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A Startling Discovery
The percentage of high school graduates who don’t  

advance to a two- or four-year college is remarkably small.

college attendance by age 20 college attendance by age 26

college 
enrollees 

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

Non-college 
enrollees 

Who We’re Talking About
High school graduates: those students who graduated high school on time with a standard high 
school diploma or higher. 

It does not include students who earned a GED, a certificate of completion, vocational diploma, 
special education diploma or any other credential that illustrates student accomplishments 
but not satisfaction of high school requirements. This analysis does not include students who 
dropped out of high school.

Non-college enrollees: high school graduates who had not attended a two- or four-year college, 
but may have enrolled in a non-academic institution like a trade school.

The Path Least Taken, Part I
A quest to learn more about high school  
graduates who don’t go on to college
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They tend to be male. 

Who Are the 12%?  
Comparing Class of 2004 non-college enrollees to their college-going peers

Two out of three come from the lower 
end of the socioeconomic scale*.

Non-college enrollees college enrollees 

100%0%

65% 34%

*Note: The bottom two quintiles or the lower 40% of the socioeconomic scale.

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

They are as ethnically and linguistically diverse  
as their college-going peers. 

About half (46%) 
 have parents whose 

highest level of education 
was a high school 
diploma or less.

Didn’t finish high 
school

Graduated with high 
school diploma/GED

Graduated with  
2-year degree

Graduated with 4-year 
degree or higher

46%
21%

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

White

Hispanic

Asian/Pacific Islander

More than one race

Black

Native American

English native 
language

English not  
native language

Non-college 
enrollees 

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

Race/ethnicity Native language

57% 53%
47%43%
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Southern graduates were less 
likely to attend college.

Rural graduates were less  
likely to attend college, while  
urban graduates were more  

likely to attend college.20% 24%

40% 36%

21% 23%
19% 18%

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

Two-thirds of non-college enrollees  
began high school believing they  

would go on to college.
67%

Non-college 
enrollees 

Among non-college 
enrollees, desire for 

college stayed steady 
during high school.

still expected to go 
to college at age 26

Don’t know

Bachelor’s degree

Associate degree
High school 
diploma or less

27%
67% 63%

2002 
Age 
16

2004 
Age 
18

2008 20102006 2012 
Age 
26

Non-college enrollees 

What Were Non-college enrollees’  
expectations For After High School?
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And Then What Happened?

Finances were cited most 
often for not attending 
college. Yet there were 

other factors.

Career doesn’t require more education2%
Grades not high enough3%

Need to help support family11%

Can’t afford to go on to college23%
Other**20%

Has a good job16%
Rather work and make money16%

But How Academically Prepared Were  
Non-college enrollees in High School?

On average, they took three fewer academic courses than college-goers.

16
credits

5
credits

19
credits

3
credits

Academic Courses

Vocational Courses

Non-college enrollees college enrollees 

They took less rigorous courses.

None/Non-academic Science

Biology

Physics

Physical  Science

Chemistry

Advanced Science

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

Highest science taken

None/Non-academic Math

Algebra II/Mid-level Math

Pre-calculus/Advanced Math

Algebra I

Trigonometry/Algebra III

Calculus

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

Highest math taken
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26%  
of non-college enrollees 

spend less than 1 hour  
on homework per week

37%  
of college enrollees spend 
at least 7 hours  
on homework per week

They earned lower grades.

They spend fewer hours on homework per week in high school.

And ultimately performed poorer on math and reading assessments.

2.5
or lower

3.0
or higher

0.00

GPA
4.00

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

Highest Quartile

Lowest Quartile

9%
34%20%

28%28%

23%43%
15%

Math

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

11%
33%17%

29%
31%

23%42%
16%

Reading

Non-college 
enrollees 

college 
enrollees 

What’s the Big Takeaway?

It’s important for public schools to prepare all students to be life-long learners, regardless of 
whether or not they go on to college. Such preparation includes rigorous courses and more 

student support, especially in bridging the gulf between aspiration and attainment. Ultimately, 
more needs to be known to better meet the needs of the non-college goer.
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Questions School leaders Should Ask

What do students expect?
How many students expect to go onto college when they enter high 
school?

Do these expectations change while in high school?

What do students actually do?
How many high school graduates don’t enroll in college right after 
high school?

How many high school graduates don’t ever enroll in college?

How many high school graduates don’t go onto college but wanted to? 

What prevented them from going to college?

Who are they?
Do the demographic backgrounds differ between those students 
who go onto college and those who don’t?

How does the high school preparation differ between those 
students who go onto college and those who don’t?

What do non-college enrollees do after high school?

How well do we assist students with their post high 
school plans?
Do we have enough trained guidance counselors who are 
knowledgeable in postsecondary options and their entry 
requirements?

Do we provide opportunities for internships and college visits?

Do we encourage all students to take rigorous courses in high 
school, regardless of their plans after graduation?

Methodology
•	 Data from the educational longitudinal Study (elS, 2002) is the primary 

information source for this analysis.

•	 elS is a study conducted by the U.S. Department of education’s National center 
for education Statisitics that followed a nationally representative sample of 
15,000 high school sophomores from 750 high schools. Participation in the elS 
at both the student and school level is voluntary.

