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ABSTRACT 

The study describes employer understandings of the Associate of Applied 

Science (AAS) degree and it identifies employer practices which refiect these 

understandings. Research questions on how employers utilize academic 

credentials in selecting or advancing members of their workforce, and on what 

understandings employers have about associate degrees in general and Associate 

of Applied Science degrees specifically were addressed. A qualitative research 

approach was selected in order to facilitate an increased understanding of 

employers' perspectives and actions in naturalistic settings. ThuroVs Job 

Competition Model, including the practice of credentialism, served as the 

theoretical framework for the study because it reflects employer focus on the 

workforce. 

Ten business establishments within a Texas community college service area 

were selected based on the correspondence of occupational mix to employee 

positions for AAS degree graduates. The sample, made up of 18 individuals from 

the ten establishments, consisted of business owners, human resource managers, 

and supervisors. Data were collected utilizing interviews, researcher observations, 

and documents. 

A modified constant comparative approach guided the coding process. 

Trustworthiness was established through standard criteria of credibility and 



transferability. Persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case 

analysis, and member checks were used to support the credibility of the study. 

Thick description of the context, timeframe, participants, and researcher 

observations were utilized to support the transferability of the study. 

Findings indicated that employer awareness of associate degrees in general 

was high. Personal experience with AAS degree programs of students increased 

awareness as did membership on technical program advisory committees. A wide 

range of understandings about associate degrees was evident among respondents. 

Positive perceptions related to the usefulness of AAS degrees as credentials 

beyond high school but not as extensive as baccalaureate degrees, their usefulness 

for employee advancement, and their relationship to employee quality. Negative 

perceptions related to limitations of AAS degree curricula, lack of prestige of AAS 

degree occupations, salary limitations, an oversupply of baccalaureate degrees, and 

lack of AAS degree transferability. The practice of credentialism was applied by all 

respondents. Uses of AAS degrees for employee selection and advancement were 

identified along with four screening sequences. 
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CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

The Associate Degree 

History of the Associate Degree 

In his work on degrees in higher education. Fells (1964) lists three elements 

of a degree, which include (1) a title (2) conferred by any legally recognized 

authority (3) intended to distinguish its bearer with a mark of attainment. 

Currently, associate degrees are conferred by public community colleges and 

private postsecondary schools throughout the United States to indicate that the 

bearer has completed a postsecondary program of study typically designed for 

completion in two years. Eells (1967) has described the associate degree as the 

"first significant rung on the collegiate ladder" (p. 99). 

The history of the associate degree in the United States dates back to the 

early twentieth century. According to Cohen and Brawer (1987), the associate 

degree was introduced in 1900 at the University of Chicago, after President William 

Rainey Harper obtained approval of the Board of Trustees (Cohen & Brawer, 1987; 

Eells, 1967). Koltai (1984) reported that by the late 1950s the associate degree was 

utilized in most states in the United States with the largest number of associate 

degrees awarded as associate of arts, associate of science, and associate of applied 

science degrees. 



In 1947, the Truman Commission on Higher Education for American 

Democracy, chaired by George F. Zook, one of the founders of the American 

Association of Junior Colleges (AAJC), recommended the establishment of a 

network of community colleges throughout the nation. The commission preferred 

the use of the term community college over junior college in seeking to expand the 

mission of two-year postsecondary institutions. For the purposes of this study, the 

term community college will be used to refer to both community and junior 

colleges. 

The term junior college is more closely identified with the transfer function 

of the two-year college, while the term community college includes the functions of 

transfer education, occupational education, continuing education, and community 

service (Tillery & Wattenbarger, 1985). The commission recommended the 

establishment of a network of community colleges in order to place higher 

educational opportunities within the reach of a greater number of citizens (Vaughn, 

1982). 

Koltai (1984) reported that community colleges adopted the associate 

degree in their mission statements as a part of efforts to respond to increasing 

demand for postsecondary education. Community colleges in the United States 

have been called gateways to higher education. At a minimum, they provide 

increased access to higher education, promote student transfer to baccalaureate 

programs, provide adult vocational and noncredit continuing education programs, 



and offer associate degrees (Cohen & Brawer, 1987; Vaughn, 1982). The practice 

of awarding associate degrees gained momentum with the growth of the junior 

college movement during the 1960s. By 1980, nearly all institutions designated as 

community colleges were awarding the associate degree (Vaughn, 1982). 

Consequently, the associate degree has been closely identified with two-year 

colleges. Koltai (1984) reported a 60% increase in the number of associate degrees 

awarded by two-year colleges during the 1970s. In 1994 there were 1,024 public 

and 445 private two-year institutions in the United States. Of these, Texas 

community colleges consist of 65 public and 14 private two-year institutions 

according to the most recent figures in The Chronicle of Higher Education 

Almanac (Demographics: Degrees awarded, 1994). The latest figures reported 

show that during the 1992-93 academic year, 504,231 associate degrees were 

awarded in the United States, with 23,056 completed in the state of Texas. 

Tvpes and Purposes of Associate Degrees: an Overview 

An overview of types of associate degrees provides a frame of reference for 

understanding the Associate of Applied Science degree. Three types of associate 

degrees dominate. These include the Associate of Arts degree (AA), the Associate 

of Science degree (AS), and the Associate of Applied Science degree (AAS). 

Associate of Arts and Associate of Science degrees are designed as the first two 

years of a four-year degree in keeping with the original concept of an associate 



degree introduced at the University of Chicago by William Rainey Harper (Cohen, 

& Brawer, 1987; Koltai, 1984). In contrast, Associate of Applied Science degrees 

are designed to prepare individuals for entry into specific occupations. 

The associate degree in general has three main purposes. First, it provides 

a terminal degree to students who have completed two years of education at a 

community college and choose not to continue their studies. Second, it signals 

universities that students transferring to four-year institutions are prepared in 

freshman and sophomore studies. Third, it informs prospective employers that 

community college graduates have received a formal education that suits them for 

entry into the workplace (Cohen & Brawer, 1987). Cohen and Brawer note that the 

third function is the least accepted use of the associate degree. 

The three types of degrees also incorporate different purposes. AA and AS 

degrees are characterized by a sequence of courses taken at the community or 

junior college, which are intended for transfer to a senior institution. The transfer 

function is at the heart of associate of arts and sciences degrees with achievement 

of the baccalaureate as the desired outcome. Even the term "junior college," a 

designation for two-year colleges, implies that the program of study is a subset of 

the larger four-year plan. As the mission of the junior college broadened to include 

community service activities and technical education, the transfer function was no 

longer the sole function of two-year institutions and the term community college 

became the preferred designation, reflecting a more comprehensive mission 



(Vaughn, 1982). The addition of the Associate of Applied Science degree 

emphasized the new mission. 

As a form of postsecondary education, the AAS is a degree closely linked to 

employment. Some employers encourage high school graduates to participate in 

some form of higher education and to pursue a degree (Hammer & Champy, 1993; 

Pritchett, 1994; Wingspread Group on Higher Education, 1993). Examination of 

employment trends and educational levels of the workforce indicate that the 

undergraduate degree, including the associate degree, is as important to success 

now as a high school diploma once was (Hull & Parnell, 1991; Terence, Dobie, & 

Gattis, 1992; Texas State Occupational Information Coordinating Committee 

[TSOICCl, 1994b; Witter, 1994;). In his analysis of data fi-om the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, Witter (1994) reported average annual salaries in relationship to 

educational attainment. In 1992, workers who had less than a high school diploma 

earned an average of $18,000; workers with a high school diploma averaged $25,000 

per year; and workers with associate degrees averaged $31,000. During the same 

year, unemployment rates averaged 11.4 percent for those with less than a high 

school diploma, 6.8 percent for those with a high school diploma, and 4.7 percent 

for those with an associate degree (Witter, 1994). 



The Associate of Applied Science Degree 

The American Association of Community and Junior Colleges initiated a 

study in the early 1980s to provide basic guidelines for the associate degree. 

Associate of Applied Science degrees (AAS) were defined by a variety of sources as 

academic degrees consisting of a specified sequence of courses preparing 

individuals to enter a particular field of employment or to advance in their careers 

(American Association of Community and Junior Colleges 1994; Koltai, 1984; 

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, 1994; Texas Education Agency, 

1988; Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 1993). Cohen and Brawer 

(1987) noted that Associate of Applied Science degrees are highly focused on the 

development of the workforce and are closely tied to economic development. 

Employers rely upon the performance of their workforce as a key component in 

maintaining their profit margin. Each industry workforce is characterized by an 

occupational staffing pattern, the composite of all of the occupations that are 

necessary to produce a given product or service (TSOICC, 1994b). The availability 

of prospective employees to complete the occupational staffing pattern is of great 

interest to employers. TTiree factors have a direct impact on the economy: the 

available employment opportunities; the local, state, and national unemployment 

rate; and the profitability of the business establishment. AAS degree programs, 

along with other two-year and four-year occupationally oriented programs, help 

prepare individuals to become members of the workforce. 
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Associate of Applied Science degree programs have been described as 

technical or professional in nature, resulting in a formal award that indicates 

mastery of a prescribed series of workplace competencies with defined 

employment outcomes (National Council for Occupational Education [NCOE], 

1985; Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board [THECB], 1993). Technicians 

must have knowledge of specific technical processes; professionals are usually 

licensed or certified by an external agency to practice in their area of expertise; 

paraprofessionals are supervised by professionals and assist professionals in 

accomplishing their work. Graduates of AAS degree programs may fall in any of 

the three categories mentioned and are identified with a specialty designation. For 

example, a respiratory therapist holds an Associate of Applied Science in 

Respiratory Care, while an automotive technician holds an Associate of Applied 

Science in Automotive Technology. 

The literature also reflects a modest growth trend toward the acceptance of 

AAS degrees for transfer. As early as 1985, the National Council for Occupational 

Education (NCOE) reported a trend toward increased acceptance of the AAS 

degree for transfer credits by some baccalaureate degree granting institutions 

(National Council for Occupational Education, 1985). 
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Purpose of the Applied Science Degree 

Associate of Applied Science degree programs supply regional business and 

industry with paraprofessionals, technicians, and professionals through two-year 

educational programs. Legal assistants, for example, are paraprofessionals who are 

not licensed to practice law but who can perform duties such as legal research and 

document preparation under the supervision of an attorney. Technicians, such as 

microcomputer technicians and automotive technicians, function in occupations 

that require knowledge of specific technical processes. Registered nurses, on the 

other hand, are professionals who qualify to sit for state licensure upon completion 

of a two-year Associate of Applied Science degree. 

Because the AAS degree has a direct impact on the development and 

upgrading of the workforce, it is a credential closely tied to economic development 

(Gilleland, Rodriguez, & Mingle, 1992; Holloway, 1994; U.S. Department of 

Education [DOE], 1991). The National Council for Occupational Education (1985) 

developed seven criteria for excellence in AAS programs intended to clarify and 

strengthen the scope, form, substance, and image of the AAS degree. These 

include acceptable titles for the degrees, articulation with employers and licensing 

agencies, curriculum design with multiple entry and exit points, access to programs 

along with developmental courses for those who need them, provisions for student 

support services, a positive image, and participation in a national network providing 

local, state, and national education and training opportunities (NCOE, 1985). 



Further, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) identified 

criteria for AAS degree curricula and faculty credentials for regional accreditation 

(SACS, 1993). For example, the SACS criteria require a general studies component 

in each AAS degree program. SACS requirements for faculty include three years of 

directly related work experience along with a degree in a related field. The 

Technical Education Program Guidelines (THECB, 1993) set forth the 

requirements for the development and revision of Associate of Applied Science 

degrees in Texas. These guidelines underscore the connection between education 

and the economy by emphasizing a commitment to the development of an 

integrated education and training delivery system for workforce development. 

The guidelines state that, "employers require effective and efficient 

occupational programs that produce graduates who meet their needs for an 

internationally competitive workforce" (Foreword). Occupational programs, a term 

used interchangeably with technical programs, must be effective in providing a 

curriculum and instructional process that prepares individuals for entry into 

specific occupations. Efficient use of resources and funds is of great importance 

from the perspective of the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, since it is 

the agency that monitors and controls state funding for occupational programs. 

Hammer and Champy (1993) indicate that the international marketplace continues 

to expand. One of the reasons for expansion is the removal of trade barriers which 

requires companies to compete globally. For example, the recent implementation 
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of the North American Free Trade Agreement, at a minimum, has expanded trade 

among the United States, Mexico, and Canada. 

Finally, the literature on Associate of Applied Science degrees points to the 

benefits for the individual who invests time, effort, and resources to attain the 

degree. Holloway (1994) presents an analysis of the return on investment in higher 

education from a student's point of view and from the government perspective. 

Holloway reports that for a two-year technical associate degree, the rate of return 

on investment is 27.3% with an increased income of about $6,000 per year over the 

high school graduate. Holloway argues that a college education adds to both the 

income earning capacity of the graduate and the economic development of the 

state. For example, Holloway reports that the rate of return on investment to Texas 

state government is 3.4 %. 

Further, Holloway (1994) discusses other benefits for those who participate 

in higher education including overall job satisfaction, community respect, flexibility 

in job opportunities and mobility. The benefits of technical preparation and 

personal growth, according to Holloway, accrue not only to the individual but also 

to the community. In these ways, educators argue that the Associate of Applied 

Science degree not only provides a source of technically prepared manpower, in 

keeping with its commonly accepted purpose, but also opportunities for personal 

growth through an introduction to higher education. 
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Design of Associate of Applied Science Degrees 

In Texas, the requirements for an AAS degree include a range of 60 to 72 

semester credit-hours of course work, with at least one 3 credit-hour free elective, a 

speech component, and a general studies core of a minimum of 15 semester credit-

hours (Figures 1.1,1.2, & 1.3). The general studies core must include at least one 

course from each of three areas: humanities/fine arts, social/behavioral science, 

and math/science (THECB, 1992; Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 

[SACS], 1993). 

The core of technical courses for each program ranges from 42 to 64 

semester credit-hours. A frequently incorporated feature in AAS degrees is a work-

based, experiential learning component which may be an internship, a clinical 

experience, a practicum or other cooperative effort with employers. 

In addition, every AAS degree program must have an established advisory 

committee that includes representatives from related business and industry as well 

as education (THECB, 1992). The composition of advisory committees assures 

communication and collaboration between educators and employers in the design 

and delivery of technical programs. 

This overview of the history, purpose, and design of the degree provides 

background for the examination of employer perceptions and practices related to 

the AAS degree. 
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Theoretical Framework 

AAS degree programs are being used to prepare students for entry into a 

career field while providing the foundation for further education. As the 

community college responds to increasing demand for programs customized to 

meet employer needs, AAS degree programs continue to prepare students for entry 

into a career field while providing the foundation for further education (National 

Council for Occupational Education [NCOE], 1985). 

The economics of education uses economic theory to examine the economic 

aspects of education. Existing models of economic theory include Demographic 

Trend Analysis, the Human Capital Model, the Technogenic Model, the Sociogenic 

Model, and the Job Competition Model (Adkins, 1974; Cartter, 1974; Thurow, 

1974). The five models are discussed and compared in Chapter II. TTiis study was 

guided by Thurow's Job Competition Model. 

lob Competition Model 

The Job Competition Model, developed by Lester C. Thurow (1974), is an 

economics-based model, which assumes that employers think of their job 

applicants as part of a labor queue from which selection is done through evaluation 

of readily identifiable background characteristics that include education. In this 

model, an increase in the supply of college graduates can result in employer 

preference for a college credential in additional jobs when this oversupply exists. 
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This preference for a college credential may bear little relationship to actual entr\-

level job requirements (Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). 

This study utilized ThuroVs Job Competition Model of the degree-holding 

labor force as its theoretical framework because the theory emphasizes the 

employer viewpoint of the college graduate and addresses selection of employees. 

It is more readily aligned with employer concern for the availability of a skilled 

workforce (Commission on Skills of the National Workforce, 1990; Cox, 1994). 

Credentialism 

The practice of credentialism is embedded in ThuroVs Job Competition 

Model as one of the practices engaged in by employers when selecting individuals 

from the labor queue. Credentialism refers to the use of a college degree by 

employers as an initial screening tool (Gordon, 1974a; Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). 

Although credentialism is frequently written about and practiced in 

reference to four-year degrees, the practice can be equally applied to Associate of 

Applied Science degrees. Rawlins and Ullman referred to the practice of 

credentialism in their investigation of four-year technical degrees which are similar 

to Associate of Applied Science degrees because they contain both a technical and 

a general studies core. 
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Focus of the Studv 

Statement of the Problem 

A lack of research on the relationship between AAS college credentials and 

employment is evident in the literature. In addition, there is a shortage of research 

on employer uses and perceptions of the AAS degree in the workplace. 

Research is dominated by studies about baccalaureate and graduate degrees 

with limited attention to associate degrees and even less attention to Associate of 

Applied Science degrees (Adkins, 1974; Coleman, 1993; Fechter, 1993; Gordon, 

1974a; Grubb, 1993; Hecker, 1992). In Texas, the educational sector can provide an 

extensive amount of demographic and quantitative data and information about 

Associate of Applied Science degrees. The state of Texas has undertaken some 

major research projects that center on the tracking of graduates into employment, 

the military, or advanced education. These projects are invaluable because they 

provide follow-up information about graduates and how they fare in the workplace. 

The studies will eventually yield aggregate wage information about graduates who 

have entered into both full-time and part-time employment. These kinds of 

indicators-e.g., wages, placement rate of graduates-are useful in evaluating the 

outcomes of the degree with related implications about employer uses of the 

degree. 

However, the graduate follow-up studies and wage information reports do 

not address minimal or preferred entry-level credentials, the upgrading of 
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occupational credentials, employer hiring practices, or career paths through which 

individuals advance. 

The literature also reflects a scarcity of studies related to employer 

perceptions of AAS degrees. In 1984, Koltai reported on a survey of 100 community 

college districts, 100 high schools, and 50 Fortune 500 companies. Ninety-one 

percent of the employers who participated in Koltai's study indicated that the 

associate degree signified preparation for a career and enhanced personal 

development. Moreover, the Fortune 500 employers surveyed demonstrated a 

preference for associate degree holders in technical fields. Beyond that. Fortune 

500 companies employed a substantially higher percentage of four-year college and 

university graduates as compared with community college graduates (Koltai, 1984). 

The literature on the AAS degree, then, appears to reflect a small amount of 

research on the topic, a shortage of research studies about the specific ways in 

which employers use the AAS degree, and a limited number of studies about 

employer perspectives of the degree. 

Purpose of the Study 

The study has two purposes. First, the study describes regional Texas 

employer understandings of the AAS degree as an entry-level credential for 

employment as well as a credential for upgrading employee skills. Secondly, the 
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study identifies employer hiring and advancement practices which reflected these 

understandings. 

Related understandings include employer perceptions regarding the 

economic and academic value of the degree, their understandings of the interface 

of the AAS degree with occupational classifications and job descriptions, and their 

assessment of the competence of employees who hold the degree. Employer 

practices reflecting these perceptions include their role in designing and updating 

the specifications of the degree, the placement of the degree within organizational 

and salary structures, the evaluation of employee skill levels, and employer 

participation in curriculum validation and revision. 

Research Questions and Assumptions 

The study was guided by four related questions: 

(1) What understandings do employers have about associate degrees? 

(2) What understandings do employers have about Associate of Applied 

Science degrees? 

(3) How do employers utilize AAS academic credentials in selecting or 

advancing members of their workforce? 

(4) In what other ways do employers in industry manifest their 

understandings of Associate of Applied Science degrees in their establishments? 
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Underlying assumptions related to this inquiry follow. First, employers have 

a sense of the requisite skills and related experience needed for positions in their 

organizations. Second, employers draw upon existing labor markets to fill positions 

in their establishments. Third, employers attempt to match the experience, skills, 

work history, and credentials of applicants (education mix) with those required for 

the position. Fourth, academic degrees are recognized and rewarded by some 

employers. Fifth, technical education programs prepare individuals for paid 

employment in current or emerging occupations. Sbcth, employers have some 

understanding, opinion, or view of academic credentials as they apply to their 

particular establishment. Seventh, establishments require a specific occupational 

mix, a combination of trained employees, for accomplishing the work of the 

establishment. Eighth, technician-level positions are an important part of the 

occupational mbc of many establishments. 

Definition of Terms 

In order to maintain clarity and for the purposes of this study, the following 

definitions of terms in the research questions will be used. 

Academic credential-A certificate or degree awarded by an educational 

institution which signifies satisfactory completion of a program of study. 

Associate degree-A degree granted for the successful completion of a 

subbaccalaureate program of studies, usually requiring at least two years (or the 
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equivalent) of full-time college-level study (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 1992). Types of associate degrees most frequently used include 

Associate of Arts (AA), Associate of Science (AS), and Associate of Applied 

Science (AAS). 

Associate of Applied Science (AAS) degree program-A program of study 

designed for immediate employment and/or career advancement that is composed 

of an orderly, identifiable sequence of courses designed to meet specific 

occupational competencies and outcomes. The degree program is composed of 

technical courses, general education courses, related instruction, and, as 

appropriate, elective courses to prepare students for employment as technicians or 

professionals (THECB, 1993). 

Credentialism-The use of a college credential by employers as a screening 

tool for selection of employees (Gordon, 1974a; Rawlins & Ullman, 1974; Thurow, 

1974). 

Degree-Any title or designation, mark, abbreviation, appellation, or series of 

letters or words, including associate, bachelor's, master's, doctor's and their 

equivalents, which signifies or is generally taken to signify satisfactory completion 

of the requirements of all or part of a program of study that is generally regarded 

and accepted as an academic/occupational degree-level program among Texas 

higher education institutions (THECB, 1993). 
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Emplovee advancement-The process by which an employer promotes or 

raises the status of an employee within the organization. 

Emplovee selection-The process by which an employer decides to hire an 

individual. 

Emplover-A person, business establishment, or company that compensates 

employees for work performed. 

Emplover understanding-emplover comprehension, discernment, or 

perception of the distinctions of a phenomenon. 

Establishment-An economic unit, generally at a single physical location, 

where business is conducted or where services or industrial operations are 

performed (Standard Industrial Classification Manual. 1987). 

Industrv-A group of establishments constituting the proposed classification 

which is statistically significant in the number of persons employed, the volume of 

business conducted, and other measures of economic activity (Standard Industrial 

Classification Manual. 1981). 

Work force-All workers potentially available to a nation, project, industry, or 

the like (Morris, 1980). 

Significance of the Studv 

ITie significance of the study can be categorized into four areas: First, a 

qualitative study about employer perspectives of the Associate of Applied Science 
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degree contributes to the body of knowledge about the relationship between 

community college degrees and employment. More specifically, the study will add 

to the body of knowledge about Associate of Applied Science degrees, a college 

credential about which little empirical evidence can be found regarding views held 

by employers. Second, the study makes a contribution to increased understanding 

of employer practices associated with AAS degrees. The study identifies employer 

practices related to the occupational mbc of their establishments. The occupational 

mix has been defined as the combination of trained persons in a number of relevant 

occupations required to meet the employment needs of a given economic sector 

(Adkins, 1974). Employer practices related to the employment of persons 

presenting an AAS degree have implications for both the business and the 

educational sector, as well as for the individuals who attain the degree. 

Third, the study is significant for educational program practices related to 

curriculum development, graduate placement, college-employer relations, and 

graduate employment decisions. Advisory committees and faculty responsible for 

the development and revision of curricula and programs that prepare students for 

entry into business establishments may use findings about employer perceptions to 

improve AAS degree course content and program design. The findings may be 

used in the development of strategies for placement of graduates into employment 

through a better awareness of employer selection processes. Moreover, an 

improved understanding of employer perspectives and practices surrounding the 
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Associate of Applied Science degree can help college administrators, faculty, and 

placement officers to better inform employers of the characteristics and value of the 

AAS degree. 

Finally, increased understanding of employer perspectives of Associate of 

Applied Science degrees can improve college placement practices. College 

counselors, placement officers, and graduates can utilize the findings in improving 

the fit between the graduate and the employment position sought. 

Research Design 

Qualitative research methods were chosen for this study. Qualitative 

research is descriptive, is most often concerned with process, and utilizes the 

natural setting as the direct source of data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). Erickson 

(1986) noted that one instance in which qualitative research is most appropriate is 

when one needs to know more about the "meaning-perspectives" of the 

respondents. Bogdan and Biklen (1982) agreed by stating that meaning is of 

essential concern to the qualitative approach. An examination of employer 

understandings and the context in which the employer makes employment 

decisions gives insight into the meaning perspectives of employers. Qualitative 

research, then, can serve to investigate contextual understandings about social and 

organizational phenomena, describe the world of subjective experience, and 
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provide mechanisms for sharing understandings with others (Crowson, 1987; Van 

Maanen, 1979). 

Specifically, a qualitative approach facilitates an increased understanding of 

employers' perspectives through systematic inquiry in a natural setting. Data 

collected through interviews, documents, and records provide rich descriptions of 

the ways in which employers assign meaning to the outcomes of the community 

college educational system as reflected in their experience with employees.. 

This section on the research design first briefly describes a pilot study 

conducted during June and July of 1994, as it contributed insights into the research 

design of the present study. Site and sample selection are addressed followed by a 

discussion of entry into the field, data collection methods, data analysis methods, 

and field exit procedures. The section ends with a discussion of trustworthiness 

criteria useful in judging the soundness of the data. 

Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted during June and July in conjunction with a 

customer needs survey sponsored by the community college where the present 

study was done. Hie administrative council (consisting of the president, vice 

presidents, provost, deans, and directors) expanded their customer needs survey to 

include a question related to the proposed study. Customers in the survey were 
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defined as external customers of the college including employers, parents, 

students, and community organizations. 

The pilot study also provided important interviewing experience. 

Interviewing skills were practiced utilizing a structured interview process (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Interviews were one to two hours in duration and consisted of a 

sequence of five open-ended questions. In addition, initial contact was made with 

individuals who are instrumental in employee selection for a variety of business 

establishments. This provided an opportunity to propose entry to several sites for 

dissertation research. Preliminary information which was useful in identifying 

important aspects of the research question and in planning the sample was 

obtained. 

Site and Sample Selection 

Site 

A community college service area that corresponds to one of the 25 Quality 

Workforce Development regions designated by the state of Texas served as the 

overall site for the study. 

