* State Collaborative
"‘ on Reformlng Education

Understanding the Impact of
Nondegree Credentials in Tennessee

Postsecondary education and workforce training is a key tool for unlocking economic opportunity for students and
Tennesseans. These pathways to opportunity can take many forms, from traditional two-year and four-year degrees at
colleges and universities to industry credentials and more work-based learning experiences such as apprenticeships.

Many postsecondary pathways include nondegree credentials, or alternatives to traditional degrees that are generally
shorter in duration to earn and more focused on a specific skill or competency. Availability and uptake of nondegree
credentials is growing rapidly in the U.S. and in Tennessee. For example, researchers estimate that these credentials will
be the most awarded credential from higher education institutions within the next decade.! Further, nondegree credentials
provided by nonacademic providers, like employers, already represent

over 60% of the credentials offered across the full landscape of options.? Availability and uptake of

Today, too few Tennesseans are equipped with the skills and knowledge nondegree credentials is
to meet the state’s education and workforce goals. However, nondegree growing rapidly in the U.S. and
credentials can play an important role to close that gap. Tennessee .

has almost twice the number of open jobs as available workers, with in Tennessee. For example’

the state’s labor force participation rate lagging behind the national researchers estimate that

average. Further, by 2031, 63% of Tennessee jobs will require some form . .
. . . these credentials will be the
of postsecondary education. Over one-third of those jobs are forecasted

for Tennesseans with “some college, no degree,” a designation that can most awarded credential from

include nondegree credentials.® . . . . .
9 higher education institutions

In short, nondegree credentials have the potential to solve our within the next decade.
workforce challenges. When we gain better insight into nondegree

credential alignment to the state’s workforce and economic development goals, we will not only benefit the state as a
whole but also offer greater opportunity to today’s students as they enter the workforce. However, more information is
needed to understand the impact of these credentials on individual and workforce outcomes. This type of information is
needed to ensure that investments in nondegree credentials result in putting more students on pathways to economic
independence while also meeting state workforce development goals.

WHAT IS ANONDEGREE CREDENTIAL?

Nondegree credentials are focused on a specific competency or set of competencies and result in an award that is not

a traditional postsecondary degree. They are also shorter in duration than traditional degrees and often not eligible

for federal financial aid. The landscape of these opportunities is complex and includes programs such as diplomas,
certificates, workforce training options, industry credentials, apprenticeships, state licenses, microcredentials, and
digital badges. Various providers offer these credentials to students, including postsecondary institutions, state agencies,
industry trade organizations, private third-party providers, and employers.*

* x
tnscore.org * info@tnscore.org | 615.727.1545 | 1801 West End Ave, Suite 300, Nashville, TN 37203 1



Nondegree credentials can be either for-credit or noncredit opportunities, with the use of the term “nondegree” referring to
either of these programs separately or together.

For-Credit

For-credit options in Tennessee, such as diplomas and certificates provided by Tennessee’s Colleges of Applied Technology
(TCATSs), are eligible for state financial aid.

Examples:

e TCAT certificate or diploma in practical nursing
e TCAT certificate or diploma in information technology

Noncredit, Nondegree Credentials

Noncredit, nondegree credentials include workforce training at postsecondary institutions and third-party providers, such
as industry credentials, apprenticeships, microcredentials, and other opportunities that generally take less than one year to
earn. These noncredit options are typically not eligible for either federal or state student financial aid, though many states —
including Tennessee — are exploring strategies to expand funding options for these credentials. While noncredit credentials
are numerous and span multiple providers, this term is often used to illustrate the distinction between for-credit and
noncredit options at postsecondary institutions.

Examples:

* Amazon web services certification

e Southeast Lineman Training Center’s electrical lineworker program
o Certified Financial Planner (CFP)

o Microsoft Office certifications

NONDEGREE OPTIONS ARE NUMEROUS; POPULARITY IS HIGH

Over the past decade, nondegree credentials have skyrocketed in popularity, with an increase in the number of programs

and in student enrollment.

e Providers who operate outside of K-12 and higher education systems have opened more than 340,000 new

nondegree options since 2019.°

e Nondegree credential programs have also become more prevalent within higher education institutions. For-credit
nondegree credentials are estimated to be the most conferred award in postsecondary education in the coming
years.® Those estimates do not include noncredit programs, meaning the role and prevalence of nondegree

credentials at postsecondary institutions is likely even more significant.

