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Degrees for What Jobs?

Some governors and state policy makers are beginning to 
move beyond their focus on getting more students to get 
“degrees” to asking: “Degrees for what jobs?”

• How do we know that the degrees and certificates student 
are pursuing are the ones they will be able to use in new 
jobs?

• Are we producing degrees that provide the greatest chance 
of yielding the most benefit—for individuals, industry, and 
the state economy?



Keeping Up With Change

• Skill requirements increase

• Work shifts to be more creative
• An industry can be here one year and gone the next—either 

through creative destructive or through offshoring?
• An entire workforce needs to be more entrepreneurial and 

creative?
• An industry has positions and responsibilities that do not fit 

into our current industrial or occupational classification 
systems (green jobs)?



The Economy Can’t Be an Afterthought

Everyone—employers, educators, job 
seekers, students, and 
policymakers—will have to invest 
the time to understand what is really 
going on and then undertake 
informed action.



A degree is better 
than no degree—
but degrees that do 
not fit the job 
market and raise 
the standard of 
living will not lift the 
economy

Economic Principle
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Doubling Down on Policy

• Policy Agenda 1.0: Getting more Americans 
into—and successfully out of—college

• Policy Agenda 2.0: Creating new, good paying 
jobs in the economy and making workers (current 
and future) ready for those jobs



Raising Expectations for Universities and 
Colleges in a Global Economy

1. Set Clear Expectations for Higher Education’s Role in Economic 
Development

2. Emphasize Rigorous Use of Labor Market and Other Data to Define 
Priorities

3. Encourage Employers’ Input in Higher Education

4. Require Public Higher Education to Collect and Publicly Report 
Impacts

5. Emphasize Performance as an Essential Factor in Funding





State Examples

 Ohio: Former Governor Strickland’s TurnAround Ohio initiative committed to 
making higher education key to improving the state’s economy. Created a 
coordinated University System, a cabinet-level Chancellor, and a far-reaching 2008 
Strategic Plan

 North Carolina: the 2007 UNC Tomorrow developed a vision for increasing the 
UNC system’s role in economic development, making the system more demand-
driven, and preparing graduates with education and skills needed by the state’s key 
industries

 Washington State: Goals of the 2008 Strategic Master Plan include creating a 
higher education system that provides expanded opportunity and drives greater 
economic prosperity

 Minnesota: Under several initiatives, the postsecondary system is placing a higher 
priority on state and regional economic competitiveness.
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Action 1: Set Goals
Several states’ strategies have clear goals for higher 
education that include preparing students for jobs in high-
wage, high-skill industries:

 North Carolina: the 2007 UNC Tomorrow developed a vision for increasing 
the UNC system’s role in economic development, making the system more 
demand-driven, and preparing graduates with education and skills needed by 
the state’s key industries

 Washington State: Goals of the 2008 Strategic Master Plan include creating 
a higher education system that provides expanded opportunity and drives 
greater economic prosperity

11



Action 1: Set Goals

Washington’s master plan combines traditional student achievement 
goals with economic development goals

• Economic demand: Strengthen state and local economies by 
meeting the demands for well-educated and skilled workforce

• Student Success: Achieve increased educational attainment for all 
residents across the state

• Innovation: Use technology, collaboration, and innovation to meet 
the demands of the economy and improve student success



Action 2: Rigorous Use of Labor Market 
Intelligence

Leading states are moving to incorporate LMI and direct 
knowledge of employer needs into higher education 
planning processes:

 Minnesota: MNSCU uses quantitative data provided by an in-house labor 
market analyst and MN DEED to identify regional high-growth industries, 
supplemented by qualitative information on employer needs. MNSCU staff 
includes an Education-Industry Partnership Manager for Emerging 
Technologies.

 Washington State requires a Biennial Assessment of Employer Demands, 
which compares type and number of education and training credentials against 
forecasted employer demands.
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What Business Leaders Want



Action 3: Encourage Employers’ Input 

States are developing policies to reform curricula based on 
LMI, regional employer needs, opportunities to advance 
key industries, and inclusion of global knowledge economy  
skills:

 North Carolina: UNC System requires state’s 17 public 4-year schools  to 
integrate “soft skills”—critical thinking, problem solving, teamwork, 
communication, entrepreneurship—into curriculum for all students

 Minnesota, Washington and Ohio: Centers of Excellence to respond to 
the talent needs of specific industries: skills panels, career pathways
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Responding to the Talent Needs of 
Specific Industries

Career Pathway 
developed by one of 
Minnesota’s four centers 
of excellence 



Action 4: Collect and Publicly Report 
Impacts

Comprehensive strategies include accountability measures 
tied to strategic goals:

 Florida Education and Training Placement Information Program (FETPIP): 
longitudinal data system developed by Workforce Florida matches student 
records from HS, community colleges and universities with UI wage records and 
other data sets to determine employment and wage outcomes

 Minnesota Measures: annual report presents data on effectiveness of 
postsecondary education in meeting talent needs
 5 Goals: two address student access and three address market 

end of the pipeline: 
 Goal 2:  create a responsive system that produces graduates at all levels who 

meet economy’s demands. Measures include: Are MN students choosing 
programs and majors that lead to demand occupations?
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Washington Achievement Measures



Completion alone is a 
Poor Indicator of Success

• Labor Market Outcomes, as measured by public wage records tied to 
transcript data, are increasingly seen for evaluating postsecondary 
success 

• Possible Metrics: 
• Labor Market Demand by program of study; 
• Number of graduates by program; 
• Placement in field; 
• Earnings of students relative to cost and debt load by program; 
• Employment stability by program of study; 
• Earnings of students by completion status; 
• Relative value of different course clusters, certificates, and degrees
• Student’s work status while enrolled;

Source: Georgetown University Center 
on Education and the Workforce



Action 5: Use Financial Incentives

Some states are adopting performance-based and incentive funding, 
rewarding progress toward meeting goals but acknowledging 
differences in institutional missions and demographics

 Washington State: based on “tipping point” research, SBCTC introduced 
funding formula for two year colleges based on momentum points (earning 15 
college-level credits; 30 college-level credits; first five college-level math 
credits, pass remedial math or English, etc.)

 Ohio: new funding formula rewards education outcomes that are better aligned 
with strategic priorities around degree attainment, course completions, 
research funding, and other goals. Includes additional weighting for at risk 
students and incentives for STEM, nursing, etc.

 MNSCU: 1% of appropriation tied to meeting 3 of 5 goals (increasing STEM, 
online enrollments, enrollment at Centers of Excellence, etc.)
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Conclusions / Recommendations

 Articulate goals for higher education to contribute to state’s 
economy

 Develop regular system of information on labor market and 
changing employer skill needs; disseminate broadly so students, 
faculty and staff, and policymakers can make decisions. 

 Identify and track appropriate measures of alignment  that 
demonstrate progress toward meeting strategic goals

 Create longitudinal data systems to determine employment 
outcomes of students

 Ensure funding formulas reward performance in the areas of 
access, attainment and alignment, and award competitive funds to 
educational institutions that develop curricula to meet needs of 
key industries
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