The community college service area was selected for two reasons: (1) 

employers utilizing positions in allied health, industrial technology and business 

occupations are distributed throughout the service area, and (2) community college 

technical programs were established to serve employers utilizing the regional labor 
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market in the selected service area. A regional approach was used because AAS 

degrees are designed to prepare graduates for entry-level positions within a 

community college service area. The Quality Workforce Development office, along 

with the Texas Employment Commission, provided a ready source of regional labor 

market information. 

Each AAS degree program is required to have a program advisory 

committee with representation from regional employers in an effort to better 

prepare students with occupational knowledge and skills required in the particular 

region. In addition, regional variations are characteristic of some occupations. For 

example, welding skill requirements for persons employed in the Dallas-Fort Worth 

metroplex, where manufacturing is prevalent, are somewhat different from the 

skills required in a rural, petroleum-based setting. Medical coding might have a 

different emphasis in an area where organ transplants are frequently done in 

contrast to an area where cancer research is dominant. Thus, the study addressed 

a regional labor market in keeping with the design of the AAS degree. The 

Classification of Instructional Programs, or CIP code. Occupational Employment 

Statistics (OES) code, and the Standard Industrial (SIC) code were utilized to select 

specific establishments with employment positions corresponding to AAS degree 

programs in the region. 

The Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) coding system includes 11 

major categories used to collect data on establishments existing in the U.S. 
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economy. It covers the entire field of economic activities in the country and reflects 

the composition and structure of the economy. Major categories include: 

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing; Mining; Construction; Manufacturing; 

Transportation and Public Utilities; Wholesale Trade; Retail Trade; Finance, 

Insurance, and Real Estate; Services; Public Administration; and Nonclassifiable 

Establishments (Standard Industrial Classification Manual. 1987). 

The service sector is the fastest growing sector, is one of the largest 

employment sectors, and includes occupations with corresponding health, business 

and industrial occupational mixes. The service sector for the selected overall site 

bears the same characteristics. 

Ten establishments in the service sector were selected. The number of sites 

yielded a total of 18 individuals who participated in at least one interview per 

person. As suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985), a researcher will frequently 

reach the point of redundancy in which no new information is uncovered after 

about 12 interviews. In order to maintain the focus of the study and to gain a more 

in-depth understanding of the perspectives of these individuals, the number of 

establishments was limited to no more than 10. 

Sample 

The sample consisted of business owners, human resource managers, 

division or department managers, trainers, or supervisors at each of ten 



26 

establishments in the service sector and was based on the respective organizational 

structure of each establishment. Snowball referral sampling (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992) was used to identify additional interviewees at each site who could help 

clarify the uses of the AAS degree. 

The approval of the administration of the cooperating community college 

and the selected service sector establishments were obtained. Consent forms 

explaining the nature and purpose of the study, methods of data collection, and the 

right to withdraw consent at any point throughout the study were completed by 

each participant in the study (Appendbc D). The consent form provided assurance 

of anonymity for individuals and organizations involved in the study along with an 

offer to share the findings of the study if requested. In order to maintain 

anonymity, respondents' names were changed to pseudonyms in the written report 

and the site was described as a region of Texas. Further, the consent form assured 

the respondents of the confidentiality of the data. Several of the respondents 

emphasized the need for confidentiality relative to competitor access to the data 

and documents that were shared; others were concerned about legal issues in a 

society prone toward litigation. 

Data Collection 

Patton (1990) recognizes that each type and source of data has strengths as 

well as limitations. For this reason he recommends the use of a combination of 
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data collection methods to help counterbalance limitations of any single type and 

source of data. A variety of complementary data types and sources were utilized in 

order to strengthen the study. TTiese include interviews, documents, and 

observations. 

Data were collected through use of two types of interviews: the general 

interview guide combined with the standardized open-ended interview, and the 

informal conversational interview (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Patton, 1990). Initial interviews with human resource managers and those making 

employee selection and advancement decisions for each employer provided data 

about credentials required, use of the AAS degree, organizational structure, and 

positions employed. Subsequent interviews with human resource managers, 

division managers, trainers, and supervisors, utilizing a general interview guide, 

provided additional data about supervisor/manager understanding of academic 

credentials with specific emphasis on the Associate of ̂ pl ied Science degree. 

Informal conversational interviews occurred spontaneously as the researcher 

interacted with respondents. Participant responses to general interview guide 

questions and standardized open-ended interviews were audiotaped when the 

interviewee consented. 

Records and documents (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) including position 

announcements, job descriptions, organizational charts, employee education plans. 
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company newsletters, and newspaper employment ads were collected during visits 

to the selected sites. 

Observations (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were used as 

a means to collect data about the respondents and the context in which they 

worked. 

Entrv 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) identify four steps in gaining entry. These include: 

(1) making initial contacts, (2) negotiating consent, (3) building and maintaining 

trust, and (4) identifying and using respondents. 

The researcher gained initial entry to some sites during the pilot study. 

After explaining the purpose of the study to college administrators and employers, 

the researcher obtained the cooperation of the administrative council in conducting 

the pilot study which resulted in opportunities for making initial contacts for the 

current research study. Entry into additional sites was gained through direct 

communication with managers who agreed to participate once the purpose of the 

study was explained. 

Consent was then negotiated with interviewees who were willing to 

participate in the study during visits to the sites selected. Consent forms were 

explained, questions answered, and signatures requested at that time. 
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A third step noted by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is to recognize that 

maintaining entry requires building trust. Respondents expect the researcher to 

maintain their anonymity and to assure confidentiality of the data. The researcher 

provided for data confidentiality and interviewee anonymity in all phases of the 

study by the use of pseudonyms and by limiting access to data and documents 

collected. 

The final step in gaining and maintaining entry requires consideration of 

how the respondents will be identified. Human resource managers or division 

managers at the selected sites were interviewed first. Additional interviews were 

negotiated based on referrals obtained during the initial interview. 

Interviews 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992), wrote that an interview is "a purposeful 

conversation, usually between two people but sometimes involving more, that is 

directed by one in order to get information from the other" (p. 96). More succinctly 

stated, it is a conversation with a purpose (Dexter, 1970). Patton (1990) recognizes 

that the purpose of interviewing is to gain insight into what is on someone else's 

mind. It is an effort, on the part of the researcher, to enter into the other person's 

perspective. Further, it allows the researcher to investigate those things that 

cannot be directly observed. The purpose of this study, which is to describe 

employer understanding of the Associate of Applied Science degree, required the 
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use of interviews as a technique for collecting data on understandings that are not 

otherwise observable. 

Patton (1990) identifies three kinds of interviews, all of which were utilized 

in this study: (1) the standardized open-ended interview, (2) the general interview 

guide approach, and (3) the informal conversational interview. 

The standardized open-ended interview consists of a set of questions which 

are carefully worded and arranged in order to provide for continuity in conducting 

the interviews. The standardized open-ended interview provides focus and 

structure when time is a limitation. The general-interview-guide approach consists 

of an outline, a particular set of issues, which serves as a checklist so that the 

interviewer can be sure to cover all of the relevant topics under study. 

Standardized open-ended questions were combined with the general interview 

guide approach early in the study. The informal conversational interview was used 

in spontaneous conversation with participants in the study. 

Audiotapes were used to generate accurate transcripts of interviews when 

consent was given. Completeness and the opportunity to review as often as needed 

are two advantages of audiotaped interview data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

However, the use of a tape recorder has some limitations. A tape recorder 

may inhibit the responses of the participant. In addition, mechanical failure can be 

a problem. In order to address these limitations, the researcher utilized a 

microcassette recorder with a built-in condensed microphone, which is small and 
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not as dominating in the interview setting. Other researchers utilizing video and 

audio equipment have noted diminishing awareness of the presence of the 

audiorecording technology over time (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). 

A second tape recorder and additional tapes and batteries were available at 

all times in order to anticipate mechanical failure. The backup equipment was used 

when required. 

Documents 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) recognize documents as an important source of 

data which can provide insights into how the people who produce or use the 

documents think about their world. Documents can provide data about the official 

perspective of the organization (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). They can also be used to 

generate pertinent questions and can provide insight into "behind-the-scenes" 

aspects of the study (Patton, 1990). 

Internal documents, as defined by Bogdan and Biklen (1992), are circulated 

inside an organization and tend to follow the hierarchical structure. The researcher 

collected internal documents such as job descriptions, organizational charts, policy 

statements, employee education incentive plans, training plans, interdepartmental 

memos, and company newsletters pertinent to the employee selection and 

advancement processes. 
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External communication documents consist of materials produced for public 

consumption (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Annual reports, newspaper articles, 

position announcements, and employment ads are examples of external 

communication documents available to the researcher, which can provide an 

additional source of data. 

Documents may be selective or incomplete and tend to be variable in quality 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1987). Documents collected were analyzed as part of the data. 

The researcher sought additional data from interviewees after examining the 

content of pertinent documents and evaluating the completeness of the data 

collected during interviews. 

Observations 

Researcher observations were recorded throughout the data-collection 

process. Observation allows the researcher to document the context of the 

research; to describe the interactions and discourse of the participants; to learn 

about the interests, concerns, customs and behaviors of the respondents; and to 

build upon the tacit knowledge of the respondents (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 

Hammersley, 1990; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990; Vierra & Pollock, 1992). 

The researcher had opportunity to observe the setting during each visit. 

Observations were consistently made immediately preceding each interview. 
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throughout the interview, and during follow-up visits to the various sites. 

Observations included tours of some of the establishments visited. 

Exit from the Field 

Data were collected during May through July, 1995. When data collection 

was near completion, the researcher notified employers and managers about the 

time frame for completion. Respondents were notified by telephone or in person 

based on their availability. At that time any questions that they had were addressed 

before the researcher departed. At the conclusion of data collection, the researcher 

met with managers and supervisors to explain that work in their establishment was 

completed and to answer any questions that they had before leaving the field. 

Research Log 

A log of day-to-day research activities is useful for documenting the dates, 

time, location, and duration of research activities (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

activity of recording the researcher's reflections and feelings during the research 

process is an important part of a qualitative approach (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Strauss, 1987; Vierra & Pollock, 1992). The terms reflexive 

journal, observer comments, or personal diary all refer to the practice of recording 

the researcher's feelings and insights during data collection. For this study, 

researcher reflections were kept separate from the data and were recorded as a 
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part of the daily log of research activities. In this way, the researcher monitored 

her personal reactions during the study while tracking research activities. 

Data Analysis 

Data Organization 

Data were organized and filed in four categories: (1) interviews, (2) 

documents, (3) memos, and (4) observations. Sources were labeled according to 

date, time, location, and interviewee. Anonymity was insured through the use of 

pseudonyms. Access to the data was limited to the members of the doctoral 

committee, the typist, and the transcriptionist to assure confidentiality. 

Coding 

A modified constant comparative approach guided the coding process 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). The constant comparative method requires that the 

researcher begin data analysis early in the study so that categories of focus may be 

identified for comparison with categories identified later in the study. A category 

represents a consistent grouping of related data according to its defined properties 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As data analysis progressed, the researcher returned 

periodically to compare codes and categories with those previously identified. This 

process of constant comparison allowed the researcher to better define the 

properties of the categories identified through analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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Etic codes refer to codes that have been identified from outside of the data. In the 

initial analysis, etic codes were drawn from the theoretical framework of the Job 

Competition Model. Emic codes emerged from the data themselves as analysis 

progressed. Emic codes refer to codes that are identified by the researcher during 

anafysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Vierra & Pollock, 1992). 

Tlie researcher utilized coding processes identified by Strauss (1987). 

These included open coding to identify emic codes, axial coding to code around 

categories, and memo writing to record the researcher's internal dialogue about 

the data analysis. 

The researcher analyzed across interviews and documents throughout the 

study and reexamined codes periodically as the analysis progressed. 

Memos 

Memos are the researcher's documentation of thoughts stimulated during 

direct observation, data collection, and data analysis. Memos, as described by 

Strauss (1987), are written in relation to data analysis and provide a running record 

of insights, thoughts, and discussions about the coding and analysis of the data. 

Memos and data were kept separate and memos were cross-referenced to data 

sources. Audiotaping and transcription or writing of memos occurred throughout 

the coding processes to help uncover properties of categories (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Strauss, 1987). 
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Trustworthiness 

Criteria for trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) are important in 

qualitative research and serve to evaluate the strength of the study. Credibility 

and transferability are two trustworthiness criteria discussed by Lincoln and Guba 

which are appropriate to the study. 

Credibilitv 

Credibility refers to a research design that helps establish confidence in the 

research findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Research activities that support and 

ensure the credibility of the study include prolonged engagement, persistent 

observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, and member 

checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Data were collected over a period of time sufficient to reach data saturation 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) which is the point of redundancy at which information 

becomes repetitive and new information becomes progressively scarcer (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). In this way, prolonged engagement served to reach the point of 

redundancy. 

Persistent observation of employer perspectives of the AAS degree was used 

to help identify the most relevant characteristics and elements of employer views 

and to gain focus and give depth to the study. This was done through follow-up 
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interviews with respondents along with interviews of others identified by 

participants. 

Triangulation of data was used to supplement and corroborate primary data 

through the use of multiple sources and methods (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

LeCompte & Goets, 1982). Collection methods include gathering data through 

formal standardized open-ended interviews, informal conversational interviews, and 

document collection. Multiple sources of data include transcribed formal 

interviews, memos that record the content of informal conversational interviews, 

internal documents, and external communication documents. 

In order to strengthen the credibility of the study, peer debriefing sessions 

were conducted on a continuing basis to test the steps in the research design, 

clarify definitions and assumptions, identify other relevant sources of information, 

and discuss preliminary findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Peer debriefing sessions 

were conducted with peers who are postsecondary educators and researchers at 

the university (including members of the dissertation committee), with community 

college peers, and state agency representatives who work with technical education. 

Peer debriefing activities were a vital part of the study and are described in greater 

detail in Chapter III. 

Credibility is also strengthened by negative case analysis, which requires 

that the researcher look for disconfirming data throughout the research process 

(Kidder, 1981). Analysis of negative cases or disconfirming data requires repeated 
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examination of the data and can serve to strengthen the research design. 

Disconfirming data are identified and discussed in the findings. 

Member checks, in which data, categories, interpretations, and conclusions 

are tested with those from whom the data were collected, were an integral part of 

the study because member checks are recognized as crucial to the credibility of the 

study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member checks of data collected during interviews 

were conducted with interviewees during the pilot study and were also used 

throughout the data collection process. Clarification of documents collected was 

also sought from those providing the records and documents for the study. 

In summary, prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation of 

data, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, and member checking were used in 

order to support the credibility of the findings. 

Transferabilitv 

Another criterion for trustworthiness is transferability. Transferability is 

facilitated to the extent that the researcher provides sufficient description of the 

context and the data to enable potential readers of the study to make judgments 

about the applicability of the study to their particular context (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). "Thick description" of the context, time, respondents, and observations are 

provided to enable the reader to transfer the findings through comparison of this 

setting to the particular features of other settings. Through such comparison 
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readers of the study can judge the degree of applicability of specific findings based 

on empirical evidence about contextual similarity determined by the reader 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Limitations of the Studv 

Limitations of the study include the demographics of the region, the 

community profile, and the economic and business setting. TTiese characteristics 

limit the extent to which the study can be generalized to other regions in Texas and 

to other states. 

Demographics 

The Service Area Demographic Profile from the regional Workforce 

Planning Committee describes the research region as one comprised of 15 counties 

and encompassing 13,737 square miles. Population density is approximately 27 

residents per square mile compared to an average density of 65.6 in the state of 

Texas. The median age of the population is 33 as compared with a statewide 

average of 31 and a national average of 36. The ethnic distribution of the region is 

estimated to be 64% Anglo, 28% Hispanic, 6% Black, and 2% Other. Population 

estimates for growth in the region are projected to increase by 23,562 between 1993 

and 1998, an increase of 6.16 %. The region is characterized by a stable, mature 

population with approximately 29% of its inhabitants over the age of 44 and another 
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30% between the ages of 25 to 44 (Regional Quality Workforce Planning 

Committee). Similar demographic profiles are available for all 25 regions in the 

state of Texas through the State Occupational Information Coordinating 

Committee. 

Community Setting 

The largest city within the region has a population of approximately 190,000 

and is served by a public university, several private colleges and universities, and a 

community college. The community college has a main campus with four out-of-

district locations. Area residents are well educated with 26% having completed at 

least 16 years of schooling (Regional Quality Workforce Planning Committee, 

1994). 

Economic and Business Setting 

The unemployment rate for the region is approximately 6.5% with 23% of the 

region's population living below the poverty level. The nonagricultural industry 

employment distribution for the region is dominated by three major industry 

sectors-wholesale/retail trade (26.96%), government (25.05%), and services 

(22.48%). Manufacturing represents 7.57% of employment. Total farm and ranch 

employment is approximately 4,800. A decline in the oil and gas industry has been 
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evident over the past five years (Regional Quality Workforce Planning Committee, 

1994). 

Summarv 

The history of the Associate of Applied Science degree has been presented 

including its origins, purpose, and design. Information on the economics of 

education trace the use of economic theory to examine the economic aspects of 

education and demonstrate the link between education and the economy. 

Five major theoretical models of the degree-holding labor force have been 

identified (Adkins, 1974; Thurow, 1974). Demographic Trend Analysis, the Human 

Capital Model, the Technogenic Model, the Sociogenic Model, and the Job 

Competition Model represent theories related to the forecasting and use of degreed 

manpower stocks (Adkins, 1975; Youn, 1988). In addition, credentialism, which 

refers to the use of academic credentials by employers as a screening tool in the 

selection of employees, has been discussed (Gordon, 1975a; Rawlins & Ullman, 

1975). In these ways, the Job Competition Model has been identified as most 

useful for the purposes of this study. 

Research on college education and employment is dominated by emphasis 

on baccalaureate and graduate degrees with limited attention to associate degrees 

and minimal attention to Associate of Applied Science degrees. Further 

investigation of the Associate of Applied Science degree is warranted because this 



42 

academic credential is, by design, focused on preparing individuals with entry-level 

skills for occupations that will represent a rapidly growing part of the occupational 

mbc sought by employers (Texas State Occupational Information Coordinating 

Committee, 1994). Further, the study provides a greater understanding of 

employer perspectives and practices related to their understanding of the Associate 

of Applied Science degree. 

Key terms have been defined and described. The site and sample selection 

processes for the proposed study have been described. The data collection process 

included the use of interviews and documents. Data analysis focused on the 

relationships between employer perspectives of the Associate of Applied Science 

degree and their use of the degree in their establishments. The limitations of the 

study have been discussed. Finally, the significance of the study for employers and 

members of the academic community has been presented. 
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ELECTRONICS TECHNOLOGY 
Associate of Applied Science Degree 
The two-year program in Electronics Technology is designed to provide a broad background in 
electronic theory and practice, along with mathematics and physics. Upon completion of this 
curriculum, students will be prepared for entry level positions as electronic technicians in the areas 
of computers, electronic maintenance, manufactiuing, field service engineering, communications 
and other related eletronic fields. The curriculum meets all requirements for the Associate of 
Applied Science degree. 

FRESHMAN YEAR 

FIRSTSEMESTER 

Course Semester Hours 

SECOND SEMESTER 

Course Semester Hours 

ET1301 Fabrication Techniques 3 

ET1303 Computing for Technology 3 

ET 1401 DC Circuits 4 

MTH 131 College Algebra 3 

SP 238 Business and Prof. Speech 3 

Total 16 

SUMMER SESSION 

Course Semester Hours 

ENG 131 College Comp. & Rhetoric 3 

PSY 231 General Psychology 3 

Total 6 

SOPHOMORE YEAR 

FIRSTSEMESTER 

Course Semester Hours 

ET 1302 hidustrial Electricity 

ET 1402 AC Circuits 

ET 1404 Digital Circuits 

ET 1406 Semiconductor Device I 

MTH 132 Trigonometry 

Total. 

3 

4 

4 

4 

3 

18 

SECOND SEMESTER 

Course Semester Hours 

ET2301 Physics for Technicians 

ET 2303 Semiconductor Devices II 

ET 2305 Microprocessor Architecture 

ET2401 Linear Integrted Circuits 

Free Elective 

Total.., 

3 ET 2302 Microcomputer Systems 

3 ET 2304 Data Communications 

3 ET 2306 Electronic Communications 

4 ET 2306 hidustrial Control Systems 

3 ENG 132 College Comp. & Rhetoric 

16 Total. 

3 

3 

3 

4 

3 

16 

Bold indicates Academic Transfer General Studies courses. 

Figure 1.1. Electronics Technology Associate of Applied Science Degree Plan 
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PARALEGAL 
Associate of Applied Science Degree 
The two-year Paralegal program is designed to prepare graduates to enter the legal 
profession with adequate knowledge of and expertise in the legal system and 
substantive and procedural law to be able to assist an attorney in the delivery of 
legal services. The student who completes this curriculum will be eligible to 
receive an Associate of Applied Science Degree. 

FRESHMAN YEAR 

FIRSTSEMESTER 

Course Semester Hours 

ENG 131 College Comp. & Rhetoric 

CIS 133 Microcomputer Applications 

LA 131 Intro, to the Legal System 

LA 136 Civil Procedure I 

MTH 131 College Algebra 

Total 

SUMMER SESSION 

Course 

LA 133 VTiUs, Trusts and Probate 

Free Elective 

SOPHOMORE YEAR 

FIRSTSEMESTER 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

15 

SECOND SEMESTER 

Course Semester Hours 

ENG 132 College Comp. & Rhetoric or 3 

GOV 231 American Govt., Org. 3 

SP 238 Business and Prof. Speech 3 

LA 131 Legal Research 3 

LA 233 Civil Procedure H 3 

Total 15 

Semester Hours 

3 

3 

Total 6 

Course Semester Hours 

LA 238 Family Law 

LA 2311 Legal Writing 

LA 138 Contract Law 

LA 237 Tort & hisurance Law 

LA 234 Criminal Law 

Social/Behavioral Science * 

Total 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

18 

SECOND SEMESTER 

Course Semester Hours 

LA 232 Business Organizations 3 

LA 235 Property/Real Estate Law 3 

LA 261 Legal Assistant Internship 6 

Elective 3 

Total 18 
*Suggested Social Behavioral Science Courses: GOV, HST, PSY, SOC 
Bold indicates Academic Transfer General Studies courses. 

Figure 1.2. Paralegal Associate of Applied Science Degree Plan. 
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RESPIRATORY CARE THERAPIST 
Associate of Applied Science Degree 
The Respiratory Care Therapist program is designed to enable the student to work professionally as 
a vital member of the health care team. This 24-month curriculum culminates in an Associate of 
Applied Science degree and eligibility for the National Board for Respiratory Care examinations to 
become a Registered Respiratory Therapist. This program includes an in-depth study of 
cardiopulmonary physiology, training in management skills and emphasizes competencies in critical 
care medicine. This program is accredited by the American Medical Association. 

FRESHMAN YEAR 

FIRSTSEMESTER 

Course 

RSP 115 Clinical Procedures 

RSP 123 Intro, to Respiratory Care 

RSP 127 Respiratory Pharmacology 

RSP 135 Respiratory Procedures 

MTH 131 College Algebra 

Total 

SUMMER SESSION 

Course 

RSP 125 Respiratory Physics 

RSP 220 Physical & Laboratory Assessment in 

BIO 242 Human Anat. & Physiology 

SECOND SEMESTER 

Semester Hours Course 

RSP 128 Respiratory Pathology 

RSP 136 Respiratory Procedures II 

RSP 124 Clinical Procedures II 

ENG 131 College Comp. & Rhetoric 

BIO 241 Human Anat. & Physiology 

Total 

1 

2 

2 

3 

3 

15 

Semester Hours 

2 

3 

2 

3 

4 

14 

Semester Hours 

2 

2 

4 

Total 8 

SOPHOMORE YEAR 

FIRSTSEMESTER 

Course 

RSP 221 Pediatric & Neonatal 

RSP 223 Applied Anat. & Physiology 

RSP 225 Clinical Procedures HI 

BIO 245 Microbiology 

CIS 134 Computer Fimdamentals 

SECOND SEMESTER 

Semester Hours Course Semester Hours 

RSP 224 Advanced Respiratory Physiology 2 

RSP 229 Respiratory Didactic and Clinical 2 

RSP 226 Adv. Clinical Procedures 2 

PSY 231 General Psychology 3 

ENG 132 College Comp. & Rhetoric 3 

Free Elective 3 

Total 15 

2 

2 

2 

4 

3 

Total. 13 
Bold indicates Academic Transfer General Studies courses. 

Figure 1.3. Respiratory Care Therapist Associate of Applied Science Degree Plan. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This chapter begins with a summary of the most recent literature on 

Associate of Applied Science degrees. Literature on the economics of education 

emerged during the 1960s and is included because it describes a specialized area of 

economics which turned attention to the development of the American workforce, 

the economic benefits of education, and the relationships between education and 

the economy. All of these issues are integral to the workforce development 

purposes and outcomes of AAS degree programs. Research on employer 

expectations of the educational system and employee selection processes 

introduces the theoretical framework of the study. An extended discussion of 

credentialism (employer use of adacemic credentials for employment decision 

making) is included in the review of the literature since it identifies practices and 

processes which have a direct bearing on AAS degree graduates. Literature on the 

transition from education to employment is included to describe the formal systems 

which connect AAS degrees with the labor market. The chapter ends with 

literature which focuses on the significance of Associate of Applied Science 

degrees. 

46 
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Research on Associate of Applied Science Degrees 

A review of the current literature on Associate of Applied Science degrees 

reveals a limited number of empirical studies about this academic credential. A 

search of the ERIC database resulted in the identification of 954 records related to 

the associate degree, with only 64 of these addressing the AAS degree. 

Examination of the AAS degree subset yielded studies and reports related to: (1) 

curriculum design in specific disciplines, (2) articulation and transfer studies, (3) 

program evaluation studies, (4) graduate follow-up studies, (5) retention studies, 

and (6) reports on educational and business partnerships. Documents and reports 

on attaining quality and establishing criteria for associate degrees were also 

identified. 

In general, only 6.7% of the studies identified focus on AAS degrees; more of 

the studies report aggregate data about associate degrees in general, making it 

difficult to extract AAS degree data, and few studies have been conducted in the 

state of Texas. 

