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For those of you who haven’t noticed the shifting winds of higher education, certifications
have been secretly creating an entire new industry that is layered between colleges and
employers. While they don’t compete directly with colleges, they’re quickly rising in
importance, as a preferred form of credentialing, one that is highly adaptable, outside of
governmental controls, where companies can provide far more input.
Businesses today care far less about someone’s degree or underlying coursework, and far
more about whether they’ve been able to pass the necessary certification tests.
The timing is perfect because a growing chorus of people have been asking, “is a college
degree really worth it?”
Americans now owe over $1.56 trillion in student loan debt, spread out among 44.7 million
borrowers. That’s roughly $521 billion more than the total U.S. credit card debt.
Yet, it’s not just about the money. On the surface, highly paid engineers and financial
managers still make tons of money. The true cost-to-benefit analysis needs to focus more
on the “half-life of a skillset.”
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For this reason, certifications are shining a spotlight on urgently needed skills that
universities never saw coming. What makes matters worse is traditional colleges have
virtually no ability to quickly adapt to these new markets.
We have been operating under the delusion that anything we learn early in life will benefit
us for a lifetime. That wasn’t true for the mandatory calculus courses I struggled with many
years ago, and it won’t be true for many of today’s less-than-useful courses that receive
“mandatory” designations by universities today.
Our entire education system has been formed around a “just in case” mindset so students
can be prepared for whatever situation they run into, “just in case” they need it.
But with education, we’re aiming at a moving target.
Med students, lawyers, and others pursuing advanced degrees will often spend 7-10 years
in pursuit of their dream job, which will likely morph into something totally different by the
time they get there.
The combined cost of both the time and tuition leaves many with a staggering amount of
debt. The rationalization for college loans often takes the form of, “surely I can earn my way
out of this massive debt I’m creating!”
Since 11.5% of student loans are delinquent, that statement has not been true for over 5
million students, and likely 2-3 times that many are struggling to stay ahead.
Until recently, college degrees were the only game in town. Yes, a person could start their
own business, write a best-selling novel, or become a Hollywood actor or actress, but those
odds were even less with no clear path for getting there. College degrees offered a clear
path to a well-respected accomplishment, even if it didn’t work out as planned for everyone.
That was so yesterday!
Today there are a number of certifications that can be gained in far less time, for far less
money, and a person’s overall earning powers can more than double.
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Physics class at Moore College in the 1800s.

First, a little history
Where did the 4-year degree come from?
As it turns out, the 4-year degree had a fuzzy beginning but was primarily an American
invention stemming from the early 1800s. During that era, information was scarce and it
was felt that educated people needed to have a well-rounded “breadth” of education to
compliment the “depth” of their core discipline (major).
For this reason, colleges started requiring half of their coursework fall into the “breadth”
category, typically in the area of humanities, liberal arts, and social sciences. For most
colleges, this is still a requirement today.
Although colleges argue we still need the breadth of education, most of us are already
getting it ambiently.
According to Statista, the average American today is consuming information 721 minutes
per day (12 hours and 1 minute) from TV, mobile devices, computers, print media, and
more.
While academics contend that watching YouTube cannot be considered the equivalent of
attending a college course, others will maintain it’s far better because it’s immediate,
relevant, and it doesn’t cost anything.
To be sure, this is a debate that has not gone unnoticed by most institutions. Even though
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the time/money investment in college education is trending in the opposite direction of
other consumer services, reducing degree requirements goes counter to the current timein-seats financial model most colleges are reliant on.

Tech industry certifications reflect the today’s demand for unique talent.

Top-Paying Certifications 2019
Each year, Global Knowledge creates an annual list of top-paying IT certifications which
reflects shifting philosophies and tech trends greatly impacting IT departments around the
United States. This year’s highest-paying certifications reveal a strong emphasis on cloud
computing, cybersecurity, networking and project management.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

$139,529 – Google Certified Professional Cloud Architect
$135,798 – PMP® – Project Management Professional
$135,441 – Certified ScrumMaster®
$132,840 – AWS Certified Solutions Architect – Associates
$130,369 – AWS Certified Developer – Associates
$121,288 – Microsoft Certified Solutions Expert (MCSE): Server Infrastructure
$120,566 – ITIL® Foundation
$118,412 – CISM – Certified Information Security Manager
$117,395 – CRISC – Certified in Risk and Information Systems Control
$116,900 – CISSP – Certified Information Systems Security Professional
$116,306 – CEH – Certified Ethical Hacker
$113,442 – Citrix Certified Associate – Virtualization (CCA-V)
$110,321 – CompTIA Security+
$107,143 – CompTIA Network+
$106,957 – Cisco Certified Networking Professional (CCNP) Routing and Switching
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NOTE: Dollar amounts reflect average salaries currently being paid. This is the first year for
the Google Certified Professional Cloud Architect.