15,000
high school students

2002 2004 2008 20102006 2012

Data collection

Age 16
sophomore

Age 20
two years

after 
graduation

What was collected?

Year

Student Survey

Transcripts

High School 
Location

Assessment Data
math and reading

Age 26
eight years

after graduation
Age 18
senior

Data Sample

A
B
c

Jim Hull is the Senior Policy Analyst for the Center for Public Education. Research support provided by former CPE interns, Jordan Belton and 
Patricia Campbell. 

We gratefully acknowledge State Farm Insurance for its support of this study.

The Center for Public Education is a national resource for credible and practical information about public education and its importance to the 
well-being of our nation. CPE provides up-to-date research, data, and analysis on current education issues and explores ways to improve student 
achievement and engage public support for public schools. CPE is an initiative of the National School Boards Association.  
www.centerforpubliceducation.org

Founded in 1940, the National School Boards Association is a not-for-profit organization representing state associations of school boards and their 
more than 90,000 local school board members throughout the U.S. Working with and through our state associations, NSBA advocates for equity and 
excellence in public education through school board leadership. www.nsba.org
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The Path Least Taken, Part II
Preparing non-college goers for success

Introduction
New high school graduates are continuing their education in record numbers. By age 26, almost 
nine in 10 will have entered a two- or four-year institution (Hull, 2014). The reason is simple: 
College greatly increases the chances an individual will be successful later in life. But college is by 
no means the only path toward becoming a productive adult. For some graduates, taking the less 
traveled path straight into the workforce can make all the difference. What preparation do they 
need to be successful? And what role does high school play?

Much is known about the tools high school graduates need to do well in college (Adelman, 1999 
and 2006; Hull, 2010; Klepfer & Hull, 2012). We know much less about the impact of high 
school on career readiness, however. In this series of studies, we look exclusively at the credentials 
and high school experiences of non-college going graduates in an attempt to identify those factors 
that relate to success after school in both work and life. 

In Part 1 of the Path Least Taken, we compared the characteristics of non-college going 2004 
graduates to their college-going peers. The first finding was that just 12 percent of high school 
graduates had not enrolled in college by age 26. Even then, nearly a third of these non-college 
enrollees reported that they still expected to attend college sometime in the future. We also 
found that non-college enrollees are distinctly different from their college-going classmates. In 
high school, for example, they typically earned lower grades, took fewer academic courses, and 
did less homework than the college goers. 

In this second study of the series, we explore various job-related and social outcomes of the 
non-college goers by age 26, and relate these to the preparation they had in school in order to  
gain insights into what defines “career readiness” for high school graduates.

In general, we found that:

•	At	age	26,	college	goers,	on	average,	are	more	likely	than	non-college	goers	to	have	a	good	 
job and engage in society. But a more rigorous high school preparation that includes high-level 
math and vocational courses in an occupational concentration improves those chances 
considerably for non-college goers. Add professional certification to the mix, and non-college 
goers are more likely to be employed and earn good wages than the average college goer, and  
they are as likely to vote. 

•	The	positive	impact	of	high-level	courses	and	certificates	is	evident	in	non-college	goers	of	 
all racial groups, but the benefits are not equally shared. Black non-college goers are less likely 
to be employed or earn the same wages as their similarly credentialed Hispanic and white  
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peers. At the same time, better preparation has a greater impact on black graduates than on  
whites and Hispanics, showing that higher credentials can be an important factor in  
narrowing the employment and wage gap. 

•	Interestingly,	black	non-college	goers	are	much	more	likely	to	vote	and	volunteer	than	 
similarly prepared white and Hispanic non-college enrollees as well as the average college enrollee.  

We begin this report with a discussion of how we defined success for the study’s purposes, 
followed by an in-depth look at our findings, including the indicators that seem to have the most 
impact as well as those that had limited effect. We conclude with questions for school leaders to 
help guide their efforts to assure all of their students graduate ready for college and careers. 

CHART 1: Credentials matter for non-college goers
Non-college goers with ‘high credentials’ – that is, a strong high school preparation plus pro-
fessional certification–were more likely to be employed and have health insurance than college 
goers, although they were less likely to have a retirement fund.

Percent of 26-year-olds who report that they

46

80

71

43

90

75

8

39
46

61 62 64

are employed
full-time

have job with
health insurance

have retirement
funt

are fairly
satisfied with job

P
E

R
C

E
N

T
A

G
E

No college - low credentials No college - high credentials College goer

Defining success
Defining success for non-college enrollees is not as straightforward as it is for those who go to 
college. In our earlier study, Chasing the College Acceptance Letter, success was defined as 
whether a student got into a selective college or not. In High School Rigor and Good Advice, 
we defined it as persistence from the freshman to sophomore year of college. Other studies have 
looked at postsecondary completion rates (for example, Shapiro et al., 2015).
Because this report focuses on career readiness, we sought to examine outcomes related to 
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success in the workplace. Yet there is no single way to define or measure job success. In the end, 
we settled on several indicators of “good jobs,” that is, ones that would enable individuals to 
maintain a decent standard of living as an adult. These indicators include:

•	Whether	individuals	work	full-time.
•	Whether	they	have	been	unemployed	and	if	so,	for	how	long.
•	How	much	they	are	paid.
•	Whether	their	employer	offers	medical	and	retirement	benefits.
•	Whether	they	supervise	other	employees.
•	If	they	are	satisfied	with	their	job.	
•	Whether	they	earn	enough	to	not	require	public	assistance.	

