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About

Bruce came to personal finance writing the old fashioned way: he didn't have much money, but wanted to
do cool things. Clearly, some creativity was in order. From traveling around Europe to paying for a
wedding, moving to New York to raising a child, he's figured out how to have fun without spending much
money. In the process, he's also learned a few things about how politics and economics can help (or hurt)
middle class finances. As DailyFinance's senior features writer, Bruce gets to combine his two favorite
things: learning how the world works and explaining what he's learned to his readers. 

Read More »

The traditional route to career success follows a pretty straight academic line: hard work in elementary
school, followed by hard work in high school, followed by hard work at the best college you can afford.
Vocational education, on the other hand, is often treated as a consolation prize -- the second-best option
for the second-best kids. But for a new generation facing rising college tuitions and high post-graduate
unemployment, old-fashioned vocational studies might offer the best chance at a solid career and a
lifetime free of debt.

According to a recent survey, 50% of recent college graduates are unemployed or underemployed; many,
in fact, are resorting to the kinds of entry-level jobs that they went to college to avoid. In a recent Chronicle
of Higher Education article, economist Richard Vedder tried to explain why: He sees America as facing a
glut of college graduates, as the supply of people with high priced degrees exceeds the demand for them.
Noting the large number of college grads occupying manual labor positions, he argued that their average
wages -- which dropped by 4.17% between 2008 and 2010 -- were likely to continue to fall.

A Better Option

Meanwhile, things are looking up for skilled workers, demand for whom remains strong. As a recent
CareerBuilder survey reported, 40% of employers complained that they were unable to find sufficient
skilled workers to fill their available positions. This is particularly striking in manufacturing, where
employers are heavily targeting foreign workers and military veterans to fill open positions. For students
who can get into the programs that prepare them for such jobs, the employment future could be promising.

Not surprisingly, the demand for skilled workers has driven up their wages. According to a 2012 study by
Georgetown University's Center for Education and the Workforce, 39% of men with an educational
certificate earn more than men with an associate's degree, and 24% earn more than men with a
bachelor's degree. For people in a STEM field -- science, technology, engineering or mathematics -- things
are even better. According to another study by the Center, 63% of STEM workers with associate's degrees
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make more money than the average person with a bachelor's degree in the humanities or social sciences.
Similar discrepancies exist across all levels of educational attainment, suggesting that what a student
studies may ultimately matter a lot more than how long he or she studies it.

Finding a Good Vocational School

As demand for skilled workers has risen, so has enrollment at vocational schools ... and the tuition of many
programs. Even so, trade schools and community colleges can be a bargain when compared to traditional
four-year colleges. According to the Department of Education, the average cost of a year's tuition, room
and board at a four-year college is $20,986; at a two-year school, it's only $8,451. Added to this, it takes a
lot less time to complete a program at a trade school or community college, so the full cost of a program of
study, on average, is $67,482 less at a two-year school.

But the value of a vocational program varies greatly. Many private companies have jumped into the
market, hoping to tap into the rich river of federal student aid money flowing into the trade school market.
Unfortunately, many of their programs are overpriced, unaccredited, or lack strong placement programs,
which means that students who enroll in these for-profit schools' programs can easily find themselves
graduating with a lot of debt and few job prospects.

Luckily, there are several ways vocational students can protect themselves from choosing a bad program.
The first step is ensuring that the program they're considering is accredited: The Department of Education
has an easy-to-use accreditation database.

Having checked to see that the program carries a U.S. government seal of approval, the next step is
ensuring that its benefits are worth its cost. Companies like Glassdoor and Salary.com can give a good
idea of the likely salaries that graduates of a particular program will garner. Depending on this, students
can calculate the amount of money that they can reasonably expect to borrow. A general rule of thumb is
that your loans shouldn't exceed one year's post-graduation salary.

Another great resource is Department of Education's default rate database, which reports on the
percentage of students who default on their loans. Schools with high default rates may be charging too
much for a particular certification.

Bumps on the Road to a Vocation

One of the problems facing vocational students is a lack of government leadership when it comes to
funding. Despite President Obama's outspoken support of post-secondary vocational training, there has
been a distinct gap between the his rhetoric and his administration's policies. In its 2012 budget request,
the Department of Education cut funding for career and technical education by $263.8 million, more than
20%.

On the other hand, the Obama administration was far more generous toward traditional college education.
In the same year that it slashed spending on vocational training, it increased financial aid to college
students by 29% and added a 35% increase to its tax breaks for college students.

Put another way, the federal government spends over $166 billion on student aid and over $14 billion on
tax benefits for college students, but only $1 billion on vocational education.

Yet, government lassitude aside, the demand for skilled workers is continuing to rise, bringing higher
salaries in its wake. In other words, for students who are willing to do the necessary research and
planning, community college and trade school, once the neglected children of the American educational
system, are starting to look like really good bets.
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Bruce Watson is a senior features writer for DailyFinance. You can reach him by e-mail at 
bruce.watson@teamaol.com, or follow him on Twitter at @bruce1971.
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