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ABOUT K12 ACADEMICS

The world’s largest
education resource.

Online since 2004, K12 Academics has helped millions of families, students and educators
find the right school, college, camp, business and program in their community —
for every kind of learner.

A FOUR-YEAR DEGREE ISN'T THE ONLY PATH

A bachelor's degree is one great path — but it isn't the only one, or the right one for
everyone. Millions of well-paying, in-demand careers are reached through ceriificates,
apprenticeships, and two-year degrees, often with far less time and debt. This gquide walks ten
steps through the options.

General guidance. Pay and demand vary by region and change overtime. This guide describes routes
and fields; for cumrent wages, outlook, and requirements, always check live sources like the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics and CareerOne Stop.
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o STEP 01 OF 10

Good Careers Don’t All Need a Degree

WHAT TO KNOW

it's a myth that every good job requires a bachelor's. A large share of well-paying, stable careers
need a certificate, license, apprenticeship, associate degree, or solid training — not four
years of college.

BY THE NUMBERS

- - -~ - -

Myth-busting Many good jobs Stable & paid

BA isn't required need less schooling not "lesser” careers

HOW TO HELP

Open your options: judge careers by fit, demand, and pay — not by whether they require a four-

year degree.

GOOD TO KNOW
A shorter path can mean earning sooner and owing less — a real financial head start, not a fallback.
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STEP 02 OF 10

Know Your Non-Degree Routes

WHAT TO KNOW

Several proven routes lead to good careers: industry certificates, licenses, apprenticeships
(earn while you learn), two-year associate degrees, the military, coding bootcamps, and on-
the-job training.

BY THE NUMBERS

- g * -y L -y

Certificates Apprenticeships 2-year degrees
fast, focused credentials paid, earn-while-you-learn associate + transfer option

HOW TO HELP

Match the route to the field: trades favor apprenticeships, many health roles use certificates or

associate degrees, and tech often values certs and skills.

GOOD TO KNOW

Some routes let you stack credentials over time — start with a certificate, add more, even a degree
later.
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STEP 03 OF 10

Explore the Skilled Trades

WHAT TO KNOW

The skilled trades — electrician, plumber, HVAC technician, welder, carpenter, machinist — are in
high demand, pay well, resist automation, and are learned largely through paid apprenticeships.

BY THE NUMBERS

= .y L -y *

High demand Good pay Apprenticeship

and hard to offshore + garn while you learn the main path in

HOW TO HELP

if you like hands-on, problem-solving work, explore the trades through local apprenticeships,

unions, and trade programs — demand is strong nationwide.

GOOD TO KNOW

Skilled trades face a wave of retirements — meaning strong demand and opportunity for people entering
NOW.
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Zl STEP 04 OF 10

Explore Healthcare Roles

WHAT TO KNOW

Healthcare offers many strong careers without a bachelor's: dental hygienist, radiologic
technoloqist, respiratory therapist, LPN, paramedic, surgical tech, and more — via certificates or
associate degrees.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Many roles Growing field Direct patient work
cert or 2-year degree steady demand meaningful caresrs

HOW TO HELP

if you want to work in healthcare, research the many roles reachable through community-college

and certificate programs — with clear ladders to advance later.

GOOD TO KNOW

Many healthcare roles let you start working, then upskill — e.g., LPN, then RN, then beyond, often with
employer support.
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STEP 05 OF 10

Explore Technology Paths

WHAT TO KNOW

Tech increasingly values skills over degrees. IT support, cybersecurity, networking, and some
development roles are reachable through industry certifications, bootcamps, and associate
degrees plus a strong portfolio.

BY THE NUMBERS

- g * -y L

Certs matter Bootcamps Portiolio
CompTlA, Cisco, cloud fast, intensive show what you can build

HOW TO HELP

For tech, stack respected certifications and hands-on projects — many employers hire on

demonstrated skill, not just a diploma.