We were also interested to find out if high school preparation related to how much individuals 
contribute to society. Again, there is more than one way to evaluate good citizenship. For this 
report, we looked at whether non-college enrollees voted or volunteered in their communities. 

$10.28

$14.51

$16.50

$18.62

$19.38

$19.71

$16.71

non-college goers with
low credentials

PLUS professional certification

PLUS occupational concentration

PLUS Algebra 2

PLUS Advanced Biology

college goers

PLUS GPA of 2.51-3.0
=high credentials

High school preparation can make a big difference for non-college goers, 
especially when combined with certification.

Each added credential increases average wages to the point that non-college 
goers with high credentials out earn the average college goer.

CHART 2: Average hourly wages of 26-year-olds by 
education and professional credentials
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Preparing students for future success
The large body of research on college readiness is clear about the vital role high schools play in 
students’ college success. These studies, including our own, consistently show that a student’s 
chances to persist and complete college improve by taking higher-level math and science courses 
and by earning higher grades (see for example, Adelman, 1999 and 2006; Barth, 2003; Hull, 
2010; Radunzel & Noble, 2012; Klepfer & Hull, 2012). This report examines whether these 
factors have a similar impact for non-college goers. We also expanded our search by looking at 
the relationship between high school vocational courses and better workplace outcomes.

Our definition of non-college goers was limited to the 12 percent of high school graduates who 
had not enrolled in a two- or four-year college by age 26. About one in four of this group took 
part in formal workplace training, either during high school or after graduation, that resulted in 
professional certification or license. The impact of these certificates will also be examined. 

The indicators included in this report only scratch the surface of the knowledge and skills  
non-college enrollees need to increase their chances of getting a good job after high school. 
There are, of course, innumerable experiences that ultimately impact individuals’ career choices 
and successes. Nonetheless, this report should provide valuable information about the effect of 
students’ high school preparation on equipping graduates to be productive workers and engaged 
members of the community – lessons that we believe should benefit non-college goers and college 
goers alike. 

A word about the data
Data from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics’ Education 
Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS) was used to determine the impact high schools have on the employment 
success of their non-college enrollees. ELS is a longitudinal study that followed a nationally representative 
sample of high school sophomores in 2002 through 2012. Data from ELS was used to identify students who 
graduated high school in 2004 and had either enrolled in a two- or four-year college (college goers) or who 
had never enrolled in one (non-college goers) by 2012 when most respondents were 26 years old. “ 
College goers” include individuals who enrolled but did not earn a degree. “College” does not include trade 
or technical schools, or programs of less than two years that result in a professional certificate or license. 

For more on methodology, see page 17. 
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College still pays
On most indicators, high school graduates who enrolled in college were overall doing better 
economically by age 26 than their non-college going peers. The exceptions: non-college goers were 
more likely to be in supervisory positions and to be satisfied with their current job.

26-year-olds who reported they … Non-college goers College goers 
Had a full-time job (≥ 35 hrs/wk) 66% 70% 

   
Had been unemployed at any time 2009-2012   

Ever unemployed 40% 37% 
Unemployed more than 6 mos 21% 16% 

   
Hourly wage most recent job $13.42 $16.71 

   
Current employer offers medical insurance 70% 75% 

   
Had a retirement plan in 2012 28% 46% 

   
Supervised other employees at most recent 

job 43% 40% 

   
Are fairly satisfied with their job 67% 64% 

   
Had ever received public assistance 29% 14% 

 
The average college goer also was more likely to be engaged in his or her community than 
non-college goers

26-year-olds who reported they … Non-college goers College goers 
Registered to vote 63% 81% 

   
Voted in a recent local, state, or national 

election 25% 42% 

   
Performed volunteer work in the last 2 years 24% 44% 

 

In general, going to college is a better bet for young people than not going at all. Yet important 
distinctions are hidden in the averages. In the following sections, we will show that bypassing 
college can be economically and socially productive for individuals who earn the right credentials.
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Better high school preparation leads to better jobs
What students do in high school is as important for non-college goers as it is for college goers. 
For on-time graduates who did not go to college, we found that they did much better in the labor 
market if they had completed high-level math and science courses; earned higher grades; complet-
ed multiple vocational courses focusing on a specific labor market area (occupational concen-
tration); and obtained a professional certification or license. While each of these factors had a 
positive effect most of the time, they were especially powerful in combination. Compared to their 
peers who lacked any of these characteristics, the “high credentialed” non-college goers were: 

•	More	likely	to	have	a	full-time	job.
•	Less	likely	to	be	unemployed.
•	Less	likely	to	be	unemployed	for	more	than	six	months.
•	More	likely	to	work	for	an	employer	that	offers	medical	insurance.
•	More	likely	to	have	a	retirement	fund.
•	More	likely	to	supervise	other	employees.
•	Less	likely	to	receive	public	assistance.