Studies about curriculum revision and design focused on specific areas such 

as chemical technology (Hajian, 1992), marketing, and management (Smith, 1988), 

computer graphics (Parkland College, 1990), and nursing (Austin Community 

College, 1988). Only one study in this category was conducted in the state of 

Texas. These studies are primarily descriptive of curriculum content or the 

curriculum development process yet they exemplify the value placed on employer 
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input for an AAS degree curriculum. Further, they demonstrate a curriculum 

development process which differs from the traditional academic processes. 

Articulation and transfer studies emphasize Associate of Arts and Associate 

of Science degrees and also report on Associate of Applied Science graduates. TTie 

articulation and transfer studies show, in general, that a larger percent of AA and 

AS degree graduates complete a baccalaureate degree compared to AAS degree 

graduates. Further, their GPA tends to be slightly higher than that of AAS degree 

graduates (State University of New York, 1991; Cox, 1989; Illinois Community 

College Board, 1986; Bragg, 1982). There were no Texas AAS studies in this 

category. The findings in these studies make sense, given the focus of AAS 

degrees on job entry, nevertheless, the fact that some AAS graduates complete 

baccalaureate degrees merits additional study. Graduate follow-up studies track 

AAS graduates who enter baccalaureate studies or employment. Approximately 

80% to 85% of the graduates in these studies continued on to more advanced 

education or found employment. Nienkamp (1984) found that 61.5% of AAS degree 

graduates were working in a related field while 22.8% continued on to more 

advanced education. Von-Wald (1990) found that 80.6% of AA graduates, 25% of AS 

graduates, and 30% of AAS graduates were continuing their education. The same 

study reported that 96% of AS graduates, and 85% of AAS graduates who were 

eligible for placement found jobs. Tlie findings seem inconsistent for AS graduates 

in this study as they have a higher employment rate than do AAS graduates. In a 



49 

study at SUNY Community College in New York, almost 39% of AAS respondents 

transferred and 57.8% obtained immediate employment. Head (1985) found that 

over half of the 1985 Piedmont Virginia Community College graduates had full-time 

employment in related fields. Although AAS degrees focus on preparation for 

work, graduates do indeed continue on to four-year colleges and universities. 

Other studies about AAS degrees addressed the evaluation of technical 

programs on an institutional or state level. Lane (1989) conducted an assessment 

of the Lamar Community College Horse Training and Management program with a 

focus on the quality of the educational experience, the faculty and students, and 

fiscal resources. Williams (1989) conducted an evaluation study of the AAS degree 

program in nursing for Patrick Henry Community College in Virginia after low 

passing rates on the state licensing board examination were reported. Employers 

of nursing graduates reported being more satisfied with graduates' attitudes about 

their work than with the graduates' specific skills. Program evaluation studies 

often seek employer input about the quality of technical program graduates 

although they do not usually request data about employer uses of academic 

credentials or the AAS degree. There were no Texas AAS degree studies in this 

category. 

Student retention studies reported on AAS degrees as a subcategory of 

college-wide programs. Head (1990,1991) found that retention rates for programs 

leading to AA or AS degrees were slightly lower than for programs leading to the 
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AAS degree. This may be due to the early transfer of AA and AS majors prior to 

degree completion. Tichenor (1986) studied data on nonreturning students to 

determine the extent of retention problems, achievement of non-degree goals, or 

student decisions to stop out temporarily. The intent to return is what 

distinguishes "stop-outs" from "drop-outs" and the term implies the need to 

overcome obstacles to continued educational attainment. Eighty percent of 

students in this study who had been pursuing an AA or AAS degree were classified 

as stop outs. Stop outs are students who have enrolled in a college course in a 

particular semester but who have not returned in the following semester. These 

students report that they have not accomplished their educational goals and that 

they plan to return to college. Possible reasons for stopping out may include work 

and family responsibilities or financial limitations. 

Eleven doctoral investigations which specify the associate degree were 

identified. These may be grouped into studies on: (1) specialized technical 

programs; (2) recruitment, retention, and transfer studies; and (3) studies on AAS 

student attributes. 

Studies on specialized programs include Russell's (1993) analysis of the 

current status of associate degree programs for library technical assistants. 

Findings indicated a drop in the number of programs. Jordan (1993) examined 

attitudes about nursing care of AIDS patients in associate degree nursing students. 

Neither of these studies report employment-related findings. 
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In the areas of student recruitment, retention, and transfer. Brown (1994) 

examined factors related to the academic success of community college 

agricultural students who transfer to four-year institutions. Brown found that many 

AAS agricultural students who transfer are capable of academic success in four-

year institutions. The findings on AAS graduate success may indicate that 

community college students, sometimes perceived as marginal, acquire the needed 

attributes for success at the four year institution. Dbcon (1992) examined factors 

related to student recruitment, attrition, and image of the college which could 

provide the basis for the development of a college marketing plan. Seventy-one 

percent of the student respondents in this study indicated that their purpose for 

entering New York City Technical College was to get an associate degree while 69% 

said that they intended to transfer to a four-year college. Data on AAS degrees was 

not specifically reported and employers were not a part of the study. Fiengold 

(1994) conducted a study on occupational education and the effect of basic skill 

remediation on student retention in a community college. The sample consisted of 

two groups of students enrolled in Associate of Applied Science programs. Holmes 

(1992) identified perceived inhibitors of associate degree nurses returning for a 

baccalaureate degree. Identified inhibitors included life roles such as marital 

status, critical life events such as birth of a child, and barriers such as cost and 

time. Watkins (1992) completed a case study on the effectiveness of academic 

preparation for transfer students. The study did not report on AAS degrees 



52 

specifically. Watkins found a significant relationship between attainment of a 

baccalaureate degree and the number of credit hours accumulated by non-

graduates of community college associate degree programs. Further, students 

transferring to the five universities in the study were more likely to attain a 

baccalaureate degree if they had attained an associate degree. 

The recruitment, retention, and transfer studies provide insights into the 

transfer function of community colleges in combination with open access. In some 

cases, associate degree programs may provide indirect access to baccalaureate 

programs for students who might otherwise not have enrolled in college because 

they did not think they could succeed. They also illustrate the inhibitors more 

characteristic of community college students-life roles, cost, and time. 

Attributes and characteristics of associate degree students were studied by 

several researchers. Asselle (1994) investigated the consequences of attendance at 

two-year colleges on occupational outcomes for men and women using national 

longitudinal data on the high school class of 1972. She found that community 

college graduates of both genders appear to attain a lower occupational status in 

comparison with baccalaureate graduates. However, female community college 

graduates attain higher occupational status when compared with female high 

school graduates. The study did not report on AAS degrees specifically. Bellarts 

(1993) examined nursing student values and their relationship to the type of 

educational institution, educational preparation, job interests, and age. Using a 
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Profile of Life Values, he found that the values of greatest importance for nursing 

students were consideration, intellectualism, and achievement. Donald (1993) 

examined gender imbalance in engineering technology education at the associate 

degree level and found significant differences between ET women and traditional 

women in several areas including ratio of male/female teachers in high school, 

years of high school math/science preparation and perception of male/female 

ability. Guccione (1993) identified factors that infiuence the performance and 

success of students in community college engineering technology programs. 

Academic factors included test scores in reading, writing, and mathematics and 

first quarter grade point average. Non-academic factors included individual goals, 

age, non-academic, full- or part-time enrollment status, ethnicity, marital status, and 

gender. The identified factors may bear some similarity to the background 

characteristics referred to in Thurow's (1974) job competition model of the labor 

market which is discussed below. 

Studies more directly related to employer perceptions center on business 

and industry partnerships with education in the development and delivery of 

technical programs. The majority of the reports found in this category are 

descriptive. They do allude, however, to employer expectations of community 

colleges in the development of the workforce and they provide examples of 

employer support of specific technical programs. Conklin (1987) reported on 

partnerships between community colleges and corporations in the automotive 
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industry. He described the Chrysler Dealer apprenticeship Program as an AAS 

degree program designed to prepare entry-level technicians for Chrysler 

dealerships on a national basis. Hines (1990) described alliances developed among 

the Arizona business community, the Consortium for Education and Training, and 

the Arizona State Environmental Technical Training Center. AAS degree programs 

in water and hazardous materials treatment were a part of the academic component 

of the technical training programs. McCartney (1984) describes three automotive 

training partnership agreements designed to meet the specific educational needs of 

General Motors Corporation. The partnership utilizes an AAS degree program as 

one of three primary components. 

These examples of employer interest in AAS degree programs may serve as 

early indicators of increasing employer awareness of AAS degrees, particularly in 

the automotive industry. On the other hand, the fact that these kinds of studies 

were few in number points to a general lack of employer awareness of AAS degree 

programs. All of these studies emphasize the utilization of employer expertise and 

input characteristic of AAS degree programs. 

Summary 

The overview of research on AAS degrees raises issues that surround this 

academic credential. Existing research on AAS degree programs shows a high 

level of employer involvement in the evaluation, development and upgrading of 
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AAS degree curriculum but the number of studies is very small. The emphasis on 

employer input might be viewed by some as a loss of control by educators over the 

curriculum. On the other hand, one might argue that employer curriculum 

requirements are justified since employers are theoretically on the receiving end of 

the process for AAS degrees. The analogy is not unlike the traditionally held 

practice of transferability in which the receiving institution ultimately determines 

the acceptability of a transfer course. 

The literature also shows that a small percent of AAS degree graduates 

continue on to baccalaureate programs although AA and AS graduates demonstrate 

a slightly higher GPA than AAS graduates. Some of the studies identify community 

college student attributes and inhibitors which have an impact on educational 

attainment. Studies on employer perspectives and uses of AAS degrees are 

frequently program specific, focusing on curriculum development or graduate 

quality. The small number of studies conducted in Texas indicate the need for 

additional research about the AAS degree. No studies on employer perspectives of 

the AAS degree itself were identified in the literature. 

Economics of Education Background 

The economics of education represents the use of economic theory to 

examine the economic aspects of education, including the contributions of 

education to economic growth, economic returns to society, employer needs. 
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employee productivity, value added for graduates, and the development of the 

workforce. It helps clarify the issues of return on investment related to the cost of 

education as compared with its economic benefits. Leslie and Brinkman (1993) 

explain that the significance of the economics of education is that it represents a 

new rationale for investment in education. The primary government motive for 

supporting education previously had been to promote social equity. The economics 

of education presented a new rationale for investment in education, that of return 

on investment not only for government, but also for individuals who make a 

personal decision to invest in education in anticipation of increased lifetime 

earnings. 

Theodore W. Schultz, at the University of Chicago, is considered to be the 

intellectual father of the economics of education movement in the early 1960s 

(Gordon, 1974a; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993). Leslie and Brinkman noted that by 

1972, economists who specialized in the economics of education had become 

instrumental in education policymaking at both the state and federal levels. 

Further, an extended body of literature on the topic developed during the 1970s. 

Moreover, Leslie and Brinkman indicate that the heyday of the economics of 

education had been reached in about 1970. The theoretical framework used in this 

dissertation study was developed during this decade of intense research on the 

economics of education. 
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The Carnegie Foundation sponsored a series of studies conducted by the 

National Bureau of Economic Research during the mid 1970s. Clark Kerr (1974), 

chairman of the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education at the time of these 

studies, best summarizes the conventionally accepted relationship among 

education, economics, and society when he notes the existence of a "substantial 

body of evidence that formal schooling repays, in the monetary as well as in the 

nonmonetary sense, both the individual who receives the education and the society 

as a whole" (p. xvi). Kerr implies that increased educational attainment results in 

rewards such as improved salaries and standard of living for the individual as well 

as an improved quality of life for the society in general. 

However, Astin (1991) in his examination of excellence in higher education, 

identifies problems related to the traditional views of the rewards of education 

because of the existing hierarchy of postsecondary educational institutions along 

with issues of access and equity. He views the "academic pedigree" associated with 

institutions at the top of the hierarchy as problematic because they tend to reward 

the best prepared students from the most affluent families. Astin found that higher 

education opportunities are not equitably distributed among students from different 

social classes and that students from upper socioeconomic levels have greater 

access to high prestige institutions. Minority students and students from poor 

families, on the other hand, tended to enroll at institutions with fewer resources. 
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Further, the prestige of institutions has implications for employment and 

professional status of the graduates, according to Astin. 

Additionally, Astin raises the issue of access through which institutions of 

higher education sort students on the basis of their levels of academic preparation. 

He notes that the open door policies of community colleges have a major influence 

on access as they serve over one third of first-time entering students and enroll 

high percentage of nontraditional students, underprepared students, and students 

from under-represented populations. Finally, Astin states that community colleges 

are perceived at the bottom of the educational hierarchy in the United States. 

Recent studies about the economic benefits of education continue to support 

Kerr's statement as the literature on the topic continues to grow. Leslie and 

Brinkman (1993) and Holloway (1994) report on benefits to the individual as well as 

to society. For example, Leslie and Brinkman reported that the rate of return on 

the public investment in undergraduate education ranges from approximately 11.6 

to 12.1 percent; for private investment in an undergraduate degree the range is 11.8 

to 13.4 percent. They admit, however, that many of the social benefits of education, 

such as membership in student organizations, attendance at cultural and athletic 

events, lower welfare and crime rates, community leadership, and productivity 

gains of employees are difficult to measure in monetary terms. 

The trend of increased earnings with increased levels of education continues 

to the present (Ettinger, 1994; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993). Coleman (1994) used 
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data from the 1940-1980 census microdata files to examine long-term trends in the 

earnings differential and found that the college earnings premium increased 

dramatically in the 1980s and that the findings are consistent regardless of ethnicity 

and gender. Coleman also noted that the increases in the college earnings 

premium between 1963 and 1987 shifted in favor of skilled workers. 

On the other hand, Coleman's findings also reveal a difference in average 

annual earnings by gender and ethnicity. For all schooling groups, white men 

earned more than black men and white women earned more than black women up 

to 1980. In 1980, average annual earnings of black women slightly exceeded that of 

white women ($10,821 for white women and $10,891 for black women), and salaries 

for white men ($24,227) exceeded salaries for the four groups reported ($16,463 for 

black men). The economics of education, then, provides a rationale for investment 

in education with potential for increased lifetime earnings as well as a return on 

investment for society. Although studies on the rate of return on investment and 

increased wage differentials for the more educated show positive outcomes, 

findings also raise issues of access, equality of opportunity, and unequal status of 

specific academic credentials. Implications for AAS degrees relate to employer 

perceptions of the status of these degrees as well as to their assumptions about 

individuals who hold AAS credentials. 
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Education and the Economy 

Manifestations of a dichotomy between academic and technical education 

are evident throughout the history of higher education in the United States and 

continue to the present day. Before the Civil War, the student body in the United 

States was made up primarily of those seeking the three learned professions-law, 

medicine, and the ministry. The opening of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in 

1824 marked the establishment of a technical school with a mission of preparing 

students in the "area of applying science" to agriculture and manufacturing 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1976, p. 61) a significant departure from the traditional 

classical curriculum. The establishment of land-grant institutions as a result of the 

Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 moved higher education away form the philosophy of 

education for the elite and expanded the curriculum to include the practical or 

applied sciences, while acknowledging that every American citizen had a right to 

participate in some form of higher education (Brubacher & Rudy, 1976; Maxwell, 

1979). The dichotomy between academic and technical exists to greater or lesser 

degrees among the various disciplines and even among the faculties within the 

disciplines. For example, Astin (1991) reports on differences between liberal arts 

and occupational instructors in recruitment efforts, with liberal arts faculty showing 

less interest than occupational faculty in the recruitment of high school students. 

Occupational faculty, in this study, were more inclined than liberal arts faculty to 

articulate curriculum with high schools, recruit students, and conduct employment 
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follow-up studies. With post-war industrialization came new demands for 

engineers, scientists, architects, and other professionals (Gordon, 1973). A 

heightened interest in the practical application of knowledge became apparent. 

The Smith-Hughes Act in 1917, for example, provided federal funds for secondary 

school vocational education (Cremin, 1970). Postsecondary institutions that 

developed in the latter part of the 19th century were, to some degree, a response to 

the emergence of more complex manpower needs in an industrializing economy. 

Interest in the development of the workforce with implications for increases in the 

GNP increased. Gordon best summarizes this phenomenon when she states that 

the development of the American economy and the expansion of higher education 

have proceeded hand in hand since the mid-nineteenth century. Leslie and 

Brinkman (1993), in their review of the economic value of higher education, report 

that from 1929 to 1957 slightly over 20 percent of national income growth could be 

attributed to education and improvements in the application of knowledge. In their 

discussion of the rate of return on investment, Leslie and Brinkman identify the 

contributions of education to economic growth and productivity. These include the 

creation of knowledge through research, the economic impact of colleges 

themselves on the community where they are located, and the preparation of 

professional and paraprofessional workers. 

In a national study on college graduates and jobs, the Carnegie Commission 

on Higher Education (1973) noted that the link between higher education and the 
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development of the American economy has become increasingly apparent since 

World War II. Trends reported in this study included a steady increase in the level 

of educational attainment of the American labor force along with a call for extended 

education from employers, licensing agencies, and certifying boards. 

In their study on the utilization of college-trained manpower in the United 

States, Rawlins and Ullman (1974) concluded that education contributes to 

economic growth and represents an investment guided by wage differentials 

between individuals with different levels of education. Further, they found that the 

rate of return on investment in higher education is as high as the rate of return on 

investments in physical capital. 

Collins (1979) reported on historical trends in educational attainment in the 

United States in his historical sociology of education. He found a rising level of 

educational attainment between the years 1870 and 1970 with 2% graduating from 

high school and 1.7% attending college in 1870. By 1970 the figures had changed to 

77% graduating from high school and 53% attending college. Collins also reported, 

however, that shifts from jobs requiring less skill to those requiring more skill do 

not account for the observed increases in educational attainment. Additionally, he 

found studies indicating that education is not always relevant to worker productivity 

and that skill attainment for specific occupations is often acquired on the job. He 

concluded that schooling was inefficient for training for work skills. 
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Further, there are indications from employers that the skills of the labor 

force do not meet their expectations. In a survey of readers of a wastewater 

engineers, respondents noted the need for improved technical training in the face 

of increasing complexity and responsibility (Readers surveyed for salary, industry 

trends, 1993). Findings of the Commission on the Skills of the American 

Workforce (1990) revealed employer complaints about the quality of job applicants 

and a concern from 80 percent of the employers interviewed for availability of 

applicants with a good work ethic (for example, good attitude, pleasant appearance, 

good personality). 

One aspect of the mission of community colleges with offerings of 

certificates and associate degrees is focused on workforce and economic 

development, with expectations from business and government that it should serve 

as a significant resource for the training and retraining of the workforce (Levin, 

Perkins, & Clowes, 1995; Liddell & Baumgarten, 1995). Associate degree 

programs, then, are expected to assist in the development of the human resources 

of the nation. 

The importance of human resources is becoming more obvious to 
education, government, and the private sector as the United States 
shifts from an industrial society to a post-industrial information 
society. Labor is the single most important contribution to 
production. (Nolte, 1993, p 7) 
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The importance of human resources to economic development has been 

reiterated in numerous other studies with direct implications for the revision of 

existing associate degree programs, the expansion of associate degree program 

offerings, and the addition of associate degree programs to address new and 

emerging technologies (Anderson, 1988; Gollattscheck, 1988; Kopcecek, 1991; 

Melville & Chmura, 1991; Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 1993). 

Woodhall (1972) notes that the economy and its rate of growth are 

dependent upon an adequate supply of skilled, trained workers. Further, business 

and industry must depend upon a ready supply of skilled workers to successfully 

compete in a global economy (Bennett & McLaughlin, 1988; Institute for Future 

Studies, 1992; U. S. Department of Labor, 1991). The importance of human 

resources to economic development has been reiterated in numerous other studies 

with direct implications for the addition or revision of associate degree program 

offerings (Anderson, 1988; Gollattscheck, 1988; Kopcecek, 1991; Melville, & 

Chmura, 1991). 

In summary, the link between higher education and the development of the 

American economy indicates that education contributes to economic growth and 

provides a positive rate of return on investment for both the individual and society. 

The historical split between academic and technical disciplines has been 

problematic and continues to the present. Increased educational attainment of the 

population in general has continued to rise along with employer expectations that 
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education will assist in preparing members of the workforce. In addition, employer 

dissatisfaction with the quality of many job applicants is evident. 

The Growth of the Service Sector 

A significant economic trend over the past several decades has been the 

unprecedented growth of the service sector. This trend is important to the 

background of the study because it results in the emergence of new occupations or 

the redesign of some existing occupations. Twenty years ago, Howard R Bowen 

(1974), Chancellor for Claremont Colleges, elaborated on the shift from a goods 

producing economy to a service producing economy and its impact on higher 

education. According to Bowen, the benefit of such growth in contrast to growth in 

the goods-producing sector was that the demand for professional services appeared 

to be unlimited. He included health, government, religion, education, and the arts 

in his definition of professional services. Bowen expected higher education to play 

an important part in the trend toward increasing consumption of services, because 

it represented the sole source of personnel for the other professional services. 

The service-producing sectors in the U.S. economy and in Texas added the 

majority of net new jobs since 1970 (Ettinger, 1994; Terence, Dobie, & Gattis, 

1992). The service sector has grown significantly because technology has enabled 

business to produce more with fewer workers (Bowen, 1974; Collins, 1979; 

Hammer & Champey, 1993). Bowen referred to this as the technological dividend 
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which has enabled the society to use the released workers to increase services as 

well as raise the material standard of living. An examination of trends for the state 

of Texas reveals that in 1970, manufacturing jobs made up 20 percent of all non-

agricultural employment, while 33 percent of the state's jobs were in services and 

retail trade. By 1990, manufacturing declined to 14 percent of all jobs while 

services and retail trade increased to 43 percent. Employment in goods-producing 

industries declined as the state made a transition to a more service-based economy 

(Travaland et al., 1992; Cox & Aim, 1994). 

Travaland et al. describe the service-producing sector and growth 

occupations for Texas. The service-producing sector includes transportation, 

communication and public utilities; wholesale and retail trade; finance, insurance 

and real estate; services; and government. The service industry, which includes 

health, business, personal and legal services, and hotels, accounted for 58 percent 

of the total payroll in 1990. Travaland et al. predict that the shift towards service-

based jobs will continue and that, by the year 2000, 80 percent of the total jobs will 

be in the service sector. 

Cox and Aim (1994) confirm the continuance of the trend toward growth of 

the service sector identified by Bowen. For November of 1994, for example. Cox 

and Aim report that approximately 92,546 individuals were employed in the service 

sector as compared with 3, 479 in agriculture and 20,267 in manufacturing. The 

growth of the service sector, according to Bowen, reflects the advancement of a 
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society that has come to terms with manufacturing and distributing goods. 

Increased availability of services, in part, may be due to increased availability of 

workers who are no longer required in the manufacturing or agricultural sector 

plus increased demand for services made possible by the higher levels of affluence 

created by increased productivity. 

Implications for AAS degree programs have to do with their function in 

preparing some of the needed service sector employees, an activity already evident 

in the healthcare industry and to some extent in business occupations such as 

secretarial sciences and accounting. Even AAS degree programs that are related to 

industry prepare individuals for service sector jobs. Examples include automotive 

repair, computer maintenance and repair, and utilities services. 

Return on Investment 

The relationship between education and the economy should take into 

consideration the return on investment for the individual as well as for society. In a 

study conducted by Grubb (1993) on the economic returns of higher education, 

associate degrees were found to lead to higher earnings for women. Grubb also 

found that associate degrees give individuals access to jobs, experience, and on-the-

job training. However, Grubb also reports that beyond these two benefits, there are 

no additional economic advantages to associate degrees. The rate of return on 

investment was found to be higher for the baccalaureate degree. 
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A recent study prepared by Dr. Milton Holloway (1994) for the Texas 

Association of Community Colleges reports on the social and economic rates of 

return on investment for students who attend Texas community colleges. Holloway 

draws upon the methodology of Leslie and Brinkman (1993) in his examination of 

rates of return on investments made by the State of Texas, local college tax 

districts, the student and the combined total investment from all sources. 

Holloway concludes that both state and local governments see a high rate of 

return on investment with additional interest based on expected tax collections 

from increased incomes of college graduates. Further, the students also 

experience a return on their investment of out-of-pocket costs and value of foregone 

wages. Finally, the net benefits to the state, $7.5 billion, exceed the aggregate 

annual investment of $1.2 billion. Holloway's study represents a highly 

sophisticated use of economic theory to express the value of education for society 

in monetary terms. For society, the returns are evident in state and local 

economies. For the individual, the returns include increased earning potential and 

career advancement. Holloway's study exemplifies the advancements of the 

economics of education based on applied economics techniques and draws upon 

extensive techniques and concepts that have been highly refined since the initial 

Carnegie studies. Further, the study provides strong evidence, in economic terms, 

that investment in education has a positive return. 
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However, Holloway (1994) also recognizes that the benefits of education are 

not limited to monetary gains. He reinforces the importance of the development of 

human capital through the more difficult to measure benefits of education such as 

overall job satisfaction, community respect, flexibility and mobility in job 

opportunities. 

Emplover Expectations and 
Selection of Emplovees 

Introduction 

Social scientists as well as economists have examined the conditions of 

education and the labor market. The approach used by some social scientists has 

focused on the individual with a consideration of careers as elements of individual 

choice and personal development (Youn, 1988). Sociologists have addressed the 

issues of status attainment and stratification. Collins (1979) challenged the need 

for increased levels of educational attainment due to technological advancement. 

He noted that education was sometimes perceived as irrelevant to productivity and 

cited studies which show little relationship between grades and subsequent 

occupational performance. Finally, Collins discussed the "certification value" (p. 

20) of educational degrees and the use of degree attainment rather than grades as a 

basis for employee selection. Collins' observation is not incompatible with the 

economic models which admit to the use of education by employers as a screening 
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tool for entry-level positions, a practice referred to as credentialsim (Gordon, 1974; 

Rawlins & Ullman, 1974; Youn, 1988). 

Economists have addressed careers and markets in terms of human capital. 

Members of the business sector are aware of the connection between availability of 

a competent workforce and their ability to compete in a global economy 

(Commission on the skills of the national workforce, 1990; Texas State 

Occupational Information Coordinating Committee, 1994a; Thurow, 1993). The 

American Association of Community and Junior Colleges (AACJC), in identifying 

criteria for AAS degrees, designated Associate of Applied Science degrees as 

degrees designed to supply employers with educated and skilled individuals 

capable of meeting requirements for entry-level positions in specific occupations. 

