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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A s the Covid-19 crisis abates and the 
nation moves to pick up the pieces, the 
 new economy that’s emerging looks very 

different from the one that shut down in 2020, 
and it demands a different response. Resuming 
life after so many months of lockdown offers a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reboot. 

Among the many momentous issues to be 
addressed, few loom as large as human capital 
development—equipping Americans with the 
skills they need to succeed in a rapidly changing 
economy.

The Covid crisis is amplifying and intensify-
ing three long-term labor market trends. First, 
automation and digitization, ripping through 
the economy since the 1970s, have dramati-
cally increased demand for postsecondary edu-
cation and training. Second, also a product of 
the digital revolution, is the new premium on 
higher-order analytic and social skills—critical 
thinking, problem-solving, communication and 
teamwork. Still a third longer-term trend likely 
to become more pronounced in years ahead: 
growing interest in what some call “lifelong 
learning.” 

The Covid economic shock is expected to 
accelerate all three of these shifts, unleash-
ing a prolonged burst of automation and 
business restructuring with profound conse-
quences for in-demand skills and lifelong learn-
ing. The bottom line for policymakers looking 
to rebuild for the future: they need to think 

differently—perhaps dramatically differently—
about postsecondary education and job training.

There will be changes needed in many quar-
ters to address this new reality. High schools, 
colleges, professional schools, government job 
training, employer-provided reskilling, disrup-
tive education innovators and others all have a 
role to play. 

But of all the assets at hand, few are as apt 
and versatile as the nation’s more than 1,100 
community and technical colleges. 

Community and technical colleges educate 
more people each year than coding boot camps, 
apprenticeship programs and government job 
training combined—nearly 11 million students 
a year before the pandemic, compared to just 
18,000 at boot camps and 210,000 in govern-
ment training programs. 

Public two-year colleges are deeply rooted in 
their communities. Many instructors and admin-
istrators have experience meeting the workforce 
needs of local employers. And recent years have 

Resuming life after so many 

months of lockdown offers a 

once-in-a-lifetime opportunity  

to reboot. 
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brought a burst of innovation, much of it cen-
tered on preparing learners for the workplace.

At a time of accelerating automation and 
shifting workforce needs, community and tech-
nical colleges are poised to come into their own 
as the nation’s premier provider of job-focused 
education and training. But this won’t happen by 
itself—without attention and support from poli-
cymakers, most importantly, at the state level.

Why a new survey?
Among the biggest challenges facing lawmak-
ers seeking to make the most of community col-
leges is lack of information, particularly about 
the noncredit continuing education programs 
that exist alongside but separate from colleges’ 
traditional degree-granting divisions.

In early 2020, Opportunity America, Lumina 
Foundation and Wilder Research set out to 
address this gap with a new national survey of 
community college educators, inquiring about 
their credit and noncredit workforce programs 
and relationships with employers.

All of the nation’s public two-year institutions 
were invited to participate. More than 600 col-
leges answered at least one question, and 477 
institutions provided more robust replies, for a 
38 percent response rate.1

Our principal findings: 

 ▪ More than half of the students at the 
community colleges that responded to 
the survey—54 percent—are enrolled in 
job-focused programs.

 ▪ Some states put more priority than  
others on workforce education, with the 
share of community college students 
in job-focused programs ranging from  
32 percent to 93 percent.

 ▪ An estimated 3.7 million students are 
enrolled in noncredit programs—learners 
more interested in skills than academic 
credentials who are not included in fed-
eral education data and often invisible to 
policymakers.

 ▪ The noncredit division’s signature 
strength is workforce education: 57 per-
cent of noncredit students at the colleges 
that responded to the survey are enrolled 
in job-focused programs, most of them 
shorter than a semester.

 ▪ Noncredit workforce programs vary dra-
matically in length, but three-quarters are 
shorter than 150 clock hours. 

 ▪ Credit and noncredit programs are mov-
ing to prepare students for industry cer-
tification assessments, and between 
one-quarter and one-third of noncredit 
workforce students earn third-party cre-
dentials of some kind.

 ▪ Most community colleges know very little 
about their noncredit students, and even 
when they collect data, they often do not 
report them to the state.

 ▪ Midcareer adults seeking new skills for 
new jobs often look to noncredit college 

Among the biggest challenges 

facing lawmakers seeking to make 

the most of community colleges is 

lack of information.
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programs, and 75 percent of noncredit 
workforce students are 25 or older, com-
pared to 44 percent of degree-seeking 
community college students.

 ▪ Noncredit workforce education can drive 
equity and economic mobility, but many 
noncredit divisions neglect to track stu-
dents’ race or ethnicity, and on campuses 
that collect data, noncredit workforce stu-
dents are more likely to be white.

 ▪ Many educators aspire to build bridges 
from noncredit to credit education, but 
relatively few colleges provide robust 
opportunities for moving between divi-
sions, and few noncredit learners—at 
most colleges, fewer than 20 percent—
take advantage of existing opportunities.

 ▪ As a practical matter, noncredit workforce 
education is ineligible for federal finan-
cial aid, leaving students and employers 
to carry the lion’s share of the burden— 
53 percent of the cost nationwide and 
more than 80 percent in some states.

 ▪ Colleges use a variety of tools to monitor 
the quality and labor market relevance of 
their noncredit workforce programs, with 
92 percent looking to input from employ-
ers and 83 percent relying on regional 
labor market information.

Recommendations for policy

Our survey did not ask about public policy. But 
our findings highlight some clear needs to be 
addressed by state lawmakers. Although the 
area that needs most urgent attention is non-
credit workforce education, most of our rec-
ommendations will have ramifications for both 
sides of the college. 

Data. Policymakers seeking to make good on 
the promise of noncredit workforce education 
need more information—better data on college 
enrollments and outcomes.

Do learners land jobs in their field of study? 
Do they earn higher wages than before they 
entered a college program? Do they return to 
college later in life for more education or train-
ing? We don’t know and, in many states, can’t 
even estimate.

Exactly what’s needed will be different in 
every state, and change will not be easy. But vir-
tually every state can do a better job than it is 
currently doing of collecting data on noncredit 
community college programs.

Funding tied to labor market alignment. 
Workforce education that isn’t aligned with 
the local labor market is worthless—a waste of 
learners’ time and taxpayers’ money. 

States allocating funding for noncredit 
instruction should help educators stay abreast 
of industry trends, and they should reward pro-
grams—credit and noncredit—that meet this 
test more generously than those that do not. 

Among the ways states can help: by pro-
viding support and incentives for more mean-
ingful employer engagement, more effective 
use of labor market information, and programs 
that deliver value by preparing learners for 
high-demand jobs and high-growth industries.

Funding geared to employment outcomes. 
After decades of experimentation and debate, 
more than 30 states disburse some or all higher 

More than half of community 

college students are enrolled in 

job-focused programs.
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education funding based on student outcomes. 
But most look primarily to academic outcomes 
like completion and degrees. States allocat-
ing spending for noncredit programs should 
revamp funding formulas to take more account 
of employment outcomes—job placements and 
earnings. 

Do graduates land better jobs? Do they 
increase their earnings as a result of their time 
in college? Do they hold onto jobs and move up 
over time? Programs that achieve these objec-
tives should receive more funding than pro-
grams that produce poor results. 

One way to move in this direction: broader 
use of Workforce Innovation and Opportunity 
Act (WIOA) metrics to assess community college 
workforce programs.

States should also encourage better integra-
tion between community colleges and the pub-
lic workforce system—not merging them but 
drawing on their comparative advantages to 
build a better statewide network of job-focused 
education and training. 

Building bridges between credit and non-
credit education. Noncredit workforce stu-
dents seeking to advance their careers should 
be able to return to school later in life for more 
education—more short stints of job training or 
longer programs leading to degrees. Many col-
leges seek to build bridges between credit and 
noncredit education. But it’s rarely as easy as it 
should be to make the transition, and relatively 
few learners take advantage of the opportuni-
ties that exist. 

What’s needed from policymakers: models, 
metrics and incentives to help educators create 
pathways for learners. 

Among the tools policymakers can use to 
help colleges build better bridges: collecting 
data on crossover behavior, rewarding attain-
ment of industry certifications recognized on 

both sides of the college, standardizing non-
credit programs with a statewide common 
course numbering system and developing state-
wide articulation frameworks to guide decisions 
at the campus level.

Demand for workforce education is poised 
to explode in years ahead as automation and 
business restructuring transform the labor mar-
ket. Some workers who need to change jobs 
will make do without reskilling. Others may be 
lucky—their new employer will train them. But 
many if not most will need to reboot on their 
own, and many will look to their local commu-
nity college—particularly, if they’re in a hurry, to 
its noncredit workforce education division.

Public two-year institutions are poised to step 
up, but there is much work to be done to make 
community college workforce education all it 
can be for learners, employers and the regional 
economy. 

The Covid economic shock was just the 
beginning. Even more dramatic change is on 
the horizon. State policymakers should start 
planning and building now. The future of work 
will not wait.

Demand for workforce  

education is poised to explode in 

years ahead as automation and 

business restructuring transform 

the labor market. 
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REBUILDING FOR THE  
FUTURE OF WORK

A s the Covid-19 crisis abates and the 
nation moves to pick up the pieces after 
18 months of unprecedented disruption, 

the new economy that’s emerging looks very dif-
ferent from the one that shut down in 2020.

Millions of Americas are reconsidering their 
priorities. Many have moved; some will never 
return to their old jobs. Most significant and 
most disruptive is the accelerating pace of auto-
mation. What we used to call the “future of 
work” has arrived, and few observers expect the 
pace of change to slow in years ahead. 

After an upheaval on this order of magni-
tude, there can be no going back to the old 
status quo. The world looks different now. It 
demands a different response—and resuming 
life after so many months of lockdown offers a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reboot. 

In the wake of a national economic shutdown, 
many states expected to be cash-strapped. 
Instead, state and local jurisdictions are awash 
with unanticipated federal funding. The 

challenge for policymakers seeking to rebuild in 
the wake of the pandemic: how to use this his-
toric flow of federal funds to lay a new founda-
tion for the future.

Among the many momentous issues to be 
addressed, few loom as large as human capital 
development—equipping Americans with the 
skills they need to succeed in a rapidly changing 
economy.

Skills wanted
In the first, confusing months of the recovery, it 
could be hard to distinguish between temporary 
bottlenecks and more challenging, longer-term 
labor market trends. 