High-credentialed non-college goers also performed better than the average college goer on sever-
al indicators, as shown in the table on page 4. Interestingly, neither credentials nor college-going 
seemed to make much difference in job satisfaction. All three groups reported being fairly 
satisfied with their job by comfortable margins.

How we defined ‘credentials’ for non-college goers

For the purposes of this analysis, “low” and “high” credentials are defined as follows:      

Low-credentialed non-college goer
• completed basic math and science courses in high school; 
• earned a cumulative GPA under 1.5 on a 4-point scale; 
• did not complete an occupational concentration in high school  
 (three or more vocational courses in a specific labor market area); and 
• did not earn a professional certification or license. 

High-credentialed non-college goer
• completed Algebra 2 as highest math course and advanced biology as highest science;
• earned a cumulative GPA between 2.51 and 3;
• completed an occupational concentration in high school (three or more vocational courses in  
 a specific labor market area); and 
• earned a professional certification or license.

Note that “high” credentialed is not “highest.” A small number of non-college goers had taken math courses 
higher than Algebra 2 or had earned a GPA greater than 3. However, the inclusion of these few high 
performers either skewed the results or did not produce reliable data, and so they do not appear in these 
categories. For more information, see methodology on page 17.
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26-year-olds who reported they … No college 
Low 

credentials 

No college 
High 

credentials 

College goers 

Had a full-time job (≥ 35 hrs/wk) 46% 80% 70% 
    

Had been unemployed at any time 2009-12    
Ever unemployed 55% 43% 37% 

Unemployed more than 6 mos 36% 13% 16% 
    

Hourly wage most recent job $10.28 $19.71 $16.71 
    

Current employer offers medical insurance 43% 90% 75% 
    

Had a retirement plan in 2012 8% 39% 46% 
    

Supervised other employees at most recent 
job 29% 47% 40% 

    
Are fairly satisfied with their job 61% 62% 64% 

    
Had ever received public assistance 35% 24% 14% 

 

Economic outcomes differ by race but gaps are  
narrower among high-credentialed, non-college goers
Earning higher-level credentials in high school benefits all non-college enrollees but they are even 
more important for black students. Our analysis found that the employment gap was significant: 
black non-college enrollees with high-level credentials had the same chances of success on most 
employment outcomes as lower credentialed white and Hispanic non-college enrollees. When 
compared to similarly credentialed white and Hispanic peers, black non-college enrollees: 

•	Were	more	likely	to	be	unemployed.
•	Were	less	likely	to	work	for	an	employer	that	offers	medical	insurance	or	a	retirement	fund.
•	Earned	lower	wages.
•	Were	more	likely	to	have	been	on	public	assistance.

However, we also found that these gaps were narrower among non-college goers with high 
credentials. In addition, high-credentialed black non-college enrollees were just as likely to get a 
good job as the average college enrollee. This indicates that a stronger high school preparation 
can help mitigate the impact of race on employment. 
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CHART 3: The employment gap by race narrows as credentials increase

High-credentialed non-college goers of all racial groups are more likely 
to work full-time than the average college goer

Percent of 26-year-olds employed full-time, 2012

CHART 4: High-credentialed non-college goers of all racial groups 
are more likely to earn more than the average college goers

Hourly wages of 26-year-olds, 2012

White Black Hispanic

no college - low credentials no college - high credentials all college goers

$16.71
$11.07

$8.66
$11.63

$19.99
$17.58

$20.54
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Socioeconomic status is not a  
major factor in getting a good job
The same gaps typically do not appear when comparing the chances for labor market success  
of non-college enrollees based on socioeconomic status (SES). While there are gaps between 
non-college enrollees from low and high-SES backgrounds in most employment outcomes, these 
differences aren’t nearly as stark as the differences between black and white non-college enrollees. 

Better high school preparation  
leads to more social engagement
The ability to get a good job is important, but communities also want to develop individuals who 
contribute to society. Once again, we found that how well non-college goers are prepared in high 
school was related to the degree they were socially engaged as 26-year-olds. 

Completing more rigorous math and science courses in high school was the single factor with 
the most effect. But a combination of credentials had an even greater impact. Non-college goers 
who took high-level math and science courses, earned higher grades, completed an occupational 
concentration, and obtained a professional certification or license were:

•	More	likely	to	register	to	vote.
•	More	likely	to	vote	in	a	local,	state,	or	national	election.
•	More	likely	to	volunteer	within	their	communities.	

These high-credentialed non-college goers also performed as well or nearly as well as college goers 
when it comes to voting, although they lagged on volunteering.

26-year-olds who reported they … No college 
Low 

credentials 

No college 
High 

credentials 

College goers 

Registered to vote 57% 82% 81% 
    

Voted in recent local, state, or national 
election 

29% 39% 42% 

    
Performed volunteer work in last two years 18% 35% 44% 
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Black non-college goers were more  
engaged in society than similarly credentialed  
white and Hispanic non-college goers
When it comes to racial gaps in terms of social engagement, a much different story emerges than 
that told by economic outcomes. In both sets of indicators, large gaps exist between black non-
college enrollees and similarly prepared white and Hispanic non-college enrollees. Yet, when it 
comes to engaging and giving back to their communities, black non-college enrollees are much 
more likely to:

•	Register	to	vote.
•	Vote	in	a	local,	state,	or	national	election.
•	Volunteer	in	their	communities.	