GOOD TO KNOW

A strong portfolio of real projects can outweigh a degree in many tech roles — build things and show
them.
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STEP 068 OF 10

Explore Public Safety ® Service

WHAT TO KNOW

Careers in public safety and service — police, firefighting, EMS, and many government and civil-
service roles — typically require training academies, certifications, or an associate degree rather than
a bachelor—s.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Academies Civil service Benefits & pension
+ certifications many entry paths often strong

HOW TO HELP
if you're drawn to serving your community, look into public-safety academies and civil-service

pathways — many offer strong benefits and stability.

GOOD TO KNOW

Public-service roles often come with pensions and benefits that add real long-term value beyond the
salary.
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7 STEP 07 OF 10

Consider Business ® Independent Paths

WHAT TO KNOW

Many business, sales, and entrepreneurial careers reward skill and drive over credentials: real
estate, sales, hospitality management, and starting your own business — where resuits speak
loudest.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Sales & real estate Entrepreneurship Results-driven
license + skill build your own proof over paper

HOW TO HELP

if you're self-driven, explore licensed or skill-based business paths — many need a license or

certificate, not a four-year degree.

GOOD TO KNOW
Some of the highest earners in sales and real estate never finished a bachelor's — performance drives
pay.
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STEP 08 OF 10

Weigh Cost vs. Return

WHAT TO KNOW

A big advantage of non-degree paths is economics: lower cost, less (or no) debt, and earing
sooner. Apprenticeships even pay you to learn. Run the numbers alongside interest and demand.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Lower cost Earnsooner Apprenticeships
less or no debt start paying off life get paid to learn

HOW TO HELP

Compare the full cost and time to earning of each path — a shorter, cheaper route to a well-

paying career is a powerful financial win.

WATCH oUT

Graduating debt-free (or getting paid to train) is a massive head start — weigh it seriously against a
costly degree.
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STEP 09 OF 10

Know How to Get Started

WHAT TO KNOW

Getting started is concrete: explore programs at community colleges, trade schools, and
registered apprenticeships, check prerequisites, and talk to people working in the field.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Community college Apprenticeship.gov Talk to pros
affordable programs registered programs ask how they started

HOW TO HELP

Research local community-college programs, trade schools, and apprenticeship.gov, note the

entry requirements, and reach out to people in the career.

GOOD TO KNOW

Community colleges are affordable and flexible — an ideal, low-risk place to start almost any non-
degree path.
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STEP 10 OF 10

Keep Your Doors Open

WHAT TO KNOW

Choosing a non-degree path doesn‘t close the college door. Credentials often stack, associate
degrees transfer, and many people add a bachelor’s later — frequently with employer help — once
they’re eaming.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Stackable Transferable Add a degree later
credentials build up 2-y1 = 4-yr1 often employer-funded

HOW TO HELP

Treat your first credential as a foundation you can build on — a degree later is always possible,

and often cheaper once you're working.

GOOD TO KNOW

Many employers pay for further education for current staff — you can earn, work, and upskill without
early debt.
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QUICK REFERENCE

Well-Paying Paths Without a Bachelor’s

Fields with strong, in-demand careers reachable without a four-year degree. (Check current pay and
outlook at BLS — numbers vary by region and change.)
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Skilled trades

Electrician, plumber, HVAC technician, welder, carpenter, machinist — learned via paid apprenticeships;
high demand.

Healthcare

Dental hygienist, radiclogic technologist, respiratory therapist, LPN, paramedic, surgical tech — via
certificates or assoclate degrees.

Technology
IT support, cybersecurity, networking, and some dev roles — via industry certifications, bootcamps, and
portfolios.

Public safety & service
Police, firefighter, EMT/paramedic, and many clvil-service roles — via academies, certifications, and
associate degrees.

Business & independent
Real estate, sales, hospitality management, and entrepreneurship — via licenses, certificates, and
results.
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MANY ROADS TO A GOOD CAREER

Find Your
Community.

Explore our Apprenticeships & Trades, Career Clusters, and Paying for
College guides — among 1,297 free resources to help every student find
their path.
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