Low-wage jobs in the restaurant, hotel and 
retail industries rebounded faster than more 
highly skilled, better-paying positions—a stark 
inversion of the pattern seen in the wake of the 
Great Recession. Millions of Americans remained 
jobless even as the economy reopened in 2021. 
Yet companies across a broad range of indus-
tries complained about historically tight labor 
markets, and there were almost as many job 
openings as there were unemployed workers—a 
record 10.1 million, the highest number in more 
than 20 years.2

Some of these skills mismatches, particularly 
at the low end of the labor market, seem likely 
to ease in months ahead as life returns to nor-
mal and bottlenecks disappear. Other skills gaps 
are likely to be more enduring as the Covid crisis 

Few issues loom as large as 

human capital development—

equipping Americans with the 

skills they need to succeed in a 

rapidly changing economy.
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amplifies and intensifies three long-term under-
lying trends.

First, automation and digitization, ripping 
through the economy since the 1970s, have dra-
matically increased demand for postsecondary 
education and training. In the 1980s, two-thirds 
of American jobs were open to workers with 
only a high school diploma or less. Today, 
two-thirds of American jobs require more than 
a high school diploma—some postsecondary 
education and training, although not necessarily 
a bachelor’s degree.3 

Second, also a product of the digital revolu-
tion, is a new premium on higher-order analytic 
and social skills. In an earlier era, relatively few 
jobs required critical thinking, problem-solving, 
communication or teamwork. Today, virtually 
all jobs require these skills, and they command 
the highest pay—often significantly more than 
technical or even quantitative skills. According 
to one study, jobs requiring the most intensive 
use of communication skills pay on average  
20 percent more than those that require only 
moderately intensive use—while a similar boost 
in demand for mechanical skills conveys just a  
7 percent increase in pay.4

Still a third longer-term trend likely to 
become more pronounced in years ahead: 
what some call “lifelong learning.” In the past, 
most workers, skilled and unskilled, had just 
one opportunity for postsecondary educa-
tion and training—in late adolescence or early 
adulthood. But the growth of the knowledge 
economy and shrinking half-life of skills are 
transforming expectations and adult behav-
ior. In one survey conducted a few years before 
the pandemic, 63 percent of working adults— 
36 percent of all American adults—told research-
ers they had taken a course or gotten train-
ing in the past 12 months to improve their job 
prospects.5 Nine months into the Covid crisis,  
41 percent of adults told other pollsters that if 
they lost their job, they would need more edu-
cation to replace it.6 And so-called “nontra-
ditional” college students—older, attending 

part-time, often financially independent—now 
far outnumber their younger peers on campus.7 

The Covid economic shock is expected to 
accelerate all three of these shifts, unleashing 
a prolonged burst of automation and business 
restructuring with profound consequences for 
in-demand skills and lifelong learning.

A few data points capture the change in the 
past 18 months. Analysts who track job post-
ings data say they see a sharp uptick in demand 
for digital skills, particularly at the high end of 
the labor market.8 One association that tracks 
orders for factory robots saw a 64 percent 
increase from late 2019 to late 2020. And this is 
only the beginning: according to the McKinsey 
Global Institute, as many as 17 million Ameri-
cans may need to change jobs by 2030—one in 
10 US workers and 30 percent more than antici-
pated before the pandemic.9

This quickening pace of change has conse-
quences for workers in virtually every sector. For 
some, the need is immediate. Even as unem-
ployment plummets, millions of Americans need 
fast, job-focused reskilling and upskilling to catch 
up with the way their industry changed during 
the pandemic. Other sectors face a more pro-
longed transformation: a long arc of continuous 
technological change all but certain to require 
new skills and a new approach to learning. 

The nation’s rising awareness of racial  
inequity only sharpens the imperative. Along 
with innovation to keep up with the changing 
economy, we need education and upskilling to 
make up for past injustices.

Nearly two-thirds of working adults 

had taken a course or gotten 

training in the past 12 months to 

improve their job prospects.
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FIGURE 1. Only community colleges have the reach and scale to provide the upskilling 
the nation needs in years ahead.
Number of learners by institution, 2019

Note: All data are for 2019. 

Source: Course Report, 2020 Coding Bootcamp Market Size Study; US Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administra-
tion, “PY 2019 WIOA National Performance Summary”; US Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration, “Regis-
tered Apprenticeship National Results, FY2019”; and Opportunity America’s calculation based on Opportunity America community 
college survey and American Association of Community Colleges, “Fast Facts 2021.” 

The bottom line for policymakers looking to 
rebuild for the future: they need to think differ-
ently—perhaps dramatically differently—about 
postsecondary education and job training.

An essential asset
There will be changes needed in many quar-
ters to address this new reality. High schools, 
colleges, professional schools, government job 
training, employer-provided reskilling, disrup-
tive education innovators and others all have a 
role to play. 

But of all the assets at hand, few are as apt 
and versatile as the nation’s more than 1,100 
community and technical colleges. 

It’s easy for policymakers and the public to 
overlook community colleges. Two-year institu-
tions live in the shadow of traditional four-year 
colleges and universities. Many Americans see 
them as “junior colleges”—a somewhat less dis-
tinguished, more affordable stepping-stone to a 
bachelor’s degree. Two-year schools vary widely; 
they are highly uneven in quality. Graduation 
and transfer rates are stubbornly disappointing. 

And even community college educators often 
underestimate the institution’s potential. They, 
too, often see themselves primarily as feeders 
for four-year colleges, focused on the same aca-
demic mission and accountable to the same 
standard—degree attainment.

What this conventional wisdom misses: the 
unparalleled potential of community colleges to 
meet the human capital needs emerging in the 
wake of the pandemic. Not all public two-year 
colleges focus primarily on preparing learners 
for the workplace, but few other American insti-
tutions are as well positioned to provide the 
job-focused education and training the nation 
needs and will need increasingly in years ahead. 

Community and technical colleges educate 
more people each year than coding boot camps, 
apprenticeship programs and government job 
training combined—nearly 11 million students 
a year before the pandemic, compared to just 
18,000 at boot camps and 210,000 in govern-
ment training programs. (See figure 1.)

Two-year colleges are deeply rooted in their 
communities. Many instructors and administra-
tors have experience meeting the workforce 

Community colleges

Civilian apprenticeships

Workforce system
training

Coding boot camps 18,000

209,000

523,000

10,500,000
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needs of local employers. Recent years have 
brought a burst of innovation, much of it cen-
tered on preparing learners for the workplace, 
and community colleges across the country are 
moving to put workforce education more at the 
center of their mission and culture.

At a time of accelerating automation and 
shifting workforce needs, community and tech-
nical colleges are poised to come into their own 
as the nation’s premier provider of job-focused 
education and training. Only they have the 
reach and scale and infrastructure to deliver the 
upskilling that will be needed in years ahead as 
technological change transforms the economy. 

This won’t happen by itself—without atten-
tion and support from policymakers. Commu-
nity colleges need help—new expectations, new 
standards, new funding sources and funding 

mechanisms—to make the most of their poten-
tial. But with the right reinforcement, they are 
positioned to take off as one of the nation’s 
most important institutions—a go-to source for 
lifelong learning and an indispensable engine of 
economic growth.

A new survey
Among the biggest challenges facing policy-
makers seeking to make the most of community 
colleges is lack of information. There is much 
we don’t know about public two-year institu-
tions, and much of what we think we know is 
misleading.

There are several reasons for this confusion. 
The public and policymakers alike tend to view 
two-year colleges through the lens of four-year 
institutions, missing what’s unique about 
two-year schools and the distinctive value they 
add. Community colleges serve many kinds of 
students—recent high school graduates seek-
ing degrees, midcareer adults looking for job 
training, immigrants trying to learn English and 
high school dropouts in need of remedial edu-
cation, among others—making it difficult to 
track just what the institution does or measure 
it effectively. 

Only community colleges have the 

reach and scale and infrastructure 

to deliver the upskilling that will 

be needed in years ahead.

Not on a semester 
schedule, offers different 
programs than the rest of

the college

Many students are midcareer adults 
taking just one or two courses, 

more interested in learning skills 
than earning credentials

No need for faculty or 
accreditor approval, means 

programs can adapt flexibly to 
changing labor market demand

Distinct Emphasis on skills Agile

At most colleges, the noncredit division is a stand-alone unit, governed 
and financed separately from the rest of the institution.

What is noncredit education?
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Perhaps most deceiving: we know next to 
nothing about the noncredit continuing educa-
tion programs that exist alongside but separate 
from colleges’ traditional degree-granting divi-
sions. The federal government keeps no data on 
noncredit education. Many states track little or 
no information. And without federal standards, 
even states that collect noncredit data often rely 
on their own definitions and metrics, making it 
all but impossible to compile a national picture. 

The late 1990s and early 2000s saw a hand-
ful of national surveys inquiring about commu-
nity college noncredit workforce education.10 
In 2009, the American Association of Commu-
nity Colleges estimated that perhaps as many 
as 5 million students passed through noncredit 
programs every year. But without federal data 
or other evidence to confirm or refute this esti-
mate, no one has tried to update it since 2009. 

In early 2020, Opportunity America, Lumina 
Foundation and Wilder Research set out to 
address this gap with a new national survey of 
community college educators, inquiring about 
their credit and noncredit job-focused programs 
and relationships with employers.

The survey was designed to address three over-
arching questions: 

 ▪ How extensive is the workforce educa-
tion offered today on community college 
campuses?

 ▪ How extensive are the workforce pro-
grams offered by community college non-
credit divisions?

 ▪ What share of colleges are adopting the 
innovations seen at pioneering two-year 
schools, including intensive employer 
partnerships, shorter job-focused pro-
grams and what educators call “stack-
able” credentials that allow noncredit 
students who wish to continue their edu-
cation to leverage noncredit learning for 
college credit?

We went into the field with the survey in 
October 2020. All of the nation’s public two-year 
institutions were invited to participate.11 An 
online questionnaire—57 multiple-choice and 
open-ended questions—asked for detailed data 
about instruction and enrollments. More than 
600 colleges—nearly half of those invited to par-
ticipate—answered at least one question, and 
477 institutions provided more robust replies, 
for a 38 percent response rate.

Our study is a first step—the beginning, not 
the end of the research that’s needed to take 
the full measure of community college workforce 
education, credit and noncredit. Our goal was to 
provide a first, rough map of a little-known ter-
ritory, preparing the way for other researchers 
who we hope will follow in years to come. As 
expected, we came away with as many questions 
as answers—there is much work still to be done. 

But we hope our findings will begin to dispel 
some common misperceptions about commu-
nity colleges and help guide lawmakers, state 
and federal, making decisions about higher 
education policy and funding. Community col-
leges are among the best weapons we have to 
respond to the skills mismatches sure to come 
with accelerating automation. The challenge for 
policymakers: how to unleash this potential. We 
hope our survey can help point the way. 