In doing this, AACJC recognized that the AAS degree breaks with the academic 

tradition of initiating curricula solely from within the educational institution. 

Several distinctive aspects of AAS degrees exist and merit further research. 

These include student, faculty, counselor, and administrative perspectives on AAS 

degrees in addition to employer perspectives. The employer perspective was 

selected because it is the point of departure for significant aspects of AAS degree 

outcomes: relevance of the curriculum, employability of graduates, employee 

advancement, and development or deletion of technical programs. 

Because the focus of the study is on employer perspectives and the 

development of the workforce, a theoretical framework from economics is 
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considered central to the design of this study. Several economic theories have 

been examined in order to identify the one most appropriate to the study. 

Employer Expectations 

As the economic environment has changed, so have the expectations of 

employers. The current business environment is characterized by changing 

organizational structures, an emphasis on quality and customer satisfaction, the 

redesign of work processes, rapidly changing technology, and global competition. 

This dynamic business environment is redefining occupations, reconfiguring entry-

level skill sets, and changing employer expectations of the educational system 

(Bergman, 1994; Hammer & Champy, 1993; Hudson, 1993; Texas State 

Occupational Information Coordinating Committee, 1994; Peterson, 1991; "Skills 

gap," 1993; U. S. Department of Labor, 1991). 

Hammer and Champy (1994) identify the kinds of changes that may occur 

when a company reengineers its business processes. A summary of some of these 

changes follows. 

First, work units sometimes change from functional departments to process 

teams which work together to perform an entire process. Tliese teams can be 

permanent or temporary, depending on the process. Second, jobs change from 

simple tasks to multi-dimensional work. The new work organization requires 

shared responsibility for performing the whole process and, subsequently, a 
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broader range of skills and abilities for those doing the work. Third, peoples' roles 

change from controlled to empowered. Members of process teams must have the 

skill and authority to make the decisions needed to get the job done. Fourth, job 

preparation changes from training to education. Training increases skills and 

competence while education increases insight and understanding. Waitely (1995) 

described education as a mind set and training as a way to change behavior or build 

skill. Other changes include a redefinition of the role of management and a focus 

on measurement. 

For example, Hammer and Champy (1993) described some of these kinds of 

changes in IBM's credit process for developing a financing package for a 

prospective customer. Before, when IBM credit developed a financing package for 

a customer, the credit department checked the customer's credit, the pricing 

department figured prices, the business department set terms and conditions, and 

the final offer was put together by the bid department. People in all of these 

departments passed the work among themselves. When the process was changed, 

the work of all of the departments was integrated and each finance package was 

developed by a single individual. The work of each employee changed from 

responsibility for simple tasks to responsibility for a complex process. Employees 

controlling an entire process had to have increased decision-making authority to 

develop the finance package to completion. The increased complexity of the work 
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most probably required the training of all employees in some aspects of the process 

that had not been a part of their job in the past. 

Given the changing economy and the new workplace, a consideration of how 

employers go about selecting or advancing employees is in order. The discussion 

that follows introduces models of the degree-holding labor force drawn from 

economics, which can provide insight into the ways in which employers use 

academic credentials, along with other criteria, to select individuals for 

employment or to advance individuals within their establishments. 

Economic Models of the Labor Force 

Cartter (1974) built upon the work of Folger, Astin and Bayer (1970) in the 

use of Demographic Trend Analysis to trace the flow of populations through levels 

of education and placement into employment. Freeman (1974) explained academic 

labor markets in terms of wage differentials. His model enhances the human 

capital theory developed by Schultz and Becker. Adkins (1974) examines two 

economic models of the degreeholding labor force-the Sociogenic and the 

Technogenic Model-and offers some variations of the two models along with 

concepts relevant to this study. Adkins uses these models for forecasting degreed-

manpower stocks. Thurow (1974) proposed his own model of labor market demand 

for graduates by incorporating elements of both models in his explanation of how 

employers go about utilizing academic credentials and selecting employees. His 
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model, called the Job Competition Model, attempts to address the weaknesses of 

the other models. It includes the concept of credentialism as an important feature 

of employer selection. 

However, Thurow acknowledges that theory useful for examining the 

impact of education on earnings is not what happens in reality. Rather, Thurow 

points out that there exists a continuum between theories (such as Job Competition 

and Wage Competition) within which reality lies. Occupational success and 

educational attainment can be viewed from many theoretical perspectives. Hie Job 

Competition Model has been selected for this study because of its relevance to the 

employer perspective. 

What is lacking in the research is consensus on the preferred model. More 

importantly, the research is dominated by emphasis on baccalaureate and graduate 

degrees with limited attention to associate degrees. Much of the research on labor 

markets and education is focused on graduate studies and tracks the outcomes for 

baccalaureate and Ph.D. recipients. Furthermore, research on associate degrees 

frequently does not specifically address the Associate of ̂ plied Science degree. 

According the Texas State Occupational Information Coordinating Committee 

(1994) an increasing number of positions will require more than a high school 

diploma and less than a four-year degree. Lack of studies about this academic 

credential, designed to prepare individuals with entry-level skills for the workplace 

and for a growing portion of the labor market, give cause for additional research. 
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Demographic Trend Analysis 

Folger, Astin and Bayer (1970) should be credited with conducting early 

attempts to analyze trends in the employment of educated labor forces (Youn, 

1988). They placed an emphasis on the nature of supply and demand imbalances 

among highly educated workers. Allan M. Cartter, in the late 1970s, used their 

ideas to study patterns of employment of Ph.D.s in colleges and universities. He 

concluded that market forces work to adjust the number of students seeking higher 

degrees, although a time lag is evident. Youn's (1988) analysis of this model points 

out the emphasis on supply and demand with resulting adjustments to rectify 

imbalances. The assumption is that when the demand for graduates exceeds the 

supply, wages rise. Again, the focus of his research was on academic labor markets 

for Ph.D.s. 

Youn (1988) identified two weaknesses of this model. First, it did not allow 

for the factor of individual choice and student awareness of market demand in 

selecting a major. Second, it did not account for the ability of academic 

departments to control the supply of graduates by reducing the number of students 

admitted to graduate programs. 

Human Capital Model 

Freeman explained academic labor markets in terms of wage differentials. 

His model enhances the human capital theory developed by Schultz and Becker 
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(Youn, 1988). Freeman studied the effects of graduate education on earnings. The 

key elements of the Human Capital Model include wage differentials, training lag, 

and length of training time. Freeman identified a cycle in which a shortage of 

graduates resulted in higher wages which in turn attracted an increased number of 

students. The training lag of approximately five years then resulted in a larger 

number of graduates entering the market which would then drive down wages and 

reduce the number of available positions. Prospective students, sensitive to the 

market, would then shift into other fields with greater employment and earnings 

potential. Enrollments would drop and, five years later, result in a shortage of 

graduates in the given field. Freeman (1974) used this model to examine the cycle 

of supply and demand for scientists and later examined the implications for 

members of minority groups. He demonstrated that changes in job opportunities in 

physical sciences and engineering exerted influence on enrollment patterns. His 

data suggest that students are responsive to changes in job opportunities when 

making choices about higher education (Gordon, 1974). 

In summary, the Human Capital Model also considers careers, 

organizations, and labor markets with a focus on the workings of the labor market 

and the interplay between supply and demand to determine individual earnings. It 

assumes that wage competition is the central force driving the labor market. It 

assumes individual attainment of skills prior to employment with competition based 

on wages. It holds that education and training are crucial because they generate 
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the skills brought into the market and it expects that increased productivity results 

in wage increases (Youn, 1988). 

Youn identified the following weaknesses of this model. First, wages can be 

limited by institutional inflexibility rather than by the lack of skills and merit of the 

worker. Second, institutional structures and the nature of the occupation itself can 

have an impact on wages and career mobility. Third, career ladders are often 

imposed by the very nature of the occupation. And finally, institutional structures 

of particular occupations and work organizations may weaken individual choice and 

competition and contribute to inequality among workers. Even though an 

individual's ability, skills, and personal characteristics are important, they are 

subject to organizational structure, occupational characteristics, and labor market 

processes. Youn argued that individuals find themselves employed in 

organizations with structured and institutional arrangements which have some 

impact on mobility and income attainment. Furthermore, labor markets strongly 

affect the job and mobility of the individual (Youn, 1988). 

Technogenic Model 

This model is also based in economics and assumes that changes in the 

stock of degree holders are ultimately determined by the expansion of the 

economy's productive activities and by technological developments (Gordon, 1974; 

Thurow, 1974; Youn, 1988). The growth rates of employment result from changes 
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in economic growth and from technical change. The expansion of an economic 

sector, therefore, produces increased demand for persons in a number of relevant 

occupations called the occupational mbc. The technogenic model also considers 

the individual in terms of attainment of an education mbc, defined as the 

occupational skills produced by a combination of experience, employer training and 

formal education that make the individual more employable. Theoretically, 

employers seek the optimal education mbc for each occupation. 

The technogenic model incorporates the elements of the cycle described in 

the human capital theory. When production increases, employers pay more for 

essential jobs. This results in a fiow of new graduates to the occupation after a 

training lag. The flow continues until the deficit between the current stock of 

degree holders and the desired stock is made up. From the student perspective, 

the benefits of education such as future income and potential for advancement are 

weighed against direct costs and earnings foregone while in school. In this model, 

labor market inducements, which are regulated by economic growth and technical 

change, can influence student career selection behavior. In a state of equilibrium, 

the number of entrants to employment will equal the rate of attrition due to 

retirement, emigration, and death (Adkins, 1974). 
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Sociogenic Model 

The Sociogenic Model is based on the assumption that sociological and 

demographic forecasts of degree output are legitimate forecasts of labor market 

equilibria (Adkins, 1974). Degree forecasts are made on the basis of enrollment 

trends and completion rates, with minimal emphasis on labor market demand. 

Prospective students make educational and occupational choices not based on 

wages and labor market demands, but on sociological factors such as 

intergenerational values or social class origin. The result is that the number of 

degree holders is determined somewhat independently of the labor market. 

In the Sociogenic Model, employers are willing to absorb all college 

graduates, in preference to those with less education without worrying much about 

whether graduates can provide a productivity differential to justify a pay differential 

for the degree. As more and more college graduates enter the labor market, their 

wages tend to go down, in line with the law of supply and demand. 

From the employer perspective, the degree gives evidence that the graduate 

has persisted and is capable of being trained. In this way, a degree can be used to 

provide personnel managers with a security differential which may result in 

underemployment for the individual and overeducation in the labor market 

(Rumberger, 1981; Hecker, 1992). Increased employer demand for college 

degrees, then, may result in an oversupply of college graduates. The college 

credential in this as well as in the technogenic and other models serves as a 
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screening mechanism for employers, a phenomenon known as credentialism 

(Gordon, 1974b). 

Adkins (1974) describes the following chain of causation. Since the 1960s 

more people of all ages were enrolling in college. Enrollment and persistence rates 

were not particularly wage sensitive. As per capita income increased, more chose 

to attend college as a consumption activity. Other factors, such as the rapid growth 

of the community college system with its open door policies, the enactment of the 

Servicemen's Readjustment Act in 1944, and other legislation that provided 

additional financial aid opportunities such as the Higher Education Act of 1965, The 

Higher Education Amendments of 1972, and the Basic Education Opportunity 

Grants of 1972 added to the acceptance of the idea that education beyond high 

school was increasingly viewed as a right and not just a privilege (Vaughn, 1982). 

In contrast to the Technogenic Model with its emphasis on technological 

change, resulting in wage differentials and new occupational opportunities, the 

Sociogenic Model suggests that educational and occupational choice patterns are 

determined by numerous social factors such as intergenerational values, cultural 

match between gender and occupation (e.g., math and engineering might have 

been considered unfeminine while elementary education would be unmasculine) or 

family tradition. Student consumption of higher education might be motivated by a 

desire to learn more, to develop an identity, to find a mate, or to defer accepting the 
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responsibilities of adulthood. Adkins notes that trends in career selection refiected 

social class origin as well. 

In summary, the Sociogenic Model suggests that the number of degree 

holders is determined, to a large extent, independently of the labor market. 

Employers prefer college graduates because of their presumed greater social 

maturity, even though college graduates may not necessarily provide a productivity 

differential sufficient to justify higher pay. Nevertheless, as the labor market 

becomes saturated, wages for graduates are depressed in keeping with the law of 

supply and demand. Expected educational requirements, however, continue to 

expand without regard for the fit between educational attainment and actual job 

requirements. 

lob Competition Model 

Thurow (1974) developed the Job Competition Model which holds that 

individuals are ranked by employers on a continuum, called the labor queue, from 

the best worker to the worst worker. In Thurow's model, workers' job 

opportunities are affected by their relative position in the labor queue which is in 

turn affected by the background characteristics of the individual. Background 

characteristics serve as indicators to employers of the trainability of the individual. 

Background characteristics include but are not limited to education, experience, 

skills, age, and sex. The employer benefits from selecting workers who can be 
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most productive with the least amount of training (Gordon, 1975a; Thurow, 1975; 

Rumberger, 1981; Youn, 1988). 

Thurow proposes that the labor market is not primarily a market for 

matching the demands and supplies of different job skills, but a market for 

matching trainable individuals with training ladders (Figure 2.1). In this model, 

training costs are the basic determinants of rank order. At entry level, the 

background characteristics of a potential new worker form the basis of selection 

(Figure 2.2). Those workers with the background characteristics that yield the 

lowest training costs improve their position on the labor queue. When individuals 

change their background characteristics, they change their training costs and the 

jobs for which they are eligible to compete. When there is an oversupply of trained 

labor, employers substitute trained labor for untrained labor. As the supply of 

educated labor increases, individuals must improve their education simply to 

defend their current income position. 

In summary, there are four important features of the Job Competition 

Model. First, the number and type of job openings are, to some extent, 

technologically determined. In other words, the number and distribution of jobs is 

determined in part by the impact of technological progress. Thurow states that 

technological progress is focused on the maximizing of profit and not the 

maximizing of the use of the existing labor force. Second, worker skills and wages 

are irrelevant in determining the number and type of positions actually filled 
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because these decisions are driven by changes in technology. Wages are generally 

inflexible for individuals obtaining entry-level jobs. Third, queues of workers at 

fixed wages constitute the supply of labor known as the labor queue. Workers in 

the labor queue are ranked in a continuum based on employer perceptions of their 

trainability. And finally, employers use screening devices to make decisions about 

the potential of an individual in the labor queue. 

In the Job Competition Model, as in the Sociogenic Model, an oversupply of 

college graduates can result in preference for a college credential where it was 

previously not required and where it is not really needed for the job. This 

preference may bear little relationship to actual entry-level job requirements 

(Collins, 1979; Kaun, 1974; Rawlins & Ullman, 1974; Rumberger, 1981; Youn, 1988). 

Thurow noted that as the supply of educated labor increases, individuals must 

improve their education in order just to maintain their income position. The use of 

education as a primary screening mechanism has been referred to as credentialism 

(Gordon, 1974b). The background characteristic of education is central to the Job 

Competition Model. Other background characteristics such as age, gender, and 

ethnicity, however, are also included in the screening process. It should be noted 

that some of these background characteristics may be perceived unfavorably by the 

employer. Although Thurow indicates that background characteristics are 

primarily used to determine the amount of training that the applicant will require, 

implicit in the assessment of these characteristics is the possibility for screening 
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based on other criteria. Since education is a key criterion used in screening, an 

extended discussion of credentialism follows (Figure 2.3). 

Credentialism 

Credentialism refers to the use of a college education by employers as a 

screening tool (Gordon, 1974a; Rawlins & Ullman, 1974; Youn, 1988). Rawlins and 

Ullman (1974) did extensive research on the practice of credentialism and provided 

the foundation for related research. This section will explore the concept in depth 

because of its relevance to employer perspectives and practices and its usefulness 

in guiding the research on Associate of Applied Science degrees. Extended 

definitions of credentialism, an analysis of the functions that credentialism serves 

for employers, a discussion of some of the legal implications related to this practice, 

an examination of a study on the relationship between academic credentials and job 

skill requirements, and a consideration of the impact of credentialism on labor 

markets will be included in this section. As indicated previously, credentialism is a 

key component of the Technologic, Sociogenic, and Job Competition Models of the 

labor force previously discussed. 

Extended Definitions of Credentialism 

Credentialism consists of the imposition of educational requirements not 

clearly identified as requirements for particular jobs (Carnegie Commission, 1973; 
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Collins, 1979; Gordon, 1974a). In this way, academic credentials may serve as 

indicators of performance potential and an education requirement may be the most 

efficient way to screen for important job attributes such as intelligence, motivation, 

interpersonal skills, or ability to work in a system (Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). 

Rawlins and Ullman (1974) present an extended discussion of two kinds of 

credentialism-market credentialism and seller's credentialism (Figure 2.3). 

Market credentialism is the employment of individuals whose credentials exceed 

the job requirements (overeducation) in order to maximize the income of the 

employer (Figure 2.4). For example, managers may select overeducated 

candidates as a safety screening mechanism even though it costs the company 

more. In this way, managers who make employment decisions try to ensure that 

the person selected will be able to perform and be productive for the company. 

Monopsonistic screening may generate market credentialism. Monopsony 

is monopoly buying power on the part of the employer (Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). 

Monopsonistic screening occurs when an employer selects from an abundant 

supply of qualified or overqualified applicants and pays wages that are below 

marginal productivity. 

Monopsonistic screening assumes that employers must screen and train 

employees, and it identifies learning ability as a dimension of employee quality. 

Employers might conclude, then, that the more they spend on selection, the less 

they will have to spend on training. In other words, if the criteria for educational 
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certification (attainment of a credential) merely approximate the needs of the firm, 

the attainment of the credential may actually lower the firm's selection costs. The 

educational process in this case has served as the primary screening tool for the 

employer. Without the educational credential, the employer would have to invest in 

other methods of identifying the learning ability and skills of the prospective 

employee. The utilization of an educational credential, then, might be more cost 

effective than the development and scoring of tests, or the employment and 

subsequent training of an individual who was poorly prepared to do the job. 

Supply and demand cycles, as described in the Demographic Trend Analysis 

Model, can also result in market credentialism. The greater the supply of qualified, 

credentialed applicants, the easier it is for the employer to pay a lower wage while 

maximizing levels of employee quality. For example, a firm may use college 

graduates as retail clerks if there is an excess supply of educated manpower. The 

results of this practice include the strengthening of public belief in the value of 

higher education as the result of underemployment, the stimulation of increased 

enrollment, and employer preference for a more highly educated workforce 

(Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). 

Current findings on the mismatch between jobs and skills demonstrate this 

cycle of supply and demand. A study by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (A Waste of 

Talent, 1993) reports that 80 percent of college graduates entering the workforce 

between 1984 and 1990 held jobs that required a degree. The percent is projected 
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to drop to 70 by the year 2005 when the supply of educated workers is projected to 

outstrip demand. Fetcher (1993), on the other hand, argues that the identification 

of education requirements for specific occupations is inaccurate, thus making it 

difficult to classify accurately "college level" occupations. Moreover, Fetcher 

reports that minimum requirements for jobs are often arbitrary. In another study, 

Hecker (1992) found that educational requirements for specific jobs differ among 

employers. Hecker also found that, with the exception of technician occupations, 

many jobs do not require a degree. Student consumption of higher education, 

then, appears to continue despite the projections of an oversupply of educated 

workers. Rawlins and Ullman found that collective bargaining also has an impact on 

market credentialism. The increased participation of the general population in 

education at all levels poses a threat to poorly-educated workers. Unionism uses 

collective action to provide protection for those who do not have the kind of 

economic protection enjoyed by the more educated. Unions have an impact on 

wages. Employers, on the other hand, can increasingly utilize technology to 

reduce the number of workers and maintain or even increase productivity. This 

requires fewer employees but higher levels of education. In essence, the employer 

utilizes workers with superior skill or quality to complement the investment in 

capital intensive technology. 

Sellers' credentialism, the second category, occurs with the imposition of 

standards for a profession (Figure 2.4). A rationale for sellers' credentialism is 



88 

consumer protection (Bragg, 1982). Sellers' credentialism is part of the process of 

professionalization and requires both education and licensing. It is often found in 

the allied health fields, where permission to practice is granted by the state. 

Eligibility requirements for licensure may include varying levels of educational 

attainment. 

Professionalization, with resulting sellers' credentialism, is used to protect 

the identity of the occupation, enhance its prestige, and improve the group's 

relative income position. It can utilize such mechanisms as minimum standards of 

education or measures of competence as barriers to entry. Minimum standards 

may include educational prerequisites or apprenticeship requirements. Services in 

these occupations are offered by a smaller, more highly educated and better paid 

workforce (Collins, 1979; Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). For example, allied health 

programs such as nursing, physical therapy assisting, occupational therapy 

assisting, respiratory therapy, and radiologic technology often have selection 

processes which include successful completion of prerequisite coursework in 

medical terminology and anatomy and physiology. In order for graduates of these 

programs to be able to practice, the programs must be accredited by agencies like 

the American Medical Association, and the graduates must pass a state licensing 

examination. Note that sellers' credentialism is characteristic of professions in the 

rapidly growing service sector. 
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Professional organizations and accrediting agencies associated with some 

occupations have power that influences licensure and controls the number of 

available student places. Demand can be forced through limiting the supply of 

graduates and professional accrediting agencies can even require the expansion of 

educational facilities and resources. Market Credentialism, in contrast, results in 

lower wages where an oversupply of graduates exists. 

Functions of Credentialism for Employers 

Employers try to minimize training costs by selecting employees with 

background characteristics that suggest that they are easily trained and highly 

motivated (Thurow, 1974). Thurow found that most cognitive job skills, both 

general and specific, were acquired either formally or informally through on-the-job 

training after a worker enters the position. Collins (1979) cited many studies that 

confirm this phenomenon. 

Spence, as reported by Rumberger (1981), recognized that employers must 

make decisions about their organizations in the context of uncertainty. He noted 

that employers cannot measure the productivity of prospective employees in 

advance so they must look for other indicators, or "signals" (p. 25) when making 

employee selection decisions. For many employers, education is an indicator of the 

individuals who are most able. Employers, therefore, can offer wages and 

employment based on the amount or quality of the signal that the individual 
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possesses. Based on past experience, employers perceive that those with more 

education are more productive in the firm. This should result in increased wage 

differentials for more educated employees. However, the effects of an over-supply 

of college graduates appears to result in lower wages. 

Employers do not, however, attribute increased productivity and wages to 

the human capital produced in schools. Rather, they argue that the strong 

correlation between earnings and schooling is due to the screening function of 

schools which serves as a means of identifying those with more innate ability 

(Rumberger, 1981). Collins (1979) argued that the Unites States is the most 

credentialized society in the world. Astin (1991) identified a hierarchy of 

educational institutions and described the American higher education system as a 

tracking system which sorts students based on academic preparation. In this 

setting, nontraditional students (older students and students from under-

represented populations) may be sorted into institutions of perceived lower 

prestige in the hierarchy. 

According to Rawlins and Ullman, there appear to be few acceptable 

alternatives to the use of education as a screening tool for employee selection. 

Employers might use tests instead of educational credentials to select or promote 

employees. The issue then centers on the quality of the test, the skills or 

characteristics it measures, the degree to which it can predict success in the given 

organization, and its relationship to the occupation or employer expectations, and 
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the cost of administration. Another alternative suggested by Rawlins and Ullman 

might be to recruit experienced employees from competitors. This recruitment 

activity assumes that the competitor has done a good job of screening, which may 

or may not be the case. Further, the recruiting employer tends to benefit by 

gaining an experienced employee who may require less training. The issue of the 

loyalty of an employee who can be recruited by a competitor may be a disadvantage 

of this practice. 

Rawlins and Ullman investigated why employers employ persons with too 

much education for a given position. Some of the reasons they propose are to gain 

prestige for the organization, to meet customer expectations of a high level of 

education of their suppliers, to invest in an individual who is more adaptable and 

trainable, or to surpass the credentials used by their competitors. Rawlins and 

Ullman also found that lower level managers tended to avoid risk by over assessing 

the productivity potential of employee education. Managers who made 

employment decisions perceived that it was safer to hire an overqualified person 

because they were less likely to make employee selection errors, especially as their 

marginal costs decreased due to increased supply of college graduates. 

On the other hand, an alternative to the four-year baccalaureate degree may 

be useful for entry into some occupations. Studies on underemployment in the 

labor market (Coleman, 1993; Grubb, 1993; Hecker, 1992) may point to the need for 

a credential which is less than a four-year degree but still fulfills the screening 
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functions of education utilized by employers. AAS degrees may be useful in 

meeting both the requirements for basic educational attainment as well as 

providing skill attainment for certain occupational areas. 

Training Relatedness 

Training relatedness is also important to any discussion on credentialism 

because it addresses the relationship between the work and the skills of the 

employee. Eckaus (1964) did a comparison of education required for the job and 

the actual educational attainment of the worker. He selected 450 professional and 

technical occupations and compared education requirements by occupation using 

census data and Dictionary of Occupational Titles designations. He found that 

between 1940 and 1950 the United States moved from a shortage of college degree 

holders to a point of sufficiency. In their study on employer use of college-trained 

manpower, Rawlins and Ullman (1974) tried to answer the question about what 

level of education is appropriate for professional and technical job categories. They 

compared changes in required and attained education by occupation between 1950 

and 1960 using three-digit codes from the Dictionary of Occupational Titles. Hiey 

found that there was a consistent increase in educational attainment over the 10-

year period with no statistically significant relationship to job requirements and the 

changes in estimated educational requirements. In other words, employers used 

increasingly higher credentialing requirements when this upgrading was not 
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actually needed on the job. Rawlins and Ullman concluded that the gradual 

upgrading of educational requirements for jobs in the United States was due in part 

to an adjustment to supply. A distinction was identified between academic and 

technical training. In a survey of managerial and sales personnel, 40 percent of the 

respondents perceived little relationship between their academic training and their 

jobs. On the other hand, employees holding technical positions were more likely to 

regard their educational background as relevant (Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). Hecker 

(1992) had similar findings about the relatedness of occupational education to 

employment. 

Rawlins and Ullman also found that during the first few years, college 

graduates work at jobs that do not directly use their training. The study used 

interviews and observations to identify practices in four large firms. A common 

practice was to use the first years as the foundation for the next step in a selection 

process which advanced individuals within the organization. Stated another way, 

the first years of employment acted as a filter for the higher positions within the 

organization. Employee selection within a large firm, according to the college-

trained manpower study, utilized the existing organizational structure as a 

mechanism for decentralizing the decision-making authority in order to ensure 

quality control and provide for accountability. The result, then, is an initial 

screening which admits the individual into the organization with subsequent 
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screening based on performance, which may allow the individual to advance within 

the organization or lead to termination or resignation. 

