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aging today: educational attainment

Today’s older adults have a higher level of educational attainment than previous generations, and many 

are still actively involved in advancing their education. Higher educational status provides older workers 

with greater employability and flexibility.
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Q:	 Have	older	adults	of	today	attained	higher	educational	status	than	those	in	the	past?

A:	 Yes, several reports show that a greater proportion of older adults have graduated from high school (among those 
aged 65+, 24% in 1965 compared to 77% in 2008) and attained a college degree (among those aged 55-74, an 
increase from 9% to 27%).  Women have made particular gains, with 24% attaining a college degree in 2004, 
compared to 10% in 1984.

Q:	 Are	older	adults	more	likely	to	enroll	in	courses	and	programs	to	advance	their	educational	attainment,	
compared	to	earlier	generations?

A:	 Probably	yes.	Comparisons to prior generations are not readily available, but recent reports show that a small 
proportion of older (1.4% of those aged 40+) are enrolled as full-time students in public or private institutions of 
higher education.  Projections suggest that “educational upgrading” by older adults (ages 40-64) is occurring, with 
approximately 1 million projected to earn bachelor’s degrees and 1.2 million master’s degrees between 2008-2018.  
Among college-going adults aged 50+, half of them attend community colleges.

ππ “Inπ1965,π24πpercentπofπtheπolderπpopulationπhadπgraduatedπ
fromπhighπschool,πandπonlyπ5πpercentπhadπatπleastπaπ
bachelor’sπdegree.πByπ2008,π77πpercentπwereπhighπschoolπ
graduatesπorπmore,πandπ21πpercentπhadπaπbachelor’sπdegreeπ
orπmore,”πaccordingπtoπtheπOlderπAmericansπ2010πreport.1

ππ “Inπ1997,π21πpercentπofπemployedπolderπworkersπhadπlessπ
thanπaπhighπschoolπeducationπcomparedπtoπonlyπ10πpercentπ
ofπthoseπagesπ25-64.πByπ2007,πolderπworkersπwithπlessπthanπ
aπhighπschoolπeducationπaccountedπforπjustπ13πpercentπofπ
thatπgroup’sπemployment,πcomparedπwithπ9πpercentπforπ
youngerπworkers,”πaccordingπtoπaπ2008πBLSπreport.2

ππ Accordingπtoπaπ2009πOECDπreport,πinπtheπUnitedπStates,π
1.4%πofπtheπpopulationπagedπ40πandπoverπwereπenrolledπ
asπfull-timeπorπpart-timeπstudentsπinπpublicπandπprivateπ
institutionsπinπ2007,πcomparedπtoπ6.8%πofπthoseπagedπ30-
39,πandπ20.6%πofπthoseπagedπ20-29.5

ππ Accordingπtoπaπ2011πanalysisπofπBLSπandπACSπdata,π
educationalπupgradingπprojectionsπindicateπthatπ“amongπ
adultsπagesπ40-64πinπ2018π(agesπ30-54πinπ2008),πalmostπ1π
millionπwillπhaveπearnedπaπbachelor’sπdegreeπbetweenπ2008π
andπ2018,πandπanπadditionalπ1.2πmillionπwillπhaveπearnedπaπ
master’sπdegree.”6ππ

ππ “Amongπthoseπagesπ30-34πfromπ2006πthroughπ2008,π
5πpercentπareπinπundergraduateπprogramsπ(includingπ
communityπcolleges)πandπ3πpercentπareπinπgraduateπ
programs.ππForπadultsπinπtheirπlateπ50s,πlessπthanπ1πpercentπ
areπinπsuchπprograms.”6

ππ Inπaπ2008πsurveyπofπdegree-grantingπinstitutions,πitπwasπ
foundπthatπ“olderπadultsπareπmoreπlikelyπtoπbeπservedπbyπ
communityπcollegesπthanπareπstudentsπunderπtheπageπofπ
25.πWhileπonlyπ33πpercentπofπstudentsπunderπtheπageπofπ25π
attendπcommunityπcolleges,πhalfπofπtheπcollege-goingπadultsπ
agedπ50πandπolderπdoπso.”7