A total of 477 institutions 

provided robust replies, for  

a 38 percent response rate.





MYTHS AND  
MISCONCEPTIONS

F or many Americans, the word “college” 
conjures up an image of a picturesque cam-
pus quad at a selective four-year institu-

tion. Fresh-faced students just a few years out of 
high school attend full-time and live on campus. 
They study a range of academic subjects, but 
most programs are grounded in the liberal arts 
tradition, with even math and science courses 
focused more on the abstract than the practi-
cal. Sports are often as important as classes, and 
many students split their time between studying 
and partying.

Most community colleges are nothing like 
that—virtually none of the classic college attri-
butes apply. Few community college programs 
are selective. Students rarely live on campus.12 

According to the American Association of Com-
munity Colleges, the overwhelming majority—
nearly two-thirds—attend part-time.13 And they’re 
older. Nearly 45 percent of degree-seeking stu-
dents are 25 or older, and according to our sur-
vey—one of the first national portraits of the 
noncredit student body—nearly three-quarters 
of nondegree-seeking learners fall in that age 
bracket.14

Still another striking difference is the sheer 
variety of students at most community colleges. 
Some, traditional college age and older, see 
community college as a stepping-stone to a 
bachelor’s degree. But many are just stopping 
in for a course or two to learn a skill they hope 
will improve their chances of promotion. Others, 
young and old, seek to improve basic reading, 

writing, math or computer skills, perhaps com-
pleting high school requirements or in remedial 
courses designed to prepare them for college. 
Still others are stay-at-home parents or retirees 
exploring a new hobby—maybe photography or 
French cooking. And then there are the learn-
ers who take community college classes on the 
job—specialized training offered in the work-
place and paid for by their employers.

For high school seniors choosing among 
postsecondary institutions, this mix can be 
off-putting. They and their families see commu-
nity college as primarily remedial or lacking in 
rigor, somehow not really “college”—and the 
stigma deters many from pursuing a convenient, 
low-cost path to a four-year degree.15 In fact, our 
survey suggests, this diversity masks an array of 
unique strengths.

One important way to understand the eclec-
tic mix of community college students divides 
programs into two big buckets—job-focused 
and not job-focused.16 

Among the top findings of our study and argu-
ably the biggest difference between commu-
nity colleges and four-year schools: nationally, 
on average, workforce education predomi-
nates at two-year institutions, with an estimated 

Virtually none of the classic 

college attributes apply.
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54 percent of credit and noncredit community 
college students looking to acquire skills they 
expect to use in the workplace.17 (See figure 2.)

The hidden college
A second critical way to sort the mix of learn-
ers on a community college campus looks to the 
distinction between credit and noncredit edu-
cation. What share of students are enrolled in 
programs that confer college credit, leading to 
an academic certificate or a degree? What share 
are more interested in skills than credentials 
or are in too much of a hurry for a full college 
education? 

Some scholars call noncredit education the 
“hidden college”—and with good reason. 
There is so much we don’t know about these 
stand-alone, unaccredited programs. And it’s 
impossible for a survey like ours, which captures 
data from only a portion of public two-year col-
leges, to provide a full count of noncredit com-
munity college students nationwide. 

What we do know: nearly two-thirds of the 
students at the colleges that responded to our 

survey are intent on earning an academic cre-
dential. But a full 35 percent are enrolled in non-
credit programs—short, no-frills, skills-focused 
courses that do not lead to a degree.18

If the proportions in our sample hold across all 
colleges, the total number of noncredit students 
nationwide would be nearly 3.7 million.19 That’s 
a somewhat smaller number than the American 
Association of Community Colleges’ 12-year-
old noncredit estimate of 5 million.20 But it’s an 
estimated 3.7 million learners the federal gov-
ernment does not track and much of the pub-
lic knows nothing about—the hidden college’s 
invisible and often overlooked student body. 

FIGURE 2. More than half of community college students are enrolled  
in job-focused programs.
Community college enrollments by type of program, 2019

Note: Data include noncredit students in customized contract training. N = 455 responding colleges. 

Source: Opportunity America community college survey and Opportunity America calculations based on National Student Clearing-
house Research Center, “Fall 2019 Current Term Enrollment Estimates.” 
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Noncredit workforce education

Yet a third way to understand the unusual mix 
of students on a community college campus 
combines these two perspectives—credit versus 
noncredit and job-focused or not. (See figure 3.)

Degree-seeking students divide roughly even- 
ly, half occupational and half nonoccupational. 

Some 47 percent are studying largely abstract, 
academic subjects of the kind that predominate 
at liberal arts colleges—often, at community 
colleges, the humanities or social sciences. The 
other 53 percent major in a practical field they 
hope will lead directly to a job: allied health, 
business, protective services, IT and engineer-
ing, among others.21 

On the noncredit side of the college, an 
even larger share of students are job-focused—
according to our study, 57 percent. 

Nonoccupational noncredit programs—the 
remaining 43 percent—include remedial educa-
tion, English as a second language and personal 
interest courses.22 (See figure 4.) But the non-
credit division’s signature strength is workforce 

education, and programs are uniquely well 
equipped to serve both career-minded students 
and regional employers. 

Why would a student choose noncredit work-
force education over credit-eligible instruction? 
The credit division has many strengths, includ-
ing more programs that combine practical train-
ing with broader skills like critical thinking and 
communication—and many learners who seek 
to advance on the job eventually want degrees. 
But other learners, traditional college age and 
older, find a better fit on the noncredit side of 
the college. 

Some job-focused noncredit programs mir-
ror those offered across campus by an academic 
department. Indeed, some institutions offer 
exactly the same course in both divisions—but 
the scheduling of the noncredit class is more 
convenient for working learners.23 

Other noncredit offerings prepare learners 
for an entry-level job—say, emergency medical 
technician—while a related course on the credit 
side of the college targets a higher-paying posi-
tion such as paramedic.24 

FIGURE 3. Job-focused education predominates on both sides of the college, credit 
and noncredit.
Community college enrollments by type of program and college division, 2019

Note: Data include noncredit students in customized contract training. N = 455 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey and Opportunity America calculations based on National Student Clearing-
house Research Center, “Fall 2019 Current Term Enrollment Estimates.”
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Still another important difference and the 
deciding factor for many students: the time 
it takes to complete programs and acquire 
in-demand skills. Credit-eligible programs are 
often broader—not just practical training, but 
an overview of a field—and they come with 
general education requirements: English, math, 
the natural and social sciences. The experi-
ence is designed to last at least a year or two, 
and it often requires more time, especially for 
part-time students. Most noncredit programs, in 
contrast, can be completed in less than a semes-
ter—a critical advantage for learners in a hurry 
to get a job or a better job.25

Many employers looking for a training pro-
vider also gravitate naturally to the noncredit 
side of the college. Many employers seeking to 
partner with a local college start with customized 
contract training, provided almost exclusively on 
a noncredit basis. Also appealing to employers, 
the noncredit division has more leeway to hire 
instructors with industry work experience, and 
unlike the credit side of the college, most non-
credit educators see no shame or stigma in pre-
paring learners for the workplace. 

But the noncredit division’s biggest advan-
tage—the key to its appeal for learners and local 
firms—is the speed and agility with which it can 
respond to shifting labor market demand. Admin-
istrators don’t have to answer to faculty gover-
nance committees or regional accreditors. When 
they see a need for job training, whether from 
students or employers, they can launch it imme-
diately, standing up a new program in weeks or 
months—a process that can take two years on the 
credit side of the college. They can also adjust 
programs more rapidly to keep up with changing 
technology and shifting business needs.

FIGURE 4. The noncredit division’s signature strength is workforce education.
Community college noncredit enrollments by type of program, 2019

Note: Data include noncredit students in customized contract training. N = 445 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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Few institutions in American life are as well 
equipped as public two-year colleges to help 
the nation weather the accelerating future of 
work. The question our survey sought to answer: 
how often do community colleges live up to this 
potential as the nation’s premier provider of 
workforce education? 

What lies beneath the national averages? 
How many colleges put priority on job-focused 
programs? How many maintain a happy equi-
librium, preparing some students for careers 

and others to transfer to a four-year college or 
university? How many noncredit divisions fulfill 
their promise as the agile, flexible trainers of 
choice for local companies and midcareer learn-
ers? Perhaps most telling, how many community 
colleges are adopting the pedagogical innova-
tions pioneered in the past decade or two—new 
stratagems for keeping up with changing tech-
nology and providing opportunities for lifelong 
learning? 



Credit: Truckee Meadows Community College
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L ike any institution, community colleges are 
a tool—some would say the perfect tool to  
 address the job training needs created by 

the Covid crisis and the accelerating automation 
it has unleashed. But like any tool, they must be 
used effectively. 

The challenge for policymakers: how to help 
community colleges make the most of their 
potential as the nation’s premier provider of 
workforce education. What’s needed at the cam-
pus level is twofold. The first step is embracing 
the mission—job-focused programs and career 
success. Second and as important, if not more 
so, is labor market alignment—ensuring that col-
lege programs stay abreast of market trends and 
prepare learners for in-demand occupations.

On the first question—are colleges embrac-
ing a workforce mission?—our survey found 
mixed results. National averages suggest that 
most community colleges make a priority of 
preparing learners for the world of work. Indi-
vidual college results tell a more nuanced story. 
Some institutions are focused single-mindedly 
on readying students for the workforce. Others 
devote most of their attention to preparing stu-
dents to transfer to four-year institutions. Some 
succeed in doing both, balancing two critical 
and complementary missions. Still others try to 
be all things to all learners and end up doing 
nothing well.

Similarly, at the state level, our survey found 
dramatic differences among states. In some 
states—Minnesota, Pennsylvania and Utah top 

the list—more than two-thirds of community col-
lege students, credit and noncredit, are enrolled 
in job-focused programs.26 In other states—
including Kansas, Illinois and Montana—the 
share is less than one-third. (See figure 5.) 

The data on noncredit education paint an 
even more dramatic picture—more national 
diversity. In nine otherwise very different states, 
including New Hampshire, Utah and South Car-
olina, more than 80 percent of noncredit stu-
dents are pursuing job-focused education. In 
other states—Arizona and Nevada—the share is 
roughly 20 percent or less. (See figure 5.)

But the challenge facing community colleges 
does not end there. Not all workforce skills are 
created equal. What matters—what learners 
need—are skills in demand in the local labor 
market, valued by employers and required in 
real time for open jobs. Precision machining 
skills, no matter how advanced, have no value 
in a region where there is little or no manufac-
turing. And the coding language in demand five 
years ago is unlikely to command top dollar in 
today’s job market. 

