools represent their best chance to succeed.  The 
sector is justifiably proud of its success in graduating its students.  For example, the two-year 
career colleges and schools helped 62 percent of their students graduate in 2008.5 In comparison, 
the 2-year public colleges in Pennsylvania had a 16 percent graduation rate. 
 
Career colleges and schools serve several unique needs in the state.  First, they provide more 
short-term training programs than are available from other sectors.  Second, some of the 
programs either are not available in the public or non-profit sector, or as is the case for many 
health programs, students are put on a waiting list in the public colleges.  Third, they serve a 
traditional college-age population and a substantial number of adults, many of whom are looking 
to improve their employment prospects.  Pennsylvania can look to career colleges and schools as 
efficient resources in the effort to increase the education and occupational skills of its workforce.    
 

                                                           
5 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). Available online at: http://nces.ed.gov.  
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Career Colleges and Schools’ Access  

 
 Enrollment  
 
Career colleges and schools represent 39 percent of the accredited postsecondary education 
institutions in Pennsylvania that are eligible for federal student aid.6 This list includes colleges 
that offer graduate programs, bachelor’s degrees, associates’ degrees, and certificate programs. 
The majority of students in the sector are enrolled in associates’ and certificate programs. These 
programs are typically one to two years in length, have flexible class schedules, and are geared 
towards preparing students for employment in the local workforce.  Figure 1 shows the 
distribution of accredited postsecondary institutions in the state.  The results show the large 
number of four-year programs at non-profit baccalaureate institutions; career colleges and 
schools dominate among institutions with programs of two years or less.7   
 
 
Figure 1. Number of Accredited Postsecondary Institutions in Pennsylvania: 2008 
  
 
 

 
 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education  
Data System (IPEDS) 

 

                                                           
6 The non-accredited schools are usually small in size and specialize in a single program area.   
7 The programs at career colleges are most similar to the public community colleges in Pennsylvania; this similarity 
will serve as the basis for comparisons throughout the report.  
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As noted earlier, career colleges and schools currently enroll 7 percent of all postsecondary 
education students in the state.  The enrollment in career colleges and schools has shown steady 
growth over the last 10 years (Fig. 2). Since 2000, career colleges’ enrollment has grown by 52 
percent.  In comparison, public colleges have grown by 10 percent, and independent colleges 
have grown by 4 percent. The recent decline in private non-profit college enrollment and the 
leveling off of enrollment in the public sector in recent years reflect both a decline in the age 
group most likely to enroll in college, and the negative effects of the recession on families’ 
ability to pay for college.  This steady growth in private career college and school enrollment in 
the face of recent decline in the other two sectors suggests that they have continued to meet the 
needs of students and employers in the state by providing accessible and relevant education.  
 
 
Figure 2. Student Enrollment at Title IV Postsecondary Institutions in 
Pennsylvania, by Type: 2000 to 2008 
 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated  
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 

 
 

Student Profile  
 

Career colleges and schools attract a diverse student population that represents both adult and 
traditional-age students (18-24). Career college students tend to be older and more likely to 
enroll full-time compared with students at public institutions.  
 
Forty-two percent of career college and school students are 25 years old or older, compared with 
28 percent of students in that age group enrolled at public colleges. Many career college and 
school students have tried other types of education, had a job before enrolling, or are returning to 
school when their children are old enough.   
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Figure 3 makes several facts about enrollment clear.  First, part-time enrollment is higher in 
public two-year colleges than in any other sector.  With the exception of students in four-year 
career colleges, students in career colleges and schools are more likely to attend full-time than 
are those in any other sector.  Across all career colleges and schools, 74 percent of students 
attend full-time. 
 
