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What do I mean when I say “certificate”? 

• A certificate is: 
– A credential that is officially awarded by an accredited college 
– A credential that denotes completion of a particular program of study 
– Sometimes known by other names (e.g. diploma) 

 

• A certificate is not: 
– Non-credit 
– An associate degree 
– An industry certification (though it can be strongly linked to one) 



Certificates are diverse in… length 

• Short-term: Less 
than 1 year of 
full-time study  
(< 30 credits) 

 

• Long-term:  1 
year or more of 
full-time study 
(>= 30 credits) 

North Carolina data , 06-08 cohorts 



Certificates are diverse in… field 
  National 
  Short-term Long-term 

Allied Health 17% 18% 
Business and marketing 10% 6% 
Construction 4% 5% 
Cosmetology, culinary, and 
admin services 

7% 11% 

Education and Childcare 5% 3% 
Engineering sciences 6% 5% 
Humanities and Social Sciences 1% 6% 

Information science, 
communication and design 

5% 4% 

Mechanics, repair and welding 11% 15% 

Missing/Other 1% 2% 
Nursing 14% 22% 
Protective Services 10% 4% 
Transportation 8% 1% 
N 218,171 141,250 

Note. The national data are calculated from the Integrated Postsecondary Data System (IPEDS) using credentials awarded by community colleges, 
which we define as all public, primarily postsecondary, Title IV-eligible institutions in the 50 U.S. states or the District of Columbia from which at 
least 90 percent of credentials awarded in 2008 were at the sub-baccalaureate level. 



Certificates are diverse in… regional popularity 

• From Bosworth, 2010:  
“Certificates Count: An Analysis of Sub-baccalaureate Certificates” 



Certificates are growing 
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My research on returns: WA 
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My research on returns: NC and VA 
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My research on returns: NC and VA 
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Educational services, 
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Certificates can also propel students into their 
desired industry.             Example: 
    Educ & childcare 

NC VA 



Maybe it’s better to think about returns to 
particular programs. 
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Using data to inform policy 



But do earnings for certificates KEEP going up? 
Minaya & Scott-Clayton, 2017 



But do earnings for certificates KEEP going up? 

15 



Policy Questions 

• What outcomes do we really care about? 
– How should we weigh short-term vs. long-term returns? 
– Might low-return programs still be worth subsidizing? 

• Should certificates be encouraged? 
– Via performance funding? 
– Via free tuition and other financial aid? 

• What are the tradeoffs in requiring credentials for employment? 

16 



Visit our website at capseecenter.org 
 

You can also follow us on Twitter at @capsee  
and like us on Facebook. 

 
Center for Analysis of Postsecondary Education and Employment 

Teachers College, Columbia University  
 

525 West 120th Street, Box 174, New York, NY 10027 
 

TEL: 212.678.3091 | capsee@columbia.edu 

CAPSEE is funded through a grant (R305C110011) from the Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. 
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