Community colleges have three primary tools 
to stay abreast of shifting in-demand skills: 

Our survey found dramatic 

differences among states.
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employer partnerships, noncredit education and 
competency-based industry certifications. Our 
survey sought to assess how well they are using 
each of these tools. 

Employer partnerships
There can be no effective job-focused education 
without employers. When the relationship works, 
industry partners supply information about busi-
ness trends and changing labor market demand. 
They often collaborate with educators to design 
programs and develop curriculum. Most valu-
able, in the closest and most intensive partner-
ships, they commit to hiring graduates and help 
the college improve instruction by providing 
feedback on their skills.

It’s difficult to assess community colleges’ 
employer partnerships—for two reasons. First, 
relatively few institutions keep reliable data on 
their relationships with employers. And second, 
“employer engagement” is a broad, catchall 
term encompassing a wide range of activities, 
from annual advisory board meetings to inten-
sive day-to-day collaboration on developing 
new curriculum or overseeing the instruction in 
a job-focused program.

Most of the colleges that responded to 
our survey said they track some information 
about employer engagement, but more than 
three-quarters conceded that it’s limited—”not 
collected systematically across the college.” 
Only 17 percent said they keep robust data, and 
only 19 percent appeared to have records that 

FIGURE 5. Some states put more priority than others on community college 
workforce education. 
Community college enrollments by type of program, college division and state, 2019

Note: Data include noncredit students in customized contract training. N = 455 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey and Opportunity America’s calculations using data from the National Student 
Clearinghouse Research Center.
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would allow them to provide even a rough count 
of the employers they engage with annually.

Definitional issues are if anything more chal-
lenging. Many community college adminis-
trators boast about their ability to engage 
employers, and when asked how many partners 
they have, they often offer impressive estimates. 
The average small college—fewer than 1,000 
students—reports 65 employer partners. The 
average number for large institutions—more 
than 20,000 students—is 541 relationships. But 
without more concrete, descriptive detail, these 
numbers may be misleading. 

Our questionnaire attempted to dig deeper 
by asking responding colleges to sort their 
employer relationships into four broad cate-
gories: employer sponsors, employer advisers, 
employer partner/customers and contract train-
ing clients.

Sponsors were defined as high-profile local 
companies driven by a sense of corporate social 
responsibility that donate to the college and 
engage students but rarely hire out of the insti-
tution. Advisers engage more actively, often 

through advisory committees, but rarely depend 
on the college as a source of talent and make no 
commitment to hire graduates. 

Partner/customers have a pressing need for 
workers with the skills taught at the college. 
They collaborate actively to develop and deliver 
instruction and regularly hire graduates of the 
programs they partner with. Contract training 
clients pay the college for customized instruc-
tion, often offered on-site at the company and 
usually open only to company employees.27

Given the lack of data collected by most col-
leges, it was hard to know just how much cre-
dence to give educators’ answers about this 
taxonomy, and it wouldn’t be surprising if some 
reports were inflated. 

Yet nationwide, our findings suggest rela-
tively robust employer engagement. Colleges 
reported that on average one-quarter of their 
employer partners offered customized contract 
training—usually a fairly intensive collaboration, 
albeit on upskilling open only to incumbent 
workers chosen by the sponsoring firm. 

Employer sponsor. First River Valley Bank is a large, high-profile local employer with a 
strong sense of corporate social responsibility. It donates generously to the local community 
college and engages with students —with job shadowing, guest lectures and mentoring —
but rarely if ever hires workers with less than a four-year college degree. 

Employer adviser. Acme Automotive is a small local employer that hires one or two 
technicians a year. The owner sits on a committee that advises the college about industry 
trends. But he has limited time for this activity —the committee meets just once a year —and 
he makes no commitment to hire the college’s automotive graduates. 

Employer partner/customer. Tip-Top Machining is a medium-sized regional company with 
four local facilities and a pressing need for workers with the metalworking skills taught at the 
college. Company personnel collaborate actively with college instructors to develop and 
deliver instruction, and the firm commits to interviewing students who complete the two 
programs that the company helps direct. 

Contract training client. ABC Insurance is the local affiliate of a national corporation that 
contracts with the college to offer in-house training for middle managers —short programs, 
customized for the company, in Six Sigma, leadership and data solutions. Classes are offered 
on-site at the company and open only to company employees. 

FOUR KINDS OF EMPLOYER PARTNERS
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Asked about collaborating with employers 
to offer programs open to students enrolled at 
the college, educators reported that on average  
14 percent of the employers they worked with 
were sponsors, 46 percent engaged as advis-
ers and as many as 37 percent were full-fledged 
partner/customers. (See figure 6.)

A follow-on question asked colleges to 
describe a typical example of each type of non-
contractual employer partner—sponsor, adviser 
and partner/customer—and by and large their 
answers confirmed our taxonomy, painting an 
intriguing if incomplete picture of a diverse array 
of company-college relationships. 

Roughly half of the adviser companies 
described were small firms, compared to just 
15 to 20 percent in both other categories. The 
employer sponsors and advisers were most likely 
to engage with the college once a year or once a 
semester, while 60 percent of partner/customers 
engaged weekly or monthly, if not more often. 

The advisers singled out for description typ-
ically touched the largest number of students, 
albeit indirectly—the committees they serve on 
often inform many programs—but they hired 
only about 10 percent of them. Sponsors hired 
a significantly larger share—close to one-third. 

Perhaps the most telling question we asked 
colleges about their industry partnerships 
focused on work-based learning—internships, 
apprenticeships, cooperative education and 
other on-the-job experience. These activities 
vary widely in intensity: a two-year apprentice-
ship comes with very different obligations than 
a two-week internship. But any commitment to 
take students into the workplace is a significant 
undertaking for an employer and, we judged, 
a likely indicator of a reasonably committed 
relationship. 

Encouragingly, nationwide, colleges report 
that on average 36 percent of their employer 
partners provide some kind of on-the-job work 

FIGURE 6. Employer partnerships come in all shapes and sizes, some more intensive 
than others. 
Community college employer engagement by type of relationship, 2019

Note: One question in the survey asked colleges, “Of all the employers that engaged with your institution in fiscal year 2019, please 
estimate what proportion” were sponsors, advisers or partner/customers—and most colleges’ answers summed to 100 percent. A 
separate survey question asked, “Approximately how many employers that engaged with your institution in fiscal year 2019 provided 
customized contract training?” Some colleges may have counted some employers twice, and there may be some overlap in the data 
reported on partner/customers and contract training clients. N = 445 and 424 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 

Sponsor Adviser Partner/customer Contract training client

14%

46%

37%

28%



23

MAXIMIZING LABOR MARKET ALIGNMENT

experience, and in some states, nearly two-thirds 
offer work-based learning opportunities.

Noncredit education
A second essential tool for maximizing any com-
munity college’s labor market alignment is the 
noncredit continuing education division—a unit 
ideally positioned to connect instructors and 
administrators with the local labor market. 

As a rule, noncredit instructors are better 
acquainted with local employers than their peers 
on the credit side of the college. The inherent 
flexibility of the noncredit division—no need 
for cumbersome, time-consuming program 
approval—positions it to respond more quickly 
and nimbly to changing technology and indus-
try trends. And in the best of circumstances, 
when relationships among divisions work as they 
should, noncredit educators share their knowl-
edge and business contacts with colleagues on 

the credit side of the college, helping the whole 
institution stay abreast of changing labor market 
demand.

How many colleges make the most of their 
noncredit divisions in this way? Our study looked 
at three telling indicators: noncredit fields of 
study, noncredit program length and the inten-
sity of noncredit employer engagement.

Field of study. Noncredit divisions vary widely 
in the programs they offer, with some fields of 
study far more robust and popular than others. 
Nationwide, health care predominates by a large 
margin. Some 30 percent of noncredit workforce 
students are enrolled in programs designed to 
prepare them for health care jobs, with most of 
the next biggest concentrations—in programs 
targeting business, manufacturing, transporta-
tion and the skilled trades—each logging in at 
close to 10 percent. (See figure 7.)

FIGURE 7. Noncredit fields of study vary widely from college to college and state to 
state—and should align with local labor market demand. 
Community college noncredit enrollments by field of study, 2019

Note: N = 354 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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But these national aggregates mask dra-
matic state variation. Health care, for example, 
accounts for less than 10 percent of enrollments 
in some states and well over half in other places.

The critical question for educators: does the 
mix of programs they offer match labor market 
demand in their region?

In some cases, it does. Consider the states 
with the largest share of noncredit programs in 
manufacturing: Arkansas, Indiana, Kansas, Mis-
sissippi and Ohio. All five also rank among the 
top manufacturing states nationwide—those 
where manufacturing makes up the largest share 
of total employment.28 

Other states use their noncredit workforce 
programs even more strategically. In Oklahoma, 
for example, where the aerospace and defense 
industries touch roughly one-quarter of all jobs, 
22 percent of noncredit workforce students 
study aerospace and aviation.29 

What we don’t know: is this match of work-
force fields and local demand the exception or 
the rule? More research is needed. But educa-
tors in every state should be working to advance 
this kind of alignment—and policymakers should 
find ways to encourage and incentivize it. 

Program duration. Unlike on the credit side of 
the college, where virtually all courses are the 
same length—a 15-week semester—noncredit 
instructors can vary the duration of the programs 

they offer. Less complex skills require less train-
ing, allowing for shorter programs. And in  
theory, market discipline, whether from students 
in a hurry to get jobs or employers ramping up 
to meet customer demand, should keep pro-
grams just the right length—no longer than it 
takes to acquire essential skills.

In fact, our survey found dramatic varia-
tion across noncredit workforce programs, with 
nearly two-thirds—63 percent—measuring fewer 
than 100 clock hours and just 8 percent requir-
ing more than 600 hours of instruction. (See  
figure 8.)

This could be a good sign—evidence of 
encouraging labor market alignment. But it’s 
also of some concern. 

Under current law, only students enrolled in 
noncredit programs longer than 600 hours are 
eligible for federal financial aid. And a popular 
reform proposal to lower that threshold—the 

Under current law, only students 

enrolled in noncredit programs 

longer than 600 hours are eligible 

for federal financial aid.

FIGURE 8. Noncredit workforce programs vary dramatically in length.
Community college noncredit workforce programs by length, 2019

Note: N = 338 responding colleges. 

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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Jumpstart Our Businesses by Supporting Stu-
dents (JOBS) Act—would provide only for pro-
grams longer than 150 hours, leaving out a 
full 76 percent of noncredit workforce course 
offerings.30 

Noncredit employer partnerships. Telling indi-
cator number three—among the best measures 
of any program’s labor market alignment—is the 
depth and intensity of the college’s employer 
partnerships.