 
Figure 3. Percentage of Part-time Students at Title IV Postsecondary  
Institutions in Pennsylvania by Type and Control: 2008 
 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated  
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 
 

 
Career colleges and schools enroll a student population that is more diverse than that of the 
public and independent institutions in Pennsylvania.  The difference is most apparent for 2-year 
career colleges and public colleges. Two-year career colleges and schools have a higher 
percentage of Hispanic and Black students compared with 2-year public institutions (Fig. 4).  
They also have a slightly higher percentage of Asian/Pacific Islander students attending their 
institutions.  Racial and ethnic minorities represent the fastest-growing population in the state.  It 
is imperative that education institutions provide an effective way to assist students in securing 
meaningful employment.   
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Figure 4. Race/Ethnicity of Students at Two-year Career Colleges and Two- year Public 
Institutions in Pennsylvania: 20088 
 

  
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
8 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). 
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Degree Completion 
 
Career colleges and schools make a significant contribution to increasing the number of people 
in Pennsylvania with postsecondary certificates and degrees. They currently award 65 percent of 
the certificates and 34 percent of the associates’ degrees in the state (Fig. 5). In comparison, 2-
year and 4-year public institutions provide only 23 percent of the certificates, although they do 
award 55 percent of the associates’ degrees.  The fact that private career colleges and schools 
provide this success on a much smaller enrollment base underlines the importance of a higher 
graduation rate in the sector.   
 
Figure 5. Number of Graduates at Title IV Postsecondary Institutions in Pennsylvania by 
Type and Control: 2008 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS) 
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The following chart (Fig. 6) shows the distribution, by field of study, of degrees and certificates 
awarded by career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania.  The largest numbers are awarded in 
health fields, personal services, and technical programs, with strong numbers in technology, 
computer science, and business.  Personal services include culinary arts, cosmetology, and 
mortuary science; examples of vocational technical programs include mechanics, construction 
trades, electricians, and avionics. Career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania are also unique in 
that they are the main providers of two occupational degrees, the Associate of Specialized 
Technology (AST) and the Associate of Specialized Business (ASB). The AST and ASB degree 
programs enroll 43 percent of the total number of students attending two-year or less-than two-
year career colleges. These degrees are heavily oriented toward a specific occupational goal; 70-
80 percent of the work is in the major area of specialization, and the other 20-30 percent is in 
general education studies. 9 
 
Figure 6. Number of Certificates and Associates’ Degrees Awarded by  
Career Colleges and Schools in Pennsylvania by Field of Study: 2008 
 

 
 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS) 

 

                                                           
9 “Specialized Degree Programs” Pennsylvania Department of Education.   
http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/specialized_associate_degree_programs/8721 
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The importance of the contribution made by career colleges and schools can be seen in the 
following chart (Fig. 7), which shows the statewide distribution of degrees in three programs.  In 
comparison to the other postsecondary institutions, career colleges are particularly important in 
awarding certificates and associates’ degrees in the areas of Business, Health, and Technical 
education -- occupations that are in high demand. The career colleges provide 59 percent of the 
Business certificates, 60 percent of the Health certificates, and 74 percent of the Technical 
certificates in the state. In addition, they award the highest number of Technical associates’ 
degrees (71 percent). These include Aviation Maintenance, Computer- Aided Design and 
Drafting (CADD), Heating, Ventilating, and Air Conditioning (HVAC), and Automotive/Diesel 
technicians, to name a few.   
 
Figure 7. Percentage Distribution of Top 3 Certificates and Associates’ Degrees  
Awarded at Title IV Postsecondary Institutions in Pennsylvania: 2008 
 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS) 

 
 
Career Colleges and Schools’ Effectiveness  
 

Affordability  
 
Price of attendance is a sensitive topic for anyone who is thinking about pursuing an education 
after high school.  Affordability has two parts -- tuition and student aid.  The published price is 
usually more than the student pays after the award of student aid.  Net price after aid is awarded 
is a better measure of affordability than is the published tuition.   
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Starting with tuition, the following chart (Fig. 8) shows that the average tuition at career colleges 
and schools is lower than the average tuition paid by students attending independent colleges in 
Pennsylvania.  Given the public subsidies available to public colleges, tuition in the for-profit 
and private not-for-profit sector institutions is higher than that charged by most public 
institutions in the state.  
 
