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Research Shows Value of Sub-baccalaureate

Certificates to Students and Employers

Study finds that investing in certificate programs will improve

America’s postsecondary education performance
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Calls for doubling the number of long-term certificates in next 5 years

WASHINGTON, DC – December 7, 2010 – A new report released today by Complete College America calls for more emphasis and investment to be placed on sub-baccalaureate certificate programs as a means to help the United States improve its postsecondary education performance and stimulate economic and job growth.  Sub-baccalaureate certificates are practical and often underutilized credentials that can provide graduates with an appealing combination of rapid postsecondary achievement and portable skills and knowledge.

So critical are certificates that the report, Certificates Count: An Analysis of Sub-baccalaureate Certificates, calls for a bold national effort to double the number of long-term certificates produced within the next five years, and then double that number again over the subsequent five years. 

“Certificate programs in high-value career fields are proven, fast and efficient – but underutilized – pathways to build skilled workforces and boost wages,” said Stan Jones, president of Complete College America during a panel discussion co-hosted with the Committee for Economic Development today in Washington, DC.  

Certificates are awarded to indicate completion of a program of study that does not culminate in a degree. Sub-baccalaureate certificates come in three categories based on length of study:

· Programs designed for completion in less than one academic year;

· Programs designed for completion in at least one but less than two academic years; and,

· Programs designed for completion in at least two but less than four academic years.

High Earning Potential 

Research shows that certificate programs, specifically long-term programs that take more than one year to complete, can generate the same earning potential as an associate degree that takes two years 
-more-

to complete. This is especially true of programs in the health care field, which constitute 43 percent of all certificates. In fact, the median earnings of long-term certificate earners are higher than those who have obtained associate degrees in some fields. 

“Certificate programs are vital to students academically unprepared for traditional degree programs or who cannot devote the time toward their completion,” said Certificates Count author Brian Bosworth, president of Futureworks.

States Vary Dramatically in Number of Certificate Programs

Academic culture and state policy are more significant determinants of certificate production than workforce demand, according to the report. This is alarming considering the massive differences in certificate programs available in states. 

For example, Georgia, Kentucky, Wisconsin, Arizona, and Kansas produce 10 to 15 times as many certificates on a per population basis as do Hawaii, Nevada, Montana, and every state in the Northeast. Kentucky, Georgia, and Louisiana produce two or three times as many certificates as associate degrees, while nine states award fewer than half as many certificates as associate degrees.  For state and national data, visit http://www.completecollege.org/path_forward/certificates_count_release/  
“Certificates position graduates for immediate workforce success,” said Charles E.M. Kolb, president of the Committee for Economic Development.  “It’s critically important that education, policy and business leaders all agree and align priorities to ensure that students are earning credentials both valued and supported by employers.”
Recommendations from the report include:
1. Count certificates toward attainment goals. To truly recognize the value and potential of these certificates, they need to be counted toward attainment goals. They should also be defined consistently and counted on a uniform basis.

2. Set aggressive goals. The federal government and the states should set aggressive goals for long-term certificate production and help colleges meet them. Some states that award comparatively few long-term certificates may be able to quickly and significantly ramp up production of these certificates. An ambitious national goal would be to double the number of long-term certificates produced within the next five years, and then double that number again over the subsequent five years.

3. Reward long-term certificates. States should use funding formulas and other policy incentives to support robust certificate programs of one year or more. Shorter-term programs that lack significant labor-market payoffs should be discouraged.

-more-
4. Collect outcomes data, and promote labor-market alignment and consistent program offerings. States should collect and rigorously analyze data on labor market returns to certificates, and provide effective external oversight of certificate programs to ensure that these credentials have direct relevance to high-demand occupations. States should also promote greater consistency in program offerings and content in community college certificate programs. Today, major differences in programs are confusing to students and prospective employers, and create barriers to the kind of careful outcomes assessment that could improve program performance.

5. Focus on program completion. Federal and state policymakers should work with colleges to significantly improve certificate completion rates. “Built-for-completion” programs are a promising model because their course schedules and enrollment options are focused tightly on the needs of students. Program completion could also be improved with better alignment between certificate programs and associate degree programs.

According to the report, none of these recommendations by itself will fully maximize the value of certificates.  But taken together these measures would go a long way toward expanding the number of high-quality, practical, and valuable credentials earned by American students, and making the United States once again the leader in postsecondary attainment.

About Complete College America

Established in 2009, Complete College America is a national nonprofit working to significantly increase the number of Americans with a college degree or credential of value and to close attainment gaps for traditionally underrepresented populations. The organization was founded to focus solely on dramatically increasing the nation’s college completion rate through state policy change, and to build consensus for change among state leaders, higher education, and the national education policy community. More information can be found at http://www.completecollege.org/.
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