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The transition from high school to college, technical training, 
or career is a critical step in a young adult’s life. As young 
adults become independent, their immediate post-high school decisions will 
have a significant impact on their lifetime earnings, opportunities for career 
advancement, and life satisfaction.1 When planning for life after high school, 
students must consider not only their future economic prospects, but also 
the extent to which they will be satisfied in their job, their interests, level of 
motivation to pursue their career, and how well prepared they are for their 
intended career or postsecondary education.

In a job market increasingly demanding high-skilled workers, the return on 
investment from additional education beyond a high school diploma increases.2 
Nationally, median annual earnings for high school graduates decreased by 
10.8 percent from 1965 to 2013, while earnings increased by 17.2 percent 
for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher during this same time period.3 
Recognizing the need for a well-trained workforce, as well as the personal 
economic benefits of postsecondary education, the state of Indiana has set a 
goal of having 60 percent of adult Hoosiers with a state-defined high-quality 
degree or credential by 2025.4 As of 2014, 33.1 percent of adults 25 and older 
had attained an associate degree or higher.5 
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The value of postsecondary education is not only 
economic. Postsecondary education facilitates intellectual 
and personal growth and helps students develop skills that 
are applicable to life in general, including those related 
to problem solving and interpersonal relationships.6 In 
postsecondary education environments, students also 
develop social skills and refine their set of moral values.7 
According to research, happiness with life increases with 
the number of years of schooling an individual completes, 
as does job satisfaction.8 Additional years of schooling are 
also associated with better self-reported health outcomes 
and higher occupational prestige.9 Completion of additional 
years of school has been found to be positively related to 
rates of voting and volunteering.10 

Nearly two-thirds of respondents from the 2015 Learn More 
Indiana survey planned on attending a four-year college or 
university after high school (64.1%).11 A smaller percentage 
(14.5%) intended to enroll in a community college, and 2.3 
percent planned to attend career or technical college. Only 
1.3 percent planned to participate in an apprenticeship 
program, with 3.3 percent planning on joining the military. 
Another 8.1 percent intended to enter the workforce directly 
after high school. 

This issue brief focuses on the postsecondary education 
and career options high school students have after 
graduation and seven considerations they should keep 
in mind when making career and related postsecondary 
education decisions. Resources are provided to help 
young adults and their parents and advisors make informed 
decisions after high school.  

Postsecondary Pathways
The postsecondary pathways described in this 
section are commonly taken by students after 
high school but are not all inclusive. For example, 
students may study abroad or go on a mission trip after high 
school. It also should be noted that career pathways are often 
nonlinear, meaning students may enter one path and end 
up in another. With the exception of becoming unemployed, 
which has serious negative long-term consequences, each 
path has advantages and disadvantages.12  

Four-year College
Students have a wide variety of in-state four-
year colleges from which to choose. There are 
24 public college campuses, 40 private nonprofit college 
campuses and 28 private for-profit college campuses 
located in Indiana.13 When choosing a college, students 
should consider the cost of attendance, financial aid 
availability, academic reputation of the school, available 
majors and degree programs of interest, distance from 
home, and the size and composition of the student body.14  

Equally important is the choice of a major, in terms of 
personal interest, job demand, and earnings. According 
to a Georgetown University study, the typical employee 
with the highest earning major (petroleum engineering) 
earns $91,000 more in a year than the typical employee 
with the lowest earning major (counseling psychology).15  
Many students value other factors in their careers above 
earnings, but it is important for all students to have as much 
information as possible when making decisions about 
majors and careers.

According to the 2015 Learn More Indiana survey, 12th 
grade students were familiar with four-year colleges as a 
postsecondary option:16 

• 75.9 percent of respondents could describe a four-year 
college.

• 72.8 percent of respondents knew what to do to get into a 
four-year college.

The class of 2014’s enrollment in any higher education 
institution varied considerably by diploma type, with 92 
percent of Honors Diploma recipients, 59 percent of Core 
40 Diploma recipients, and 24 percent of General Diploma 
recipients enrolling.19

About two-thirds of in-state students (63.6%)  
who graduated from high school in 2014 and 
attended a postsecondary institution were 
enrolled in a bachelor’s degree program.17 
The on-time completion rate at Indiana’s four-year colleges 
was 36.1 percent for the college cohort graduating in 2014. 