In large firms, departmental managers were responsible for determining 

their manpower needs. Managers had a direct impact on the accuracy of the job 

description through their ability to write the criteria for the position. The job 

description, which delineates the experience and credentialing requirements 

needed for satisfactory performance, was an important tool used by managers 

(Rawlins & Ullman, 1974). 

Hecker (1992) identified some important trends. First, he found that since 

the early 1970s a growing proportion of college graduates were employed in jobs 

that usually do not require a bachelor's degree. Second, the number of college 

graduates in the labor force continued to exceed the number of college-level job 

openings. Third, almost 40 percent of the graduates awarded bachelor's degrees in 

1984 and 1986 reported that they thought a degree was not needed to obtain the job 

they held a year after graduation. 

On the other hand, other studies on the rate of return on investment show 

that lifetime earnings are better for baccalaureate degree graduates and those with 

more advanced degrees. Although the rate of return is lower for advanced studies, 

lifetime earnings are greater (Holloway, 1994; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993). These 

findings demonstrate the importance of identifying long-range educational and 

occupational goals when assisting with educational advisement. 
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Legal Implications of Credentialism 

From a legal perspective, the practice of credentialism can be problematic. 

Some employers have used the attainment of an academic credential as a means to 

bypass equal employment opportunities for minorities. In Griggs v. the Duke 

Power Company (Gordon, 1974b), the court ruled that employment practices such 

as educational and testing requirements that cannot be shown to be related to job 

performance are contrary to the provisions of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Further, 

the court required the elimination of unnecessary barriers to employment that 

could not be shown to be related to job performance. It required that tests used 

had to "measure the person for the job and not the person in the abstract" (p. 9). 

Impact of Credentialism 

Gordon (1974b) recognized that market credentialism, the practice of 

imposing educational requirements that are not clearly indicated as requirements 

of particular jobs, moves an academic credential into the realm of the obligatory. 

Education then becomes a requirement which must be attained not only to achieve 

a comfortable standard of living but also to maintain one's place in a rapidly 

changing work environment (Gordon, 1974b). Thurow envisioned that increasing 

numbers of educated workers would result in the loss of jobs by the less educated 

and that workers would have to acquire more and more education over time in 

order just to keep their relative position in the labor queue. Gordon (1974b) 
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expressed great concern over the use of credentialism to limit access to 

employment for minorities. 

Sellers' credentialism requires employers to pay more for the specific 

services or go without them (Figure 2.4). It minimizes the use of low-cost 

alternatives and forces employers to rely on the expertise of practitioners (Rawlins 

& Ullman, 1974). On the other hand, Sellers' Credentialism does provide for the 

expectation of sound professional practice on behalf of the consumer. 

In both cases, credentialism can result in what the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 1993) has called "negative 

selection." This refers to students who select fields of study which do not 

correspond to their talents or interests. Restricted admissions to certain high 

demand fields limits the choices of some individuals who have been denied 

admission. They are forced to find alternative higher education choices as a result. 

Further, student awareness of high demand occupations, potential earnings, and 

the length of the required educational program may influence career choice more 

strongly than personal talents and interests (Organization for Economic Co

operation and Development, 1993). 

Rationale for Use of the Job Competition Model 

Five models of the labor force have been discussed including: Demographic 

Trend Analysis, the Human Capital Model, the Technogenic Model, the Sociogenic 
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Model, and the Job Competition Model. Key aspects of each model have been 

introduced and described. The discussion which follows examines and compares 

the models in relation to their applicability to this study and offers a rationale for 

the selection of Thurow's Job Competition Model. 

Demographic Trend Analysis (Cartter, 1974; Youn, 1988) traces the flow of 

populations through levels of education and placement into employment. The 

model examines the impact of labor market supply and demand cycles on wages 

and college enrollment with acknowledgment of a training lag which occurs when 

there is a shortage of graduates in a particular field. 

Although Demographic Trend Analysis examines the basic elements of the 

labor market and its relation to higher education, three limitations reduce its 

applicability to this study. First, as noted by Youn (1988), the model 

underestimates individual choice and awareness of labor market demand in 

selecting an academic major. Individual choice and awareness are important to any 

examination of AAS degree programs because labor market demand is a condition 

of approval and continuance of these programs. Further, Demographic Trend 

Analysis does not take into account the ability of postsecondary institutions to 

control the supply of graduates (Youn, 1988). This enrollment process involves 

control of the number of graduates, a practice frequently found in allied health AAS 

degree programs. Finally, Demographic Trend Analysis is limited to supply and 
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demand issues with no attention to employer selection processes, thus making it 

difficult to address research questions related to employer perspectives. 

The Human Capital Model (Adkins, 1974; Gordon, 1974a; Youn, 1988) 

includes all of the elements of the Demographic Trend Analysis Model with 

additional consideration of the effect of education and training on skill attainment, 

employee productivity, and wages. The Human Capital Model examines the 

training lag more closely, estimating that it occurs in a cycle of approximately five 

years, reflective of the four years it takes to complete a baccalaureate degree. 

Unlike Demographic Trend Analysis, the Human Capital Model includes individual 

choice and awareness of labor market demand as factors which influence selection 

of an academic major. 

However, the limitations of the model identified by Youn (1988) make it 

unacceptable as the theoretical framework for this study. First, the Human Capital 

Model does not take into account the organizational structures which may limit 

individual choice, career mobility, and wages. Second, the model does not address 

the impact of occupational characteristics on career mobility and wages (Youn, 

1988). Both elements are central to the research questions on uses of AAS degrees 

by employers for advancement. For example, some AAS degree programs are 

designed to enhance career mobility. Further, wages must be considered because 

the criteria for justifying AAS degree programs include a requirement that the 

earning potential for graduates exceed the minimum wage (at least $6.50 in the 
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service area designated for this study). The Human Capital Model provides no 

basis for an examination of career paths or for organizational advancement 

practices. Although the importance of education and training are integral to the 

model, employer screening and selection processes are not emphasized. 

The Technogenic Model (Adkins, 1974) augments the Human Capital 

Model through its inclusion of the impact of technological developments and 

economic expansion on labor market demands. It maintains the supply-demand 

features of the previously mentioned models while refining the element of an 

education mix-a combination of skills attained through education, experience, and 

training. Moreover, the Technogenic Model takes individual choice into account 

through its identification of labor market inducements such as future income, 

attractiveness of the job, status, and working conditions (Adkins, 1974). 

For the purposes of this study, the Technogenic Model manifests some of 

the same limitations found in the Human Capital Model. First, it does not address 

the effects of organizational structure on career mobility and wages. As with the 

Human Capital Model, this limits the usefulness of the Technogenic Model for 

investigating employer uses of AAS degrees for advancement. Second, it does not 

provide for an in-depth examination of employer screening and selection processes 

thus limiting its usefulness for examining employer perspectives of AAS degrees. 

The Sociogenic Model is described by Adkins (1974) as one which de-

emphasizes labor market demand. Instead, it focuses on social factors which 
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influence increased college enrollment trends. These include social class origin, 

consumerism, and intergenerational values. The Sociogenic Model incorporates 

the use of credentialism, a practice through which the model accounts for the 

absorption of all college graduates into the labor market. 

The Sociogenic Model improves upon the previously discussed models 

through its addition of the element of credentialism which facilitates the 

examination of employer perspectives of AAS degrees. However, the Sociogenic 

Model is still limited for use in the current study because it does not address career 

mobility, and its emphasis is on college enrollment trends with minimal attention to 

the labor market. Because of its emphasis on student choice, the Sociogenic Model 

would be most applicable to studies which focus on student perspectives of AAS 

degree programs. 

Adkins (1974) acknowledges that both the Technogenic Model and the 

Sociogenic Model represent opposite ends of the spectrum of labor market 

theories. He also notes that a more realistic model would contain elements of both. 

The Job Competition Model combines key elements of the other models 

which are useful for the purposes of this study. The Job Competition Model 

maintains the elements of supply and demand characteristic of Demographic Trend 

Analysis and the Human Capital Model. Labor market demand, an important 

aspect of AAS degree occupations, can be addressed with this model, which also 

allows for the impact of technological advancement on these occupations. In 
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addition, the model increases emphasis on the background charcteristics of 

individuals, incorporating the practice of credentialism as an element in employer 

selection processes. This aspect of the Job Competition Model allows for 

examination of employer perspectives of AAS degrees. Moreover, seller's 

credentialism can be used to examine specific AAS degree programs which control 

the supply of graduates. These degree programs are frequently related to health 

care occupations such as nursing or respiratory care and require applicants to 

progress through a competitive admissions process. The training ladders which 

are a part of the Job Competition Model facilitate the examination of individual 

choice and career mobility, an aspect of the model which is central to the research 

questions about employer uses of AAS degrees for advancement. Finally, the 

incorporation of technological advancements allows for consideration of changing 

occupational characteristics. 

Although the Job Competition Model includes elements adequate to the 

purposes of this study, it also has its limitations. Thurow (1974) includes gender 

and ethnicity in his description of background characteristics used by employers to 

make hiring decisions. This aspect of the theory should be more ftilly developed to 

improve the screening aspects of the Job Competition Model. In addition, training 

ladders which help individuals advance in an occupation may be developing into 

more complex structures than those represented in the model. Multi-skilling, 
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cross-training, and reengineering of organizational structures (Hammer & 

Champey, 1993) may have generated some of this complexity. 

Interface of AAS Degrees with 
Labor Market Information 

This section reviews the literature related to the interface of AAS degrees 

with current labor market information. It begins with a discussion of labor market 

definitions and concepts. A description of the most widely used coding systems for 

tracking educational programs and labor markets follows. The section concludes 

with a brief explanation of how labor market characteristics are reported in Texas 

in order to clarify their relationship to AAS degrees. 

Related Concepts 

The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (1994) offers the 

following formal definition of an Associate of Applied Science degree: 

A program of study designed for immediate employment and/or 
career advancement that is composed of an orderly, identifiable 
sequence of courses designed to meet specific occupational 
competencies and outcomes. The degree program is composed of 
technical courses, general education courses, related instruction, and 
as appropriate, elective courses to prepare students for employment 
as technicians or professionals (p. 77). 

An occupation is a group of similar jobs found in different industries or 

organizations (Ettinger, 1994). The Standard Industrial Classification Manual 
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(1987) defines industries as economic units where business is conducted or where 

services or industrial operations are performed. 

According to Ettinger (1994), a labor market brings together buyers and 

sellers seeking to exchange one thing of value for another. In this definition, 

buyers are employers offering wages and benefits in exchange for work. Through 

the operation of the market, employers obtain the labor needed to transform raw 

materials into goods and services, and workers earn an income to support 

themselves and others (Ettinger, 1994). Sellers are individuals seeking work. The 

seller, an AAS degree graduate for example, has acquired knowledge, skills and 

experience which can be of benefit to the employer, the buyer. 

Coding Systems 

Several complex coding systems which are useful in describing and tracking 

educational programs and labor markets currently exist. Moreover, the 

identification of occupational skills and national skill standards is highly desired by 

employers and educators (Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills, 

1991). The identification of occupational skills and the setting of skill standards 

facilitates labor market exchanges. Improved educational programs can make the 

graduate more competitive in a rapidly changing labor market. Three coding 

systems are helpful in linking the AAS degree to the labor market. These include 

the Classification of Instructional Programs, the Standard Industrial Code, and the 
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Occupational Employment Statistic. Although the classification and coding 

systems are not perfect, they are useful in identifying the relationship between 

educational programs and occupations. 

The Classification of Instructional Programs, referred to as the CIP code, 

GJ.S. Department of Education, 1985) provides a coding system for elementary, 

secondary, and postsecondary programs consisting of 31 classification categories. 

The system is designed to collect, report and interpret data about instructional 

programs (Ettinger, 1994). All AAS degree programs in Texas are assigned a CIP 

code which is kept on file at the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board. It is 

useful for categorizing AAS degree programs throughout the state as well as for 

maintaining an inventory of degree programs for each institution. 

The Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) coding system was developed 

almost fifty years ago and has been used since its inception to organize all statistical 

information about industries in the United States. The system classifies business 

establishments by type of activity in which they are engaged. It organizes the 

entire field of economic activities in the country into eleven major sectors and 

assigns an industry code to each operating establishment on the basis of its 

primary activity, which is determined by its principal product or group of products 

or services (Standard Industrial Classification Manual. 1987). For example, the 

Utilities Technology program mentioned above prepares graduates for employment 
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in the sector classified as Electric, Gas, and Sanitary Services, with a SIC code of 

49. 

The Occupational Employment Statistic, or OES code, is used by the Bureau 

of Labor Statistics and the Texas Employment Commission to collect employment 

statistics. It consists of approximately 700 detailed occupations. For example, the 

OES code for machinists is 89108. Listed under this code in the Texas 

Occupational Outlook Handbook one finds that the turnover rate for machinists is 

below average at 7.37 percent, that 3.5% of the machinists in Texas are female, and 

12.3% are minorities. Many other statistics, including the length of training time, 

the projected job openings to the year 2,000, and wage rates are included in this 

database. 

Crosswalks have been developed in an effort to identify relationships 

between the existing coding systems. For example, the OES coding scheme has 

been crosswalked to the Dictionarv of Occupational Titles (DOT) which contains 

over 12,000 detailed occupational titles (Texas State Occupational Information 

Coordinating Committee, 1994). A project being developed in 1995 is a crosswalk 

between OES codes and CIP codes in an effort to amplify the connection between 

AAS degrees and specific occupations (Froeschle & Anderberg, 1993). 
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Labor Market Information 

Labor market information (LMI) consists of systematically collected data 

about people, jobs, employers, and the economy. Labor market characteristics are 

reported by SOICC in a format which includes all three codes. The reporting 

format of the Texas Occupational Handbook identifies occupations by OES code, 

includes labor market trends such as annual average job openings and hourly wage 

rates, gives a description of the occupation, lists related educational programs by 

CIP code, and identifies industrial employment patterns by SIC code. In addition, 

regional Quality Workforce offices provide regional and statewide labor market 

information for use by business, industry, education, and economic development 

organizations. In summary, the conceptual framework to link AAS degrees with 

the labor market is already in existence. Three classification systems, the 

Classification of Instructional Programs, Standard Industrial Codes, and 

Occupational Employment Statistic codes, can be utilized in an examination of the 

educational credential and related employment outcomes. SIC codes can also be 

used to identify local and regional employers and the related OES positions. 

Transition from Higher Education 
to Employment 

Several major trends have had an impact on individuals making the 

transition from higher education to employment. First, the level of educational 
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attainment of the American labor force continues to rise (Gordon, 1974a; Ettinger, 

1994). Second, in many instances employers and professional certifying boards 

impose requirements which assume more extended education (Gordon, 1974a). 

Third, accelerating changes in technology have been an important driving force 

behind the demand for employee upgrading (Gordon, 1974a; Hammer & Champy, 

1993). Finally, labor market projections indicate that the need for skilled labor will 

have increased from 20 percent in 1950 to 65 percent by the year 2000 with only 20 

percent of occupations requiring a baccalaureate degree or higher (Letter to 

Students from the President, 1994). These conditions suggest the increasing 

importance of two-year technical programs and the ability of educational 

institutions to follow the transition of students from education to employment. 

Labor Market Demand and Transition 
Into Employment 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

conducted an international pilot study on the relationship between higher 

education and employment (1993). OECD includes Australia, Austria, Belgium, 

Germany, Canada, Denmark, Spain, the United States, Finland, France, Italy, Japan, 

the Netherlands, and Norway. Its findings on the fiows of graduates into the work 

force are not unlike the findings of researchers in the United States. First, more 

young people continue on to postsecondary education because they recognize that 
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secondary education does not prepare them for immediate employment. Second, 

increasingly complex technology results in technician level jobs that require more 

advanced training, which means that those with only a secondary education are at 

higher risk for unemployment. OECD refers to the concept of employer 

credentialism as the "absorption phenomenon" (p. 79) and projects that graduates 

from higher education will no longer be limited to certain professions or 

employment sectors. Instead, they will enter most sectors of the labor market 

because of increasing employer demand for highly qualified and credentialed 

people. 

The majority of the analysts in the OECD pilot study agree that there 

appears to be a global increase in the skill level requirements of employees due to 

the spread of new technologies, changes in the organization of work, and the 

expansion of the service sector and the number of service jobs (Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development, 1993). They confirm, on a global basis, 

the employment trends reported throughout the literature. 

OECD also reinforces the importance of technical education as major 

changes are predicted in the relationship between higher education and 

employment. The study notes that higher education is becoming increasingly 

focused on the preparation of students in special fields, and that employees with 

postsecondary education form a strategic resource for each country's 

competitiveness. The diversification of higher education, in the form of alternatives 
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to the 4 year college degree, has changed the general output of higher education in 

many countries. For example, a rise in the importance of occupational programs in 

two-year colleges has been accompanied by favorable job markets for these 

degrees (OECD, 1993). 

Career Paths 

Previous thinking on career development assumes a ladder with rungs on it 

through which an individual advances within an organization or profession. The 

ladder culminates in a job at the top for a relative few which is removed from 

physical labor and characterized by increased isolation and additional paperwork 

(Borman & Reisman, 1986). Borman and Reisman (1986) address the individual 

perspective in making the transition from education to employment. Their 

research on the career paths of young people lends insight into the significance of 

postsecondary education and college credentials. They recognize that each person 

struggles with specific life conditions and that individuals develop and shape a 

particular path for themselves. Moreover, each person is constrained by the set of 

opportunities available in the current labor market. 

Borman and Reisman (1986) found that most youth not in school who get a 

job remain at the job for less than sbc months. The most poignant finding of 

Borman and Reisman is the deflation of dreams that occurs for many youth making 

the transition form school to work. As youth leave high school they have 
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experiences which help them to make reasoned choices about their futures. Tliey 

begin with lofty dreams and scale them down after actual entry into employment. 

Further, those with limited resources for additional education become cynical 

about the workplace. Thus, minority and disadvantaged youth are considered at 

high risk for employment. Access to postsecondary education at community 

colleges may provide alternative opportunities for some to enter a career or explore 

other career paths. 

The College Placement Council (1970) contained similar findings in its 

study of entry-level college graduates within the first five years of employment. 

They found a 50% turnover rate of college graduates within the first five years of 

employment. Some of the factors that contributed to the high turnover rate 

appeared to be a difference in student expectations about work which sometimes 

led to a decision to return to school for more advanced education. Participation in 

higher education, then, sometimes is the result of a deliberate decision to continue 

after having experienced the reality of the workplace. 

Ochsner and Solomon (1979), conducted a survey of graduates to review the 

career paths of four-year graduates in the workplace. The four most frequently 

cited reasons that graduates gave for attending college were: (1) to get a better job, 

(2) to learn more about things that interested them, (3) to gain general education, 

and( 4) to improve academic abilities. Eighty percent of the respondents 

considered having a steady job to be very important and over fifty percent expected 
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to use their college training in their job. Ochsner and Solomon also found that the 

usefulness of college training varies by major field and that recent graduates were 

more likely to use the content of their major courses in their work. They also found 

that college tends to prepare graduates for their first job after graduation rather 

than for later jobs. 

More interestingly, the Ochsner and Solomon study collected responses 

about the relevance of education to actual job performance. They found that 

vocational oriented majors were more likely to say that they frequently used their 

education in their work. The graduates surveyed stated that the most common way 

of obtaining their job skills was on-the-job experience. Further, once promoted into 

management positions, graduates recognized the need for business skills, 

interpersonal skills and communication skills. 

In summary, career paths reveal the decisions of each individual in 

addressing specific life conditions that have a direct impact on their working life. 

These include educational opportunity and attainment, the transition from school to 

work, employer demand for highly qualified individuals, current labor market job 

opportunities, actual work experience, educational upgrading, and personal values 

related to work. 
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Job Satisfaction 

Another aspect of the transition from education to employment centers on 

job satisfaction. The findings have implications for associate degree graduates as 

well as for four-year graduates. The College Placement Council (1970) found that 

turnover tended to be higher where there were discrepancies between the 

expected and the actual job fields of the graduate. The Council also found a 

relationship between satisfaction and turnover. Ochsner and Solomon (1979) on 

the other hand, found that the extent of the job's relationship to major was not 

necessarily a prime determinant of job satisfaction. The full use of skills, the salary 

level, and the perception that the job was at a professional level were more 

important to job satisfaction than relatedness to training. Graduates who ended up 

in unrelated fields reported that they chose these fields because of better 

opportunities in the case of the older worker, and lack of opportunities in the case 

of the younger worker. Second, younger workers placed more importance on 

relatedness than did older workers. Third, older workers considered the work 

setting more important that did younger workers. Both age groups agreed that 

college grades and the reputation of the institution from which they graduated were 

not important to job satisfaction. 

The College Placement Council (1970) on the other hand, found that 

graduates who were high academic achievers tended to remain with their first 
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employer and that students with better grades from better schools were more likely 

to remain in their position than the less qualified counterpart. 

Improved Student Follow-up Through Automation 

During the early 1970s, there was a lack of follow-up data on two-year 

graduates. In fact, the Carnegie Commission (1973) recommended that 

government agencies develop improved data on employment patterns of graduates 

of two-year colleges, on dropouts of higher education, and on employment patterns 

by occupation and industry in its report entitled College Graduates and lobs. 

At present, several states have made significant progress in collecting and 

reporting data about the placement of associate degree graduates into employment 

utilizing the Unemployment Insurance Database information to match graduates to 

employer reporting. The implementation of an automated student and adult learner 

follow-up system in Texas enhances the ability of community colleges to follow its 

students into employment and ultimately to improve educational programs 

resulting in better service to both students and employers. 

Significance of the Associate of 
Applied Science Degree 

Two key issues are addressed in the literature with regard to the 

significance of the Associate of Applied Science degree. First, a new perspective on 
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technical education is emerging due to rapidly changing economic factors, 

technological advances, and an increased need for and supply of highly skilled 

workers. Second, it follows that the quality of the AAS degree will continue to be 

under scrutiny regarding its importance for technical education and the 

development of the labor force. 

As a new perspective on technical education emerges, three significant 

problems must be overcome before AAS degree programs can be utilized to the 

fullest extent. First, a lack of awareness and understanding of the design of AAS 

degrees exists among employers as indicated by Cohen and Brawer (1987) in their 

discussion of the functions of associate degrees. One reason for this may be the 

newness or recency of the AAS degree in comparison to other academic 

credentials. Baccalaureate degrees, master's degrees and doctorates date back to 

the thirteenth century, in contrast to the associate degree which was introduced at 

the close of the nineteenth century (Eells, 1967). Associate degrees are relative 

newcomers to the educational setting in the United States, having increased in use 

with the growth of the junior college movement beginning in the 1960s (Cohen & 

Brawer, 1987; Vaughn, 1982). 

Hull and Parnell (1991) note that increased awareness of associate degrees 

has become evident only during the last twenty years. 

Second, with the expansion of the mission of community colleges and their 

open door policies came the perception that community college students are of 
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lower quality than students in four-year colleges and universities. The 

establishment of developmental studies and services for underprepared students, 

essential to the open door, gained momentum so that the colleges could serve 

students who came from the lower quartile of their high school graduating class or 

from lower socioeconomic levels (Vaughn, 1982). 

Although Vaughn acknowledges that the work of community colleges is one 

of the most significant contributions of these institutions, Astin maintains that 

higher education opportunities are not equitably distributed among all students. 

The concentration of minorities in two-year institutions and their under-

representation in four-year higher education institutions (Astin, 1991) has 

additional implications for how employers view graduates of AAS degree programs. 

Third, occupationally specific programs are often associates with the stigma 

of vocational education inherited from earlier historical practices in education. 

Collins (1979) describes the failure of vocational schools in the past because of the 

practice of sending "youthful troublemakers" to vocational programs in order to 

remove them from the traditional classroom setting. At the time of Collins' writing, 

the unemployment rate and level of earnings were not better for graduates of 

vocational education programs than for those without it (Collins, 1979). Further, 

Collins found evidence that most skilled workers in the United States attained their 

technical skills either on the job or from sources other than the public schools. 



116 

Hull and Parnell (1984) report on average monthly earnings of high school 

graduates as compared with associate degree graduates. Between the years 1984 

and 1987, the wage differential for associate degree holders increased from $304 to 

$537 when compared with high school graduates. Additionally, the difference in 

greater when associate degree holders are compared with high school dropouts 

($773 in 1984 and $1,006 in 1987). Although indications of improved wages and 

increasing acceptance of the degree exist, the perception of associate degree 

programs, particularly AAS degree programs, continues to be tied to the negative 

historical image of vocational education. 

A New Perspective on Technical Education 

The diversification of higher education over time, the new business and 

economic environment, and the projected characteristics of the jobs of the future 

are generating a new perspective on technical education. 

Hie Diversification of Higher Education 

The State Higher Education Executive Officers, SHEEO (Gilleland et al., 

1992) and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

(1993) identified practices reflecting the diversification of the functions of higher 

education. Where, historically, higher education prepared individuals for the 

learned professions of law, medicine, and the clergy (Cremin, 1970) modern 
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institutions of higher learning are expected to provide increasingly diverse 

educational programs and related services with an emphasis on preparation for the 

workforce at all levels. New forms of higher education have come into existence, 

with the community college movement in the United States exemplifying the most 

dramatic of these (Cohen & Brawer, 1987; Vaughn, 1982; Ratcliff, 1987). Harlacher 

(1969) perceived this diversification when he emphasized that the community 

college should serve students of all ages and occupations within the context of the 

student's occupation and community. The phenomenon he observed was a 

diversification of the mission of community colleges beyond the walls of the 

classroom to provide cultural, occupational and professional services for the 

members of the community. The diversification of higher education is also 

apparent in the increasing number of alternatives to the four-year degree (OECD, 

1993). Further, modern students tend to think of themselves as consumers of 

higher education whose demand for educational programs and services appear to 

closely follow employment trends. The OECD study of international trends 

identifies the factors that help determine the demand for higher education. 