And in most cases the differences were quite large.

CHART 5: Black non-college goers are more engaged in their 
communities

High-credentialed non-college goers of all racial groups are more likely 
to vote than the average college goers

Percent of 26-year-olds who voted in recent election
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CHART 6: Black non-college goers with high credentials are most 
likely to volunteer in their communities

High credentials increase volunteerism among non-college goers of all races
Percent of 26-year-olds who volunteered within the last 2 years
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Socioeconomic status plays a 
greater role in engaging in society
While there was little difference in economic outcomes between non-college goers based on 
socioeconomic status, it was a significant factor in their chances of engaging and contributing 
to society. Compared to more advantaged non-college goers, we found that economically 
disadvantaged non-college enrollees were:
 
•	Less	likely	to	register	to	vote.
•	Less	likely	to	vote	in	a	local,	state,	or	national	election.
•	Less	likely	to	volunteer	in	their	community.

The gaps were apparent even when they earned similar credentials.  

It is important to keep in mind that no matter which outcome we examined for which group 
of non-college enrollees, those who were more prepared were much more likely to succeed than 
those who earned lower credentials. In fact, most high-credentialed non-college goers were more 
likely to perform well on most indicators of success than the average college enrollee. 
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High school indicators that did not show much effect
Our analysis revealed seven indicators that had a strong relationship to future economic and 
social success for non-college goers. These are highest science course, highest math course, 
high school grades, professional license/certification, high school vocational preparation in a 
specific labor market area, student race/ethnicity, and student’s socioeconomic status. But we 
also examined other indicators that we thought might have an impact. Possibly because of the 
limitations of the data or other reasons, in the end they did not show much effect on either 
employment or social engagement. 

Absent among the positive indicators are courses in English Language Arts (ELA), social studies, 
the arts, and general vocational. This analysis examined ELS data that provides course titles and 
number of credits earned by the 2004 high school graduates. We examined highest course taken 
in math, science, and CTE. We also looked at the number of credits earned in the humanities 
and the arts. Almost universally, the number of credits earned in any of these courses did not 
significantly impact the quality of jobs non-college enrollees had after high school or their 
engagement in society. However, as we have shown, the combination of particular courses in 
math, science, and an occupational concentration had a significant impact. The same was not 
apparent for the other subjects. 

Here’s the problem: As other studies have found (eg., Adelman, 1999 and 2006), math and 
science course titles such as algebra, pre-calculus, etc., are good proxies for rigor. The ELS data 
also allowed us to distinguish an occupational concentration, which had a positive effect, from 
unsequenced vocational courses, which did not. Unlike math and science, course titles in the 
humanities and the arts don’t reveal much about the level of challenge one should expect, which 
we believe may explain why we didn’t see much impact from those courses. If it were possible 
to differentiate the rigor of English 4 courses, for example, it’s possible that we would begin to 
see a relationship between these subjects and future success. But since the number of completed 
courses in these subjects provides no additional information, they were left out of this analysis. 

Other indicators related to high school preparation such as the amount of time spent on 
homework and participation in extracurricular activities were also examined but did not typically 
show any significant impact on the future success of non-college enrollees. In addition, whether 
a non-college goer worked while in high school was examined and again typically provided no 
significant impact on their future employment outcomes. 

Finally, an attempt was made to examine the impact a student’s work ethic and their school’s 
expectations had on their future success. Unfortunately, due to limitations in the data, these 
attributes could not be included in this analysis. 

This is not to say that courses besides math and science don’t matter or that homework and 
extracurricular activities are unimportant. However, in this analysis, their impact on a non-
college enrollee’s future outcomes was overshadowed by other experiences.
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A career-ready agenda
Recent research is clear that it takes more than a high school diploma to obtain a good job  
(Jerald, 2009). But this doesn’t have to mean earning a four-year degree. In fact, it doesn’t 
necessarily mean tomorrow’s jobs will require a two-year degree. As this study has shown, 
training that leads to a professional license along with a strong academic high school program 
can translate into positive economic and social outcomes for young adults.

Our analysis points to professional licenses or certification as the credential with the most value 
for a non-college goer in terms of employment, wages, and social engagement. Interestingly, 
taking random vocational courses from different occupational disciplines had little effect. But 
taking at least three courses in a specific labor market area significantly increased the chances a 
non-college enrollee had a good job after high school, particularly if those vocational courses also 
led to a professional certification or license. 

But this report also provides more evidence that the academic preparation that leads to college is 
important in the workplace, too. High schools that make sure all students take rigorous courses, 
particularly math, and provide access to vocational sequences in a specific labor market area will 
go far toward setting up graduates for success afterward even if they don’t go to college.

Finally, it’s important for schools to provide all students with knowledgeable college and career 
counseling, even beginning as early as middle school, in order to help students make informed 
decisions about their personal career and educational goals and help them develop plans that will 
get them there.