Nearly half of students who eventually completed  
a bachelor’s degree needed extended time (5-8 years).18



3

 Two-year College
Two-year colleges offer both certificates and 
associate degrees. Associate degrees typically take 
two years of full-time coursework and certificates can 
last one to two years. Due to the lower cost per credit 
hour and the ability to transfer credits to many four-year 
colleges, associate degrees can be used as stepping 
stones to the completion of bachelor’s degrees.20 
Two-year colleges can be either for-profit or nonprofit 
institutions. There are 48 two-year college campuses in 
the state, of which 30 offer associate degrees, and 52 
four-year institutions which also offer associate degrees.21 
Ivy Tech – the state’s largest two-year college enrolling 
171,491 students in 2014-15 on 15 campuses – offers 
associate degree courses in more than 60 fields of 
study.22 

The 2015 Learn More Indiana survey found that 
12th grade students were relatively familiar with two-year colleges as a 
postsecondary option:23 

• 67.3 percent of respondents could describe a two-year or community college.

• 62.4 percent of respondents knew what to do to get into a two-year or 
community college.

Of the students from the 2014 graduating cohort who attended a postsecondary 
institution, 32.1 percent of students were pursuing an associate degree.24 In 
the same cohort, 9,494 students attended Ivy Tech, equaling 27.3 percent of 
the student population attending an Indiana higher education public institution 
or system.25 According to the Indiana Commission for Higher Education, only 
6.2 percent of students complete a two-year degree program on time. Over 
three out of four of the students who eventually completed an associate degree 
needed extended time (3-6 years.)

Technical Training
Technical training comes in the form of apprenticeship 
programs, certificate programs and on-the-job training. 
Apprenticeship programs combine on-the-job training with classroom 
instruction supervised by skilled workers in a technical trade, such as plumbing 
or ironworking.26 Certificate programs typically take less than two years to 
complete and provide participants with training in an occupation that is not 
considered a technical trade, including long-haul truck driving and barbering. 
Ivy Tech, the state’s largest certificate-granting institution, offers certificates in 
42 fields of study, ranging from automotive technology to entrepreneurship.27 
Some employers offer technical training to employees to develop their specific 
job-related skillset, often in the manufacturing industry.28 

Source: Indiana 
Commission for Higher 

Education
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Based on the 2015 Learn More Indiana survey, 12th grade 
students were relatively unfamiliar with technical training as 
a postsecondary option:29 

• 45.9 percent of respondents could describe an 
apprenticeship program, 37.5 percent could describe a 
private career college, and 67.8 percent could describe 
on-the-job training.

• 30.1 percent of respondents knew how to get into an 
apprenticeship program, and 30.1 percent knew how to 
get into a private career college.

Indiana ranks in the top 10 states for the number of 
active apprentices, with 11,283 apprentices in 831 active 
programs during federal fiscal year 2015.30 A survey of 
Indiana manufacturers found that more than 60 percent 
of surveyed plants had apprenticeship programs.31 In the 
state of Indiana, 94 campuses award certificates at public 
and private institutions, with some institutions having 
multiple campuses.32 

Military
Joining a branch of the military as a 
young adult is a choice few young 
Hoosiers make. In 2014, 2,962 young 
adults – 2,495 males and 467 females 
– enlisted in a branch of the military, 

equaling less than one half of one percent 
of young adults in the state.33 Nationally, the 

overwhelming majority of active duty military 
members (77.0%) attained a high school 
diploma or some college, with 92.1 percent 
of enlisted soldiers reaching this level of 
attainment.34 With few exceptions, a high 
school diploma or equivalent is required to 
enlist in all branches of the military. 

According to the 2015 Learn More Indiana survey, 12th 
grade students were unfamiliar with the military as a career 
option:35 

• 35.2 percent of survey 
respondents could describe the 
job training that is available in 
the military.

• 42.5 percent of respondents 
knew what to do to get into the 
military.

Young adults can join the military by enlisting, participating 
in an ROTC program, joining the military reserves or being 
accepted into a service academy. Unlike many careers that 
require only a high school diploma, members of the military 
receive extensive job training and have many opportunities 
for career advancement.36 Service members are eligible to 
receive postsecondary education funding through the GI 
Bill.37 Young adults who participate in the ROTC program 
may receive free tuition and a stipend while in college in 
exchange for varying years of service depending their 
branch of the armed services.38  

Workforce
Reasons why young adults enter the workforce 
directly after high school include: 

• a lack of qualifications to be admitted to a postsecondary 
institution; 

• limited personal or financial support to attend a 
postsecondary institution; 

• a desired career which does not require additional 
training; 

• a lack of interest in postsecondary education; or 

• the need to enter the workforce to support themselves or 
family. 

