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EARLY CAREER OUTCOMES AMONG CONNECTICUT HIGH SCHOOL 
GRADUATES WHO DID NOT ATTEND COLLEGE 

Sarah Caro and Jan Kiehne, Connecticut State Colleges & Universities 

This report reviews early employment outcomes, specifically wages and industry of employment, among Connecticut high 
school graduates who did not attend college within their first two years of graduating high school. In addition to exploring 
these work-related outcomes, we investigated the relationship between college-readiness metrics, specifically high school 
GPA (HSGPA) and SAT scores, to early post-high-school wages. Data for the analysis came from P20-WIN request 0018b, 
College and Career Readiness & Placement Analysis.  

The initial dataset contained 70,826 young adults who graduated from a public high school in Connecticut in 2016 or 
2017. Of these, there were 14,972 individuals who did not attend any college, according to the records of the National 
Student Clearinghouse (NSC). The NSC is a comprehensive resource for postsecondary enrollment data, which collects 
enrollment data from public and private postsecondary institutions in the United States, with a coverage of 97% of all 
students enrolled.1 Therefore, 14,972 is a reliable figure representing high school graduates who did not attend college 
from our initial sample.  

Of the 14,972 newly graduated students who did not attend college, 4,448 (29.7%) had Connecticut wage data 
available for each quarter of the immediate two yeara period after high school graduation. Wage data showing any 
earnings in a particular quarter means an individual worked in Connecticut in that quarter. All wages were converted to 
2022 dollars and represent gross, pre-tax earnings. 

We limited the following analyses to the 4,448 young adults who worked during each available quarter in the two year 
period following high school. We reasoned that it was more likely that they had entered the workforce in earnest, as 
opposed to, for example, those working seasonally while enrolled in a trade school, or those working in Connecticut for 
several months before moving to work out of state. As such, comparisons among the individuals in the final sample, who 
worked consistently, should be more valid than attempting to compare individuals who worked in Connecticut intermittently 
for unknown reasons.  

We derived the industry of work for each individual by using the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) 
codes furnished by the Connecticut Department of Labor (CT DOL). If an individual worked in multiple industries, we 
assigned them to the industry in which they worked the most quarters. 

CAVEATS 

The employment data available from DOL is limited.  It includes only the total amount of wages earned in a quarter per 
employer and no occupational information. Without weeks or hours worked, it is difficult to assess whether individuals 
worked full-time, part-time, or intermittently. Without occupational data such as Standard Occupational Codes, we do not 

 
aFor the class of 2017, only seven quarters of wage records were available at the time of data collection. This entailed Q3 and Q4 of 
2017, all four quarters of 2018, and Q1 of 2019. For the class of 2016, we had access to all eight quarters of the first two years 
after graduation (Q3 and Q4 of 2016, all four quarters of 2017, and Q1 and Q2 of 2018). Therefore, to be included, the class of 
2017 had to work in all seven available post-high-school quarters, while the class of 2016 had to work in all eight quarters after 
graduation.  
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know how a student was employed or whether the occupation aligned with high school coursework. Given the limitations of 
the current data, please keep in mind the following caveats for interpretation: 

Hourly versus Quarterly Wages: A major caveat when considering wage data is that data regarding the number of hours 
worked are not available from CT DOL. As such, we cannot make any comparisons in terms of wages per hour. In the 
current analyses, all wages are in terms of total dollars earned during the specific time period outlined above. So, while 
we cannot say whether a given demographic group earned more hourly wages than another, we can make reasonable 
comparisons between groups in terms of overall quarterly pay. Calculations for quarterly average wages in this analysis 
take the overall wages earned and divide by the number of quarters for which wages were available.  

Full- or Part-Time Employment: It is also important to keep in mind that wage differences may be due not only to 
differences in hourly wages, but also by differences among industries in whether full- or part-time work is more commonly 
offered.  We have no way of knowing which individuals in the sample were working part- versus full-time. That said, it can 
be argued that an inability to achieve full-time work (underemployment) is a negative outcome, similar to a low wage. 
Therefore, lower quarterly wages are regarded in this analysis as a negative outcome; however, whether they are due to 
a low hourly wage or relatively fewer hours of work available, cannot be determined for any individual or group in the 
sample.  

College Attendance: The current dataset is limited to individuals who graduated high school in the state of Connecticut and 
did not attend college within two years of high school graduation. To determine whether an individual attended college, 
we used records furnished by the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC). While the NSC collects data from 3,600 of 
colleges and universities in the United States, some schools do not report their enrollment. As such, we cannot be 100% 
certain that each individual in our dataset was not concurrently enrolled in a college or university. A related consideration is 
that trade school enrollment is not collected by the NSC, so we do not know whether some of the individuals included in the 
sample were concurrently enrolled in a trade school.  