Potential students may take into consideration the time it takes to get an academic 

credential, the employability of persons with the credential, and strategic choices 

such as cost, career prospects and risks. The study also notes that more young 

people are going on to postsecondary education because secondary education does 

not prepare them for immediate employment. 
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Nagai (1975), the former Japanese Minister of Education, anticipated that 

the functions of higher education would be broken into two major tasks. First, he 

predicted that higher education would be expected to bring about a well-balanced 

industrial society with a sufficient diversity of ideas. Second, he expected higher 

education to redesign the existing society to cope with national, international and 

global issues. In the past, Nagai pointed out, the industrial revolution sanctioned 

man's expanding desire for production and consumption. Like Bowen (1974), 

Nagai anticipated that future issues would center around quality of life and the 

welfare of the society. Bowen's findings on the growth of the service sector were 

consistent with Nagai's observations. Further, the continuing unprecedented 

growth of the service sector confirms the need for diversification of opportunities 

for postsecondary education and the expansion of the functions of higher education 

(Cox & Aim, 1994; Ettinger, 1994; Texas State Occupational Information 

Coordinating Committee, 1994b; Witter, 1994). 

In summary, the diversification of higher education allows for an increasing 

number of alternatives to the traditional forms of higher education. This, in turn, 

permits the acceptance of academic credentials other than the baccalaureate 

degree. Otherwise, the potential for a greater acceptance of the AAS degree and a 

new perspective on technical education would be less. 
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Increased Demand for Technicians 

The American Association of Community Colleges ([AACCl, 1994) in its 

projections for future educational needs stated that the workforce of the future will 

be increasingly populated by technicians. The AACC identified Intel Corporation 

and the Boeing Company as examples of companies that are finding an increasing 

need for technicians. OECD (1993) found that the majority of economic analysts 

agree on a global increase in the skill level requirements of employees due to the 

spread of new technologies, changes in the organization of work, and the expansion 

of the service sector. The rapid growth of the service sector requires skills 

different from those of the past. In their analysis of the economy, Cox and Alms 

(1994) reported on the latest projections of job growth from the Department of 

Labor and found that the fastest job growth will be in professional specialty and 

technician categories, followed by nonfood services. The professional specialty 

category includes occupations such as engineers, architects, surveyors, scientists, 

physicians, clergy, lawyers, writers, athletes, and photographers. Thirty seven 

percent growth is projected for professional specialty occupations, with almost 76% 

holding a bachelor's degree. The technician and related support category includes 

occupations such as laboratory, radiology, and health technicians, licensed practical 

nurses, electrical and electronic technicians, surveying technicians, biological and 

chemical technicians, airplane pilots and navigators, computer programmers, and 

legal assistants. Thirty two percent growth is projected for technician and related 
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support occupations, with 30% holding bachelor's degrees. The nonfood services 

category consists of occupations such as dental assistants, nursing and health 

aides, janitors and cleaners, household maids and servants, hairdressers, child care 

workers, police and detectives, guards, correctional officers, firefighters, and flight 

attendants. Thirty four percent growth is projected for the services category, with 

8% holding a bachelor's degree. Cox and Alms state that while the jobs of the past 

were held by factory workers, tomorrow's jobs will be held by technicians and that 

the projected number of jobs for technicians is estimated to grow by more than 4 

million by the year 2005. 

Criteria for Excellence in 
AAS Degree Programs 

National 

In 1984, the Board of Directors of the National Council for Occupational 

Education, an affiliate of the American Association of Community Colleges, began 

development of the Criteria for Excellence in Associate Degree Programs (Koltai, 

1984; NCOE, 1985). The criteria were established based upon data collected by the 

American Association of Community and Junior Colleges to provide basic 

guidelines for associate degrees. Subsequently, the National Council for 

Occupational Education identified criteria leading to excellence in the Associate of 

Applied Science degree. The development of the criteria was a response toward a 
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growth trend in the number of occupationally related associate degrees awarded 

during the 1970s and 1980s. The criteria consist of fourteen statements which 

concentrate on the scope, form, substance, and image of the AAS degree in a 

national context (NCOE, 1985). 

Technical Program Guidelines in Texas 

The Technical Program Guidelines, approved by the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board, incorporate the NCOE criteria, the Criteria for 

Accreditation: Commission on Colleges from the Southern Association of Colleges 

and Schools, state and federal regulations and laws originating from the Texas 

legislature and the federal government, and recommendations from practitioners in 

the state. The Technical Program Guidelines specify the requirements for the 

development, revision, and closure of AAS degree programs. In 1992, Tech Prep 

High School and Associate of Applied Science Degree Programs guidelines were 

introduced jointly by the Texas Education Agency, the Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board and The Texas Department of Commerce. The Tech Prep 

guidelines were developed to help Texas public independent school districts and 

public community and technical colleges in designing career-ladder technical 

programs to meet the needs of local and regional employers (Texas Education 

Agency et al, 1992). The Tech Prep Guidelines were merged with the Technical 

Program Guidelines which are currently under revision. 
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Finally, in 1994, A Plan for the Evaluation and Continuous Improvement of 

Texas' Community and Technical Colleges was adopted for evaluation of workforce 

education and academic programs. Evaluation of workforce education programs, 

including AAS degrees, is a substantial part of the continuous improvement plan. 

The demonstration of the quality and responsiveness of Texas community and 

technical college programs in developing a well-educated citizenry and highly 

trained workforce is a primary purpose of the state-level evaluation (THECB, 1994). 

Relationship of the Literature to 
the Research Questions 

The literature reported in this chapter supports key aspects of the four 

research questions. Additionally, it provides detail about the various economic 

models of the labor force leading to the identification of the theoretical framework 

most appropriate to the study. Particular attention is given to credentialism, a topic 

relevant to all four research questions. 

What understandings do employers have about associate degrees? The 

literature on the economics of education has not answered this question. Instead, it 

examines the relationship between educational attainment and the economy. 

Return on investment, as seen in the literature, is reported for associate degrees as 

well as for other academic credentials. Literature on employer expectations and 

selection of employees provides background information descriptive of employer 
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understandings as does the literature on labor market information. Existing 

studies on the transition from higher education to employment clarifies labor 

market demand, the emergence of modified career paths, job satisfaction of college 

graduates beyond the first year of employment, and the usefulness of automated 

student follow-up, topics which provide additional background for addressing 

employer understandings about associate degrees in general. 

What understandings do employers have about Associate of Applied Science 

degrees? The summary of research on AAS degrees categorizes the most recent 

studies and demonstrates the scarcity of empirical studies about employer views of 

the AAS degree itseff. Literature about the interface of AAS degrees with labor 

market information reveals a complex system for describing labor market 

characteristics along with a method for relating occupational information to AAS 

instructional programs. This literature provides a foundation for examining 

employer awareness not only of occupational mbces for their establishments but 

also their awareness of existing or needed educational programs. Literature on the 

significance of the AAS degree, with accompanying criteria for excellence in AAS 

degree programs further expands the background needed to define these two-year 

programs in the light of continuing changes in the composition of occupations. 

How do employers utilize AAS academic credentials in selecting or 

advancing members of their workforce? The literature does not specifically answer 

this question for AAS degrees. The most relevant literature is found under the 
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topic of credentialism. Extended definitions of credentialism refine the framework 

for examining employer uses of AAS academic credentials. Research on the 

functions of credentialism for employers provides a basis for studying employer 

selection processes as does the examination of the impact of credentialism on 

employer practices. The Job Competition Model, with the practice of credentialism 

as a component, completes the foundation needed for examining both 

understandings and uses of academic credentials in general and AAS degrees 

specifically. 

Finally, in what other ways do employers manifest their understandings of 

AAS degrees in their establishments? The question has not been answered in the 

literature for AAS degree specifically. However, literature on employer 

expectations along with research on career paths forms the basis for exploring 

other ways in which employers may choose to utilize AAS degrees apart from the 

employee selection process. Additionally, a context of increased diversification of 

higher education along with increasing demand for technicians points to potential 

for new perspectives about vocational and technical education. 
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Figure 2.1. The Labor Queue 
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Figure 2.2. Background Characteristics of Applicants 
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Figure 2.3. Employer Selection Activities and Credentialism 
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KINDS OF CREDENTIALISM 

Market Credentialism Seller's Credentialism 
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OUTCOMES 
Strengthen public belief 
in higher education 

Increased enrollment in 
higher education 

Employer preference 
for a more highly 
educated workforce 

Standards for a Profession 

FUNCTIONS 
1. Consumer Protection 
2. Control supply of workers 
3. Force denoand for workers 
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I 
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Figure 2.4. Kinds of Credentialism 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of the study is to describe Texas employer perspectives of the 

AAS degree and to identify employer hiring and advancement practices which 

reflect these perspectives. Qualitative methods were used to obtain data regarding 

employer perspectives and practices related to the Associate of Applied Science 

degree. The study was guided by four related questions: 

1. What understandings do employers have about associate degrees? 

2. What understandings do employers have about associate of applied 

science degrees? 

3. How do employers utilize academic credentials in selecting or 

advancing members of their workforce? 

4. In what ways do employers in industry manifest their understandings 

of associate of applied science degrees in their establishments? 

The research questions focus on participant perspectives in a business 

setting. Further, the questions require an understanding of the context in which 

employers function. 

Qualitative research is descriptive, most often concerned with process, and 

utilizes the natural setting as the direct source of data with the researcher as the 

129 
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key instrument (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). A qualitative approach provides several 

strategies to investigate contextual understandings about social and organizational 

phenomena, describe the world of subjective experience, and share the resulting 

understandings with others (Crowson, 1987; Van Maanen, 1979). 

As a part of qualitative methodology, Bogdan and Biklen (1992) identify both 

internal and external documents as sources of data that provide insight about 

organizations. In addition, researcher observations are useful for documenting the 

context of the research (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Hammersley, 1990; Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990; Vierra & Pollock, 1992). 

The research was conducted in the business settings where individuals 

make employment decisions. Internal and external documents including position 

announcements, job descriptions, organizational charts, and employee education 

plans, were collected as sources of data. Observations were recorded throughout 

the data collection process in order to document the context of the research and to 

describe the interactions and discourse of the respondents. 

This chapter describes the research design, the selection of the research 

site and business establishments, procedures used for gaining entry to the selected 

sites, the selection of respondents, and methods used in data collection. It also 

explains methods used for data analysis, criteria for validity, ethical considerations, 

and procedures used for exit and closure. The limitations of the study are 

addressed at the end of the chapter. 
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Methodological Assumptions 
Theoretical Considerations 

This inquiry is a qualitative study, methodologically grounded in 

phenomenological theory. Phenomenology provides the theoretical framework for 

the research design utilized in this study. Phenomenological theory is based in 

Weberian tradition which emphasizes "verstehen," the interpretive understanding 

of human interaction (Bogden & Biklen, 1992). Erikson (1986) notes that an 

instance in which qualitative research is most appropriate is when one needs to 

know more about the "meaning-perspectives" of the respondents. Interviews, 

direct observation, and written and verbal communication, are methods utilized by 

researchers attempting to gain entry into the conceptual world of their subjects. 

Phenomenological theory frames methods which help the researcher understand 

participant perspectives and the meanings they construct around events in their 

daily lives (Bogden & Biklen, 1992). 

Pilot Study 

The cooperation of the administrative council of a regional community 

college was obtained to conduct a pilot study during June and July of 1994. The 

pilot study provided opportunities to make initial contacts. Appointments were 

scheduled with six employers in the college service area who held management 

positions in their respective organizations. Visits were made to each site and 
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interviews were conducted utilizing the "external customer needs survey" for the 

college. In addition, members of the administrative council contacted employers 

and scheduled appointments to meet with them individually or in small groups. 

Approximately 129 needs survey interviews were conducted. The external 

customer needs survey consisted of a sequence of five open-ended questions, 

including a question about the AAS degree. As recommended by the council, the 

AAS question was optional but was asked in the majority of interviews. 

The needs survey was conducted by all members of the administrative 

council as a standardized open-ended interview for which the wording and 

sequence of the questions were determined in advance. Regional employers were 

an important group identified by the council. Six service sector employers were 

contacted during the pilot study, thus accomplishing initial contact with site 

managers of potential sites for the dissertation study. Further, employer responses 

to the AAS degree question were made available by the college for review. 

Selection of Research Sites 

Criteria for Overall Research Site 

Two criteria were used in selecting the site for the study. First, the site 

consisted of a community college service area. Second, the site was limited to a 

designated Texas Quality Workforce Development region. 
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The first criterion, a site consisting of a community college service area, was 

utilized for two reasons: (1) employers with positions in allied health, industrial 

technology, and business occupations are distributed throughout the community 

college service area, and (2) community college technical programs are established 

to meet work force needs of employers within the service area of the college. 

The second criterion, a site consisting of a designated Quality Workforce 

Planning region, was utilized in order to obtain access to labor market information 

and to verify the labor market characteristics of each establishment included in the 

study. The Quality Workforce regional office served as a source of labor market 

information to confirm or establish need for specific AAS degree programs. Quality 

Workforce planning committees are responsible for identifying jobs which will be 

in demand in the future; identifying the skills necessary for those jobs; and forming 

partnerships among business, education, and economic development organizations. 

The information provided by the Quality Workforce Planning Committee was 

essential to the description of the establishments included in the study. 

Business Establishment Criteria 

Two criteria were used in selecting specific business sites. First, the 

occupational mix of the establishments selected had to have positions that could be 

filled by Associate of Applied Science degree graduates. Second, establishments 
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selected had more than 10 employees. Quality Workforce labor market information 

does not report establishments with fewer than 10 employees. 

The Classification of Instructional Programs (CIP) code, the Standard 

Industrial Code (SIC) code, and Occupational Employment Statistics (OES) codes 

were utilized to verify that the occupational mix of establishments in the sample 

included positions which correspond to AAS degree programs. 

The CIP coding system includes eleven major categories used to collect data 

on establishments which exist in the U. S. economy. It is designed to cover the 

entire field of economic activities in the country and to reflect the composition and 

structure of the economy. Major categories include: Agriculture, Forestry, and 

Fishing; Mining; Construction; Manufacturing; Transportation and Public Utilities; 

Wholesale Trade; Retail Trade; Finance, Insurance and Real Estate; Services; 

Public Administration; and Nonclassifiable Establishments (Standard Industrial 

Classification Manual, 1987). 

Ten establishments were selected for two reasons. First, as suggested by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), a researcher will frequently reach the point of 

redundancy in which no new information is uncovered after about twelve 

interviews. Secondly, the researcher anticipated a minimum of at least two 

interviews per establishment. Initially, sbc establishments were to be included: two 

with allied health positions, two with business occupations positions, and two with 

industrial technology positions. A total of twelve ninety-minute interviews were 
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anticipated. A limit of no more than ten establishments was determined prior to 

beginning data collection in order to maintain the focus of the study and to allow 

the researcher to gain a more in-depth understanding of the perspectives of the 

individuals interviewed. The ten specific sites yielded a total of 18 respondents and 

a total of 211/2 hours of interview time. 

Description of Establishments 

Each establishment that was selected was a potential employment site for 

AAS degree graduates. A brief description of each of the establishments follows. 

Utilities Company 

The utilities company belongs to the Transportation and Public Utilities SIC 

major category. The organization employs approximately 2,100 individuals with the 

majority holding full-time employment. Approximately 750 of the total number of 

employees are union members. The company provides utility services for 

approximately one million customers in the region. The respondent reported that 

the key goals of the company include providing quality service at a low cost, 

stimulating economic development of the service area, expanding into other 

markets, and facilitating employee growth and development. His description 

reinforced a positive image for the company. Potential AAS positions in this 

company's occupational mix include administrative assistant, accounting assistant. 
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automotive technician, refrigeration/air conditioning technician, electrical utilities 

technician, and microcomputer technician. 

Public Service Government Agency 

The Public Service Government Agency belongs to the Public 

Administration SIC major category and employs approximately 2,000 individuals, 

with a mix of full- and part-time employees based on seasonal need. The number of 

temporary or part-time employees increases during the summer months. The 

Public Service Agency is organized into thirteen major divisions which provide a 

wide range of government services for the community. Corresponding AAS degree 

positions include accounting assistant, administrative secretary, legal secretary, 

legal assistant, microcomputing technician, electronic technician, law enforcement, 

fire fighter, and electrical utilities technician. 

Healthcare Providers 

Two healthcare establishments were included as sites in the study. Both 

establishments belong to the Health Services SIC major category. The first is a 

private sector organization which employs approximately 2,000 individuals with a 

mix of full-time and on-call positions. The second healthcare establishment is a 

public sector organization which employs approximately 1,400 individuals with a 

mix of full-time, part-time, and on-call positions. Both establishments provide a full 
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range of healthcare services throughout the region. The occupational mix for both 

healthcare establishments includes potential AAS degree positions for accounting 

assistant, administrative secretary, general business, marketing and management, 

medical information assistant, health information services, radiology technicians, 

respiratory care technicians, associate degree nursing, and human services 

specialists. 

Automotive Industrv 

Two private sector establishments in the automotive industry served as 

sites. Both belong to the Services SIC major category. The first employs 

approximately 130 individuals while the second automotive dealership is staffed 

with approximately 120 employees. Corresponding AAS degree positions for both 

establishments include automotive technician, automotive collision repair 

technician, general secretary, accounting assistants, marketing and management 

specialist, and microcomputing technician. Both automotive dealerships have 

similar divisions including automotive repair services, automotive sales, financing, 

and automotive parts sales. 

Manufacturing Establishment 

The manufacturing establishment is a private sector organization which 

belongs to the Manufacturing SIC major category. The establishment is a world-
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wide producer and distributor of its product. The establishment employs 

approximately 160 individuals with AAS degree positions in accounting, machining, 

marketing and management, and microcomputing. 

Warehousing Distributor 

The Warehousing-Distribution establishment is a division of a large private 

sector corporation. The establishment belongs to the Wholesale Trade-Non

durable goods SIC major category. The site visited is a distribution center for the 

region with approximately 325 employees. Its occupational mbc includes potential 

AAS degree positions for accounting assistant, administrative secretary, automotive 

technician, general business specialist, microcomputer technician, and marketing 

and management specialist. 

Personnel Agencv 

The personnel agency was started in 1991 and has approximately 100 active 

employees. The agency belongs to SIC Services major category and helps perform 

the human resources management function for a variety of businesses. This 

establishment serves as an entry point into the labor market for many individuals. 

Clients are defined by the agency as businesses with job openings and clients pay 

the agency for its services. Employees are defined by the agency as persons who 

are seeking employment on either a permanent or temporary basis. Employees are 



139 

paid by the agency clients and do not pay fees for the services provided by the 

agency. After a trial period, employees are eligible for benefits from the agency 

such as insurance and workman's compensation. The agency also has a 

scholarship program for employees. The potential placement of AAS degree 

graduates is very broad because the agency has many area employers as clients. 

Corresponding AAS degree programs include accounting associate, administrative 

secretary, automotive technician, child development associate, electronics 

technician, general business associate, general secretary, health information 

services specialist, medical information assistant, microcomputing specialist, and 

marketing and management associate. 

Childcare Provider Training Service 

The childcare provider training service is a non-profit organization which 

employs approximately 50 individuals. The establishment is part of the SIC 

Services major group and serves a three state region. The number of positions 

increases in the summer due to special nutrition programs which serve children 

who are out of school. The organization provides training and other services for 

childcare providers throughout the region. The organization has three major 

divisions with AAS degree positions in human services, child development, general 

secretary, and administrative secretary. 
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Selection of Respondents, Site Entry, 
and Interviewee Access 

The sample consisted of business owners, human resource managers, 

division or department managers, trainers, or supervisors at a total of ten 

establishments. Five of the ten establishments had undergone major 

organizational restructuring within the last three years. Bogden and Biklen (1992) 

describe snowball sampling as a way to expand a sample. Snowball sampling was 

used to identify additional interviewees at each site who could clarify the 

perceptions and uses of the AAS degree within the organization. Entry was 

obtained by the researcher through preliminary conversations with prospective 

interviewees regarding the purposes of the research. Access was obtained through 

direct negotiation with respondents and site managers. 

This section describes the process by which respondents were selected for 

the study. The criteria for selection of the initial sample are discussed. Snowball 

sampling, which resulted in identification of additional respondents for the study, is 

described. 

Purposeful Sampling Criteria 

Two criteria were used for initial purposeful selection of respondents. First, 

the respondent took part in the employment screening process of the organization. 
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Second, once screening was completed, the participant had input into the selection 

of individuals for employment or advancement in the organization. 

These selection criteria facilitated purposeful sampling techniques. 

Purposeful sampling is characterized by emergent sampling design, continuous 

focusing of the sample, and selection to the point of redundancy (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). An emergent sampling design enables the researcher 

to add to the sample as the study progresses through utilization of the initial 

criteria that have been identified. Continuous focusing of the sample occurs as the 

study progresses and the researcher gains insights and information about the 

situation. As this occurs, the researcher is able to focus more carefully on those 

aspects of the sample which are most relevant. Selection to the point of 

redundancy is based on informational considerations of the sample. Sampling is 

terminated when no new information is forthcoming from newly sampled units; this 

is known as the point of redundancy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Snowball sampling was used to strengthen the sample. Respondents made 

suggestions about others within the organization who could provide additional 

information and insight into screening, employment, and advancement processes. 

In each case, the initial criteria of participation in employee screening and selection 

were used to determine appropriateness of inclusion in the sample. In this way, 

respondents who met purposeful sampling criteria were added. 
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lob Service Employment Committee 

The Job Service Employment Committee QSEC) is an advisory group which 

serves the local Texas Employment Commission. Its membership consists of 

human resources managers, business owners, and employers from both the public 

and private sectors. All members meet the sampling criteria for the study due to 

their screening and employee selection responsibilities. The committee meets on a 

monthly basis to provide input to the staff members of the Texas Employment 

Commission about labor market needs, to address legal issues related to 

employment, and to share current employment information. 

As a member of JSEC, the researcher has access to the membership 

directory which lists members by name, title, and organization. Members of JSEC 

who met criteria and whose organizations met criteria for sites were selected. 

Initial contacts with potential respondents were made at the conclusion of JSEC 

meetings or by telephone to schedule interviews. Five of the respondents are JSEC 

members. Hie five respondents include two human resource managers, two 

business owners, and one division manager responsible for four departments. 

Tech Prep Conference 

The Tech Prep Consortium is a federally funded initiative for the 

development of educational programs which will result in a globally competitive 

and skilled workforce. The initiative is jointly administered by the Department of 
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Labor, the Texas Education Agency, and The Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board. Consortium membership includes representatives from the 

business sector, the public schools, and postsecondary institutions in the region. 

Business sector representatives, public school administrators, and postsecondary 

administrators who belong to the consortium meet the criteria for screening and 

employee selection required for the sample. 

A workshop attended by area secondary and postsecondary teachers, 

counselors, and administrators was sponsored by the Tech Prep Consortium in the 

region in June, 1995. The workshop agenda included a panel discussion in which 

representatives from various business establishments and government agencies 

presented information about their employee selection processes. The researcher 

was present at the workshop and talked with each of the panelists immediately 

following their presentations. Five of the panelists met the criteria for the sample 

and agreed to participate in the study. All five were human resource managers for 

their organizations. 

Program Advisory Committee Members 

Each AAS degree program is required to have an advisory committee with 

voting members who represent business and industry. Many of the business and 

industry representatives are managers of departments or establishments who meet 

the sampling criteria because they participate in the screening and employee 
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selection processes of their establishments. Technical program advisory 

committees meet at least once each academic year to review and recommend 

curriculum changes, identify resources for the programs, and obtain information 

about the status of each technical program. Five technical program advisory 

committee members met the criteria for the sample and agreed to participate in the 

study. Of the five, one is a chief executive officer, one is a regional trainer, and 

three are division managers. 

Snowball Sampling 

As the study progressed, interviews with other members of two 

establishments were suggested by respondents. Five respondents were selected 

utilizing this snowball sampling technique. 

Two respondents were identified by the chief executive officer (CEO) of one 

establishment as individuals who could provide additional information about 

employee selection processes in their departments. The CEO introduced me to 

each one during a tour of the establishment and requested that they schedule time 

for an interview on the afternoon of the visit. Interviews with each of these two 

managers did not exceed 45 minutes because of the spontaneity with which they 

occurred and because much of the organizational structure and history had been 

provided by the CEO. 
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The human resources managers of the second establishment requested a 

joint interview in the interest of time and in order to provide mutual assistance in 

giving complete information in their respective areas of expertise. During this joint 

interview, the two respondents suggested additional interviews with division 

managers in other departments who could provide insight into the processes used 

once initial screening had been completed. 

One of the division managers agreed to an interview during a return visit to 

the site for document collection. The division manager's assistant also agreed to 

participate. Both respondents met the sampling criteria. The division manager is 

responsible for the general administration of the division, including overall staffing 

and budgeting. The manager's assistant is responsible for developing of job 

descriptions, identifying screening committee members, and making employee 

screening and selection recommendations to the division manager. Both 

respondents provided additional in-depth information about the division's employee 

selection and advancement processes. The service manager of one of the 

automotive dealerships identified his assistant service manager as a respondent for 

the study. 

In summary, five respondents were identified through the Job Service 

Employer Committee, five were panelists at the Tech Prep conference, and five 

were identified by other interviewees. Six of the eighteen respondents were 

members of technical program advisory committees with three of them also 
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belonging to another of the categories. All eighteen respondents met the sampling 

criteria: they took part in the screening process of the establishments where they 

worked and had input into the selection of individuals for employment or 

advancement in the establishments. 

Gaining Entry 

Initial contacts with respondents were made in person or by telephone at 

which time the purpose of the study and data collection methods were briefly 

described. Each participant was informed that his or her work schedule would be 

honored and that interviews would take from sixty to ninety minutes. Each 

participant, with the exception of those identified through snowball sampling, 

selected the interview time and date for the interview. 

At the beginning of each interview, consent forms were provided which 

explained the nature and purpose of the study, methods of data collection, and the 

right to withdraw consent at any point throughout the study. The consent form 

provided assurance of anonymity for individuals and establishments involved in the 

study. Only two of the eighteen respondents did not permit the use of a recorder. 

Although anonymity did not appear to be an issue for many of the respondents, 

every effort was made to maintain anonymity through the use of pseudonyms in the 

final document. 
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Respondents frequently approached the researcher in the midst of a group 

to ask how the study was progressing and to offer additional assistance if needed. 

However, to maintain anonymity pseudonyms are used in the final document and 

sites are referred to in terms of general industrial sector descriptions. Interview 

transcriptions and documents are kept in files with restricted access in order to 

maintain confidentiality of the data. As a matter of reciprocity, the researcher 

agreed to share findings with respondents upon request. This request was 

recorded on the consent form. 