Personal Opportunity Plans for All Students
Schools can do a lot to help students make informed personal plans for their future and keep them on 
track toward their goals. But doing so requires resources, especially staff, that may be hard to come by.  
The National School Boards Association released a guidebook in collaboration with other national 
organizations that shows school boards how to use community partnerships effectively to support 
students in this journey. Partnerships, Not Pushouts: A Guide for School Board Members on Community 
Partnerships for Student Success serves as a blueprint for school board members who wish to create a 
better coordinated system of supports for children and their families. The guidebook can be downloaded 
for free at www.nsba.org. 

Questions for school leaders

Where do our graduates go after high school?

•	How	many	high	school	graduates	in	our	district	go	immediately	to	college?	How	many	go	to			
 college within two years? More than two years?

•	Where	are	our	graduates	who	don’t	go	to	college?	How	many	are	working?	
•	Are	there	differences	in	college-going/working	by	student	group	based	on	race,	ethnicity,			

family income, home language, or special needs?
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Do we have enough trained counselors or mentors to help students set goals?

•	Are	all	students	well-informed	about	the	range	of	post-graduation	options,	including	college,		
training, and financial aid? 

•	Are	students	required	to	develop	personal	plans	with	the	guidance	of	a	counselor	or	mentor	
that includes a schedule for acquiring the credits needed to fulfill the plan?

•	Does	every	student	have	a	mentor	to	make	sure	they	stay	on	track	toward	meeting	their	goals	
and receive appropriate support as needed?

What opportunities do our high schools provide for career readiness?

•	Do	graduation	requirements	include	Algebra	2	or	its	equivalent?	Three	courses	of	high-level		
 science? Do we provide sufficient support for students who are struggling in these subjects?

•	Do	our	high	schools	provide	a	variety	of	vocational	programs?	Do	they	include	opportunities	to	
complete at least three courses in a single occupational concentration? Do these programs lead 
to a professional certification or license?

•	Are	there	opportunities	in	our	community	for	intern	programs/business	partnerships	to	help		
equip all students for the workplace?

Jim Hull is senior policy analyst for the Center for Public Education. 

The Center for Public Education is a national resource for credible and practical information about public education 
and its importance to the well-being of our nation. CPE provides up-to-date research, data, and analysis on current 
education issues and explores ways to improve student achievement and engage public support for public schools. CPE 
is an initiative of the National School Boards Association. www.centerforpubliceducation.org

Founded in 1940, the National School Boards Association (NSBA) is a not-for-profit organization representing state 
associations of school boards and their more than 90,000 local school board members throughout the U.S. Working 
with and through our state associations, NSBA advocates for equity and excellence in public education through school 
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Methodology
Data from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) 
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS) was used to determine the impact high schools 
have on the employment success of their non-college enrollees. ELS is a longitudinal study that 
followed a nationally representative sample of high school sophomores in 2002 through 2012. 

Data from ELS was used to identify those students who graduated high school in 2004 but 
had not enrolled in college by 2012 when most respondents were 26 years old. Information 
from student high school transcripts that were collected as a part of ELS were used to identify 
the highest level math and science course each student earned of at least a half a credit. The 
student transcript data also provided each student’s Grade Point Average (GPA) which NCES 
standardized into 0.0 to 4.0 scale. We report the results for groups of non-college goers who 
earned either less than a cumulative 1.5 (low credentials) or between 2.51 and 3.00 (high 
credentials). A small number of individuals earned a higher GPA but they were so few that the 
results were not reliable and so were not included.

The report includes information about whether a respondent earned a professional certification 
or license by age 26 that was included in ELS when respondents were surveyed in 2012. The ELS 
variable Occupation Concentrator was included in the report. The variable was created by NCES 
to indicate whether or not the student had earned at least three credits in one specific labor 
market preparation area. Lastly, the report included the student demographic variables race/
ethnicity and socioeconomic status as reported in the ELS dataset.  

To measure the impact a non-college enrollee’s preparation had on their postsecondary successes, 
a logistic regression was conducted using SPSS’s Complex Sample module except for the 
Standard Hourly Wage outcome for which a general linear regression was conducted. For each 
outcome measure three logistic regression models were constructed: 1) baseline 2) race/ethnicity 
(race), and 3) socioeconomic status (SES). The baseline model included the variables highest 
math course, highest science course, GPA, professional certification/license, and occupation 
concentrator variables. Race and SES variables were added to the baseline variables in the race 
and SES models respectively. Results from each of the logistic regression models were used to 

calculate Predicted Probabilities, which is the output used throughout this report. 
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The Path Least Taken, Part III
Rigor and focus in high school pays dividends in the future

Introduction
When we embarked on the Path Least Taken series, we wanted to shed light on a segment of the 
young adult population that rarely gets studied: high school graduates who don’t go on to college. 

By drilling down into data collected through a long-term U.S. Department of Education study of 
the Class of 2004 graduates, we hoped to gain insight into the background, goals and preparation of 
non-college enrollees and how they compare to those high school graduates who did go on to college. 
We did this because policymakers, school leaders and educators need a clearer understanding of the 
outcomes for graduates who take different paths in the years following high school in order to make 
more informed decisions about how to prepare students for success, whichever path they choose. 
Toward this end, the Path Least Taken has made some important discoveries:

•	 Contrary to conventional wisdom, the majority of graduates did, in fact, go on to college. 
Nearly nine out of every 10 reported they had enrolled in a two-or four-year institution by 
2012, the year the study concluded and when most of its participants would have been age 26. 
(Read Part I of this series here).