Tuition covers the total cost of education in career colleges and schools.  Non-profit colleges 
have the advantage of not paying taxes at the same rate as for-profit businesses.  This means that 
some of the tuition money paid by students in career colleges and schools finds its way back to 
public coffers in the form of property taxes and other business taxes.  Independent college 
students are also eligible for some financial support from the state through state scholarships and 
grants provided by the Pennsylvania Higher Education Assistance Agency.10 
 
 
Figure 8. Average Annual Tuition at Title IV Postsecondary  
Institutions in Pennsylvania, by Type of institution: 2008 
 

 
 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated  
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 

 
 
Financial aid helps students pay some of the cost of attending a postsecondary institution.  Most 
public aid is distributed on the basis of financial need, so lower-income students are eligible for 
more aid than are higher-income students.  Students qualify for federal and state aid in the form 
of loans, grants, and college work-study stipends.  Specifically, students enrolled in Pennsylvania 
higher education institutions are eligible for two forms of state student aid:  the Pennsylvania 
Higher Education Assistance Agency (PHEAA) State Higher Education Grants to students, and 
the PHEAA Institutional Assistance Grants.11 Students in non-degree programs are not eligible 
for this state aid, but are eligible for federal student aid.   
 
                                                           
10 “Master Plan for Higher Education” Commonwealth of Pennsylvania State Board of Education. Harrisburg, PA: 
September 2005.  
11 “State Board of Private Licensed Schools Report to the Legislatures 2007-2008.” Pennsylvania Department of 
Education. Harrisburg, PA: 2008. 
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The price of tuition and fees at a college or school also plays a role in the average amount of 
state and local aid a student may receive. An aid package is determined not just by the student’s 
income, but also by the cost of attending the institution and the student’s ability to cover the total 
charges. As the figure below shows (Fig. 9), the average state and local aid package for students 
at two-year institutions in each of the three sectors is lower than for students at the typically 
more expensive four-year institutions. Also reflecting the price of tuition for each type of 
institution (see Figure 8), students enrolled in career colleges and schools receive, on average, a 
slightly lower amount of state and local grant aid when compared to independent colleges; 
however, they receive a slightly higher amount of state aid than those attending public 
institutions.  
 
 
Figure 9. Average State and Local Grant Aid per Recipient for First-time,  
Full-time Students Enrolled in Pennsylvania Colleges and Schools: 2008 
 

  
 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary  
Education Data System (IPEDS) 
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Figure 10 represents the total aid distributed to colleges in the form of student grant aid. Except 
for Pell Grant Aid, the public and independent colleges receive the highest investment from state 
and local sources and the Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants program 
(SEOG). Career colleges, on the other hand, have less of an investment in Pell Grant aid than do 
the public institutions; however, they receive a greater investment in comparison to independent 
colleges. This may go back to the fact that career colleges enroll more low-income students who 
are more likely to be eligible for the Pell Grant.  
 
 
Figure 10. State/Local, SEOG, and Pell Grant Aid for Students Enrolled in  
Pennsylvania Colleges and Schools: 2008 
 

 
Source: “Annual Survey Report on State-Sponsored Student Financial Aid: 2007-2008 Academic Year”. National Association of 
State Student Grant and Aid Programs; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National 
Postsecondary Student Aid Survey: 2008.  
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Student Outcomes 
 

Compared with other open access institutions, career colleges and schools are more effective in 
graduating their students. Across all career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania, the average 
graduation rate was 60 percent in 2008, with an average withdrawal rate of 20 percent; the rest 
are either still enrolled or transferred to another institution. The 2-year career colleges graduated 
62 percent of the students who started (Fig. 11).  This compares with a graduation rate of 16 
percent in the public two-year colleges in the state.  Career school programs of less than two 
years graduated 76 percent of their students in 2008. 
 
It is not too surprising that graduation rates are higher for shorter programs in all sectors.  These 
outcomes do not take the background of the students into consideration.  Generally, the more 
selective the institution, the higher the graduation rate will be.  The most meaningful comparison 
in the chart is between public two-year colleges and two-year career colleges, because both have 
programs of similar length and are open enrollment schools.   
 