ππ “Betweenπ1971πandπ2007,πtheπshareπofπadultsπagesπ55πtoπ
74πwithπaπfour-yearπcollegeπdegreeπhasπincreasedπfromπ9πtoπ
27πpercent.πTheπshareπofπadultsπagesπ55πtoπ74πwhoπhaveπaπ
collegeπdegreeπisπprojectedπtoπriseπtoπ31πpercentπbyπ2027,”π
aacordingπtoπaπ2008πanalysisπofπCPSπdata.3

ππ “Aboutπ13πpercentπofπwomenπagedπ55-64πinπ2004πhadπlessπ
thanπaπhighπschoolπeducationπcomparedπwithπ32πpercentπ
inπ1984.πInπ2004,πone-halfπ(50πpercent)πofπwomenπagedπ
55-64πhadπatπleastπsomeπcollegeπeducationπcomparedπwithπ
onlyπslightlyπmoreπthanπaπfifthπ(22πpercent)πinπ1984.πTheπ
percentageπofπwomenπagedπ55-64πwithπaπcollegeπdegreeπ
moreπthanπdoubledπoverπtheπpastπ20πyearsπfromπ10πpercentπ
inπ1984πtoπ24πpercentπinπ2004,πaccordingπtoπaπ2008πanalysisπ
ofπretirementπresourcesπofπwomen.4
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Q:	 Does	educational	attainment	benefit	older	adults	in	the	workforce?

A:	 Yes,	older adults with higher educational attainment are less likely to be unemployed and less likely to be employed 
in physically-demanding jobs or jobs with difficult working conditions. They also are more likely to have access to 
flexible work arrangements, such as working from home or the ability to control their work schedules.

ππ “Inπ2010,πonπtheπdaysπthatπtheyπworked,π36πpercentπofπ
employedπpeopleπageπ25πandπoverπwithπaπbachelor’sπdegreeπ
orπhigherπdidπsomeπworkπatπhome,πcomparedπwithπonlyπ10π
percentπofπthoseπwithπlessπthanπaπhighπschoolπdiploma,”π
accordingπtoπaπ2011πreportπonπtheπAmericanπTimeπUseπ
Survey.8

ππ “Olderπworkersπwithπlessπthanπaπhighπschoolπdiplomaπhadπ
theπhighestπshareπofπworkersπ(77.2πpercent)πinπdifficultπ
jobsπ[thatπis,πeitherπphysicallyπdemandingπjobsπorπjobsπ
withπdifficultπworkingπconditions].πThoseπwithπanπadvancedπ
degreeπhadπtheπlowestπshareπofπworkersπ(22πpercent)π
inπdifficultπjobs,”πaccordingπtoπaπ2010πanalysisπofπjobπ
characteristicsπdata.9

ππ Amongπtheπ“employeesπwhoπareπmostπlikelyπtoπbeπableπtoπ
controlπtheirπscheduleπare…employeesπwithπatπleastπ4πyearsπ
ofπcollegeπeducationπ(43%),comparedπwithπthoseπwithπ
eitherπsomeπpostsecondaryπ(34%)πorπhighπschoolπdiploma/
GED/lessπeducationπ(33%),”πaccordingπtoπaπ2010πanalysisπ
ofπdataπfromπtheπ2008πNationalπStudyπofπtheπChangingπ
Workforce.10

ππ Inπ2009,π“10.8πpercentπofπworkersπageπ65πorπolderπwhoπhadπ
notπcompletedπhighπschoolπwereπunemployed,πcomparedπ
withπ5.8πpercentπofπtheirπcounterpartsπwhoπcompletedπfourπ
orπmoreπyearsπofπcollege,πaccordingπtoπaπ2009πanalysisπofπ
dataπfromπtheπCurrentπPopulationπSurvey.11
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