
How Much Do Virginia Graduates Earn
When students think about going to college, they should also consider the earning potential of differ-
ent college majors. College is expensive and requires an investment of time that could otherwise be 
committed to earning a living and advancing in an career. However, not all majors offer the same earn-
ing potential, and some may not repay the investment of time and money that students put into them.

New data from the State Council of Higher Education can help students anticipate the wage they are 
likely to earn if they graduate from a Virginia college and stay here to work. is post details earning by 
major. For more information on the SCHEV study and how to use the website where results are posted, 
read College Degrees and Wages in Virginia, New Data from SCHEV.

e chart below compares the annual wages 18 months aer graduation (not including bonuses, bene-
fits, or data for those who are self-employed) of Virginia graduates working in-state aer completing 
four different qualifications: 1-2 year certificate programs, associate's degrees preparing for bachelor's 
degree studies, associate's degrees preparing directly for employment, and bachelor's degrees. ree 
things are immediately apparent:

• ere is a large difference between the top and bottom earners at each degree level. For example, 
the bottom 25 percent of those completing a certificate earn $20,770 or less while the top 25 per-
cent earn $37,994 or more — a difference of $17,000 per year. Four factors account for the differ-

Stepping	  Up	  To	  A Nontraditional Challenge 1 May 2013

Trailblazers@virginia.edu! www.CTETrailblazers.org! 1

http://research.schev.edu/apps/info/Articles.First-Look-Post-Completion-Wages-of-Graduates.ashx
http://research.schev.edu/apps/info/Articles.First-Look-Post-Completion-Wages-of-Graduates.ashx
mailto:Trailblazers@virginia.edu
mailto:Trailblazers@virginia.edu
http://ctetrailblazers.blogspot.com
http://ctetrailblazers.blogspot.com


ence in top and bottom wages: field of study, locality of employment, industry of employment, 
and individual capacity and tenacity. 

• ere is a difference in wages between degree levels, but it is not as large as the difference within lev-
els. e median wage for a bachelor's degree holder is $5,000 more than the median for a certifi-
cate holder, but it is less than the top wage for a certificate holder. is is because of the huge dif-
ference in wages earned by those with different majors, in different industries, in different regions, 
and with different levels of capacity and tenacity.

• Graduates with technical associate's degrees have the highest earning power right aer college, 
higher than that of four-year graduates (on average). Many graduates in the high-paying four-year 
fields will earn more than technical graduates (especially some years down the road and when bo-
nuses and benefits are taken into account) but four-year graduates in low-wage majors may never 
earn as much as those who complete high-paying technical certificates. 

Students go to college and choose majors for many reasons, but if earning power is the top priority, stu-
dents need to know which are the high-earning majors and how long they will have to stay in college to 
qualify for those high wages.

e four charts below break out the information shown above by major field of study. ey allow stu-
dents to compare wage prospects in a variety of fields. In general, the data confirm what we already 
know: technical, engineering, scientific, mathematical, and health care qualifications lead to higher 
wages than those earned by graduates in social sciences, education, arts and humanities. ere are ex-
ceptions however. For example:

• Although STEM programs have received the most attention in recent years, business-related ma-
jors such as Accounting, Economics, and Management are well-paid, especially at the bachelor's 
level.

• Biology majors have one of the lowest median wages of any bachelor's degree; Chemistry majors 
have lower wages than Music majors; and Physical Science majors have the lowest median wages of 
any associate's transfer degree. As a rule, high paying positions in natural science are only available 
to those with post graduate qualifications. 

• An associate's degree major in Computer Science has a median wage much lower than graduates 
from Manufacturing Technology or Firefighting programs. Bachelor's degree Computer Science 
majors, on the other hand, have one of the highest median wages.

Students who are looking to earn the highest wages need to think carefully about the programs they 
select and how much education they want or can afford. ey may find opportunities in fields that are 
not the subject of much popular attention. And they will find that some majors that pay well at the 
bachelor's or graduate level do not pay so well for those with lower degrees.
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Median Wages 18 Months Post Graduation, Virginia Graduates Working In-State
Graduating Classes 
2005-6 — 2009-10
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Occupational Unemployment Rates
Unemployment is a frightening prospect for everyone, but some workers are a lot more vulnerable to it 
than others. e U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics calculates unemployment rates for major occupational 
groups; the rates for 2012 are shown in the graph below. e highest unemployment rates are found in 
the fields of agriculture, construction, buildings and grounds, and food service. All of these fields are 
vulnerable to economic downturns and suffered particularly badly in the recession. Despite huge job 
losses, however, these are important sectors of our economy. Employment will rise when times are good, 
and CTE students will continue to study for these jobs. However, students who enter these fields need 
to know how unstable they are and that they face a significant likelihood of job loss in every recession.

e lowest unemployment rates are found in legal, health care, management, and STEM-related occu-
pations. In 2012 these areas had unemployment rates of about 4 percent or less, while the total unem-
ployment rate nationwide was just over 8 percent. Although anyone in any job can be laid off, it is much 
less likely to happen to workers in these fields.

It's useful to know how occupational unemployment rates are changing as well as where they are now. 
Average unemployment across the nation 
fell from 9.6 percent in 2010 to 8.1 per-
cent 2012, but all occupation groups did 
not change at the same rate.

• Unemployment rates in some groups 
improved much more than average. 
For example, unemployment fell sig-
nificantly, by about one third, in the 
Installation & Repair, Architecture & 
Engineering, Computer & Mathe-
matical, and Production groups.

• Unemployment improved very slowly 
in Personal Care and Service, and 
Healthcare Support, and in the Legal 
group it barely improved at all.

• Unemployment actually increased in 
four occupational groups: Healthcare 
Practitioner; Educational, Training, 
& Library; Protective Service; and 
Community and Social Service. 
ese four groups are significantly or 
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largely a part of government service, and rising unemployment is largely the result of cuts to gov-
ernment spending. When the 2013 occupational unemployment rates are released, I expect to see 
that unemployment in these groups has risen even further.
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