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The Two-year College Degree:
More Popular Today than Ever

Henry Moss

In 1998 the Federal Bureau of Labor Statistics
projected that the two-year degree-trained workforce
would grow by 31% nationally by 2008, as com-
pared to 24% for bachelor’ s degrees, and 18% for
those with Master’ s degrees. Although these trends
have changed somewhat with the economic slowdown
and decline in technology jobs, this represents the
first time that the two-year degree has outstripped the
four-year degree in labor market demand growth.
This highlights the underappreciated fact that
two-year college education has become a central part
of the higher education community in the United
States. -Onmly 25 years ago, when one spoke of high-
er education, one usually meant getting a bachelor’ s
degree at a traditional four-year college. Community
and junior colleges did not get much respect. What
has changed?

A number of things have contributed to the grow-
ing importance of two-year college education. Most
noticeably, college education has been forced to be-
come more practical and related to national and re-
gional economic trends.

For example, the information economy of the 199
0Os created a huge demand for workers with specific
technical skills, from hardware maintenance to sofi-

ware applications and programming. Training for
these positions requires more than a high school
diploma, but not necessarily a four-year degree.
Two-year colleges quickly developed degree pro-
grams, and even certificate programs, that could
produce graduates qualified for these positions.
Even many four-year degree graduates returned to
two-year colleges and other short-term programs to
update their skills. The New York region has 214
two-year colleges serving 225, 000 students. From 1
990 to 1997 the number of Associate degrees in
computer services doubled (and this does. not in-
clude business degrees that require computer
skills. )

Another factor influencing educational choice
over the 1980s and 1990s has been changing work-
force demographics toward non-traditional popula-
tions. This includes the entry of women into the
workforce as second earners. With family responsi-
bilities occupying their time, two-year education is
often a more practical way to begin a college career.
In addition, during these decades, many unskilled
workers from economically disadvantaged communi-
ties, often in their 30s and 40s, sought ways to enter
an economy that was increasingly oriented to services
and demanding more than a high school education.
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Again, a two-year degree has been the most effective
way to proceed as minorities and the poor entered the
world of higher education. Finally. this period was
one of large-scale immigration. Many immigrants
beyond traditional age for college want a U. S. higher
education to gain skills they need for productive em-
ployment. Here again a two-year college was a more
practical choice.

Two-year colleges are tvpically connected to their
immediate region while four-year schools take a na-
tional or even international perspective. This has
been another reason for their growing importance.
Community colleges. for example, have their mis-
sions defined by state legislatures and county com-
missions. Quality community colleges have been
important for regions seeking to attract businesses to
their areas and mission-based funding has stimulated
the growth and development of these institutions,
many of which have begun branching into the smaller
communities in their region.

The trend toward occupational degrees will con-
tinue over the next decade and we should expect to
see these colleges, and some community colleges,
begin to offer four-year professional degrees that
build on this unique kind of education. We are al-
ready seeing some four-year colleges developing spe-
cial divisions for adult and professional studies,
where working people and two-year occupational de-
gree graduates can continue their professional stud-
ies.

% Dr. Moss is the Director and Associate A-
cademic Dean of the Flushing Branch of Long
Island Business Institute.
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