Is the conventional wisdom true—do non-
credit instructors and administrators have closer, 
more intensive ties to employers than their peers 
on the credit side of the college? And do they 
use these relationships shrewdly to ensure that 
students are learning skills with value in the local 
labor market? Our data suggest that they may. 

Asked what means they use to ensure the 
quality and labor market relevance of their non-
credit workforce programs, the administrators 
who responded to our survey ranked input from 
local employers as their number-one tool—a full 
92 percent say they design and revise programs 
on the basis of industry input. We have no way 
of knowing what share of programs at each insti-
tution are designed with industry input. But in 
the overwhelming majority of states, 100 per-
cent of responding colleges reported that their  

noncredit division looked to employers when 
designing or revising programs.

Also telling, when asked to describe an exam-
ple of each type of employer that engages with 
the college—employers as sponsors, advis-
ers and partner/customers—administrators 
reported that employer sponsors and advisers 
maintain relationships across the institution. But 
employer partner/customers appear to prefer 
the noncredit division. (See figure 9.)

None of our data are conclusive—far from 
it—and there is much work still to be done. The 
best measure of labor market alignment—ulti-
mately, the only measure that counts—is stu-
dent employment outcomes. Do graduates get 
well-paying jobs in their field of study? 

But policymakers seeking to help noncredit 
educators stay abreast of industry trends can 
start by supporting efforts in two areas flagged 
by the survey: employer engagement and 
program-by-program alignment with local labor 
needs.

Lawmakers can ensure that colleges have 
access to the data they need to align course 
offerings with local labor demand—sophisti-
cated labor market information is expensive and 
often beyond the reach of a noncredit division. 
In some states, a state agency helps educators 
engage with employers, convening industry 

FIGURE 9. The college’s most intensive employer partnerships run through the 
noncredit division.
Community college employer partnerships by type of relationship and college division, 2019

Note: Partner/customers may include contract training clients. N = 445 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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groups or creating forums for companies and 
colleges to sit down together. 

Still another issue that needs attention: many 
educators who rely primarily on occasional 
employer advice have no experience with the 
kind of committed partnership that often pro-
duces the best results for students. Policymak-
ers can help by highlighting examples of more 
engaged collaboration or working to scale it 
across the state. 

The challenge for lawmakers: to identify what 
works best for educators seeking to keep up with 
the changing labor market and create incen-
tives for colleges to implement these reforms. 
The noncredit workforce education division is 
among the college’s most potent tools, but all 
too often overlooked and underused.

Industry certifications

A third essential tool for community colleges 
eager to stay abreast of the rapidly changing 
labor market is industry certifications—creden-
tials conferred by employer groups that indicate 
whether students have the skills they need to 
succeed on the job.

Unlike traditional academic credentials, which 
signal that students have attended and com-
pleted a course of study, industry certifications 
signal what learners know and what job-related 
tasks they can perform—occupation-specific 
knowledge and skills measured by tests devel-
oped by employers.

How it works: industry groups canvass 
employers in their sector to determine the skills 
required for a given occupation and develop 
a standardized test to assess those skills. Col-
lege programs structure curriculum around 
what students need to know to pass the indus-
try assessment. Tests are administered by the 
industry group, usually at a location other than 
the college. Some instructors leave it to learn-
ers to decide if and when they sit for the exam. 
Others mandate that students take the test—it’s 
required to complete the course.

What industry certifications promise students: 
a better bridge between what they learn in class 
and the skills they need to succeed on the job. 

Many educators have no 

experience with the kind of 

committed partnership that  

often produces the best results  

for students.

FIGURE 10. Credit and noncredit programs are moving to prepare students for 
industry certification assessments.
Preparation for industry certification assessments by college division, 2019

Note: N = 446, 446, 434 and 432 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 

Division More than one-third of programs 
prepare learners to sit for a test

More than one-third of programs 
require learners to sit for a test

Credit 29% 13%

Noncredit 32% 27%
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Instead of traditional academic subjects that 
may or may not be relevant in the workplace, 
learners study topics and sharpen skills specified 
by potential employers.

The promise to educators: programs that 
prepare students for certification assessments 
are more likely than other education and train-
ing to be aligned with labor market demand. A 
well-developed certification widely used in the 
industry it serves is a proxy for employability, 
and college programs that prepare students to 
earn that award can be confident they are pre-
paring learners with the skills they need in the 
workplace.

What share of credit and noncredit college 
programs prepare students for certification 
assessments? Our survey found widespread 
experimentation, if not yet robust uptake.

Our findings suggest that the most telling 
threshold for both the credit and noncredit divi-
sion is one-third of programs: do more than 
one-third of the programs at the college pre-
pare learners to sit for certification tests? Some 
29 percent of the colleges in our sample said 
their credit programs met this threshold. For 
noncredit programs, the figure was 32 percent. 
(See figure 10.)

Where the two divisions diverge: noncredit 
instructors were twice as likely as their col-
leagues on the credit side—27 percent versus 

13 percent—to require that students sit for an 
assessment. 

Looking just at the noncredit side and at 
learners rather than programs, the colleges in 
our sample report that on average 25 percent 
of workforce students earn industry certifica-
tions, and another 11 percent—perhaps over-
lapping, perhaps not—earn some other type of 
third-party credential such as a government cer-
tification or licensure. (See figure 11.)

The challenge for public policy: how to 
encourage and incentivize colleges to make 
better use of all these tools—employer engage-
ment, noncredit workforce programs and indus-
try certifications. 

Practice varies widely from college to college 
and state to state; educators have much to learn 
from their peers at other institutions. And pol-
icymakers can help by providing information 
and advice—state lists of certifications valued 
by employers, for example, or more detailed 
taxonomies of employer collaboration that col-
leges can use to assess their relationships. 

But ultimately the best leverage is likely to 
be tangible incentives: developing performance 
metrics, holding colleges accountable and 
rewarding institutions that succeed in keeping 
abreast of the local labor market.

FIGURE 11. A growing share of noncredit workforce students earn competency-based 
credentials signaling they have the skills to succeed in a job.
Credential attainment by community college noncredit workforce students, 2019

Note: N = 351, 353 and 357 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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MAKING CONNECTIONS  
WORK FOR STUDENTS

T here’s no such thing as a typical commu-
nity college student. But one important 
common thread runs through their diverse 

experiences and expectations. Whether learn-
ers are traditional college age or older, credit or 
noncredit, focused on academics or workforce 
skills, their time at a community college is likely 
to be just one stop in a lifetime of encounters 
with postsecondary education and training. 

Many academically oriented students will go 
on to a four-year college or university. Many 
job-focused students will head directly to the 
labor market but then, after a few years on the 
job, decide to return to college for more edu-
cation and training. Still other learners arrive at 
community college with extensive prior learn-
ing—skills picked up on the job, perhaps, or in 
the military—that they hope to leverage for col-
lege credit. 

The challenge for educators and policymak-
ers: how to ensure that these connections work—
that programs align, transitions go smoothly 
and no student has to repeat courses or relearn 
skills they mastered in the past in another set-
ting. This has always been important, but it’s 
more imperative than ever today as accelerating 
automation amplifies the need for lifelong learn-
ing—repeated reskilling and upskilling to keep 
up with a changing economy.

Our survey sought to shed light on this chal-
lenge by exploring two sets of questions. First, 
just who are job-focused noncredit students? 
What do we know about their age, race and 

course-taking patterns? Second, to what extent 
are colleges facilitating connections between 
educational experiences, particularly between 
credit and noncredit education?

Our survey hardly scratches the surface. 
More research is needed—much more. But our 
findings paint an intriguing picture of a previ-
ously all but invisible noncredit student body 
and of college efforts, most still fairly limited, 
to build bridges between credit and noncredit 
instruction.

Who are noncredit students?
Most community colleges know very little about 
the noncredit students who pass through their 
doors. As one educator told us bluntly in an 
interview, “The only thing we know about them 
is whether or not they paid by credit card.” 

Accelerating automation amplifies 

the need for lifelong learning—

repeated reskilling and upskilling 

to keep up with a changing 

economy.
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Many colleges know a little more than this, but 
not always a great deal more. 

Virtually all community and technical col-
leges keep head counts of nondegree-seeking 
learners. But unlike on the credit side, where 
administrators at every college are required to 
report demographic data—age, gender, race 
or ethnicity—for all students, only 75 percent 
of two-year institutions track this information for 
any noncredit learners. And those that ask for 
personal information are more likely to record 
age and gender than race. Nationwide, the col-
leges that responded to our survey checked 
“race unknown” for an average 44 percent of 
noncredit students. 

Still less is known about learners’ employment 
outcomes: only 29 percent of schools follow 
graduates into the workplace, keeping count of 
job placements or wages. (See figure 12.)

Scanty as these data are, policymakers col-
lect even less and know considerably less 
about nondegree-seeking students. Only about 
half to two-thirds of the information colleges 
track is reported to state authorities, and the  

FIGURE 12. Colleges know relatively little about noncredit workforce students, and 
states know even less.
Data on noncredit workforce students collected by the institution and reported to the state, 2019

Note: N = 441, 430, 436, 425, 439, 428, 428 and 421 reporting colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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US Department of Education’s Integrated Post-
secondary Education Data System (IPEDS) col-
lects no data on noncredit learners.

These gaps in knowledge should be a 
wake-up call for policymakers. That we know 
virtually nothing about an estimated 3.7 million 
students enrolled in taxpayer-funded institu-
tions accountable to state and local government 
would be cause for concern no matter what was 
being taught at the college. But it’s even more 
perplexing in the case of job-focused noncredit 
programs—some of the best, most agile work-
force training available flying under the radar 
and unknown to state authorities.

Our survey was limited to the data colleges 
collect—they couldn’t report what they don’t 

These gaps in knowledge 

should be a wake-up call for 

policymakers. 
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know. But it offers a first, rough sketch of non-
credit workforce students nationwide—a tool for 
educators and policymakers seeking to create 
better paths for lifelong learners.

Age. Noncredit workforce students are con-
siderably older than most of the other under-
graduates on a community college campus. A 
full 74 percent of those whose age is known 
are 25 or older, compared to 44 percent of 
degree-seeking community college students. 

Many are workers in their late 20s and early 
30s who have spent a decade in the workplace 
but are now finally focused on a career or a 
family-sustaining wage. Others are older still:  
25 percent of noncredit workforce students are 
45 or older. (See figure 13.)