Master’s Degree

Bachelor’s Degree  
(4 years)

Associate Degree  
(2 years)

Longer-term Certificate  
(1+ year)

Short-term Certficate * 
(< 1 year)

$47,308

*Year 10 data unavailable          Source: Indiana Commission for Higher Education

Earnings 1 Year, 5 Years, and 10 Years after Completion  
of a Degree or Credential in Indiana
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$62,479

$32,804 $41,049 $50,041

$32,351 $40,299 $47,610

$27,875 $34,393 $39,599

Year 1

Year 5

Year 10



5

The 2015 Learn More Indiana survey found that 12th grade students 
were familiar with workforce opportunities after high school:39 

• 74.6 percent of respondents knew how to find jobs that match their 
interests.

• 80.7 percent of respondents had learned about jobs that interest 
them.

• 76.6 percent of respondents knew how much education is required for 
jobs that interest them.

• 65.4 percent of respondents knew how to find out if workers will be 
needed for the jobs that interest them.

The Department of Workforce Development (DWD) estimates that 36.8 
percent of jobs will require a high school diploma in 2022, and 13.9 
percent will require less than a high school diploma.40 In 2022, only 
six percent of high-wage, high-demand jobs will require less than a 
high school diploma, and 27.8 percent of these jobs will require a high 
school diploma.     

Unemployment
Unemployment, or the inability to find a job when 
seeking one, after high school is a postsecondary 
path that puts young adults at risk of negative career 
outcomes. It is associated with lower lifetime earnings and less 
opportunity for career advancement.42 Reasons for unemployment 
among young adults include: failing to obtain a high school diploma, 
skills mismatch with job openings, a lack of work experience and weak 
“soft skills”.43  

From 2010 to 2014, unemployment among 16- to 19-year-old Hoosiers 
ranged between 21.4 percent and 26.7 percent.1 For 20- to 24-year-
olds, unemployment ranged between 12.2 percent and 16.6 percent 
during the same time period.44 Compared to the five-year average 
(8.8%) for the entire population of Indiana, youths and young adults 
are disproportionately affected 
by unemployment.45 Within this 
age group, unemployment varies 
considerably by level of educational 
attainment, with those having more 
education experiencing lower 
unemployment rates.46

1 Unemployment is calculated using the current labor force, or those actively seeking employment. Full-time students would not be considered in the labor force.

Unemployment Rate by Educational Attainment  
Ages 20-24, United States: 2015

Total Less than high school 
completion

High school completion Some college, no 
bachelor’s degree

Bachelor’s degree  
or higher

12.3%

19.9%

15.8%

9.6%

5.1%

Source: National Center for Education Statistics

Of the 50 well-paying jobs 
identified by DWD projected to be 
most in demand in 2022, only six 
require a high school diploma as 
the minimum level of educational 
attainment.41
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Seven Considerations, Key Questions and Resources When Making Postsecondary Plans
Consideration Key Questions Resources

Interests

1
• Which classes did I find particularly interesting in high school?
• What types of activities do I get excited about doing?
• What activities do I feel most in my element doing?

Indiana Career Explorer  
The Indiana Career Explorer provides career interests, skills confidence, 
and work values assessments, which, when completed, provide a list 
of occupations matching the results from the assessments. The website 
also provides job search resources and information about colleges and 
financial aid. http://www.indianacareerexplorer.com

Motivation

2
• Does my motivation for pursuing a degree, credential or employment 

opportunity come from within me or from something outside of me?
• Does my motivation for pursuing a career come from seeking prestige, a 

high salary, intellectual curiosity, desire to make the world a better place 
or something else?

• How long am I willing to work on my degree or credential?
• Am I willing to make sacrifices to complete my degree or credential?

P20 Motivation & Learning Lab; University of Kentucky  
The P20 Motivation & Learning Lab provides research resources 
regarding student motivation and self-efficacy, as well as links to 
motivation assessments. http://p20motivationlab.org

Preparation

3
• In which classes did I excel and struggle during high school?
• Are there are any subject areas or skills where I feel like I need additional 

help in my postsecondary program or career?

College and Career Readiness; Indiana Department of 
Education  
The College and Career Readiness website provides information about 
dual credit programs, remediation, college readiness assessments, and 
career pathways. http://www.doe.in.gov/ccr

Affordability

4
• How much does it cost to be trained for my career? 
• Is financial aid available for my degree program or credential?
• What type of financial aid do I qualify for?
• How much student debt am I willing to take on to complete my degree?

Indiana College Costs Estimator; Learn More Indiana  
The Indiana College Costs Estimator provides college cost comparisons 
for Indiana public and private two- and four-year colleges. Users can 
calculate their estimated after-financial aid cost of attendance. Links 
to scholarships from granting organizations in the county in which a 
student resides also are available. http://www.indianacollegecosts.org/
research-other-planning-steps

Job Demand

5
• Is there current demand for jobs in my desired field of employment?
• Will there be demand for jobs in my desired field of employment in 5 

years, 10 years, 20 years, etc. from now?
• Are in-demand jobs well-paying and secure, and do they offer a track for 

career advancement?
• Does my current educational background and work experience make me 

qualified for an in-demand job?
• What type of education and training do I need to find an in-demand job?