 
Figure 11. Graduation Rates for Title IV Postsecondary Institutions in  
Pennsylvania, by Type and Control: 2008  
 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary  
Education Data System (IPEDS) 
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Job Placement 

 
Career colleges and schools were extremely successful in placing their graduates into fields 
relevant to their certificates or degrees. More than four out of five graduates were employed in 
the field for which they obtained training, and 90 percent were employed, joined the military, or 
were continuing their education after graduation. 12 In addition, many of these graduates were 
placed in high-demand jobs, such as health and technical occupations (Fig. 12).  
 
 
Figure 12. Placement of 2006 Graduates from Pennsylvania Career  
Colleges and Schools  
  

 
Source: “State Board of Private Licensed Schools Report to the Legislatures 2007-2008”  
Pennsylvania Department of Education. Harrisburg, PA: 2008. 
 

                                                           
12 Ibid, 2008.  
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Job Outlook 
 

As stated earlier, graduates of career colleges have a positive job outlook. The combination of 
relevant course work, high graduation rates, and high placement rates opens up many 
opportunities for graduates of career colleges. In addition, many of the certificates and degrees 
offered at career colleges will prepare students for the jobs that are most in demand. Three of the 
top programs at Pennsylvania career colleges and schools—Business, Health, and Technical 
Education—provide degrees relevant to six of the ten fastest-growing occupations in 
Pennsylvania.  Those occupations projected to have the largest number of job openings in the 
next years include those outlined in Table 113 
 
 
Table 1. Long Term Occupational Employment Projections for Pennsylvania 
  

Employment  
2006 to 2016 Average Wage  

Occupational Title Minimum Degree 
Percentage 
Increase 

Annual 
Openings Entry Median 

Network Systems and 
Data Communications 
Analysts 

Associates/Bachelor 49.4% 499 $47,700 $71,090 

Home Health Aides 
Certification/On-
the-job program 
training 

39.5% 2,277 $17,170 $20,490 

Veterinary Technologists 
and Technicians 

Associates 35.9% 190 $22,670 $29,530 

Personal and Home Care 
Aides 

On-the-job training 35.7% 1,523 $17,440 $20,340 

Medical Assistants 
Certification/On-
the-job training 

34.0% 978 $21,460 $26,820 

Computer Software 
Engineers, Applications 

Bachelor 31.4% 624 $56,100 $80,810 

Personal Financial 
Advisors 

Bachelor 30.8% 305 $37,210 $61,810 

Dental Hygienists Associates 29.1% 324 $42,040 $56,320 

Dental Assistants 
Certification/On-
the-job training 

28.9% 527 $22,250 $29,570 

Social and Human 
Service Assistants 

Associates 28.0% 724 $19,430 $25,950 

Source: “Statewide Data”. Center for Workforce Information and Analysis, Pennsylvania Department of Labor and 
Industry. Harrisburg, PA: May 2008.  
 

                                                           
13 “Long Term Occupational Employment Projections”. Center for Workforce Information and Analysis, 
Pennsylvania Department of Labor and Industry. Harrisburg, PA: 2007. 
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The career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania prepare students for each of these careers. The 
additional education increases the potential for graduates to achieve a higher entry and median 
wage level.14 These occupations have starting salaries ranging from $17,000 for home health 
aides to $56,000 for computer software engineers.  The starting salaries are related to the amount 
of training required.  For those with no job, taking a first step into the medical field as a home 
health aide may help stabilize their life and prepare them for further education.   
 
 
Benefits of a Career College Education 
 
When enrolling in career colleges and schools, students experience a wide range of personal, 
financial, and lifelong benefits. In addition to the reward of obtaining a degree, postsecondary 
education rewards students with long-term prosperity. Some of the benefits include the 
following:15  
 

• Higher earnings for all racial/ethnic groups and for both men and women 
• Increased likelihood of employer-provided health insurance and pension benefits 
• Less likely to be unemployed 
• Less likely to live in poverty 
• Better health  

 
Society also benefits when students obtain a postsecondary degree. Examples of the benefits to 
the public include the following:   
 

• Higher earnings generating higher tax payments at the local, state, and federal levels   
• Lower unemployment and poverty rates  
• Less demand on social programs, and decreasing demand on public budgets  
• Higher levels of civic participation, including volunteer work, voting, and blood donation  
• Better child rearing and family health 

 
Career colleges and schools, in particular, provide a significant financial benefit to both students 
and taxpayers. The economic impact of a career college can be calculated in two ways:  Student 
Return on Investment and Public Return on Investment. 