Yet many community colleges treat older stu-
dents as an afterthought. Most classes are sched-
uled on weekdays, usually in the late morning 
or early afternoon—the least convenient time of 
day for most working adults. Teaching, counsel-
ing, student services, even marketing tend to be 
geared to traditional college-age students—and 
all of this adds up to make many older learners 
feel out of place on a college campus. 

What’s often forgotten: most adult learn-
ers are in even more of a hurry than their 
college-age peers to get what they need from 

college and return to the workplace. They need 
short-form, applied courses and contextualized 
remedial education—help polishing their often 
rusty reading, writing and math skills packaged 
in a single course with the technical content they 
need to advance on the job. 

What’s needed from policymakers: incen-
tives, performance metrics, funding to encour-
age innovation, perhaps even city- or statewide 
marketing campaigns. Colleges that don’t track 
students’ ages are unlikely to know how to help 
them. And states where midcareer adults hes-
itate to return to school because they don’t 
feel welcome on campus will lose out to other 
states where workers keep up with changing 
technology. 

Race. In some states, noncredit workforce edu-
cation drives equity and economic mobility, but 
nationwide, noncredit workforce students are 
more likely to be white. At the colleges in our 
sample, 60 percent of the job-focused noncredit 
learners whose race is known are white, com-
pared to 50 percent of degree-seeking students. 

Data are limited; only 48 percent of respond-
ing colleges could provide information on non-
credit workforce students’ race or ethnicity. But 
black students appear to make up an equal 
share of learners—15 percent—on both sides of 

FIGURE 13. Noncredit workforce students are older.
Age of community college students by college division, 2015–16 and 2019

Note: For noncredit workforce students, N = 259 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey and Opportunity America’s calculations using US Department of Education 
National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2015–16, accessed via PowerStats. 
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the college. Hispanic students seem more likely 
to gravitate to credit-bearing programs: they 
account for 24 percent of degree-seeking stu-
dents but just 17 percent of those enrolled in 
noncredit workforce programs. (See figure 14.)

Some educators will be encouraged by these 
numbers, heartened that more people of color 
appear to be pursuing academic degrees.  
Others will feel it’s an opportunity lost. Despite 
decades of effort to boost college-going, nearly 
two-thirds of Americans still lack bachelor’s 
degrees. Fewer and fewer good jobs are avail-
able for workers with only a high school diploma 
or less, and equal access to workforce education 
is no less important than academic equity.

The challenge for policymakers: how to 
encourage more equal access and awareness 
of the opportunities available at community 
college. What’s needed starts with data collec-
tion—data disaggregated by race and ethnicity. 
Also essential: better information, more widely 
disseminated, about the payoff to both aca-
demic and job-focused education.

 

Crossover between credit and 
noncredit education
Many job-focused learners start their postsec-
ondary education with short, noncredit courses—
just the skills they need to get a job or a better 
job. Many then head directly to the labor mar-
ket, and some never come back for more educa-
tion. But those who seek to advance on the job 
often return to school later in life—whether for 
another short stint of job-focused training or a 
longer program leading to a degree.

What these learners need from a community 
college starts with a short, applied course that 
leads to a credential of value in the labor mar-
ket, perhaps an industry certification or licen-
sure. But then, if they return to college in the 
years ahead, they should be able to leverage 
that first credential—and any skills they learned 
on the job—for college credit. 

This is important for many reasons, start-
ing with employer preferences for more cre-
dentialed employees and the lifelong salary 
premium that accrues to a bachelor’s degree. 
Perhaps even more critical in the long run: 
traditional academic courses are often bet-
ter equipped than job-focused programs to 
teach the higher-order analytic and social skills 
in growing demand in the workplace—critical 
thinking, problem-solving and communication.

Equal access to workforce 

education is no less important 

than academic equity.

FIGURE 14. Noncredit workforce students are more likely to be white.
Race and ethnicity of community college students by college division, 2015–16 and 2019

Note: For noncredit workforce students, N = 230 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey and Opportunity America’s calculations using US Department of Education 
National Postsecondary Student Aid Study, 2015–16, accessed via PowerStats. 
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Many educators aspire to build bridges for 
learners seeking to move from noncredit to 
credit education—to the point that the term 
“stackable credential” is an all but ubiquitous 
buzzword among community college faculty 
and administrators. The problem: according to 
our survey, relatively few colleges provide sig-
nificant opportunities for bridging from non-
credit to credit education, and few learners take 
advantage of the opportunities that exist. 

Asked if noncredit workforce students who 
later enroll in a credit-eligible program can lever-
age most or all of their prior learning for college 
credit, only 20 percent of colleges said this is 
true “always” or “most of the time.” Another  

46 percent said it’s true “sometimes,” but this 
likely means different things at different col-
leges, not always encouraging. (See figure 15.)

Answers to a related question about stu-
dent behavior underscored the point. However 
accommodating the college may be in accept-
ing noncredit learning for college credit, rela-
tively few students seem to be taking advantage 
of the opportunity. 

Asked what share of noncredit students later 
enroll in credit-eligible programs at their institu-
tion, nearly 90 percent of responding colleges 
said this happens less than 20 percent of the 
time. (See figure 16.)

FIGURE 15. Many noncredit workforce students who return to college later in life 
cannot leverage their prior learning for college credit.
Share of colleges where noncredit workforce students can leverage ‘most’ or ‘all’ prior  
learning for college credit, 2019

Note: N = 348 responding colleges.     Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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FIGURE 16. Relatively few students are making the transition from noncredit to  
credit education. 
Share of institutions where noncredit students make the transition to credit-eligible  
programs by percentage of students, 2019

Note: N = 334 responding colleges.    Source: Opportunity America community college survey. 
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What isn’t clear from the data: what’s caus-
ing this logjam. Is the problem that colleges are 
reluctant to grant credit for prior learning—or 
that not many students return to college seek-
ing credit for previous experience, whether an 
earlier stint of schooling, on-the-job training or 
a credential earned in another setting? Probably 
a little of both. But the onus is on educators to 
make good on the promise of stackability—and 
then to encourage more adult learners to come 
back to college for midcareer upskilling. 

Much of what’s needed is at the campus level. 
Credit and noncredit instructors need to agree 
on articulation agreements and credit equiva-
lencies for industry certifications. Colleges need 

to market themselves to older, working adults. 
Schedules, student services and program design 
all should be revamped.

But policymakers have a role to play, encour-
aging and incentivizing these changes on cam-
pus. Start by counting midcareer adults and 
tracking their employment outcomes—the value 
added by a short, job-focused noncredit college 
program. Revise state metrics for community 
colleges to take account of noncredit comple-
tions and certification attainment. Work with 
college departments to develop statewide artic-
ulation frameworks.

There is much that can be done, but the 
first, essential step is recognizing the central-
ity of midcareer adult students. As automation 
accelerates and more Americans need to retool, 
perhaps regularly, to keep up with a changing 
economy, working adults will likely become the 
most important consumers of community col-
lege workforce education.

The onus is on educators to make 

good on the promise  

of stackability.







FUNDING AND  
QUALITY CONTROL

I t's difficult to keep track of the federal fund-
ing for postsecondary education that has 
flowed to state capitals since the onset of 

the pandemic. As of this writing, no money had 
been earmarked explicitly for job-focused edu-
cation or workforce development. Reskilling was 
occasionally an allowable use, and some states 
chose to use stimulus money for worker training, 
often at community colleges.31 But however it 
was labeled, the money has flowed unstintingly, 
and states are awash with unanticipated federal 
funding—at least for now.

The challenge for policymakers: how to use 
this funding to maximum effect. Some stu-
dents need help now and will continue to 
need help even as the economy recovers. But 
recent decades—two other big infusions of 
cash for higher education and workforce train-
ing, the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act (ARRA) of 2009 and the Obama-era Trade 
Adjustment Assistance Community College and 
Career Training (TAACCCT) grant program—
hold essential lessons for today. 

Most important, lawmakers need to distin-
guish between short-term needs and building 
for the future. Many states have yet to exhaust 
their Covid stimulus funding. There will be more 
money in years ahead as infrastructure dollars 
and other spending trickle down through the 
economy. But states that don’t use this oppor-
tunity to rethink and rebuild are likely to regret 
it in future years.

In this realm, too, our survey only scratches 
the surface. There is so much policymakers don’t 
know and need to know about postsecondary 
workforce education in their states, particularly 
noncredit instruction. But our findings point to 
several critical areas where policy can make a 
difference, improving the quality of job-focused 
education and making it more widely available 
to more learners.

Funding 
Workforce education is expensive. Many tech-
nical programs must purchase costly equip-
ment and consumables. Instructors with industry 
work experience expect private-sector-level sal-
aries, and unlike, say, English or sociology, 
phlebotomy cannot be taught in a lecture hall—
hands-on learning requires a significantly lower 
student-teacher ratio. 

Yet in most states, credit-eligible workforce 
programs are funded on a par with other aca-
demic offerings, and noncredit workforce pro-
grams lag far behind. As a practical matter, 
noncredit workforce education is ineligible for 

States are awash with 

unanticipated federal funding— 

at least for now.



38

THE INDISPENSABLE INSTITUTION

federal financial aid—Pell Grants or student 
loans. And many states fund noncredit pro-
grams at a lower level than credit programs, if 
they fund them at all, leaving individuals and 
institutions scrambling to find ways to pay. 

Our survey asked college administrators 
who paid for the noncredit workforce educa-
tion on their campus. What share of funding 
for open-enrollment programs—everything but 
customized contract training—is covered by dif-
ferent types of spending, from military benefits 
to foundation scholarships?

Only about two-thirds of the colleges in the 
sample could provide a breakdown, and it var-
ied widely from state to state, even from college 
to college. Many of their answers were likely 
estimates—the view from campus level—and a 
50-state comparison of higher education fund-
ing might reveal a different picture. But the col-
leges tell a troubling story of learners left to their 
own devices to pay for workforce training.

The few states that offer full-time equivalent 
(FTE) or formula funding for noncredit education 
stand out in stark relief: North Carolina, Califor-
nia, Oregon and Florida top the list, according 
to campus-level educators. A handful of other 

states—Virginia, Alabama, Colorado and New 
Jersey rank highest—offer state grants for non-
credit workforce programs. But nationwide, 
FTE and formula funding covers the cost of just  
12 percent of noncredit workforce education, 
and state grants pay for another 12 percent. 
(See figure 17.)

Still other states find ways to direct federal 
dollars to community college noncredit pro-
grams. Many look to Workforce Innovation 
and Opportunity Act (WIOA) funding, but the 
WIOA share rarely tops 10 percent, and nation-
wide, WIOA covers just 8 percent of noncredit 
workforce education. Other learners draw on 
means-tested federal benefits—everything 
from Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) to training grants from the Department 
of Health and Human Services. 