Missing from the dataset: The employment and wage data from CT DOL only include employees who work for employers in 
CT that are covered by Unemployment Insurance (UI) law. Major exclusions from these data are individuals who are self-
employed, all members of the Armed Forces, elected officials, most agricultural workers on small farms, most employees of 
railroads, some domestic workers, student workers at schools and employees of some types of non-profit organizations.2 It 
is likely that a proportion of Connecticut’s high school graduates who did not continue into postsecondary education are 
self-employed, serving in the military or working for one of these employers not covered by UI. 

Small cell sizes: In the current report, it was possible to break down wage information by several parameters, such as by 
gender and industry. As such, we were able to provide information on several diverse segments of young workers in 
Connecticut. However, we wish to caution readers about drawing conclusions based on small cell sizes. For the sake of 
transparency, we suppressed data only when cell sizes were small enough for privacy concerns, and not for reasons 
related to statistical power. While we have observed clear trends that are present in large groups as well as many smaller 
ones, it is important to keep cell sizes in mind when drawing conclusions from the data presented. 

FINDINGS 

The 4,448 public high school graduates who were in the Connecticut workforce during consecutive quarters for 
approximately two years after graduation have the characteristics identified in Table 1. Of note, the majority of this group 
is male and white.  In addition, a majority of individuals received Free-or-Reduced Price Lunch (FRPL) which can be 
interpreted to mean that the majority of these students came from households with a lower socio-economic status. 
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Table 1: Demographics 

 

*Other Ethnicity individuals were comprised of 74% Two or More Races, 16% Unknown Ethnicity, American Indian or Alaska Native 
(percent suppressed), and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (percent suppressed). 

In table 2, we reviewed wages by Industry of employment.  More than half of individuals (55%) were employed in either 
Retail Trade or Accommodation and Food Services. Four other industries, Manufacturing, Healthcare and Social Assistance, 
Construction, and Administrative and Support and Waste Management and Remediation Services, employed 6-7% of the 
sample each, representing about a quarter (26%) of the sample. The rest of the individuals were employed in a smattering 
of other industries.  

Table 2: Median and Average Wages by Industry 
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The five highest-earning industries for high school graduates were Manufacturing, Construction, Real Estate and Rental and 
Leasing, Wholesale Trade, and Finance and Insurance. The five lowest earning industries were Educational Services, 
Information, Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation and Accommodation and Food Services, and Retail Trade.  

Retail Trade, along with Accommodation and Food Services, employed the greatest number of recent high school 
graduates, with 28% and 27% of the population, respectively. In other words, just over half of the high school graduate 
population who worked consistently after graduation is employed in two industries with a relatively low level of earnings. 

In addition to analyzing average and median quarterly wages earned by industry, it is useful to compare wages to a 
recognized cost of living benchmark. The MIT Living Wage Calculator3 provides cost of living estimates for individuals with 
different family configurations in counties and states across the nation. In Connecticut, the living wage for one individual 
without children is approximately $9,234 per quarter. The estimates from the MIT Living Wage Calculator are in 2022 
dollars, as are all wages reported in this document. As seen in table 2, only 10% of the individuals in the sample are 
earning a living wage based on this benchmark. By industry, the highest rates are for individuals working in Construction 
(41%) and those working in Manufacturing (40%). The percentages drop off sharply from there.  

Reviewing wages by demographic group helps us better understand the employment patterns of these recent high school 
graduates. First, we examined gender. Table 3 shows that, compared to women, men earned considerably more over their 
first two years post-high school, and this difference at the Grand Total level is statistically significant at the p < .0001 
level. Furthermore, when broken down by industry, men earned more on average than women in 13 of the 15 fields with 
available wage data available. Women had higher average earnings in Health Care and Social Assistance as well as in 
Information; however, these differences were not statistically significant. 

Table 3. Quarterly Wage Statistics by Gender 

 

Note: Table excludes 106 individuals whose NAICS Industry was unavailable. T-test results significant at the p < .05 level are 
indicated in bold. 
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Industries with the greatest wage differences between men and women were Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing & Hunting, Public 
Administration, and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services. In those industries, men earned on average $2,661 - 
$3,151 per quarter more than women ($10,644 to $12,604 more per year). In the sample overall, men earned $1,726 
per quarter more on average than women, or a hefty $6,904 more per year. 