Top Paying Non-Tech Certifications
After looking at the impressive salaries for top tech positions it’s easy to overlook many of
the non-tech opportunities for becoming a certified professional. Here are a few other
options:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

$81,100 – Clinical Laboratory Scientist Certification
$79,700 – Certified School Psychologist
$85,786 – Certified Professional Accountant
$70,000 – Master Automotive Technician Certification
$70,600 – Certified Automotive Fleet Manager
$56,500 – Certified Logistics Coordinator
$81,400 – Certified Welding Inspector
$82,000 – Certified Nurse Midwife
$64,600 – Certified Construction Health and Safety Technician
$77,703 – Certified Mortgage Underwriter

How much earning power will your college degree have 10 years from now?

Top Paying College Degrees 2019
According to the salary comparison site Payscale’s recent survey of 2.3 million graduates
from 2,700 U.S. colleges, these are the highest earning majors. In general, science,
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technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) majors consistently have some of the
highest rates of employment and top incomes.
1. Petroleum engineering – Early career salary: $94,600
Mid-career salary: $175,500
2. Actuarial mathematics – Early career salary: $56,400
Mid-career salary: $131,700
3. Actuarial science – Early career salary: $61,200
Mid-career salary: $130,800
4. Nuclear engineering – Early career salary: $69,000
Mid-career salary: $127,500
5. Chemical engineering – Early career salary: $70,300
Mid-career salary: $124,500
6. Marine engineering – Early career salary: $73,900
Mid-career salary: $123,200
7. Economics and mathematics – Early career salary: $60,000
Mid-career salary: $122,900
8. Geophysics – Early career salary: $54,100
Mid-career salary: $122,200
9. Cognitive science – Early career salary: $54,000
Mid-career salary: $121,900
10. Electrical power engineering – Early career salary: $68,600
Mid-career salary: $119,100

We’ve entered the era of anytime anyplace learning.
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The age of on-demand learning
A recent survey of 39,000 software developers by HackerRank showed that 73.7% of
software developers are at least partially self-taught. That’s critical for an industry that’s
introducing new languages, frameworks, or tools on a frequent basis.
The study also found that 25% of developers learned to code before they were allowed to
drive, and kids in Great Britain learning the earliest with 11% starting between the ages of 510.
The average developer today knows four languages and wants to know more. When it
comes to learning new languages, they’re watching what Silicon Valley wants. Go, Kotlin,
Rust, Scala, and Swift are some of the languages currently on their “want to learn” lists.

Top Paying Programming Languages 2019
Salaries for software engineers grew 5.1% last year to $110,898, while technology strategists
and architects wages grew 8% to $127,121.
Other roles that earned between $100,000 to $115,000 included DevOps engineer,
hardware engineer, project manager, and security analyst.
Top paying programming languages included:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Go (Golang) – $132,827
Perl – $110,678
Shell – $109,518
Node.js JavaScript – $105,418
Java/J2EE – $105,164
TypeScript – $103,680
Python – $103,587
Ruby – $ 102,086
Swift – $ 101,631
C# – $101,566
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In the end, employers will decide which skills are most valuable.