The employer share ranges from close to 
nothing—less than 3 percent in California, Con-
necticut and Oklahoma—to more than half in 
Kansas and North Dakota. Nationwide, employ-
ers cover 17 percent of the cost—more than 
double what WIOA pays for.

But by far the largest share in most states is 
students paying out of pocket, often the learners 

FIGURE 17. Who pays for noncredit workforce education?
Funding for open-enrollment noncredit workforce education by funding source, 2019

Note: N = 311 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey.

Employer-paid

Self-paid

Other

State

WIOA

36%

17%
8%

24%

14%



39

FUNDING AND QUALITY CONTROL

who can least afford it covering the cost of 
their own education. The student share comes 
close to half or more in 17 states and more than 
two-thirds in five states. Nationwide, noncredit 
workforce students cover 36 percent of their 
own tuition costs.

Many policymakers and policy thinkers, Dem-
ocrat and Republican, recognize that the federal 
government should be playing a larger role. But 
they disagree about which agency and which 
federal funding stream. 

Some argue that workforce programs are job 
training, not education, and they should be paid 
for with WIOA dollars. Others wonder why Pell 
Grants can cover the cost of any instruction on 
the credit side of college, regardless of quality—
and whether learners earn credentials of value 
in the labor market—but not job-focused pro-
grams with a clear payoff for the student and the 
state economy. 

Congress was considering a provision to 
offer federal student aid to noncredit learners 
in job-focused programs as this paper went to 
press. But states digging out of the Covid crisis 
or looking ahead to the future of work may not 
have the luxury of waiting for Washington to act. 
In the months ahead, as during the pandemic, 
some will likely direct discretionary federal dol-
lars to job-focused noncredit community college 
programs. They and others should also seize the 
moment to rebuild for the future, revamping 
state funding formulas and competitive grants 
to put more priority on upskilling.

Models abound—from tiered formula funding 
in North Carolina to outcomes-based creden-
tial grants in Virginia. It’s a moment for states to 
step up as the laboratories of democracy. What’s 
at stake: not just opportunity and equity for 
job-focused students but also the state’s future 
economic competitiveness.

Quality assurance
The primary challenge for state legislators allo-
cating funding for noncredit workforce educa-
tion is quality assurance. Job-focused noncredit 
programs are not vetted by regional accreditors 
or academic faculty committees—that’s what 
allows them to respond quickly and nimbly to 
the labor market needs of students and employ-
ers. Most programs track relatively few data, and 
they report no information to federal education 
authorities.

Noncredit educators often argue that they’re 
subject to market discipline: if their programs 
didn’t deliver, neither employers nor learn-
ers would be willing to pay for them. But that 
would change with state or federal funding, 
and lawmakers allocating taxpayer dollars need 
guardrails.

Our survey asked about the tools colleges 
currently use to monitor the quality and labor 
market relevance of their noncredit workforce 
programs, and we found a diverse mix, from 
employer input to WIOA metrics. We didn’t 
ask that respondents specify what share of pro-
grams were held to each of these standards, 
and it likely varies from college to college. Still, 
our findings suggest widespread effort to safe-
guard the quality of job-focused instruction.  
(See figure 18.) 

At the top of the list in virtually every state—
and cited by 92 percent of colleges nation-
wide—was input from local employers or 
employer groups. Also robust, 83 percent of col-
leges reported that programs are designed or 
revised regularly on the basis of regional labor 
market information.

States digging out of the  

Covid crisis or looking ahead 

to the future of work may not 

have the luxury of waiting for 

Washington to act.
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A third important metric: do students pass 
industry certification or licensure tests? Some  
87 percent of responding colleges said they 
used this as a measure. Government perfor-
mance standards—WIOA or Perkins Career and 
Technical Education Act metrics—appear to 
carry somewhat less weight, perhaps because 
neither federal spending stream covers the cost 
of many community college programs. Just over 
60 percent of colleges say they rely on WIOA or 
Perkins performance standards. 

Disappointingly, fewer than three in 10 insti-
tutions look to the most telling, reliable metric—
post-completion job placements and wages.

These findings on existing quality control 
don’t solve the problem for legislators consid-
ering funding for noncredit workforce education 
programs. Policymakers still face the challenge 
of identifying standards and applying them 

rigorously in ways that reward the most effec-
tive programs. But this existing practice can give 
lawmakers a place to start—something already 
in use on the ground that they can build on as 
they develop performance metrics.

FIGURE 18. Colleges and states use a variety of tools to ensure the quality of 
noncredit workforce programs.
Percentage of institutions using various means to ensure the quality and labor market relevance of non-
credit workforce programs, 2019

Note: N = 374 responding colleges.

Source: Opportunity America community college survey.
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR POLICY

O ur survey did not ask about public pol-
icy—state governance of community 
colleges or community college work-

force education. That was beyond the scope 
of the project. But our findings highlight some 
clear needs that can be addressed at the state 
level. 

The area that cries out most urgently for atten-
tion is noncredit workforce education—largely 
because it has been so neglected. But most of 
our recommendations will have ramifications for 
both sides of the college. 

We recommend that lawmakers start by 
considering four pressing needs: data on non-
credit workforce programs, mechanisms to align 
programs with the local labor market, tools to 
ensure that funding goes only to effective pro-
grams, and better pathways from noncredit to 
credit education.

Data 
No matter how effective it is—what opportuni-
ties it creates for learners or how much it boosts 
economic competitiveness by meeting the 
needs of local employers—noncredit workforce 
education cannot hope to command the respect 
it deserves until we can measure and monitor it. 

After decades in the shadows—the hidden 
college out of sight and out of mind—many non-
credit educators are hard-pressed to account for 
what they do. Definitions of basic terms often 
vary from state to state and college to college. 

The data collected by state education authori-
ties are inconsistent, making it difficult to com-
pare states or develop national benchmarks. 
Most important—most damaging—it’s all but 
impossible to assess the value of noncredit 
workforce education. 

Do learners land jobs in their field of study? 
Do they earn higher wages than before they 
entered a college program? Do they return to 
college later in life for more education or train-
ing? We don’t know and, in many states, can’t 
even estimate. 

Exactly what’s needed will be different in 
every state—the starting point varies widely 
from place to place. And change will not be 
easy. Institutions that don’t collect information 
can’t report it to the state. Better data collection 
will be expensive. Many educators will find it dis-
ruptive, and it won’t happen voluntarily. Mean-
ingful change will require mandates and money. 

But virtually every state can do a better job 
than it’s currently doing, and without significant 
improvement nationwide, noncredit workforce 
education will remain an underused tool—a 
waste of a precious asset at a time of growing 
demand for job-focused reskilling. 

Better data collection will  

be expensive.
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Funding tied to labor market 
alignment 
Workforce education, credit or noncredit, that 
isn’t aligned with the local labor market is worth-
less—a waste of learners’ time and taxpayers’ 
money. 

States allocating funding for noncredit 
instruction should find ways to help educators 
stay abreast of industry trends, and they should 
reward programs—credit and noncredit—that 
meet this test more generously than those that 
do not. 

What’s needed starts with more meaning-
ful employer engagement. Most relationships 
will be local, and the onus is on campus-level 
leadership. But state policy can help, identify-
ing what kinds of employer engagement have 
value, measuring it, perhaps establishing a tax-
onomy—from cursory advice to intensive col-
laboration—and encouraging educators to 
upgrade their relationships. 

Policymakers can also encourage broader 
and more effective use of labor market informa-
tion. Many colleges can’t afford access to expen-
sive job postings data; others lack the expertise 
to make full use of the information they pur-
chase. States could help defray the cost. They 
could encourage colleges to collaborate with 
one another or with local workforce investment 
boards, sharing data or analysis of regional labor 
market trends. States could also make funding 
conditional on demonstrated college efforts to 
align programs with local employer demand. 

Still a third potential tool: funding tied to eco-
nomic value. Instead of support based on raw 
enrollment totals, some states ground commu-
nity college funding in a vision of regional eco-
nomic development. 

Programs that deliver value by preparing 
learners for high-demand jobs and high-growth 
industries—perhaps advanced manufacturing or 
biomedical research—are funded more gener-
ously than those that don’t, like cosmetology or 
landscape architecture. Kansas and North Car-
olina are among the states that have moved in 
this direction, revamping FTE funding formulas 
to reward credit and noncredit programs that 
create talent pipelines for growing industries. 
This promising approach should be enacted 
more widely.

Funding geared to employment 
outcomes
A related but separate metric goes beyond 
inputs—is instruction aligned with local labor 
market needs?—to track the results of workforce 
programs: student employment outcomes. 

Do graduates land better jobs? Do they 
increase their earnings as a result of their time 
in college? Do they hold onto jobs and move up 
over time? Programs that achieve their objec-
tives and hit their performance goals should 
receive more funding than programs that pro-
duce poor results.

After decades of experimentation and 
debate, more than 30 states now disburse some 
or all higher education funding based on student 
outcomes. But most look primarily to academic 
outcomes like completion and degrees—rarely 
the right yardsticks for noncredit workforce edu-
cation. States allocating spending for noncredit 
programs should revamp funding formulas to 
take more account of employment outcomes 
like job placements and earnings. 

One way to move in this direction: broader 
use of WIOA metrics—a suite of six perfor-
mance standards that include job placements, 

Instead of support based on raw 

enrollment totals, some states 

ground community college 

funding in a vision of regional 

economic development. 
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earnings and retention.32 Community colleges 
often resist WIOA reporting requirements, 
and many lack the tools they need to comply, 
including students’ Social Security numbers and 
access to state data on graduates’ employment 
outcomes. 

But common metrics and closer cooperation 
would pay off for both community colleges and 
the public workforce system. States should con-
sider experimenting with ways to better inte-
grate the two networks—not merging them, 
as each brings distinctive strengths, but draw-
ing on comparative advantage to build a bet-
ter statewide web of job-focused education and 
training. 

Building bridges between credit 
and noncredit education 

Every college has its own terms, many of them 
all but incomprehensible to the general public: 
articulation of credit, credit for prior learning, 
credential equivalencies for industry certifica-
tions. But whatever we call it, it’s the last fron-
tier for educators and state education agencies 
seeking to make the most of noncredit work-
force education.

Our survey findings underscore the need. 
Opportunities for crossover—transitions bet- 
ween credit and noncredit education—are sorely 
lacking, and relatively few learners take advan-
tage of the opportunities that exist.

State policymakers have several tools at their 
disposal to help colleges build better bridges. 