Turning to gender distribution within industries, Construction (98% male), Manufacturing (87% male), Transportation and 
Warehousing (86% male), and Wholesale Trade (85% male) were the most male-dominated industries. Relatedly, 
Construction and Manufacturing were the two highest-paying industries for these new graduates, with average annualized 
wages of $35,060 and $34,764, respectively. It is noteworthy that the highest-paying industries had the lowest female 
representation; indeed, of the 288 individuals who entered the industry of Construction after graduation, only 7 of them 
(2%) were female. The current sample’s population overall was 61% male and 39% female, so an industry with a 
representative gender distribution in the current study would be approximately 61% male and 39% female.  

Next, we examined wages by the race and ethnicity categories provided by the Connecticut State Department of 
Education (CT SDE). 

 

Table 4a. Quarterly Wage Statistics by Race/Ethnicity (Part I)  
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Table 4b. Quarterly Wage Statistics by Race/Ethnicity (Part II) 

 

 

On average, White individuals earned the most, with an average quarterly wage of $5,078 ($20,312 yearly). Black or 
African American individuals had the lowest average quarterly wage of $3,962 ($15,848 yearly). Despite being 55% of 
the full sample, White individuals made up 87% of the industry of Construction, 76% of the industry of Real Estate and 
Rental and Leasing, 73% of Educational Services, and 71% of Manufacturing.  White high school graduates are 
proportionately overrepresented in these industries, three of which provide the highest median quarterly earnings.  

Black individuals comprised 14% of the sample and had the greatest representation in Transportation and Warehousing 
(32% of the field), Healthcare and Social Assistance (20% of the field) and Accommodation and Food Services (18% of 
the field). These three industries are on the lower end of the earning spectrum.  

Hispanic individuals made up 28% of the sample, and relative to other groups, had the highest representationb in 
Administrative and Support and Waste Management and Remediation Services (42% of the field), Professional, Scientific, 
and Technical Services (33% of the field), and Accommodation and Food Services (33% of the field). Within these three 
industries, earnings were higher in Professional, Scientific and Technical Services and Administrative and Support and 
Waste Management and Remediation Services than in Accommodation and Food Service. See table 2 for mean and 
median wages by Industry.

Tables 5a and 5b show that when broken down by gender and FRPL status, non-FRPL men earn the most, about $6,561 on 
average per quarter ($26,244). Non-FRPL women earn the least, about $4257 per quarter ($17,028 per year), although 
FRPL women earn a similar wage ($4,333 per quarter, or $17,332 per year). It is interesting to note that both FRPL and 
non-FRPL men earn more than either FRPL or non-FRPL women.  

 
bThe highest level of representation of Hispanic individuals by percentage was within Management of Companies and Enterprises. 
However, the entire sample size for this industry consisted of only four individuals, which is below the minimum threshold for release of 
the aggregate wage data and is therefore not listed above. 
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Table 5a. Quarterly Wage Statistics by Free-or-Reduced-Price Lunch Status (part I: Women) 
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Table 5b. Quarterly Wage Statistics by Free-or-Reduced-Price Lunch Status (part II: Men) 

 

 

Combining gender with race/ethnicity and FRPL-status provides additional insight. Table 6 presents wage data converted 
to an estimated yearly wage and broken down by gender within demographic groups. Here, it is shown that women earn 
considerably less than men within all ethnicity and FRPL groups, and Black or African American women have the lowest 
level of earnings. In fact, the difference in the estimated annual median wages between black women and white men in this 
sample is over $9,000 per year. A stark wage gap for women of color has been widely reported in the country4 as a 
whole5, and the current findings present evidence that the large wage disparity for women of color in our nation is also 
present among young workers in our local communities. 

Table 6 also shows that men, particularly White and non-FRPL men, were the most likely to earn a living wage. While 20% 
of White men earned a living wage, only 3% of White women earned a living wage. Of men whose ethnicity was listed as 
“Other,” 21% earned a living wage. The next-highest group in terms of earning a living wage was Hispanic men (8%). 
Only 1% of Nonwhite women earned a living wage. 
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Table 6. Annual Wages by Demographic Group 

 

*The Nonwhite category includes all ethnicity categories other than White.  

 

Table 7 displays the degree to which Quarterly Wage in the first two years post-high-school graduation correlates with 
common academic quality metrics of HSGPA and SAT scores. HSGPA was the only academic quality metric that was 
reliably correlated with wages, among the sample overall as well as separately within gender. There was a weak but 
significant correlation between SAT Math scores (SAT-M) and wages for men, but no correlation between SAT scores and 
wages for women. These results are an interesting complement to other current work showing that HSGPA predicts college 
outcomes better than SAT scores do.5  

 

 

 

 



 

10 

 

Table 7. Correlations with Quarterly Wage  
       

Correlations shown are between Quarterly Wage and each of the other Factors (HSGPA, SAT-M, and SAT-ERW) 
             

 
 Sample Overall  Men  Women 

 
 HSGPA SAT-M SAT-

ERW 
 HSGPA SAT-M SAT-

ERW 
 HSGPA SAT-M SAT-ERW 

             

Correlation with Wage 0.120 0.039 -0.017  0.228 0.058 0.012  0.071 -0.027 -0.032 

P-value  <.0001 0.073 0.438  <.001 0.036 0.677  0.003 0.431 0.362 

N  4448 4448 4448     2709 2709   1739 1739 1739 
             

Note. Significance at the p<.05 level is denoted by bold text.       
 