Research also shows that seven in 10 students believe that nondegree credentials provide an excellent or good value
for those that pursue them.” In addition to the increase in the number of nondegree options, both adult learners
and younger students have an increased interest today in choosing these shorter-term options that offer more

skills-focused training.
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Young People Increasingly Value Nondegree Options

Respondents Who Rated Training as 'Excellent’ or 'Good' Value
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Data Note: Data represent 4,848 high school students and 18- to 30-year-old graduates.
Source: Continuing to Explore the Exodus from Higher Education, Gates Foundation

REALIZING THE POTENTIAL OF NONDEGREE CREDENTIALS

While there are plenty of nondegree options, key information for understanding the impact of any given credential is
missing. We do not know which programs lead to the greatest opportunities for students, whether that be through
higher wages, career progression, or connecting to jobs that are in growing fields.

Survey data on nondegree credentials show that there is a significant variation in self-reported earnings for employees
who report nondegree credentials as their highest form of education. Fifty-one percent of these employees self-report
earning more than $50,000, but 27% self-reported earning less than $30,000 per year, well below the average living
wage for a single Tennessean.® With such a complex landscape, this lack of clarity is detrimental, leaving students,
employers, and the state without the insights they need to make informed decisions about investments, supports, and
guidance that lead to career success and a thriving economy.

Tennessee needs better insight into which credentials are aligned to the state’s workforce and economic development
goals. When we understand nondegree credential impact, we can: develop resources and supports to aid students in
choosing which nondegree credentials to pursue as they further their career goals; prioritize the credentials meeting
employer need; and invest in programs that offer real benefit to students and the state.
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TENNESSEE MUST TAKE ACTION TO BETTER CONNECT NONDEGREE
PROGRAMS TO WORKFORCE OPPORTUNITY

Tennessee can lead the nation in enhancing state data systems that allow us to increase our understanding about the
benefits of nondegree programs for students if we do the following:

o Strengthen nondegree data collection and reporting.

o The Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) should systematically collect student-level, noncredit, and industry
credential data to monitor outcomes over time.

o Any state investment in nondegree credentials should articulate clear requirements for data collection and
reporting of learner outcomes, including program completion, credential attainment, job placement, and
earnings associated with any nondegree credential, including those offered by non-TBR providers.

o To facilitate a comprehensive understanding of nondegree offerings, Tennessee should collect statewide
noncredit data that span provider and credential type.

o Look at that data to create an understanding of credential impact. To best unlock economic opportunity for
students and the state, Tennessee must understand how nondegree credential options align with high-wage, high-
demand job opportunities and how they stack into other impact credentials.

¢ Prioritize nondegree credentials that prepare students for careers that enable economic independence.
With more information about impact in hand, policymakers can make informed decisions to drive education and
workforce alignment across Tennessee. State incentives, financial or otherwise, should prioritize the development
and scaling of these nondegree programs that are aligned to workforce needs and lead to economic independence
for Tennesseans.

References

1 The Future of Postsecondary Education in the US: 5 Counting U.S. Postsecondary and Secondary Credentials.
Exploring the Impact of 50 Years of Change, and Credential Engine. (2022).
Potential Futures for Postsecondary Education. Holon

1Q, Education Intelligence Unit. (May 2023). 6 The Future of Postsecondary Education in the US:

Exploring the Impact of 50 Years of Change, and

tnscore.org *

Counting U.S. Postsecondary and Secondary Credentials.

Credential Engine. (2022)

Understanding America’s Labor Shortage: The Most
Impacted States. U.S. Chamber of Commerce Worker
Shortage Index. (2025); U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics. (2024); After Everything: Projections of Jobs,
Education, and Training Requirements through 2031.
Georgetown University McCourt School of Public

Policy Center on Education and the Workforce. (2024).

Van Noy, Michelle. Making Sense of Quality in the Non-
Degree Credential (NDC) Marketplace — Implications for
Policymakers and Practitioners. Rutgers Education and
Employment Research Center. (June 2023).

* x

Potential Futures for Postsecondary Education. Holon
1Q, Education Intelligence Unit. (May 2023).

Continuing to Explore the Exodus from Higher Education.
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. (March 2024).

Hanson, Andrew. Examining the Value of Nondegree
Credentials. Strada Education Foundation. (July 2021).

info@tnscore.org | 615.727.1545 | 1801 West End Ave, Suite 300, Nashville, TN 37203 4