Hoosiers by the Numbers; Indiana Department of Workforce 
Development  
The Future Demand resource provides estimates of current and projected 
occupational employment for a 10-year period for the state and by 
region. Data also are available for future demand by the type of degree 
earned.  http://www.hoosierdata.in.gov/FD/overview.aspx The Hoosier 
Hot 50 tool provides a list of well-paying, in-demand jobs for Hoosiers 
in the year 2022. Educational qualifications and typical salaries for 50 
careers are displayed. https://netsolutions.dwd.in.gov/hh50

Job 
Satisfaction

6
• Will I find happiness and meaning in my career now and in the future?
• What level of income will I be satisfied with earning?
• What are my values and will I be able to adhere to them in my career?
• Will I be challenged to grow intellectually and personally in my career?

Job Meaning Tool; PayScale Human Capital  
The Job Meaning Tool provides data visualizations on the relationship 
between job meaning and salary for 24 job categories and 500 unique 
job titles. The tool also lists jobs by salary, the percentage of people 
reporting high job meaning, and high job satisfaction. http://www.
payscale.com/data-packages/most-and-least-meaningful-jobs 

Return on 
Investment

7
• How much time and money am I willing to spend on my education?
• Am I willing to wait on earning an income in order to pursue a degree or 

credential which will help me earn more in the future?
• What degree or credential will yield the highest return on investment?

College Return on Investment; Learn More Indiana  
The College Return on Investment resource provides data visualizations 
on the annual cost of college before and after financial aid, graduates’ 
average debt, and the percentage of graduates with debt. Data 
visualizations are available for the most common areas of employment 
in the state for graduates based on their program of study. Users also 
can compare typical annual salaries for graduates in the state based on 
their program of study, college, and years of experience after graduation. 
http://www.learnmoreindiana.org/cost/college-costs/college-return-on-
investment

Seven Considerations
High schoolers and their parents and advisors have a wealth of resources to help 
guide the students’ post-high school plans. In fact, there is so much available information 
that it can be difficult to sift through what is useful. To help guide the decision making process, this brief 
provides key questions for seven important considerations when making career and education decisions. 
The Resources section offers online resources to help answer these questions.

http://www.indianacareerexplorer.com
http://p20motivationlab.org
http://www.doe.in.gov/ccr
http://www.indianacollegecosts.org/research-other-planning-steps
http://www.indianacollegecosts.org/research-other-planning-steps
http://www.hoosierdata.in.gov/FD/overview.aspx
https://netsolutions.dwd.in.gov/hh50
http://www.payscale.com/data-packages/most-and-least-meaningful-jobs
http://www.payscale.com/data-packages/most-and-least-meaningful-jobs
http://www.learnmoreindiana.org/cost/college-costs/college-return-on-investment
http://www.learnmoreindiana.org/cost/college-costs/college-return-on-investment
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IYI Resources

The latest data is at your fingertips with IYI’s Data Center. Search  
statistics and gather data to improve your program planning and grant writing or,  
request customized data. Go to www.iyi.org/data.

Get the most comprehensive overview of children’s well-being in Indiana. Download 
the Kids Count in Indiana Data Book at www.iyi.org/databook.

Want in-depth information on youth? Check out the free resources at IYI’s Virginia 
Beall Ball Library. We will mail you the library materials and include a postage paid 
return envelope. Go to www.iyi.org/library for details.

Text the word “grad” plus your or your student’s high school graduation year to  
69979 to receive free, grade-specific text reminders about test and application  
deadlines and other great tips for college and career readiness.

Looking for training on youth issues? IYI provides regional trainings and free webinars on 
youth development and nonprofit management. Go to https://www.iyi.org/professional-development/
trainings for details.

Need one-on-one assistance with planning, evaluating, or expanding your organization? 
Benefit from IYI’s Consulting Services and receive professional help at affordable hourly rates 
– discounted far below market value. Go to www.iyi.org/consulting-services for details.

IYI Postsecondary Pathways Resources

College & Career Counseling
The Indiana Youth Institute’s College & Career Counseling (C3) services provide parents, educators, youth workers, 
communities, and civic and government leaders with the information and resources they need to ensure all Indiana 
youth are motivated to pursue the possibilities of postsecondary readiness, access and success. C3 services 
include: webinars, the Postsecondary Counseling Institute, and Trip to College Text Alerts. https://www.iyi.org/
college-career-counseling
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