Certifications Vs. Degrees The Future of Credentialing
The nature of employment is changing quickly, and the average tenure is dropping.
According to Payscale, the average person currently goes through 12 jobs changes during
their lifetime.
Because of automation, we should anticipate that number to more than double over the
coming years. Those going down the path of becoming a freelancer may have as many as
1,000 different clients.
With employment trending towards shorter commitments, employers are far more
interested in immediately applicable skills that a prospective worker brings to a task than
the classwork they’ve completed or reputation of the school they’ve attended.
For this reason, certifications are becoming a far quicker and more effective way for hiring
managers to gauge a person’s competency. They’ve become less invested in how the
learning took place and far more interested in only interviewing those who have passed the
test.
Employers are also finding they have more input on certifications when it comes to the
testing process and what constitutes a relevant knowledge base.
Because of this, hiring companies will weigh far heavier on certifications than academic
degrees for their preferred form of credentialing.
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Apples to Oranges Comparison
If you’re a parent thinking about encouraging your child to go to college, it’s not easy to
calculate the costs involved. Tuition, room, board, transportation, books, athletic fees,
computers, clothing, smartphones, apps, and other charges can all add up to a pretty hefty
number.
If students today can get by for less than $100,000 for a 4-year degree, they’re being very
frugal.
Degrees completed in the traditional four-year timeframe typically require a full time
commitment. Those working part-time or full time usually take longer.
Because of the 4-5 year commitment most are making to complete college, they are also
losing 4-5 years of salary and work experience. For talented students, this can amount to as
much as $300,000-$400,000.
While it can be argued that college years allow time for students to “grow up” and become
socially-connected, mature adults, there is also a significant cost involved with this
approach.
As you can see, this is more of an apples-to-oranges comparison. Not all certifications are as
valuable as a college degree, and the reverse is also true.

Rest assured, tomorrow’s jobs will be vastly different than today’s jobs.
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48 Future Certification Programs
Over time employers will begin to demand far more certifications, for a wide variety of
emerging technologies. Since it is far easier to create a certification exam than an entire
college curriculum, certification trends will soon be viewed as a leading indicator of new
industries being formed.
As new tests spring to life, a variety of programs will quickly follow to fill the learning void.
Here are a few examples of future certifications that testing companies will likely begin to
offer:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

Quantum Computing Systems Engineer
Quantum Computing Applications Manager
Drone Command Center Management
Drone Command Center Traffic Engineer
Swarmbot Programmer
Swarmbot System Manager
Cryptocurrency Advisor/Trader
Cryptocurrency Design Engineer
Blockchain Analytics Engineer
Blockchain Security Analyst
Green Energy Engineer
Green Energy Resource Planner
Machine Learning Architect
Machine Learning Project Designer
CRISPR Director of Ethics
CRISPR Project Manager
Synthetic Biology Technicianv
Synthetic Biology Engineer
Designer Baby Engineer
Designer Baby Director of Ethical Oversight
3D Printing Designer Level 1
3D Printing Designer Level 2
Deep Space Support Tech
Deep Space Living Pioneer
Tube Transportation Traffic Planner
Tube Transportation Terminal Director
Freelance Project Manager
Freelance Support Engineer
Mini Airport Manager
Mini Airport Project Planner
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31. Social Media Marketing Technician
32. Social Media Marketing Strategist
Workplace readiness skills are important because they ensure workers have the
basic academic, critical thinking, and inner personal skills necessary to be
employed. In addition, academic skills such as reading, writing, basic math and
communication skills are essential for optimal job performance.
According to LinkedIn, the most in-demand skills today are time management,
adaptability, collaboration, persuasion, and creativity.
For these reasons we will also see a number of “workplace readiness
certifications” spring to life.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.

Creative Writing
Money Management
Emergency Response
Introductory Dispute Resolution
Advance Dispute Resolution
Workplace Geometry
Workplace Mathematics
Introductory Problem Solving
Advanced Problem Solving
Introductory Critical Thinking
Advanced Critical Thinking
Money Management
Workplace Security Tech
Distraction Management
Introductory People Management
Advanced People Management
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How many certifications will you bring to your next interview?

Final Thoughts
Over the next decade it will be common for a prospective employee to show up for a job
interview with 8-12 certifications to highlight both their technical talents as well as their
problem solving and critical thinking skills.
Young people will find a wide variety of ways to achieve the learning component of passing
certification exams. Some will happen overnight, others on the job, and still others
throughout a career.
Contrary to what many are leading us to believe, we’re entering a world of super
employment. Prospective employees will have more choices than ever, and the freelance
world will provide an alluring alternative to traditional employment.
Over the coming decades we will witness an unprecedented wave of innovation and
creativity driven by new tools of production. During this time we will see an explosion of
hundreds of thousands of new micro industries that will employ hundreds of millions of
people.
We are entering an unusually creative period in human history. Those who embrace this
kind of change will prosper, and companies that study and embrace this fluid “jobscape” will
have the tools to build flourishing enterprises.
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Naturally, those with strong loyalties to academic institutions will find this to be a
contentions issue. I very much welcome those who disagree, so please feel free to voice
your thoughts and opinions on this topic.
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