All of the employers who were contacted cooperated in allowing access and 

entry. Several went beyond the researcher's request and provided tours of their 

facilities, introductions to other employees during tours, and first-hand 

demonstrations of work process in which they were involved. One shared a video 

about her establishment. Another made additional appointments with other 

managers as he responded to interview questions which brought to mind others 

who could provide additional information. One participant met with the researcher 

at the end of his work day, gave a tour of the facility, and granted an interview after 

work hours. Still another extended a formal invitation by mail to a yearly special 

competition sponsored by the company for employees. 
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Data Collection 

Methods 

A combination of data collection methods including interviews, documents, 

and direct observation were used. Two kinds of interviews were used: (1) a 

modified general interview guide, and (2) the informal conversational interview. 

Interviews were audiotaped with the consent of the respondents and documented 

on the consent form at the beginning of each interview. Each interview was 

subsequently transcribed. 

The two other sources of data used in addition to interviews consisted of 

documents and direct observations. Internal and external documents were 

collected and provided a substantial source of additional data for the study. 

General observations were recorded as field notes immediately after interviews and 

tours to establish as much contextual background as possible. 

Interviews 

Patton (1990) describes three kinds of interviews useful for data collection: 

the standardized open-ended interview, the general interview guide, and the 

informal conversational interview. The researcher incorporated all three kinds by 

using standardized open-ended interview questions, following the general interview 

guide approach, and conducting informal conversational interviews during data 
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collection. Follow-up interviews were conducted by telephone but most were done 

in person. 

The initial interview questions were designed in two separate formats. 

Standardized open-ended interview questions included 27 questions arranged in a 

logical sequence to provide for continuity in conducting the interviews (Appendbc 

A). The general interview guide included five major topics and 28 subtopics 

(Appendbc B). Main topics included: (1) an overview of the establishment, (2) 

background information about the interviewee, (3) employee selection practices, 

(4) perceptions about academic degrees, and (5) requests for pertinent documents. 

The initial plan was to ask the standardized open-ended questions first, 

followed by topical questions from the general interview guide which had not been 

addressed by the interviewee. However, using two separate documents for 

generating questions was burdensome and difficult to manage. Respondents 

frequently provided answers to questions that were planned for later in the 

interview. 

Consequently, after the first interview, the two documents were merged 

(Appendix C). Questions were coded (Appendbc C) in advance to identify elements 

of the Job Competition Model, the theoretical framework for the study. 

Interview time ranged from forty-five minutes to two hours. The two joint 

interviews were longer than other interviews because respondents often had 

something to add to what had been said by the other participant. Interviews of 
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respondents who had been identified through snowball sampling tended to be 

shorter because they were initiated spontaneously and after other members of the 

establishment had already provided some background information. 

Informal conversational interviews frequently occurred immediately before 

and after the formal interview. Conversations held while respondents were 

gathering documents also contributed to clarification and expansion of the data. As 

respondents sorted through items in their offices, they often thought of other 

related topics or information. Other informal conversational interviews were held 

during subsequent meetings held for other reasons. 

Some informal conversations about the study occurred during telephone 

conversations that had been initiated for other business purposes by either the 

researcher or the participant. The rapport established between the researcher and 

the respondents during the initial interview and during subsequent interaction 

made ensuing discussions easier. 

A microcassette recorder with a built-in condensed microphone was used to 

record interviews. Diminishing awareness of the presence of the audiorecording 

technology was noticed as interviews progressed. 

Sbcteen of the eighteen interviews were audiotaped. The two interviewees 

who did not grant consent to have the interview audiotaped were concerned with 

legal issues. One interviewee explained that her company was a high profile, well-

known corporation which is frequently subjected to lawsuits because it is perceived 
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to be a potential source of very large lawsuit settlements. The other explained that 

she has been confronted with significant legal issues in the past and has learned to 

be cautious from experience. The researcher took detailed notes and 

reconstructed as much of the interview as possible immediately following these two 

interviews. The researcher also returned to the two respondents for additional 

clarification of the information and member checking. 

Limitations of the interview, according to Patton (1990), include the 

tendency for participant's perceptions and perspectives to be subject to personal 

bias, politics, and lack of awareness. The emotional state of the participant can 

affect the quality of the interview as well (Patton, 1990). An effort was made to 

adjust to the full schedules and deadlines of the work setting. 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992), note that sometimes the ethnicity, gender, or age 

of the researcher may have some influence on the rapport that is established. 

Stereotypical views of the researcher, related to ethnicity, gender, age, and 

educational attainment were evident to a limited extent during the interview 

process. Research memos documented these aspects of the interviews when 

relevant. 

Documents 

All respondents were willing to share documents such as position 

announcements, job descriptions, organizational charts, employee education plans. 
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company newsletters, and employment applications. Documents were most 

frequently in person at the site, but several respondents mailed them after their 

interview. Respondents often volunteered to make a list of documents they would 

provide during the interview process. Discussions of organizational structure were 

made easier when organizational charts were used during the interview. 

Observations 

Observations were recorded throughout the data collection process. This 

involved arriving early at each site and while waiting for the interview, observing 

the general activity in the reception area and reading literature on display about the 

establishment. Audiotaped recordings of observations and written notes were 

made in the researcher's car immediately following each interview. 

Four respondents provided tours of their establishments. Tours took place 

at the end of the interview and provided an opportunity to observe individuals 

employed in positions discussed during the interview. 

Research Log and Reflexive Journal 

A research log documents the dates, times, locations, and duration of 

research activities (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A log of day-to-day research activities 

included interview dates, starting and ending times of interviews, addresses and 
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telephone numbers of respondents, dates and times of follow-up telephone 

interviews, and dates, times, and locations of informal conversational interviews. 

Reflexive journals, observer comments, and personal diaries all refer to the 

practice of recording the researcher's feelings and insights during data collection. 

This is an important part of a qualitative approach because it provides a strategy for 

establishing the trustworthiness of the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985; Vierra & Pollock, 1992). The reflexive journal gives the researcher a 

greater awareness of her thinking processes, philosophical position, and basis for 

decision making about the inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Researcher reflections were kept in a reflexive journal, separate from the 

data as a part of the daily log of research activities. In this way the researcher 

monitored her personal reactions and internal dialog about what she had observed 

during the study while tracking research activities. For example, one journal entry 

documents the researcher's reflections on employer definitions of education versus 

training. It reads: 

I am reading training and education plans that I have collected. It 
occurs to me that both definitions mean the same thing to some of 
the interviewees. Education in my mind, consists of a well-rounded 
degree plan most often offered for college credit, while training 
consists of short-term non-credit activities designed to teach specific 
skills. It appears that, in the mind of the employer, everything is 
training. Everything that upgrades the workforce is defined as 
training. Employers have merged my two definitions into one and I 
have to remember to be careful, as I listen, to ask for clarification 
when they use either term. 
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Insights such as these, in combination with other activities such as 

prolonged engagement, trinagulation, peer debriefing, and member checking 

helped support credibility and strengthen the trustworthiness of the study. 

Exit and Closure 

When data collection and analysis were nearing completion, the respondents 

were informed of the imminent completion of the study either in person or by 

telephone. In addition, a thank you note was sent to each participant expressing 

gratitude for their assistance, informing them of the progress of the study and 

expected date of completion, and providing them the opportunity to add 

information or raise additional questions. Exit from the field and closure were 

completed when respondents received a summary of the study and findings. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis includes the organization of the data, the coding process, the 

formation of categories, and the writing of memos as analysis progresses. Data 

were organized and filed so that they were readily available as coding was done and 

as documents were added. Coding refers to the process used to sort and organize 

data, eventually resulting in the identification of categories (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992; Strauss, 1987). Etic codes are codes that have been identified from outside 

of the data. In this study, etic codes were drawn from the theoretical framework of 
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the Job Competition model. Emic codes are codes that emerge from the data 

during analysis. Coding was done in three phases, beginning with etic codes drawn 

from the theoretical framework, continuing with emic coding in which codes that 

emerged from the data were added, and ending with axial coding to develop the 

codes into higher categorical levels (Strauss, 1987). Axial coding refers to the 

process of coding around single categories and includes subcategories relating to 

axial categories. 

Data analysis began after the first interview had been transcribed and 

continued while the remaining interviews and field observations were being 

transcribed. 

Categorizing 

Data were organized and filed in four separate files for each participant. 

These included interview transcriptions, transcribed memos, documents, and other 

information. The interview transcription file contained a copy of the interview, a 

hand coded printout of the interview transcript after it had been imported into the 

coding software, and a computer coded copy of the interview transcription. Coding 

was completed using The Ethnograph coding software, version 4.0. 

The memo file for each participant consisted of transcriptions of audiotaped 

coding memos and hand-written notes produced during the coding process. The 
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coding software allowed coding memos to be attached to the interview transcripts 

or printed separately for inclusion in the memo file. 

The document file included organizational charts, mission statements, job 

descriptions, position announcements, training plans and policies, and personnel 

applications. 

The other information file included the log of research activities, including 

interview dates and times, records of telephone calls, respondent business cards 

and a printout of the computer software face/identifier sheets for each participant. 

The face/identifier sheet includes a list of variables such as name, gender, SIC 

code, industry sector, etc. The face/identifier sheets make it possible to search for 

data that meet the specified conditions. For example, files can be searched for all 

instances of interviewees coded for microcomputing positions. This search 

identified nine of the ten respondents as potential employers of microcomputing 

graduates. In addition, the other information file contained the signed consent 

form. A log of day-to-day research activities was used for documenting the dates, 

time, location, and duration of research activities. The researcher's reflexive 

journal was integrated into the log of daily activities. The log was kept in a separate 

general file with other information relevant to the entire study. 

Researcher reflections were kept separate from the data and were recorded 

as a part of the daily log of research activities. Often, reflexive journal entries were 

audiotaped and transcribed at a later time. Dated printouts of the transcriptions 
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were routinely added to the daily log. In this way the researcher monitored 

personal reactions during the study while tracking research activities. 

Coding 

Analysis was based on a modified constant comparative approach as 

described by Bogden and Biklen (1992). Although data analysis was delayed until 

after most of the interviews had been completed, the researcher returned 

periodically to compare codes and categories with those previously identified. The 

researcher returned to re-examine and modify previously coded data after the fifth 

interview was coded, after the twelfth interview was coded, and again after all 

coding had been completed. The advantage of audiotapes provided the opportunity 

to review as often as needed. The researcher was able to collect additional data by 

telephone or through returning to the interview site when the original data were 

incomplete. An updated list of follow-up questions for each participant was kept in 

order to facilitate additional data collection. 

As data analysis progressed, codes and categories were continuously 

compared with those previously identified. This process of constant comparison is 

important to improve the definitions of the properties of the categories identified 

through analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

For example, initially the code COMP (Comparison) was defined as an 

indication that the interviewee was comparing the AAS degree to other academic 
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degrees. After coding five interviews, it became evident that the AAS degree was 

also being compared to related experience. The definition was expanded. 

The eight etic codes which were drawn from the Job Competition Model are 

listed and defined in Table 3.2. The emic codes which emerged from the data 

themselves are listed and defined in Table 3.3. The emic code ADV 

(Advancement), for example, became evident during data analysis as interviewee 

after interviewee described how employees transferred from one department to 

another or how employees used training programs to advance in the organization. 

The emic code UNEASY was added after several interviews in which respondents 

expressed a wish for additional educational opportunities for themselves and a 

discomfort at having to review credentials of applicants who had attained a higher 

educational level than theirs. 

Coding processes as indicated by Strauss (1987) should include open coding 

to identify emic codes and axial coding to code around categories. Open coding 

refers to the process in which the researcher examines the data in order to identify 

initial emic codes. Axial coding refers to the process of coding around single 

categories which may include subcategories that are related according to the 

properties of the larger category. Both kinds of coding were utilized. The 

researcher analyzed across interviews and documents throughout the study and 

reexamined codes periodically as the analysis progressed. 



159 

Formation of Categories 

Categories were developed once open coding was complete and axial coding 

was initiated. Categories were formed in relation to the research questions which 

guided the study and are listed in Figure 3.3. The categories identified were: 

Understandings of Associate Degrees, Understandings of AAS Degrees, Uses of 

AAS for Selection, Uses of AAS for Advancement, and Other Practices. 

Memos 

Memos written by the researcher during data analysis were cross 

referenced to data sources for ease in identifying the data segment that generated 

them. Further, the Ethnograph software allowed memos to be attached to data 

lines as required. Some memos were audiotaped during data analysis and 

transcribed at a later time. Memo writing occurred throughout the coding process 

in order to help uncover properties of categories and to easily capture the thoughts 

and insights about the coding and analysis of the data. 

Criteria for Validity in Qualitative Studies 

Criteria for validity in a qualitative study include (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

credibility and transferability. Both criteria were appropriate to this study. 
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Credibility 

Sbc strategies were used to help insure the credibility of the study. Hiese 

include prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer 

debriefing, negative case analysis, and member checks. 

Prolonged Engagement 

Prolonged engagement requires the researcher to be involved for a 

sufficient amount of time to reach data saturation. This is also known as the point 

of redundancy in which no new data are uncovered (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Data were collected over a three month period which was 

sufficient to reach data saturation. The point of redundancy, in which information 

becomes repetitive and new information becomes progressively scarcer was 

reached after approximately 15 interviews. The final three interviews served to 

reinforce data collected in previous interviews but did not add new data regarding 

perceptions or uses of AAS degrees. In this way, prolonged engagement served to 

reach the point of redundancy. 

Persistent Observation 

Persistent observation helped to identify the most relevant characteristics 

and elements of employer perceptions of AAS degrees. Follow-up interviews were 

conducted either in person or by telephone. Subsequent contacts were made with 
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some respondents to request additional data and to conduct member checks. This 

was most important in the two instances where audiotaping was not permitted by 

respondents. 

Triangulation 

Multiple methods and data sources used to accomplish triangulation 

included gathering data through use of a general interview guide combined with 

open-ended questions, informal conversational interviews, and document collection. 

Multiple sources included researcher interviews with others employed in the same 

establishment, follow-up interviews with the same participant, interviews with 

others in similar positions at other establishments, examination of internal and 

external documents, and general observations. 

Peer Debriefing 

Peer debriefing sessions were conducted on a continuing basis as the study 

progressed. Persons familiar with employer practices and postsecondary technical 

programs assisted with debriefing through discussion of the definitions used in the 

study, examination of the assumptions and theoretical framework of the study, and 

reactions to codes and code categories. Staff members of the Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board provided guidance regarding the master database of 

definitions for technical education and assisted in obtaining copies of reports and 
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guidelines used in the state. Other sessions were held with staff members of the 

State Occupational Information Coordinating Committee and the Texas 

Employment Commission who provided insights and reference documents about 

labor market information and coding systems. A staff member of the Texas 

Employment Commission, provided a copy of the most current Standard Industrial 

Classification Manual, explained the classification system in detail, and provided 

the researcher with supporting information for the classification of establishments 

utilized in the study during a debriefing session. Community college 

administrators participated in the debriefing sessions as well. One community 

college president referred to Holloway's (1994) recent study on AAS degrees. Dr. 

Holloway assisted with additional reference sources related to the research of 

economic returns on investment in higher education. Several college 

administrators read drafts of the study and gave valuable feedback on technical 

aspects related to curriculum design, the history of the AAS degree, and the 

theoretical framework. Debriefing sessions were a vital part of the research 

process. 

Negative Case Analysis 

As analysis progressed, disconfirming data became evident. This occurred 

as the data were coded for employer values (VAL) of AAS degrees. Findings on 

employer uses of AAS degrees also include a negative case in the category of uses 
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of the degree for advancement (ADV). Disconfirming data and negative cases are 

discussed in the findings in order to strengthen the credibility of the study and 

show the limitations of the perspective used. 

Member Checks 

Member checks consisted of reviews of data, categories, interpretations, and 

conclusions by those from whom the data were collected. Member checks were 

used throughout the data collection process. Some member checks were done 

during the interview, others were done upon returning to interview sites. Still other 

member checks were conducted by telephone. In doing member checks a 

conscious effort was made to reiterate information shared by respondents during 

their respective interviews and to request clarification and correction. Respondents 

did not hesitate to provide corrections and additional information when needed. 

Transferability 

To facilitate transferability of the study, the general site for the study is 

described in the section on limitations of the study including the community profile 

and the demographic characteristics of the region. Descriptions of each 

establishment have been provided. Included in the descriptions are the 

approximate size of the establishment based on the number of employees and 

organizational divisions, a brief overview of the mission of each establishment, the 
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Standard Industrial Classification category for each establishment, and a listing of 

the occupational mbc of positions relevant to the study. The general position titles, 

areas of responsibilities, length of time with the company, and the career paths of 

the respondents are also described throughout the findings. 

In summary, thick descriptions of the general site, the specific 

establishments, and the respondents allow specific and detailed comparisons with 

other settings to evaluate the extent to which findings can be transferred. 

Ethical Considerations 

Qualitative research, along with any other research in which human beings 

are a primary source of data, requires sensitivity to ethical considerations. The 

researcher is dependent upon respondents who are willing to share their 

experiences and time in the interest of the research being conducted. For reasons 

of anonymity, the researcher was concerned with careful execution of access and 

entry procedures, data collection procedures, and closure and exit procedures. 

Understanding of Research Goals 

The research goals were briefiy described to each respondent during the 

initial contact. Each interview began with an explanation of the consent form 

(Appendbc D). During this discussion the purpose of the study, the research 

timeline, the research goals, and the guidelines for the interview were explained. 
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Each participant had an opportunity to ask questions about the study or to seek 

clarification about the interview process at this point. 

Participant Anonymity 

One of the guidelines stated in the consent form relates to respondent 

anonymity. The researcher agreed to protect the identity of each participant and 

asked if they would prefer to use a pseudonym during the interview. Only two 

respondents selected pseudonyms, all others were willing to use their first name. 

Respondents were assured that the information they provided would not be directly 

traceable to them in the reporting of findings. The researcher has been careful to 

provide general descriptions of establishments and individuals interviewed for the 

sake of participant anonymity. Further, pseudonyms have been used throughout 

the study. 

Confidentiality 

The researcher, through a joint signature on the consent form, agreed to 

maintain confidentiality of the data. In several instances, respondents made 

specific requests that job descriptions or other personnel items be kept 

confidential, to be viewed only by the researcher. Their concern was for restricted 

access from their competitors. In other cases, legal issues and potential legal 

problems were the concern. 
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Reciprocity 

Reciprocity provides a way for the researcher to express sensitivity to the 

interests and needs of the respondents in return for their willingness to participate 

in the study. The consent form provided an opportunity for the participant to 

receive information about the findings of the study. Most respondents were 

curious to know what others in similar positions had experienced or what practices 

they had in place. All but one requested summary information about the findings. 

Other opportunities for reciprocity became apparent during data collection. 

The simple courtesy of buying coffee or lunch for the participant was a means of 

reciprocity. In some cases, the researcher was able to facilitate the delivery of 

instructional services in response to needs expressed by respondents. Delivering 

class schedules to the site or working with the office of continuing education to 

provide short courses requested by the participant are examples of the researcher's 

efforts to meet participant needs. In other cases, the researcher agreed to do 

feasibility studies suggested by respondents to find ways to improve training 

opportunities for their employees. 

Summarv 

The research design, including the theoretical framework for the 

methodology and data collection methods, has been described. Site and sample 

selection processes for the study have been discussed. Data collection processes 



167 

which included the use of interviews, documents, and observations were 

explained. Information on data analysis included organization of the data, coding, 

formation of categories, and use of memos during data collection to document 

researcher insights and development of categories as analysis progressed. Criteria 

for validity including credibility and transferability were presented. The chapter 

concluded with a discussion of ethical considerations. 
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Table 3.1. AAS Titles, CIP Codes, SIC Codes, and SIC Major Group Titles 

AAS Title CIP Code SIC Code SIC Major Group Title 

Accounting 

Administrative Secretary 

Associate Degree Nursing 

Automotive Technology 

Auto Collision Repair 

Child Development 

Electrical Utilities Technology 

Electronics Technology 

Fire Technology 

General Business 

Health Information Services 

Human Services and Rehab 

Law Enforcement 

Legal Secretary 

Machinist Trades 

Marketing & Management 

Medical Information Assistant 

Microcomputing 

Radiologic Technology 

Respiratory Therapy 

General Secretary 

52.0301 

52.0401 

51.1613 

47.0604 

47.0604 

87 Engineering, Acct., Research, 

Mgmt., & Related Services 

73 Business Services 

80 Health Services 

75 Automotive Repair, Services, & 

Parking 

75 Automotive Repair, Services, & 

Parking 

20.0201 

46.0301 

15.0303 

42.0201 

52.0201 

51.0707 

51.1502 

43.0103 

52.0403 

48.0501 

52.1401 

52.0404 

11.0101 

51.0907 

51.0908 

52.0401 

83 

49 

87 

92 

73 

80 

83 

92 

73 

17 

73 

73 

73 

80 

80 

73 

Social Services 

Electric, Gas, & Sanitary Services 

Engineering, Acct., Research, 

Mgmt., & Related Services 

Justice, Public Order, & Safety 

Business Services 

Health Services 

Social Services 

Justice, Public Order, & Safety 

Business Services 

Construction, Special Trade 

Contractors 

Business Services 

Business Services 

Business Services 

Health Services 

Health Services 

Business Services 
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Table 3.2. Etic 
Credentialism. 

Codes: used by the Job Competition Model and in conjunction with 

CODE 

BKGR CH 

ED AT 

QUE 

SCREEN 

SKILL 

SKILL GEN 

SKILL SPEC 

DEFINITION 

Background characteristic used by employer to move an 
individual up the labor que. 

Level of education acknowledged by the employer. 

Employer ranking of applicants on a continuum from the best to 
the worst based on background characteristics. 

A screening tool used for employee selection. 

Combination of general skills and specific skills required of the 
employee. 

General skills that transfer to any workplace. 

Specific skills, unique to the establishment and ordinarily not 
transferable to another establishment. 

TECH PROG Advancement of technology resulting in the application of new 
or improved work methods. 
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Table 3.3. Emic codes generated during data analysis from participant interviews 
and documents, and researcher observations. 

CODE DEFINITION 

ADV 

AWA 

COMP 

EMPQ 

EX PERS 

GUT 

MATCH 

PATH 

PATH MAN 

TNG 

UNEASY 

VAL 

Activity or accomplishment which results in employee 
advancement in the organization or occupation. 

Level of participant awareness of AAS degree. 

Comparison of AAS to other academic degrees or to 
experience. 

Degree or grade of employee excellence. Factor used by 
employer to evaluate the quality of the employee. 

The participant is giving a personal example of experience with 
an AAS degree student or graduate. 

Employment decision based on the "gut-level" feeling of the 
manager. 

Fit between employee skills and characteristics and the job 
requirements. 

Description of a career path for the occupation. 

Description of participant's (manager's) own career path. 

Activity or sequence of activities designed to make someone 
proficient in a skill or job requirement. 

Discomfort on the part of the participant who may not have an 
academic degree. 

A value judgment about the AAS degree made by a participant. 
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Establishment 

Utilities Company 

Public Serv. 

Gov. Agency Site A 

Gov. Agency Site B 

Gov. Agency Site C 

Healthcare Provider A 

Healthcare Provider B 

Automotive Dealer A 

Automotive Dealer B 

Manufacturing Estab. 

Personnel Agency 

Childcare Provider 
Training Serv. 

Warehousing/Dist. 

Approx. 
#Emp. 

2100 

2000 

2000 

1400 

130 

120 

160 

100 

50 

325 

Respondent 
Pseudonym 

Mr. Dayton 
Mr. Sanders 

Ms. Diaz 
Mr. Johnson 

Ms. Jasper 
Mr. Jefferson 

Mr. Tipton 

Mr. Davidson 

Ms. Abbot 

Mr. Beck 
Mr. Mahoney 
Mr. Wright 

Mr. Jackson 
Mr. Holloman 

Ms. Ken-

Mr. Forrest 

Ms. Dempsey 

Ms. Meadow ŝ 

Position 

Training Manager 
Human Resources 

Human Resources 
Human Resources 

Assistant 
Division Manager 

Division Manager 

Human Resources 

Human Resources 

Service Manager 
Division Manger 
CEO 

Service Manager 
Service Manager 

Human Resources 

CEO 

CEO 

Human Resources 
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Frequency 

AAS 

Accounting 

Administrative Secretary 

Automotive Tech 

Associate Degree Nursing 

Child Development 

Electrical Utilities Tech 

Electronics Tech 

Fire Technology 

General Business 

Health Information Services 

Human Services 

Law Enforcement 

Legal Secretary 

Machining 

Marketing/Management 

Microcomputing 

Medical Information Assistant 

RAD Tech 

RSP Tech 

General Secretary 

1 

Distribution 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Figure 3.2. Frequency of Available ASS Positions in Sample 
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CODE CATEGORIES 

Associate Degrees 

AAS Degrees 

Selection 

Advancement 

Other Practices 

Figure 3.3. Axial Coding Categories 



CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings of the study relevant to the four research 

questions: (1) What understandings do employers have about associate degrees? 

(2) What understandings do employers have about Asspciate of Applied Science 

degrees? (3) How do employers utilize AAS academic credentials in selecting or 

advancing members of their workforce? (4) In what other ways do employers in 

industry manifest their understandings of AAS degrees in their establishments? 

The findings describe understandings of purposefully selected Texas 

employers understandings of the AAS degree as an entry-level credential for 

employment as well as a credential for upgrading employee skills. The findings 

also report on these employers' hiring and advancement practices which reflect 

their understandings about AAS degrees. Negative cases as instances of 

disconfirming data emerged from data analysis and will be discussed. Interviewee 

excerpts illustrate each finding. A summary of the findings can be found in 

Appendix E. 

Three findings on employer awareness of associate degrees in general 

demonstrate great variation among the respondents in their understanding of the 

functions and design of the three most commonly awarded associate degrees-the 
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Associate of Arts, Associate of Science, and Associate of Applied Science. 

Additionally, awareness of the degree is related to the personal and educational 

experiences of interviewees as well as to their individual career paths. 

Nine findings on employer understandings of AAS degrees center around 

positive and negative values which respondents associate with the AAS degree. 

Three positive values and six negative values are identified. 