 
Student Return on Investment 
 

The price of attendance has two parts; the forgone income and the direct costs.  In order to enroll 
in any postsecondary institution, students give up some of their earning power after high school.  
The longer the time it takes to finish the degree, the greater the forgone income.  Nearly 50 
percent of the students at career colleges and schools continue working full-time while they are 

                                                           
14 “Occupational Wages”. Center for Workforce Information and Analysis, Pennsylvania Department of Labor and 
Industry. Harrisburg, PA: May 2008. 
15 Baum, Sandy and Jennifer Ma. “Education Pays: The Benefits of Higher Education to Individuals and Society” 
Trends in Higher Education Series. College Board: Washington, D.C.: 2009.  
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enrolled.  The rest will either not work or work part-time. Assuming that the average student 
works part-time instead of full-time, he or she would lose $18,675 in income over 18 months, the 
average time it takes to complete an associate’s degree at a career college.  That estimate is based 
on the average annual salary of $24,900 for a high school graduate in Pennsylvania.  
 
A student who enrolled in a similar public community college program would take six months 
longer to complete a degree, because community colleges do not provide year-round enrollment 
options.  The opportunity cost would increase to $24,900.   
 
In addition to losing the opportunity to earn a salary, the student is also paying two years of 
tuition and fees, and may also receive financial aid. Tuition at a 2-year career college is about 
$13,836 annually, and a student may receive, on average, $685 in state/local grant aid, $126 in 
SEOG grant aid, and $2,809 in Pell Grant aid.16 Loan aid is not subtracted from the price of 
attendance because it is self-help that has to be repaid.  Total cost of attendance, which is the 
sum of the forgone income and the direct costs after student aid, is $39,107. 
 
The difference between the amount a high school graduate would earn, $24,900, and the amount 
a student with an associates’ degree can expect to earn, $31,500,17 represents the return on 
investment that the student will receive as a result of the extra education.  On average, those with 
an associates’ degree will earn $6,600 more annually than they would have earned without the 
degree.  Given that their total cost of attendance was $39,107, which can be thought of as an 
investment, they will realize an annual return of 17 percent.  That is a better return than investing 
the $39,107 in the stock market or real estate.  The actual returns will vary by program and type 
of occupation, but the example makes the point that strictly on a financial basis, graduating from 
a career college or school is a good investment for the student.   
 

                                                           
16 Average grant aid amounts were calculated by taking the total allocation of aid distributed to career colleges and 
dividing that number by the number of full-time equivalent students enrolled. These are estimates; a student may 
receive more or less aid based on need and expected contribution. Source: U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS); “Annual Survey Report 
on State-Sponsored Student Financial Aid: 2007-2008 Academic Year”. National Association of State Student Grant 
and Aid Programs.  
17 Baum, Sandy, and Jennifer Ma. “Education Pays: The Benefits of Higher Education for Individuals and Society”. 
College Board.  Washington, DC: 2007.  
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Using these numbers, the calculation of a student’s return on investment is shown below: 
 
Table 2. Student Return on Investment  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Public Return on Investment  

 
Since career colleges prepare students for careers in Pennsylvania, but receive no direct support 
from the state, they represent a good investment for the state’s taxpayers.  The main investment 
that the government makes in career colleges is in the form of student aid (see Figure 10). The 
total public investment, which includes state/local aid, SEOG aid, and Pell Grant aid, comes to 
$294,511,479.  This estimate is conservative in that it does not include all aid from the 
government, such as veteran’s benefits or other smaller government programs.   
 
