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LOCAL EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT IMPROVES
Morganton, NC— The Western Piedmont Workforce Development Board’s most recent Economic Indicators Newsletter brought some welcome and hopeful news.  Over the last eight years, local residents made significant progress in achieving higher levels of educational attainment and the area’s community colleges played a major role in the accomplishment. 

Based on the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2009 American Community Survey, over 8,700 (12%) more folks in the region graduated from high school in 2008 than graduated in 2000.  Over 15,000 (26%) more students entered community colleges in 2008 than did in 2000, improving their job skills and earning certificates, diplomas, and degrees.  Many community college students transferred to four-year institutions and went on to complete bachelor degrees.  During this same period, residents earning bachelor and graduate degrees increased by more than 8,800 (28%).  While these numbers are impressive, what do they really mean for the students, economy, and community?

The simple truth is that the more a person learns, the more that person earns.  High school graduates in North Carolina earned an average of $31,632 in 2007, nearly $10,000 more than a person who did not graduate from high school.  A worker with an associate degree earned an average of $42,261, while the bachelor degree holder earned an average of $61,350. 
In addition, the more education a person has, the less likely they are to be unemployed. In 2008, 17% of North Carolinians with less than a high school diploma were unemployed, compared with 9% of high school graduates, 5% of associate degree graduates, and 2% of bachelor degree graduates. 
Community colleges provide the workforce with opportunities for higher education, increased employment, higher earnings, and stronger skills. Post-secondary education also improves quality of life for the community through increased earnings, job stability and an educated citizenry. 
Western Piedmont Community College and Burke County Public Schools collaborated on a needs assessment for Burke County education in 2003 and began pursuing strategies identified in the report to increase educational attainment in the region. Data indicate that these efforts are successful and the community stands to benefit for years to come.  Burke County Public Schools remain focused on increasing high school graduation rates and encouraging students to pursue post-secondary education. Enrollment at Western Piedmont Community College increased 15% this year, which suggests increases in educational attainment should continue. 
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