CONCLUSIONS 

Before drawing conclusions, it is necessary to again bring to the forefront some limitations of these data. Although we have 
access to quarterly wages, we are missing some pieces of the puzzle, that if known, would certainly paint a clearer picture. 
In addition to lacking the number of hours worked, we also don’t know the degree to which individuals were engaged in 
other endeavors, such as a trade school, online trainings, caring for family members, or work that was paid off the books. 
Furthermore, personal circumstances, such as personal travel, illness, or disability could also contribute to underemployment, 
and therefore comparably lower wages. 

While we don’t know the number of hours worked, and we assume that some of the highest paying industries (e.g., 
Construction and Manufacturing) had high wages in part because of a greater availability of full-time positions or even 
overtime work, we found the comparisons within industry to be telling. For example, if we assume that individuals within a 
given industry have similar access to full-time work, then the gender or ethnicity differences in wages within industry may 
reflect true differences in hourly wages paid to different groups, and not simply group differences in number of hours 
worked or differences in choice of industry. 

From a higher education perspective, this analysis provides a relatively uncommon, and perhaps gloomy, glimpse into early 
work outcomes for students not attending college. The median annualized wage for high school graduates who were 
consistently employed after graduation was $18,968. Per month, this would amount to $1,581, much less than the $3,078 
required monthly for an adult residing in Connecticut with no children, according to the MIT Living Wage Calculator. 
Indeed, only 425 individuals (9.55% of the population) in the current study earned a living wage, and of those 425, only 
8% were women. Although men make up 61% of the current population, they made up 92% of the individuals who earned 
a living wage.c 

Bearing in mind the stark demographic differences in wages, particularly for women and Black individuals, monthly wages 
for many are considerably less than the aforementioned $1,581 per month, making the situation is especially dire for these 
underrepresented groups. For example, black women in this sample of consistently employed high school graduates had a 
median monthly wage of only $1,236. 

 
cThe MIT Living Wage Calculator gives different estimates for different household sizes. The estimate cited here is intended for single 
individuals with zero children. However, our data lacks information on household size. As such, it is possible that some individuals in the 
current study live at home with one or more parents, live with a partner, or have children. Therefore, the Living Wage estimate may 
overestimate or underestimate the actual living wage needed, depending on true household size. 
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We are aware that pay rates over the lifespan can change significantly from those immediately after high school. 
However, given the importance of a living wage to an individual’s health, safety, and mental wellbeing, it is worth striving 
for wage equity among workers regardless of age, gender, or ethnicity. There are many pathways for society to make 
improvements in pay equity which are beyond the scope of this report. However, the authors suggest that education 
leaders should expand the availability, accessibility, and quality of academic pathways to the labor market. Such 
pathways should begin in high school, and support the attainment of short term, stackable credentials that are tied to local 
labor market needs, enabling our state’s young workers to progress into positions that provide a living wage.   

 

Funding: The research reported here was supported by the Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, 
through Grant R372A200008 to Connecticut State Department of Education. The opinions expressed are those of the 
authors and do not represent views of the Institute or the U.S. Department of Education. 

 

REFERENCES 

1About the Clearinghouse, National Student Clearinghouse, Accessed January 9, 2023,    
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/about/ 

2 "Frequently Asked Questions." U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, n.d. Web. 20 Oct. 2014. 
http://www.bls.gov/cew/cewfaq.htm#Q14 

3Living wage calculator. Living Wage Calculator. (n.d.). Retrieved January 13, 2023, from 
https://livingwage.mit.edu/pages/about  

4Bleiweis, R., Frye, J., & Khattar, R. (2022, March 29). Women of color and the wage gap. Center for American Progress. 
Retrieved January 23, 2023, from https://www.americanprogress.org/article/women-of-color-and-the-wage-gap/  

5Caro, S. & Kiehne, J. (2022). The Relative Validity of SAT Scores and High School GPA as Predictors of Early College 
Success at CT State Community Colleges and Universities. Retrieved January 13, 2022, from 
https://www.ct.edu/files/opr/HSGPA_and_SAT_as_Predictors.pdf 

 

 


	Caveats
	Findings
	Conclusions
	References