Associates’ degree graduates from career colleges and schools generate revenues with their 
increased incomes and higher tax rates. Based on a new average wage of $31,500, a career 
college graduate will pay an additional $2,500 in state and federal income taxes annually.18 With 
26,231 associates’ degree graduates from career colleges and schools for 2008, the total 
estimated income tax revenue from the increased income is $65,577,500.19  
 

                                                           
18 Baum and Ma: 2007 
19 In order to remain consistent with the above student return on investment, calculations represent certificate and 
associates’ degree graduates’ public return on investment. Also, the number of certificate and associates’ degree 
graduates, 26,231, far exceeds the number of bachelor’s degree graduates, 1,624, leading them to generate the 
majority of any tax revenues.   

 
2 years  x  $13,836 Tuition                     $27,672 
2 years  x  $685 State/local aid                 -  $  1,370 
2 years  x  $126 SEOG                              -  $     252 
2 years  x  $2,809 Pell Grant                             -  $  5,618 
$18,675 Forgone Income                  + $18,675 
                                                           
Total Student Investment:                     $39,107 
 
Immediate Income Increase                       $  6,600 
Total Student Investment                              /  $39,107 
 
Student Return on Investment:                     17% 
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The public return on investment may be calculated by taking the total aid that the state, local, and 
federal governments contribute to the career colleges (public investment) and calculating the tax 
revenues produced by the career college graduates (public return). According to these estimates, 
two-year career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania produce a 22 percent rate of return on the 
public’s investment.  This is an estimate, but it provides a sense of the magnitude of the value 
provided by career colleges and schools in the state.    
 
 
Table 3. Public Return on Investment 
 
State/local aid       $  42,465,000 
SEOG                                                 + $   7,791,819 
Pell Grant aid                        + $174,084,660 
 
Total public investment    $294,511,479 
 
Income tax revenue per graduate                     $2,500 
Number of graduates          x  26,231 
                $    65,577,500 
 
Public tax revenue     $   65,577,500 
Total public investment  / $294,511,479 
    
Public Return on Investment                22% 
 
 
Pennsylvania also experiences other economic advantages from the investment in career colleges 
and schools in addition to the financial benefits coming from the graduates themselves. Career 
colleges’ non-tax exempt status requires them to pay taxes to federal, state, and local 
governments. In 2007-08, career colleges and schools in Pennsylvania paid $7,936,385 in state 
and local taxes, in addition to any local real estate taxes or taxes on investments. They also paid 
$16,640,267 in federal taxes. 20 
 
The schools also contribute to the economy by providing jobs.  As a large education provider in 
the state, career colleges and schools employ 6,226 staff and faculty members, bring in outside 
revenue, and stimulate businesses around the career college.21 According to estimates combining 
all economic factors, career colleges and schools provide an additional $737.6 million annually 
in revenues for the state. 22  
 

                                                           
20 “State Board of Private Licensed Schools Report to the Legislatures 2007-2008” Pennsylvania Department of 
Education: 2008. 
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Conclusion 
 
Long-term economic growth in Pennsylvania is dependent on developing the human capital in 
the state.  As population demographics change, an increasingly diverse group of students will 
need to continue their education after high school.  Many of these students will be those who are 
unemployed and are looking for a new start or better opportunities.  Career colleges and schools 
provide a cost effective way to serve these changing needs.  They provide an educational 
resource that adds to the postsecondary education capacity of the state.   
 
The rapid growth of career college and school enrollment over the last decade confirms the value 
of the sector to students.  This growth has come at almost no cost to state or local governments; 
in fact, the growth of the sector has provided revenue for the state at a time when tax revenue is 
suffering.  
 
Career colleges and schools are able to maintain a 60 percent graduation rate in high-demand 
programs for a student population that represents the diversity of income, racial/ethnic, and age 
groups in the state.   Currently, the 2-year and less than 2-year career colleges and schools 
provide 59 percent of the Business certificates, 60 percent of the Health certificates, and 74 
percent of the Technical certificates in the state. They also award the largest number of Technical 
associates’ degrees (71 percent).  
  
