
The Overlooked Value of Certificates and Associate’s Degrees 

When many people think of college, a four-year bachelor’s degree comes to mind. But 
new research from the Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce 
highlights the strong value of certificate and associate’s degree programs—options that 
can open doors to good careers while often requiring less time and money. 

Enrollment and Completion​
Nearly half of all undergraduate students in the U.S. are enrolled in certificate or 
associate’s degree programs, and each year about 2 million credentials are awarded in 
these categories—roughly equal to the number of bachelor’s degrees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Career Connections​
Unlike bachelor’s degrees, which often combine broad study with a major, certificate 
and associate’s degree programs are tightly linked to specific occupations. About 94% 
of certificates and 57% of associate’s degrees are in career-oriented fields such as 
health, engineering technologies, law enforcement, and business. 

Earnings Potential 
Future income depends heavily on the field of study. For example: 

●​ An associate’s degree in engineering can lead to median earnings nearly 
double those of degrees in education or the arts.​
 

●​ A certificate in engineering technologies can yield significantly higher wages. 

 



 

 

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, The Overlooked Value of Certificates 
and Associate’s Degrees: What Students Need to Know Before They Go to College, 2020. 

 

Bottom Line: Certificates and associate’s degrees may not always receive the 
spotlight, but they represent powerful, career-focused options for students—and often 
with a faster, more affordable route to the workforce. 

 

Explore Career and Technical Education opportunities in Gilbert Public Schools. 

https://www.gilbertschools.net/teaching-learning/academic-programs/cte?post_category_id=69
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