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In 2010, Jessica Underwood graduated from Carthage 
College in Kenosha with a stellar academic record, a can-do 
attitude and a newly minted business degree.

But it's been a rough entry into the real world. Like many of 
her peers, the 24-year-old has acutely felt the stress of a 
sluggish economy, landing in low-wage jobs, such as 
telemarketing and retail.
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"I applied to anything I could find ... sometimes filling out 
10 applications a day," the Downers Grove resident said. 
"But it was just like a ticket to nowhere."

Three years after graduation, Underwood decided that she 
needed to reboot — and fast. At the College of DuPage, she 
enrolled in the paralegal certification program, which 
offered a robust hiring outlook, but also the chance to 
reinvent herself in only 18 months.

While community colleges have long been known for their 
affordability, they are now touting speed and flexibility as 
well. Marketing terms such as "fast-track," "accelerate" and 
"career in a year" are being embraced by these institutions, 
which have seen enrollments surge since the recession, especially among laid-off middle-aged 
Americans seeking new skills.

But appealing to students like Underwood — who have already donned a cap and gown — is a 
relatively recent phenomenon. The shift is coming at a time when sky-high tuition, abysmally 
low graduation rates and record student debt have sparked a national conversation on the 
value of college.

"Higher education is going through a tremendous flux right now," said Norma Kent of the 
American Association of Community Colleges. "Everyone is looking for ways to be relevant, 
and everything we do is being examined."

At Prairie State College in Chicago Heights, which unveiled its "Career in a Year" campaign in 
January, enrollment jumped by about 50 percent in programs such as home inspection and 
dialysis/pharmacy technicians. When Harper College in Palatine launched its "fast track" 
advanced manufacturing program — certification in one semester, followed by a paid 
internship with a partner company — the information session attracted a standing-room-only 
crowd.

"Companies just don't have the time to train people on the job anymore," said Maria Coons, a 
Harper administrator. "So (students) come here, acquire additional skills and go to work."

More than ever, companies want people adept at communicating, critical thinking and 
problem solving — all hallmarks of a liberal arts education. Studies continue to show that 
people with a four-year degree earn more, on average, over the course of their lifetime than 
those without college degrees. But employers say there's often a mismatch between what 
traditional colleges are producing and what they need.

One of the biggest voids in the marketplace is "middle-skills" jobs, which require special 
training or certification. Almost a third — 17 million out of 55 million — of new openings from 
now to 2020 are going to require those skills as baby boomers retire, said Anthony Carnevale, 
executive director of Georgetown University's Center on Education and the Workforce.

The demand is especially high in fields like health care, information technology and 
manufacturing. And while classroom time can vary, many programs give students credit for 
their previous learning, allowing them to be work-ready in record time.

Middle-skills jobs are also important because they often bring middle-class paychecks. For 
example, 62 percent of these positions pay $35,000 per year or more and 14 percent pay at 
least $75,000 — far better than the typical sociology or English major earns waiting on tables, 
according to Carnevale.

"The certification is the fastest-growing credential in the entire postsecondary system," 
Carnevale said.

But he cautioned against jumping into programs that promise too much too soon to recent 
graduates desperate to get a toehold in the labor market. Without the proper accreditation, 
Carnevale said, you could find yourself with even more debt or mismatched skills.

"Let the buyer beware, the best way to find out whether or not a program will lead you to a job 
is to find out from the people who graduated from the same program," he said.
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Underwood thought her general business degree would make her instantly employable. "I 
wish someone told me to get some kind of specialty. It probably would have made my job 
search a lot easier."

After graduation from Carthage, she moved back to her hometown of Freeport, where she 
found herself vying for positions that, in an earlier era, would require only a high school 
diploma. She sold AT&T packages and insurance for Bankers Life and Casualty and managed 
an office for Prudential.

"It was cold-calling, 100 percent commission and really tough," said Underwood, who also 
worked part time at Victoria's Secret to help pay the bills, which included about $60,000 in 
college loans.

Eventually, something had to give. Her boyfriend lived in Downers Grove, so she looked at the 
offerings at College of DuPage and started the paralegal program in January.

"I am very organized, so I thought this was a good fit for my personality ... plus it was 
something I could finish fairly quickly." Next May she'll be a paralegal, a field in which the 
median pay is almost $47,000, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Sarah Cole, 25, has also gone the certification route. The Wheeling resident, who holds a 
biology and math degree from Roosevelt University, made a key discovery before graduation: 
"Blood makes me queasy."

So she took a job at Columbia College in the maintenance/engineering department while she 
figured out her next move. To her surprise, Cole had a real affinity for the position. Rather 
than being the "dirty hands" labor of the old economy, today's systems are increasingly 
complex, requiring that technicians be more savvy about programming a computer than 
crawling into a vent.

She signed up for a heating, ventilation and air-conditioning certification at Harper, where, in 
two semesters, a student could earn credentials that can translate into a median salary of 
$42,530 per year.

Moreover, the industry is expected to grow by 34 percent by 2020 — one reason employers 
regularly call Harper, eager to recruit right out of the classroom. If Cole decides to keep 
layering on additional certificates, she could become a building automation systems engineer, 
which can pay salaries topping the six-figure mark.

"There's always going to be someone who needs heating and cooling," Cole said.

Mary Chapman, Marquette University class of 2007, thinks the same will hold true for 
phlebotomy. The anthropology major originally planned to be a teacher. Instead she found 
herself mired in customer service jobs, mostly in the tourism industry.

"Even after a few years, I was just still just barely getting by — and I didn't want to barely get 
by," the Mount Prospect woman said. "I wanted to have a skill set where I didn't have to 
convince someone I'm this amazing person."

A friend told her about the phlebotomy curriculum at Oakton Community College in Des 
Plaines, where the 28-year-old learned everything she needed to know about drawing blood in 
less than a year — a career she found to be both economically and time feasible. This week she 
started her new job at NorthShore University HealthSystem in Skokie.

Does she have any regrets? "Sometimes ... when Sallie Mae calls," said Chapman, declining to 
specify how much she owes in student loans.

"I did get this fantastic education, except the rules changed. It's a whole new world that I 
wasn't prepared for. But I am now."
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