Any investment in career colleges and schools will bring positive returns to both the graduate 
and the public. For students, the return is a higher salary and greater potential career 
opportunities. For the public, benefits come from additional state and local taxes as well as the 
higher income tax revenues. When the total educational and financial benefits are taken into 
consideration, career colleges serve an essential and irreplaceable role in Pennsylvania’s 
educational capacity and economic prosperity. 
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Glossary of Terms 

 
ASSOCIATES’ DEGREE - A degree based on at least two but less than four years of full-time 
equivalent college work. 
 
BACHELOR'S DEGREE - A degree based on at least four but not more than five years of full-
time equivalent college work. 
 
CAREER COLLEGES (PRIVATE FOR-PROFIT INSTITUTIONS) - A private institution in 
which the individual(s) or agency in control receives compensation other than wages, rent, or 
other expenses for the assumption of risk. 
 
DEGREE-GRANTING INSTITUTIONS - Postsecondary institutions that are eligible for Title 
IV federal financial aid programs and that grant an associate's or higher degree. For an institution 
to be eligible to participate in Title IV financial aid programs, it must offer a program of at least 
300 clock hours in length, have accreditation recognized by the U.S. Department of Education, 
have been in business for at least 2 years, and have signed a participation agreement with the 
Department. 
 
EXPENDITURES - Charges incurred, whether paid or unpaid, that are presumed to benefit the 
current fiscal year. For degree-granting institutions, these include current outlays plus capital 
outlays.  
 
GOVERNMENT APPROPRIATIONS - An amount (other than a grant or contract) received 
from or made available to an institution through an act of a legislative body. 
 
HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS   

 
2-year institution: An institution legally authorized to offer and offering at least a 2-year 
program of college-level studies that terminates in an associate's degree or is principally 
creditable toward a baccalaureate.  
 
4-year institution: An institution legally authorized to offer and offering at least a 4-year 
program of college-level studies wholly or principally creditable toward a bachelor's 
degree. A university is a postsecondary institution that typically includes one or more 
graduate professional schools.  
 

INDEPENDENT (PRIVATE NOT-FOR-PROFIT) INSTITUTIONS - A private institution in 
which the individual(s) or agency in control receives no compensation, other than wages, rent, or 
other expenses, for the assumption of risk. These include both independent non-profit schools 
and those affiliated with a religious organization.  
 
MASTER'S DEGREE - A degree based on at least one but not more than two full-time academic 
years of work beyond the bachelor's degree. 
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PROGRAM - A combination of courses and related activities organized for the attainment of 
broad educational objectives described by the institution. 
 
PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS - Institutions listed in the following categories: state universities, 
state-related commonwealth universities, community colleges, and colleges of technology. 
 
RACIAL/ETHNIC CATEGORIES - Categories used to describe groups to which individuals 
belong, identify with, or belong in the eyes of the community. These categories do not denote 
scientific definitions of anthropological origins. However, no person may be counted in more 
than one racial/ethnic category. Racial/ethnic designations are requested only for United States 
citizens, resident aliens, and other eligible (for financial aid purposes) non-citizens who are not 
citizens or nationals of the United States but who have been admitted as legal immigrants for the 
purpose of obtaining permanent resident alien status.   
 

AMERICAN INDIAN/ALASKAN NATIVE - A person having origins in any of the 
original peoples of North America and who maintains cultural identification through 
tribal affiliation or community recognition. 
 
ASIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER - A person having origins in any of the original peoples of 
the Far East, Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent or the Pacific Islands. This includes 
people from China, Japan, Korea, the Philippine Islands, Samoa, India and Vietnam. 
 
BLACK (NON-HISPANIC) - A person having origins in any of the black racial groups 
of Africa (except those of Hispanic origin). 
 
HISPANIC - A person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American or 
other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race. 
 
WHITE (NON-HISPANIC) - A person having origins in any of the original peoples of 
Europe, North Africa or the Middle East (except those of Hispanic origin). 

 
REVENUES (TUITION AND FEES) - Revenues from charges assessed against students for 
educational purposes. Includes tuition and fee remissions or exemptions even though there is no 
intention of collecting from the student. Includes those tuition and fees that were remitted to the 
state as an offset to the state appropriation. Excludes charges for room, board, and other services 
rendered by auxiliary enterprise. 
 
 