•	 While college goers were, on average, more likely than non-college goers to have a good job 
and be a productive member of society by age 26, this distinction all but disappeared when 
a rigorous high school preparation was thrown into the mix. Specifically, non-college goers 
achieved similar and, in some cases, greater success than college goers if they had maintained 
at least a C+ GPA, had taken high-level math and science courses, as well as vocational courses 
that led to an occupational concentration and, even better, a professional certification. (Read 
Part II of this series here).

We called these highly prepared students:
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Clearly, this mix of knowledge and job specific skill sets was a winning combination but what 
wasn’t clear was just how much. In comparing the outcomes of non-college goers and college 
goers, we’d made no distinction between those who attended a two- or four-year institution (trade 
schools are not included in this list) or between those who obtained a degree and who didn’t. 
With so many high school graduates going on to college (as we discovered in Part I) but little more 
than half actually earning a degree, we wanted to conclude this series by peering deeper into just how 
much a rigorous and tailored high school education can set a student up for success (see Chart 1). 

CHART 1: College Enrollment of On-time Graduates [Class of 2004] 
by 2012

Non-college goer 1 13 percent 2

Attended 2-year college/no degree 19 percent

Attended 4-year college/no degree 3 21 percent

Earned a 2-year degree 4 8 percent

Earned a 4-year degree 40 percent

Note: May not sum to 100 percent due to rounding. 

As such, this third and final installment of the Path Least Taken series compares highly creden-
tialed non-college goers against:

•	 Four-year degree holders

•	 Non-completers (four-year and two-year college attendees with no degree by age 26)

•	 Two-year degree holders

To streamline the analysis, we reduced the number of indicators we had previously used in Part 
II of this series to determine economic success (full-time employment, public assistance eligibility, 
etc.) but all nine measures are available in the index. 

1 Includes on-time high school graduates who attended less than 2-year institutions.  
2 Percentage of non-college goers increased slightly from Part I and Part II due to the fact a small number of on-time high school graduates stated they 
attended a 2- or 4-year college when surveyed at age 26 but actually attended a less than 2-year institution according to their postsecondary academic 
transcripts that were not available as of the writing of the previous reports. 
3 Includes any on-time high school graduate who enrolled in at least one course at a 4-year college even if they had also enrolled in one or more courses at 
a 2-year college.
4 Does not include on-time high school graduates who earned a 4-year degree as well as a 2-year degree.
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Four-year degree remains best ROI, but high credentials 
offer comparable options
Our examination yielded some expected but also surprising results. 

First the reality: The overall group of high school graduates who did not go to college faces the 
dimmest economic and social prospects at age 26 compared to the group who did. 
Now the hope: High-credentialed non-college goers do nearly as well as four-year degree holders 
economically and socially, and have better outcomes than two-year degree holders and all 
non-college completers.

Amongst the three college going groups, no one enjoyed a greater likelihood of success than 
four-year degree holders, pulling in dramatically higher wages and contributing much more to 
retirement than the average non-college goer by the age of 26 (see Chart 2). 
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High school graduates without college but with high credentials fare as well economically as four-year 
degree holders at age 26 with one exception – they are less likely to have a retirement fund.

CHART 2: Economic outcomes of high school graduates at age 26 
by education attainment

Those differences shrink, however, when four-year university graduates are compared against 
non-college goers who fit our highly credentialed category — those who maintain an aver-
age-to-above-average GPA, take high-level math and science classes and vocational coursework that 
leads to an occupational focus. These well-prepared individuals reported similar success in many 
areas, including job security, supervisory experience and job satisfaction (see Chart 3). 
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CHART 3: Hourly wages of high school graduates at age 26 by 
educational attainment

High credentials a good springboard for all students
The head start that high credentials brings appears to extend well beyond high school, helping 
graduates no matter where they end up in life. 

In every category except four-year degree holders, highly credentialed high school graduates earned 
higher wages and benefits and achieved greater job stability and satisfaction than their peers who 
lacked this preparation (see Chart 4 and 5). 

In fact, high credentials made the biggest impact on non-college goers, who, on average, had the 
lowest chances of landing full-time employment, making a living wage and receiving medical 
insurance. With more rigorous and focused high school courses, however, non-college goers are 
the greatest beneficiaries of a high-credentialed curriculum, attaining greater levels of economic 
success than even those who went to college but failed to graduate. 

High credentials associated with greater social 
engagement
Not only can high school graduates who don’t go on to college find economic success at age 26 if 
they complete a rigorous high school curriculum and obtain specific job skills, they can also find 
success in engaging in society as well. 

While the average non-college goer is less socially engaged as their classmates who went on to 
college whether they earned a degree or not, when the non-college goer was also highly credentialed 
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rigorous high school preparation and a certificate also benefits college goers who left before 
earning a degree.
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CHART 4: Full-time employment levels of college goers without a 
degree (at age 26)

CHART 5: Hourly wage of college goers without a degree (at age 26)
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their social engagement was typically quite similar. This shows that there are benefits associated 
with going on to college whether a degree is earned or not, but similar success in social engagement 
can also be found by being well prepared in high school and obtaining job skills (see Chart 6). 
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High credentialed non-college goers are as likely to vote as their peers with college degrees.

