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New report shows higher education leads to higher income in lllinois

However, disparities persist in college access, employment outcomes, earnings.

CHICAGO — The value of a college education has been under scrutiny in recent years: Does college still lead to
better economic outcomes? A new report from the lllinois Workforce & Education Research Collaborative, part of

the University of Illinois System’s Discovery Partners Institute, shows that it does — and work is still needed to
broaden the access to that payoff.

IWERC partnered with the lllinois State Board of Education, the Illinois Student Assistance Commission, the lllinois
Department of Employment Security and the UChicago Consortium on School Research to examine the
employment outcomes of lllinois high schoolers several years after graduation. This research used a unique data
set called the lllinois High School 2 Career, which tracks students from high school graduation through

postsecondary education/training (if any) and into the workforce.

The researchers set out to describe the pathways taken by students from different economic backgrounds after
high school and how those pathways related to their later economic outcomes. The goal was to understand how
the state could support all students, including students from disadvantaged backgrounds, in accessing stable and
well-paying jobs.

Key findings:

e On average, students who earned higher educational degrees went on to earn more. This was true for
students of all economic backgrounds.

e Specific degree program and industry mattered — some were higher-earning than others for all student
groups.

e Students from lower-income families were less likely to attain higher degrees or work in higher-earning
industries. This suggests an urgent need to support students from lower-income families in accessing
these important levers of economic success.

e Even with the same educational degree, degree program or industry of employment, students from
lower-income families earned less than those from higher-income families, on average. This pattern
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suggests the presence of entrenched societal issues that limited the upward economic mobility of
economically disadvantaged students.

"The research shows that the best path to attain economic mobility is still a college degree," State Superintendent
of Education Tony Sanders said. "Even factoring in student debt, pursuing a college degree is the surest way for
students to access higher income brackets — as long as they finish. We need to continue to reinforce to students
the value and importance of higher education to achieving their goals — and at the system level, continue to make
learning and instruction relevant, engaging and equitable for all students. Walking students through the High
School 2 Career website, which shows the real outcomes of real lllinois students, is a great way for teachers,
counselors and parents or guardians to help students make informed choices about their paths after school that
align with their life goals."

“This new report confirms previous research by Harvard economist Raj Chetty and others showing that family
income levels during childhood are predictive of future economic outcomes, but they aren’t determinative,” said
Sarah Cashdollar, associate director of IWERC and lead author of the report. “It’s useful to see how college access
can contribute to upward mobility but also sobering to see how far we still have to go.”

“This new report bears out what national data continue to show: that the higher the postsecondary degree level,
the higher the income. Perhaps more important, it shows that achieving any postsecondary attainment, from a
credential to a degree, will, on average, increase earning power over a high school degree alone,” ISAC Executive
Director Eric Zarnikow said. “But the report also tells us that there is work to do, including helping students
understand the different earning potential of certain programs and careers. ISAC is focused not only on providing
the financial aid that can help students access postsecondary education, but also in helping to ensure that all
students have the resources and support they need to make informed choices about college and career.”

“We’re proud to have been part of this study, which made use of an important and novel data collaboration
between multiple state agencies,” IDES Director Ray Marchiori said. “These data can also be used to help students
and families select the best educational and occupational path for their economic success.”

The full report is available here. A subsequent report is forthcoming on the most effective pathways for students
from lower-income backgrounds to reach higher-earning occupations.

For additional report findings, contact Sarah Cashdollar at secash@uillinois.edu.
About The lllinois Workforce & Education Research Collaborative at DPI

IWERC, a research unit of Discovery Partners Institute, part of the University of Illinois System, conducts rigorous,
relevant, and timely cradle-to-career research. IWERC collaborates with community partners to co-construct
solutions to pressing issues and ensure informed decision-making leads to statewide equity advancement. IWERC
is an applied research initiative of Discovery Partners Institute, which also advances tech talent development and
business building in Chicago. With state investment and a high-powered network of university partners regionally
and internationally as a part of the University of Illinois System, DPI has the resources to attract, develop, retain,
and leverage the most ambitious talent in Chicago to address global challenges in our environment, agriculture,
industry, life sciences, and shared digital future. Learn more about IWERC at https://dpi.uillinois.edu/applied-

research/iwerc/

UChicago Consortium on School Research

DISCOVERY PARTNERS INSTITUTE
200 S. Wacker Drive, Chicago, IL 60606 | (312) 585-9095
506 S. Wright St., MC 365, Urbana, IL 61801
dpi.uillinois.edu


https://dpi.uillinois.edu/
https://dpi.uillinois.edu/applied-research/iwerc/current-projects/hs-to-work-portfolio/
https://dpi.uillinois.edu/applied-research/iwerc/
https://dpi.uillinois.edu/applied-research/iwerc/

With the goal of supporting stronger and more equitable educational outcomes for students, the UChicago
Consortium conducts research of high technical quality that informs and assesses policy and practice in the
Chicago Public Schools (CPS). We seek to expand communication among researchers, policymakers, practitioners,
families, and communities as we support the search for solutions to the challenges of school improvement. The
UChicago Consortium encourages the use of research in policy action and practice but does not advocate for
particular policies or programs. Rather, we help to build capacity for school improvement by identifying what
matters most for student success, creating critical indicators to chart progress, and conducting theory-driven
evaluation to identify how programs and policies are working. The University of Chicago Consortium on School
Research is part of the Urban Education Institute, within the University of Chicago Crown Family School of Social
Work, Policy, and Practice. https://consortium.uchicago.edu/

About DPI

Discovery Partners Institute, part of the University of lllinois System, empowers people to jumpstart their tech
careers and companies in Chicago. DPI does three things: Train people for high-demand tech jobs,; innovate through
applied R&D; and support business building. With state investment and a high-powered network of university
partners regionally and internationally, DPI has the resources to attract, develop, retain, and leverage the most
ambitious talent in Chicago to address global challenges in our environment, agriculture, industry, life sciences, and
shared digital future.
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Study shows that in lllinois, more education leads to more earnings

‘META DESCRIPTION

A collaborative study shows that in lllinois, a college education leads to higher earnings, despite ongoing
disparities.
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