The first step is data. Colleges should start to 
track crossover behavior—noncredit students 
who enroll on the credit side of the college and 
credit students who take noncredit courses to 
prepare for certification or licensure exams—
and report it to the state. Then states could offer 
incentives for improvement—more robust cross-
over, particularly from noncredit to credit.

Still another potential stratagem: competency- 
based industry certifications are among the 
best tools we have to align credit and noncredit 

instruction. States seeking to encourage labor 
market alignment and crossover between credit 
and noncredit divisions should track attain-
ment of industry certifications and reward it—a 
per-student subsidy, payable to the college, for 
every industry credential earned. 

Some states play a still more active, inter-
ventionist role in encouraging colleges to build 
bridges between credit and noncredit edu-
cation. Potential tactics include standardizing 
noncredit programs with a statewide common 
course numbering system and developing state-
wide articulation frameworks to guide decisions 
at the campus level.

Policymakers have many options, and more 
are coming online every day, as states around 
the country experiment with new tools to help 
workers reskill for a changing economy. What’s 
important is that all states get started, finding 
ways to encourage and improve their two-year 
institutions’ workforce programs. 

Conclusion
Demand for workforce education is poised to 
explode in years ahead. If forecasters like the 
McKinsey Global Institute are right, tens of mil-
lions of Americans will need to change jobs in 
the next decade or two. Some will make do with-
out reskilling. Others may be lucky—their new 
employer will train them. But many if not most 
will need to reboot on their own, and many will 
look to their local community college—particu-
larly, if they’re in a hurry, to its noncredit work-
force education division.

Competency-based industry 

certifications are among the best 

tools we have to align credit and 

noncredit instruction.



46

THE INDISPENSABLE INSTITUTION

Public two-year institutions are poised to 
step up, but there is much work to be done to 
make community college workforce education 
all it can be for learners, employers and the 
regional economy. Research has a role to play. 
Federal funding, even if only for some share of 
job-focused noncredit programs, could reshape 
the landscape. But ultimately, the most important 

decisions are likely to be closer to the ground—
at colleges and state education agencies. 

The Covid economic shock was just the 
beginning. Even more dramatic change is on 
the horizon. State policymakers should start 
planning and building now. The future of work 
will not wait.







Appendix I     
GLOSSARY
Workforce education. Instruction designed to pro-
vide students with the knowledge and skills they need 
to succeed in the workplace. May be credit-eligible 
or noncredit. Includes workforce programs open to 
any qualified student enrolled in the college and 
customized contract training offered on behalf of 
an employer for that employer’s incumbent work-
ers. Other terms used in this paper to refer to work-
force education include “job-focused programs” and 
“occupational education.”  

Credit-eligible program. Coursework that results in 
one or more units of college credit that can be used 
to fulfill requirements for a degree or other creden-
tial issued by an academic institution. Contrasts with 
noncredit programs, which do not confer college 
credit. Not all students enrolled in credit-bearing pro-
grams seek degrees; some seek certificates, usually 
attainable in one year or less. But to distinguish credit 
from noncredit programs, this report sometimes uses 
the term “degree-seeking” to refer to students in 
credit-eligible programs.

Noncredit education. Programs and courses 
that carry no academic credit applicable toward a 
degree, diploma, certificate or other formal post-
secondary award. Noncredit education may include 
occupational programs open to all qualified stu-
dents at the college, customized contract training 
offered on behalf of an employer for that employ-
er’s incumbent workers, developmental or remedial 
education, recreational or personal interest courses, 

adult basic education and English as a second lan-
guage instruction. To distinguish credit from non-
credit programs, this report sometimes uses the term 
“nondegree-seeking” to refer to students in non-
credit education programs.

Customized contract training. Job-related instruc-
tion offered by the college on behalf of an employer 
and generally paid for by that employer. Is often 
offered on-site in the workplace and usually open 
only to the employer’s incumbent workers. Contrasts 
with job-focused education and training available to 
any qualified student enrolled in the college.

Industry certification. A competency-based creden-
tial awarded by a trade association or other industry 
body to students who pass a standardized assess-
ment of the knowledge and skills required to per-
form a specific job. Often needs to be renewed with 
continuing education or periodic exams. Contrasts 
with academic awards—certificates and degrees—
issued by institutions of higher education and with 
other competency-based credentials, including licen-
sure, issued by government bodies and professional 
associations.  

Public workforce system. A national network of fed-
eral, state and local job training and employment ser-
vices launched in the 1960s and currently funded by 
the 2014 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA). 

NOT JOB-FOCUSED JOB-FOCUSED

Zach, 19, assumes he’ll have a career as a 
white-collar professional but hasn’t given much 
thought to which profession. He’s enrolled on 
the degree-granting side of the college, 
majoring in political science, and expects to 
transfer next year to a four-year university.

Marisol, 25, wants to learn English. She’s 
enrolled in a nondegree-granting program 
that teaches basic skills. 

Barbara, 45, wants to learn French cooking. 
She’s enrolled in a nondegree-granting
program that teaches recreational skills. 

Jenny, 18, is studying to be a nurse. She’s enrolled 
in the degree-granting side of the college 
because nursing requires a degree.

Yvette, 29, is studying to be a certified nursing 
assistant—no degree needed. She’s enrolled in a 
nondegree-granting program that will prepare her 
for a state certification exam. 

George, 38, is learning advanced welding 
techniques in a nondegree-granting customized 
contract program sponsored by his employer.

Students come to community college pursuing a variety of goals



Appendix II     
METHODOLOGY
In October 2020, Opportunity America, Lumina 
Foundation and Wilder Research went into the 
field with a national survey of community col-
lege educators. The survey consisted of 57 
multiple-choice and open-ended questions 
requesting detailed data about the colleges’ 
credit and noncredit workforce programs and 
their relationships with employers. All questions 
in the study asked about fiscal year 2019.

A total of 1,259 institutions were invited 
to participate in the study, including all pub-
licly funded two-year institutions with Title IV 
student-aid-eligible programs accredited by an 
accrediting body recognized by the US Depart-
ment of Education. Nearly half of invited col-
leges answered at least one question, and 477 
provided more robust replies, for a 38 percent 
response rate. (See Table A1 for state-by-state 
tallies of the number of colleges invited, the 
number that responded and corresponding 
state response rates.)  

For a full description of the study method-
ology, including a detailed account of how 
the sampling frame was developed and the 
survey administered, see Wilder Research, 
“Community college workforce education 
study: Methodology report and data book,” 
2021, https://opportunityamericaonline.org/
wrdataandmethodology/.

The data reported in this paper reflect the 
responses provided by participating colleges 
only and may not be representative of all com-
munity and technical colleges. Colleges could 

pass over survey questions they were unable to 
answer. Missing and unknown responses were 
omitted from calculated percentages. Every fig-
ure in the paper includes the number of colleges 
that responded, as it varies appreciably across 
questions. Percentages may not sum to 100 per-
cent due to rounding.

Opportunity America promised responding 
colleges that their results would be confiden-
tial. Results for states with two or fewer institu-
tions have been omitted from this report except 
in cases where responding colleges waived their 
anonymity. All responding colleges are included 
in aggregate national calculations.

The survey findings are supplemented by 
data from the National Student Clearing-
house (NSC) Research Center. NSC provided  
state- and national-level aggregate informa-
tion on credit-eligible enrollments by declared 
major. Data from 2019 were provided for all the 
colleges that responded to the survey.

Opportunity America used the US Depart-
ment of Education’s Classification of Instructional 
Programs (CIP) taxonomy to classify these enroll-
ments as “job-focused” or “not job-focused.” 
Job-focused refers to students with declared 
majors in fields of study designated by the tax-
onomy as occupational education. Enrollments 
by students with declared majors in other fields 
or who have not yet declared a major are con-
sidered not job-focused. (See Appendix III.)
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State Invited Completed Response rate
Alabama 24 5 21%
Alaska 1 0 0%
Arizona 22 8 36%
Arkansas 23 16 70%
California 131 44 34%
Colorado 18 7 39%
Connecticut 14 10 71%
Delaware 2 1 50%
Florida 75 15 20%
Georgia 27 7 26%
Hawaii 7 7 100%
Idaho 4 4 100%
Illinois 50 18 36%
Indiana 2 2 100%
Iowa 16 9 56%
Kansas 26 8 31%
Kentucky 16 16 100%
Louisiana 14 14 100%
Maine 7 7 100%
Maryland 16 6 38%
Massachusetts 24 9 38%
Michigan 31 10 32%
Minnesota 32 7 22%
Mississippi 15 2 13%
Missouri 29 6 21%
Montana 17 9 53%
Nebraska 9 3 33%
Nevada 4 3 75%
New Hampshire 7 7 100%
New Jersey 22 5 23%
New Mexico 19 7 37%
New York 67 18 27%
North Carolina 57 20 35%
North Dakota 6 5 83%
Ohio 75 22 29%
Oklahoma 45 4 9%
Oregon 17 8 47%
Pennsylvania 43 17 40%
Rhode Island 1 1 100%
South Carolina 21 6 29%
South Dakota 5 2 40%
Tennessee 39 22 56%
Texas 59 32 54%
Utah 10 4 40%
Vermont 2 1 50%
Virginia 27 21 78%
Washington 34 10 29%
West Virginia 23 2 9%
Wisconsin 17 7 41%
Wyoming 7 3 43%
US 1,259 477 38%

Table A1. Survey response rates at the state and national levels  



Appendix III    
ACADEMIC AND OCCUPATIONAL 
MAJORS 
US Department of Education postsecondary taxonomy by Classification of Instructional Programs 
(CIP) codes*

 
Academic education  

Visual and performing arts

Humanities 

Foreign languages
Liberal arts
Philosophy and religious studies

Interdisciplinary studies

English/letters

Natural sciences and mathematics 

Biological sciences
Physical sciences
Mathematics

Social sciences and history 

Social sciences (anthropology, economics,   
geography, political science/government, 
sociology)
Area/ethnic studies
History
Psychology

Occupational education   

Agriculture and natural resources 

Agriculture
Natural resources

Business and marketing
 
Communication and communications 
technologies 

Communication and journalism
Communications technologies

 

 

Computer and information sciences

Consumer services 

Family and consumer sciences (child care, 
family studies, nutrition services)
Personal and culinary services
Parks, recreation and fitness

Education

Engineering, architecture and science 
technologies 

Architecture
Engineering
Engineering technologies
Military technologies
Science technologies

Health sciences

Protective services 

Protective services
Military science

Public, legal and social services

Legal professions and studies
Library science
Public administration and social services
Theology and religious vocations

Manufacturing, construction, repair and 
transportation 

Construction
Repair
Manufacturing
Transportation

* Credit-eligible programs only
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