CHART 6: Civic participation of high school graduates at age 26 by 
education attainment

Rigorous high school preparation vital to future success  
of all graduates
While a number of factors impact the future economic success and social engagement of high 
school graduates, this report provides more evidence that a solid high school preparation plays an 
important role. 

Clearly, high school graduates who complete rigorous math and science courses, earn good 
grades, complete multiple vocational courses focused on enhancing a specific job skill, and obtain 
a professional certification can be as, or more, successful than college goers, degreed or not.
Without these high credentials, high school graduates have a much lower likelihood of finding 
economic success and being socially engaged than their peers.
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For today’s students to truly graduate college and career ready, high schools must ensure all students 
complete a rigorous curriculum that includes math at least through Algebra II or its equivalent and 
high-level lab sciences. They should also have access to modern career technical education programs 
focused on building knowledge and skills in a specific labor market field. Guidance counselors have 
an essential role by communicating the varied options to middle- and high-school students, includ-
ing college and good jobs, and making sure students stay on track toward meeting their individual 
goals. While this report is not meant to be prescriptive, the data plainly shows that when high 
schools offer a diverse, rigorous and supportive learning environment, all students succeed. 

What educators and policymakers should know
High-level math and science courses are not just for college goers
Advanced math and science courses are not just essential for getting into and succeeding in 
college; they are the most important for non-college goers, who best the average non-college goers 
by double digits in every category of what we determined to be “success.” 

Vocational training should focus on specific job skills
Completing an assortment of vocational courses does not provide students with the job skills 
they	need	to	be	successful	after	high	school.	Vocational	courses	should	focus	on	a	specific	labor	
market area just as selecting a major does in college. 

Vocational courses are not just for non-college goers
Most high school graduates would benefit from completing vocational courses even if they intend 
on going to college, as nearly half of college goers fail to earn a two- or four-year degree. Without 
earning a degree, college goers are far less likely to find success—while carrying an increased debt 
burden—if	they	hadn’t	acquired	specific	job	skills.	Vocational	courses	would	benefit	future	college	
grads, too, as more four-year degree holders are heading back to two-year colleges to obtain more 
specific job skills.5

All students should graduate truly college and career ready
If anything, the Path Least Taken series has shown life doesn’t always go according to plan. Many 
high school students who expected to go on to college when they were in high school never did. 
A number of high school students who hadn’t planned on further schooling actually did enroll 
by the end of the study. And a growing segment of college graduates are going back to school to 
become more marketable.

5 Krupnick, M. “Graduates of four-year universities flock to community colleges for job skills,” Hechinger Report, October 25, 2015.
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Methodology
Data from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) 
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS) was used to determine the impact high schools have 
on the employment success of their non-college enrollees. ELS is a longitudinal study that followed a 
nationally representative sample of high school sophomores in 2002 through 2012. 

Data from ELS was used to identify those students who graduated high school in 2004 but had not 
enrolled in college by 2012 when most respondents were 26 years old. Information from student high 
school transcripts that were collected as a part of ELS were used to identify the highest level math and 
science course each student earned of at least a half a credit. The student transcript data also provided 
each student’s Grade Point Average (GPA) which NCES standardized into 0.0 to 4.0 scale. We report the 
results for groups of non-college goers who earned either less than a cumulative 1.5 (low credentials) or 
between 2.51 and 3 (high credentials). A small number of individuals earned a higher GPA but they were 
so few that the results were not reliable and so were not included.

The ELS Postsecondary Transcript dataset was used to identify on-time high school graduates who earned 
a two- or four-year degree or enrolled in a two- or four-year college without earning a degree by age 26. 
If a high school graduate had earned both a two-year and four-year degree that graduate was classified 
as a four-year degree holder. Furthermore, if a graduate had enrolled in both a two-year and four-year 
college without earning either a two- or four-year degree by age 26 the graduate was classified as a four-year 
non-completer. 

The report includes information about whether a respondent earned a professional certification or 
license by age 26 that was included in ELS when respondents were surveyed in 2012. The ELS variable 
Occupation Concentrator was included in the report. The variable was created by NCES to indicate 
whether or not the student had earned at least three credits in one specific labor market preparation 
area. Lastly, the report included the student demographic variables race/ethnicity and socioeconomic 
status as reported in the ELS dataset. 

To measure the impact a non-college enrollee’s preparation had on their postsecondary successes, a logistic 
regression was conducted using SPSS’s Complex Sample module except for the Standard Hourly Wage 
outcome for which a general linear regression was conducted. For each outcome measure three logistic 
regression models were constructed: 1) baseline 2) race/ethnicity (race), and 3) socioeconomic status (SES). 
The baseline model included the variables highest math course, highest science course, GPA, professional 
certification/license, and occupation concentrator variables. Race and SES variables were added to the 
baseline variables in the race and SES models respectively. Results from each of the logistic regression models 
were used to calculate Predicted Probabilities, which is the output used throughout this report.




