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Community College Bachelor's Degrees
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provide students—often working and adult students—with a more convenient and cheaper way to
advance their careers, especially in rural areas that lack four-year institutions. Yet CCB programs are
sometimes seen as unwelcome competition by four-year colleges.

What the Research Tells Us

Community college bachelor’s programs have grown substantially in the last three decades,
but they still produce a relatively small number of degrees.

o Twenty-four states allow community colleges to offer bachelor’s degrees.® Approximately 200
community colleges confer bachelor’s degrees nationwide.®

e Inspring 2025, 76,150 students were enrolled in CCB programs at community colleges, compared
to 4.1 million students enrolled in associate degree programs and 5.3 million students enrolled in
bachelor’s programs at public four-year institutions.”

« Floridabegan CCB programsin 2001; by 2021 the state accounted for 64% of all CCB graduates nationwide #°

Community college bachelor’s programs are mostly workforce-oriented and focus on sectors
where there are labor shortages. Most CCB programs are intended to avoid duplication with
four-year colleges.

* A national inventory of CCB programs conducted in 2021 found that close to half of CCB programs
conferred bachelor of applied science (BAS) degrees and one third conferred bachelor of science (BS) degrees.
Most of the remaining programs conferred bachelor of science in nursing (BSN) degrees.”

* Many community colleges are located in areas that would otherwise be considered “education deserts.”™
Interviews with CCB graduates reveal that living close to a college is an important factor in deciding to
pursue a bachelor’s degree.”” Many former CCB students,” including rural* and Latino students,” say that
living at home was critical for attaining a bachelor’s degree.

¢ Research published in 2021 found that CCB programs in Florida had no negative effect on student
enrollment in or graduation from local public or private nonprofit four-year institutions, but they did have a
negative effect on private for-profit four-year college enrollment.*
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Community college bachelor’s programs provide access to students who might not otherwise
earn a bachelor’s degree, but equity gaps persist in college and after graduation.

» Research in Florida and Washington suggests that, compared to public university graduates in similar
programs, CCB graduates are more likely to be Black and Latino.”

» Research in Washington State suggests that compared to other community college students, CCB
students are older, more likely to receive need-based financial aid, more likely to have some prior college
credits, and more likely to be veterans.®

* There is mixed evidence that CCB programs help address college equity gaps. In Texas, Latino students
are overrepresented in CCB programs, but Latino graduates of CCB programs earned lower wages
compared to White graduates of CCB programs. In Washington, Latino students are underrepresented
in CCB programs, but the annualized earnings of Latino CCB program graduates in the state were
similar to those of other racial/ethnic groups.’®

* Research in Washington finds that overall CCB graduation rates are similar to those of transfer students
and that American Indian, Black, Latino, and Native Hawaiian students in CCB programs graduate at
higher rates than transfer students in those groups. But completion gaps remain between groups.2°22

Community college bachelor’s program graduates earn more than graduates with associate
degrees. However, returns are higher for graduates of four-year colleges.

* An evaluation of 13 of the 24 states offering CCB programs found an average annual wage premium of
$4,000-$9,000 for CCB graduates over associate degree graduates. CCB graduates earned $2,000 less
per year than university graduates, though variation was reported by field of study.?

* InFlorida, CCB graduates earn $10,000 more on average than associate degree graduates one year after
graduation—though these earnings vary widely by field of study and population group. Male CCB
graduates experience particularly strong wage increases.?

* Research in Washington State shows that average earnings for CCB graduates a year after graduation
exceed those of university graduates in similar fields. However, three years post-graduation, university
graduates’ earnings outstrip those of CCB graduates.z

Policy Considerations

* CCB programs can be used to fill gaps in regional labor markets, and they may provide important
avenues to bachelor’s degrees for underserved students, particularly those who do not live close to
four-year institutions.

* Some states have enacted legislation to minimize competition with four-year colleges and to ensure
program value by considering whether similar programs are offered at nearby four-year campuses or
by requiring demonstrated employer or student interest in proposed bachelor’s programs.2

* Research suggests that strong employer partnerships, intentional support for adult students, and
clear career pathways for graduates enhance program quality.?72#2°

» CCB programs help students financially because of their low tuition compared to four-year institutions.*
However, maintaining a CCB program can present additional costs to community colleges as they must
acquire regional accreditation and hire doctoral-level faculty.® Some states allow community colleges to
charge additional tuition or fees for upper-division coursework in bachelor’s degree programs.®

e Itisimportant that colleges clearly communicate pathways and their potential earnings outcomes to

students.** More research is needed to understand how colleges can address earnings gaps between
bachelor’s graduates of four-year institutions and community colleges.

For more information contact Elizabeth Ganga,
CCRC Senior Communications Manager, at ganga@tc.edu
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