Four findings relate to the ways in which employers use the AAS degree in 

employee selection. Employers in the study reflected the practice of credentialism 

related to AAS degrees when selecting employees. A limited number of workforce 

positions which require the attainment of AAS degrees for entry were found. In 

general, graduates of AAS degree programs appear to be valued more for their 

personal qualities and skills rather than for the academic accomplishments 

reflected by the AAS degree itseK. 

Two findings give insight into the use of AAS degrees for employee 

advancement. Although AAS degree completion was not required for advancement 

by most employers in the study, participation in AAS degree programs contributed 

to positive employee evaluation outcomes by providing a basis for inferring 

desirable personal qualities thereby indirectly influencing advancement 

opportunities. 

One other employer practice identified in the study has a bearing on 

perceptions and uses of AAS degrees. The finding shows that the screening 
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sequences utilized by employers have a direct bearing on job entry for AAS degree 

graduates. Screening sequences refer to the sequence of steps used to sort 

applicants into a rank order from the top candidate to the least desired candidate. 

The negative cases which emerged during the data analysis are addressed 

in their respective sections. In some instances, negative cases were unique to 

occupations. In other instances, negative cases have strong implications for AAS 

degree programs. 

Pseudonyms have been used in reporting the findings in order to maintain 

the anonymity of the respondents. 

Emplover Understandings of Associate Degrees 

Finding 1: Awareness of the Associate Degree in General 

This finding shows that all eighteen respondents are aware of the existence 

of a two year college credential, the associate degree, awarded by community 

colleges. Some respondents volunteered the term associate degree when talking 

about the selection process or desired educational attainment of their workforce. 

Mr. Beck's excerpt provides an example in which the interviewee introduces the 

term associate degree into the discussion. 

Researcher: When you were making decisions about who to hire and 
who to promote, did you ever look at a degree or college or school as 
one of the things that would help you make a decision? 
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Mr. Beck: Eventually we did...In the beginning we didn't because we 
took anything we could get. But, we still have people out there thaf s 
working out there now that started working on associate degrees 
back there in the late 70's and early 80's. 

Mr. Beck is referring to associate degrees while giving a brief history of the 

automotive industry. He describes the introduction of associate degrees into the 

automotive industry over the past twenty years. His example implies that those 

who attained associate degrees continue to work in the industry. 

Associate degrees'were also identified as interviewees described the 

educational requirements for entry level positions. Mr. Johnson indicated that 

some of the clerical positions at his establishment specify an associate degree or 

some college in their position announcements. 

Respondents who did not volunteer the term associate degree gave an 

affirmative answer when asked if they were familiar with the degrees awarded by 

community colleges. In summary, all respondents indicated that they are familiar 

with the term "associate degree" during discussions of educational attainment or 

position announcements for entry level positions as well as in response to the 

question of familiarity with community college academic credentials. 

Finding 2: Awareness of Types of Associate Degrees 

The second finding reveals a wide variation in the respondents' 

understanding of the three distinct types of associate degrees. Six of the 
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respondents are members of AAS degree program advisory committees and readily 

distinguish among the three types of associate degrees; twelve respondents are not. 

Of the twelve who are not, eight do not distinguish among the three types of 

degrees but refer to the associate degree in general. The remaining four have a 

greater level of awareness of at least one of the three kinds of associate degrees. 

The lack of clarity about the three distinct kinds of associate degrees and 

the perception that all associate degrees are the same is best verbalized by one 

interviewee who is a member of an advisory committee. He comments that the 

degree title 

...needs to be stated as a degree in a specific area. If you put it in a 
bag and mix salt, pepper, and oregano, and call it "seasoning," you 
don't know what seasoning means. 

His observation directs attention to the need for clearer definition of the 

different types of associate degrees. In addition, this respondent emphasized the 

need for specificity not only in labeling the degree but also in defining and 

explaining it. During the study, respondents often appeared to be uneasy about 

admitting their uncertainty or lack of awareness when asked if they were aware of 

the different kinds of degrees awarded by community colleges. In some of their 

responses, the respondents tended to hide their lack of knowledge about AAS 

degrees through discussion of the value of college education in general. Others, 

like the respondent in the passage above, were willing to ask for clarification and to 

admit that their level of understanding among the associate degrees was low. 
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Great variation exists among the respondents in their understanding of the 

functions and design of the most commonly awarded associate degrees-Associate 

of Arts, Associate of Science, and Associate of Applied Science. For example, Ms. 

Meadows, the human resources manager for the Warehousing Distribution 

establishment with approximately 325 employees, has been a human resources 

manager for over thirteen years and has worked for the warehousing establishment 

for one year and three months. She succinctly describes AAS degrees as 

"technical, hands-on degrees." Her description captures two important features of 

AAS degrees. First, she places emphasis on the technical core of the degree in 

contrast to other more theoretical or general programs of study. Second, the 

"hands-on" label refers to the applied teaching methods used in AAS degree 

programs which require students to demonstrate and build skill in the direct 

application of theory as it relates to specific occupations. 

Mr. Holloman, an automotive service manager, is aware of a two year 

manufacturer training program which results in a degree, but he is unsure of the 

kind of degree awarded. (After the interview, the researcher verified that the 

program is a community-college-based program resulting in an AAS degree.) 

Further, Mr. Holloman does not make a distinction between credit courses that are 

a part of the AAS degree and non-credit courses offered through the continuing 

education department. He categorizes both as training programs offered by the 
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college. His comments demonstrated a greater interest in skill levels and ability to 

perform as opposed to the attainment of a credential. 

He states that the attainment of an AA, AS, or AAS degree "doesn't enter 

into whether they go to work in the service department or not." As a manager who 

is responsible for the screening and selection processes in his division, Mr. 

Holloman makes it clear that the attainment of the academic credential is not as 

important as the skill of the applicant, which he determines in greater depth 

through use of interviews with applicants. 

Ms. Dempsey is the CEO for the Childcare Provider Training Services 

agency. She is the founder of the organization, which employs approximately 50 

individuals. The following interviewee excerpt captures Ms. Dempsey's awareness 

of types of associate degrees: 

Researcher: Are you familiar with the degrees awarded at 
community colleges? 

Ms. Dempsey: Somewhat. I was a little more so with the child 
development and the human sciences fields, and business. I'm sure 
you probably have a degree in some technical field. I don't know; 
auto-mechanics or something that I'm not into. 

When asked specifically whether she distinguishes among the three kinds 

of associate degrees, she responded: 

I don't distinguish at all. And I would doubt that any of my staff 
would have the knowledge that they (AA, AS, and AAS degrees) even 
are any different. 
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Ms. Dempsey showed her awareness of three specific AAS degrees, Child 

Development, Human Services, and Office Technology. However, she appeared to 

hesitate when categorizing them under the term "technical". Her employee 

selection process gives the supervisors and managers a major role in the selection 

of employees for her establishment. She volunteered that her managers and 

supervisors probably think about associate degrees in very general terms, making 

no distinction among the three variations. 

The sbc respondents who are members of advisory committees for technical 

AAS degree programs have a more detailed understanding of the purpose and 

design of AAS degrees. For example, Mr. Wright, the CEO for an automotive 

establishment, comments: 

I see the curriculum, but haven't seen the detail. I just know that 
what you all teach them, teaches more than how to fix a car. You 
have to take some English and you have to take some other stuff. 

Mr. Wright is aware of the degree plan and course descriptions through his 

participation on an AAS advisory committee. The "detail" refers to the specific 

course objectives included in each of the courses. His description acknowledges 

the importance of the technical core, "how to fix a car." The "other stuff' he refers 

to is the general studies core of courses required in each AAS degree. This core 

includes courses from humanities or fine arts, mathematics or science, social or 

behavioral sciences, and speech. Mr. Wright perceives the general studies core as 
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additional instruction which improves the quality of the employee for the work 

setting. 

The human resources manager for one of the healthcare establishments, 

Mr. Davidson, is also a member of an advisory committee. He gives a very accurate 

description of the AAS degree: 

Well, I think they are a form of preparation for the work world. 
Again, if they're directly related to a specific job in terms of the 
training...I think, educationally, they probably prepare an individual 
to begin at a certain level. Probably it would be a mid-level above the 
person who has a high school degree who is beginning their work 
career, or one who has been in the work career for a limited period of 
time. I think if s a very strong indicator, in those ways, to anyone 
interviewing, that the person meets, or should have a knowledge 
base, that would qualify them to do certain jobs. 

This description exemplifies a high level of awareness of the purpose of AAS 

degrees, their direct relation to specific occupations, and their function in providing 

entry-level employees. It also shows an awareness of the function of the degree in 

preparing a specific level (professionals, paraprofessionals, and technicians) of the 

occupational mix for the establishment. Mr. Davidson defines the limits of the 

degree as well as where it fits in the spectrum of educational attainment. 

Finding 3: Awareness of Others with 
AAS Degree Experience 

A third finding on awareness of the degree is related to the personal 

educational experiences of respondents and their specific professional career paths. 
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Those respondents who did not attend a community college or who did not earn 

any type of associate degree are less aware of the design and purpose of AAS 

degrees. For example, Mr. Johnson is employed as an intern in the human 

resources department of the Public Service Government Agency. When asked 

whether he or the managers at his establishment are aware of differences among 

the three kinds of associate degrees, he comments: 

There's very little awareness...most of them went straight to a four-
year institution. I bet 95% of them never went to a junior college or a 
two year college. I never went to one (two year college). 

On the other hand, his colleague, Ms. Diaz, who was also a respondent in 

this joint interview, adds that she is aware of the differences because she went 

through the junior college and transferred to a four-year college. 

Some of the respondents are aware of the degree through direct observation 

of relatives or friends involved in AAS degree programs. The human resources 

manager at the manufacturing establishment, Ms. Kerr, talks about her husband's 

attainment of an AAS degree in microcomputing. 

My husband just finished a microcomputer programming degree at 
the community college. He used to teach me about how to get to the 
C prompt...anything with a colon and a slash really freaks me out. He 
would always tease me, but I was always amazed at the things he's 
learned. My opinion of that entire process went up probably ten fold 
because he just had a natural interest in it and has done some 
incredible things in automating a lot of the processes where he 
works. 
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Ms. Kerr went from high school directly to college and completed a 

bachelor's degree. Her career path does not include an associate degree and her 

awareness of AAS degrees increased through observation of her spouse's 

educational experience. During their interviews, other respondents talked about 

the experiences of friends or relatives who completed certificate and degree 

programs at community colleges. Students and graduates of AAS degree 

programs, then, are a direct source of information about AAS degrees. 

Summary 

All respondents shared a general awareness of associate degrees. However, 

their awareness of the specific AAS degree varies greatly and ranges from a very 

clear understanding of the purpose and functions of the degree to inaccurate 

perceptions about the degree. Personal experience through attendance at a 

community college or through contact with students and graduates of AAS degree 

programs also contributed to respondent awareness. Two of the eighteen 

respondents had attended a community college. This number represents only 11% 

of the total number of respondents with community college experience. Twelve of 

the eighteen described personal experiences about students and graduates of AAS 

degree programs. As might be expected, membership on AAS program advisory 

committees improves the awareness and understanding of AAS degrees for 

respondents (Table 4.1). 



186 

Emplover IlnHprstandinfrs of /yys de r̂rpp ;̂ 

Twelve findings on employer understandings of AAS degrees focus on the 

positive and negative employer values. Three findings relate to positive values 

associated with the AAS-degree. Nine findings reflect negative values perceived by 

respondents in relation to AAS degrees. 

Positive Employer Values Related to AAS Degrees 

Finding 4: The Position of AAS Deprees Between 
High School and Baccalaureate Degrees 

Respondents value the AAS degree as a level of education above high school 

but not as extensive as a baccalaureate degree. Sbrteen of the respondents 

recognize that AAS degrees prepare employees for a specific part of the 

occupational mbc of an establishment. Additionally, eleven respondents describe 

ways in which AAS degrees serve as a mechanism for employee advancement while 

allowing the employer to keep up with technological progress. Finally, nine 

respondents described ways in which AAS degree programs contribute to the 

development of employee knowledge and skills. 

The first finding relates to the function of AAS degrees as links in the 

educational continuum. Respondents perceive that AAS degrees provide a bridge 

or middle level of education helpful for some positions. During a joint interview 

with Mr. Jefferson, a division manager at the Public Service Government Agency, 
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and his assistant, Ms. Jasper, the following perceptions about AAS degrees were 

shared: 

Mr. Jefferson: My general reaction, just based on keeping my ears 
open around our city, is that those degrees provide very valid 
responses to niches that are needed in the labor market. In some of 
those you can't crank them out fast enough because they're in such 
demand. Physical therapy, maybe child care, and nursing related 
ones (for example). I picture more of a future where people are 
falling through the cracks, where these (AAS degree programs) are 
really a way out. 

Mr. Jefferson recognizes that there are specific positions, "niches," in the 

labor market that are suited to AAS degree graduates. His observation that future 

labor market demand will require additional positions also implies that AAS 

degrees have the potential for keeping people from "falling through the cracks." 

Ms. Jasper, Mr. Jefferson's assistant, elaborates on Mr. Jefferson's response. 

Ms. Jasper: I picture the type of people that usually go that route, of 
going for the associate or that type level, it's like Mr. Jefferson said, 
they kind of fall through the niches. A lot of them aren't ready for a 
four year college or a university type atmosphere. I think thaf s an 
easy way for them to ease in without going through the shock of it...I 
think, marketwise, I think if s right. It does fill a niche. Otherwise, I 
think you'd have a gap between the professional and non-professional 
that would be broader than what it is now. I admire people that go 
that route because I feel like it is harder for them. 
I think there is something happening societally, where kids and even 
older people are getting kind of lost between college and high school. 
I don't know if if s a lack of guidance in that area or what. 

In this example, both managers describe the value of the degree as a bridge 

between college and high school. Ms. Jasper sees the usefulness of AAS degree 

programs in helping students make a transition from high school to college. She is 
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also sensitive to the motivation of community college students who may have to 

overcome significant barriers in order to get an education-"if s harder for them," 

and some do not make the transition. She also recognizes the importance of 

guidance and career exploration efforts as part of the solution for those who get 

"lost between college and high school." 

Both Mr. Jefferson and Ms. Jasper perceive that AAS degree programs 

prepare employees for a specific part of the occupational mbc, a "niche" of 

paraprofessionals and professionals that are in demand. 

In general, all respondents are careful to qualify the value of the degree for 

certain positions only. In the automotive industry, for instance, service managers at 

both establishments identified the service advisor position as one for which an AAS 

degree is desirable. The Childcare Provider Training Service director, Ms. 

Dempsey, identified positions for which the attainment of an AAS degree can make 

a difference in the salary structure. In the interest of the anonymity of the 

respondent, the positions have not been specified. Interviewees reinforce the 

appropriateness of the degree for specific positions with a realization of the 

limitations of the level of preparation provided in AAS degree programs. 

Finding 5: AAS Degrees and Emnlovee Advancement 

Employers in the study value the potential for advancement that 

accompanies employee participation in AAS degree programs. The utility company 
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provides an example of enhanced employee mobility through the AAS degree 

program. Mr. Dayton, the training coordinator for the utility company, describes 

the value of the AAS degree for his employees. In the past, the company utilized an 

apprenticeship training model exclusively. The apprenticeship consists of a four-

year training program which advances the employee to the level of journeyman. 

Mr. Dayton: Back to the apprenticeship. When they make 
journeyman, I had said a while ago that it was a dead end street. That 
used to be the way it was. But now that we have an AAS utilities 
degree program, that has changed. That journeyman has some 
incentive to go and get this associate degree because our working 
foreman and general foreman typically are required now to have an 
associate degree. So, there is some incentive for them to get this 
degree if they want to move up to working foreman or general 
foreman. 

Mr. Dayton describes the importance of employee training and development 

in talking about his company. The training handbook reflects the value given to 

education and training in his organization. The introduction to the handbook also 

gives a rationale for the importance of education-in order for the company to 

"maintain its role as an industry leader." Mr. Dayton's statement about AAS 

degrees indicates their value for employee advancement in the face of continued 

technological advancement. Employee advancement is more efficient than training 

new employees, thus the interest in the continued career development of 

employees. Additional examples of this finding are provided in the findings on 

employer uses of AAS degrees. 
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Finding 6: The Relationship Between 
AAS Degree and Employee Quality 

Employee participation in AAS degree programs is perceived by employers 

to be related to improved employee quality. Mr. Wright, the CEO of an automotive 

dealership, provides an extensive example of the relationship between the AAS 

degree and employee quality. 

Mr. Wright: Let me relate back, I have a guy back in our makeready 
room who I've talked to 4 or 5 times maybe. Pretty serious. Try to 
convince him to go to it (automotive AAS degree program) because 
the potential is there with him in my opinion. But he won't do it. It 
has hurt him in my opinion. And that was what I told him. I said, "K 
you go through this I think you're going to have such a bigger step 
above everybody else. It shows you other things other than how to 
fix a car...That (program) makes them take some things that they 
don't want to take and they've got to do it. And thaf s what I want out 
of my employees. The ones that excel the most do the job they don't 
like, the one job they don't like the most; they do better than other 
people. They just say, "I'll go ahead and do this. I'm gonna just do it. 
I'm gonna try to do it good." I see that in the other technician; the 
guy that has gone through that (AAS degree program). It just points 
out to be over and above everybody else. I think that degree provides 
them, like any other college degree, like I told you. There's this 
intangible in there...they took that initiative and they did it. And I 
really like that in people. I really do. Most people in my position do 
too. 

In this excerpt, Mr. Wright is very specific about the qualities he associates 

with exceptional employees and ties them closely to AAS degree participation. 

Among these qualities he identifies self discipline and a willingness to do even the 

unpalatable tasks in order to get the job done. Motivation beyond the minimum 
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requirements is also valued highly by this employer. One of the gauges he uses to 

evaluate this "intangible" is participation in an AAS degree program. 

The perception of Mr. Wrighf s service manager, Mr. Holloman, confirms 

the perceived relationship between AAS degree attainment and employee quality. 

In a subsequent interview Mr. Holloman noted the difference in the two employees. 

Mr. Holloman: It is easier to communicate with the gentleman with 
the associate degree than it is with the other one. I don't know if 
thaf s the degree or the person. I would like to think if s the degree 
because I think that person has applied himself, to better himself. I 
think if s good to have the degree and in this situation; there is a 
definite difference. If you can communicate with them a little better, 
it makes that job go easier. You don't have to take as much time 
getting to the same point. And, time is money. 

Communication skills are the focus of this comparison of the employee with 

the AAS degree to the one without it. Both managers at this establishment imply 

that the English and speech components of the degree program add qualities that 

result in improved employee performance. Also implied in this comparison is the 

importance of the willingness of an employee to learn and to improve. 

At another automotive dealership, the service manager, Mr. Jackson 

reinforces the relationship of AAS degrees to employee quality. 

Mr. Jackson: Those are some of my best technicians. They're my 
most loyal technicians...The ones that came through the school, 
they're good guys. Their work, personality-wise, with their abilities, 
and their loyalty... 
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All three respondents describe desirable employee qualities such as 

motivation, initiative, and willingness to learn and relate them to the attainment of 

an AAS degree. Employee quality and participation in education appear to be 

related in employer's perceptions. This important point is verbalized by Mr. 

Holloman, who acknowledges that he does not know whether getting the degree 

developed the employee qualities he values, or whether employees with those 

qualities are motivated enough to get a degree. 

In summary, three findings indicate positive perceptions of AAS degrees: (1) 

the usefulness of the AAS degree as a level of education above high school but not 

as extensive as a baccalaureate degree, (2) the potential for advancement that the 

degree facilitates for some employees, and (3) the relationship of AAS degrees to 

employee quality. 

However, there are very strong negative employer perceptions of AAS 

degrees as well. Discussion of negative perceptions follows. 

Negative Employer Values of AAS Degrees 

Respondents expressed negative perceptions of AAS degrees for the 

following reasons: (1) AAS degrees are limited or partial in content, (2) salaries for 

graduates are not always at an acceptable level, (3) AAS degrees are sometimes 

related to work that does not have high prestige, (4) AAS degrees over qualify 

employees in some occupations and can be a threat to managers without degrees. 
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(5) the labor market is saturated with baccalaureate degree holders who get 

preference, and (6) AAS degrees tend not to transfer. 

Finding 7: Limited AAS Curriculum 

The first negative perception refers to a perception of the incompleteness of 

the curriculum in comparison to a 4-year degree. One respondent refers to AAS 

degrees as "compressed." Several respondents talk about some employees being 

"content" with a two-year associate degree and are hopeful that employees will 

continue on to a baccalaureate program once the AAS is completed. 

Mr. Jefferson, division manager for the Public Service Government Agency 

talks about the limitation of the curriculum. 

Mr. Jefferson: I guess the thing there,...with just the two years of 
college is that you are really working with that person to do a lot of 
OJT (On the Job Training), and they've already demonstrated their 
ability to do college work. You're doing more work with them, 
training them on the materials and so on, than you would with a 
college graduate...But, then, often times you might wonder, "Why are 
you stopping there? Why are you just settling for the two years and 
not going on ahead and going on to college and getting the four years 
or something?" So, at the same time, you might question why did 
they stop with that? 

Mr. Jefferson's assessment implies first, that the person is capable of doing 

more educationally and second, that the two year curriculum is insufficient and 

requires the employer to provide additional job-specific training for the employee. 

Mr. Jefferson's assumption appears to be that AAS degrees are very general and do 
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not include job-related technical skills. His frame of reference is the baccalaureate 

degree which, in his view, should require minimal on-the-job training. He 

perceives that the AAS degree stops short of a complete college education. 

Finding 8: AAS Salary Limitations 

Respondents in healthcare, manufacturing, and public government services 

identify salary limitations for AAS degree graduates. For example, Ms. Dempsey, 

the CEO for the Childcare Provider Training Service, describes her concerns with 

salary limitations. 

Ms. Dempsey: And then we have people that go through a two year 
program and come out really strong and may know a lot more than 
that four year person does; but they're going to get paid ZERO. So, it 
really is a lot of discrepancy. 

In this excerpt, Ms. Dempsey compares the occupational outcomes of AAS 

degree and baccalaureate degree programs. Her observation, based on first-hand 

experience with AAS degree graduates, is that they have a strong occupational 

knowledge base which enables them to perform well on the job. Her observations 

directly contradict Mr. Jefferson's perceptions of the two degrees in terms of job 

relatedness. Ms. Dempsey's concern, however, is for the discrepancy in salaries 

between holders of the two types of academic credentials. 
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Finding 9: The Low Status of Son^e 
AAS Degree Occupations 

Some respondents recognize that the mid-level work of their establishments 

does not always have high prestige. Respondents who are human resource 

managers and department managers describe some of the work performed by 

technicians and others in mid-level occupations as unpleasant, physically difficult, 

and of lower status. Machinists and automotive technicians work with oil and 

grease and get their hands dirty; computer technicians pull wire and move 

equipment as a part of their everyday work; surgical technicians work in a high 

stress environment preparing and handing surgical instrumentation to highly 

skilled, high-status physicians. 

Ms. Kerr, the human resources manager at the manufacturing 

establishment sums it up this way: 

Ms. Kerr: I like to bridge that gap from the office to the shop and make 
them (people working in the shop) feel comfortable to come in the door and 
not feel like just because their shoes are dirty or their hands are grimy, that 
they're not as important. They are playing a major role... 
I think just because the push is towards technology, and what people 
term as technology is computer science; you know that if you really 
can't do it on a computer that if s of less value. But you still have to 
have the people who can fix the computers and who are good with 
their hands, not just keying in the data and letting someone else do it 
for them. 

Ms. Kerr's observations about the kind of work and the lower status of 

individuals in certain positions confirm the perception of the "second class" status 

of some of the positions filled by AAS degree holders. 



196 

On the other hand, technicians and office personnel are directfy identified 

with customer service activities. Mr. Jackson, the automotive service manager, 

describes customer behavior sometimes encountered by employees at the 

customer service counter of his establishment. 

Mr. Jackson: If s five thirty in the afternoon; you've had a long 
afternoon; if s been hot. And, all of a sudden this guy comes 
storming in and he gets right up in your face and he starts telling you 
how his day was and you don't want to hear it. And, he's telling you 
how incompetent you are and how bad our mechanics are. And this 
is the guy that you got his car out when it was supposed to be done; it 
cost $10.00 less than you told him. But he just hung up with his wife, 
and his wife's in a bad mood, so he's fixing to take it out on you... 

This passage gives an example of the context in which front-line employees 

in AAS degree occupations must operate on a daily basis. Automotive technicians, 

service advisors, cashiers, and secretaries must manage customer frustration and 

are often the initial recipients of customer complaints. Customers and even other 

employees may feel that it is acceptable to vent frustrations at employees in these 

positions because they are perceived as low prestige positions. 

Finding 10: Managers Who Perceive AAS Degrees as 
Unnecessary for Some Positions 

A negative value may be placed on AAS degrees because educational 

attainment sometimes poses a threat to managers. Ms. Meadows, a human 

resources manager for the Warehousing Distributor describes the dilemma: 
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Ms. Meadows: The manager wants answers. He doesn't wait. If s 
"Can you do it?" In this setting, education doesn't matter. It can even 
be threatening. 

Ms. Meadows' example presents the difficulty of the situation. On the one 

hand, the manager expects a high level of performance from the employee. On the 

other hand, the manager is not concerned with the educational credential. 

Furthermore, the indication that education can be threatening demonstrates the 

manager's need to have work orders followed without question. Moreover, some 

managers may feel insecure if they perceive that employees are more 

knowledgeable than they are. 

Mr. Forrest, the co-owner of the personnel agency, describes a situation in 

which an applicant sent by his agency to another company progressed from an 

initial interview with the supervisor to an interview with the manager at the next 

higher level. The supervisor doing the first interview made a very positive 

assessment of the applicant and wanted to employ her. Mr. Forrest described the 

second interview, conducted by the manager, as "a huge disaster." The interview 

lasted only a few minutes and was immediately terminated when the applicant said 

that she was interested in pursuing her education. Mr. Forrest did a considerable 

amount of negotiating in order to convince the manager that the applicanf s 

participation in evening classes at the community college would not interfere with 

the job. In this case, the manager was not receptive to the educational process, for 

whatever reason. The educational attainment of the employee was not a priority. 
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Finding 11: SUPPIV of Baccalaureate Degrees 
and AAS Degrees 

Several respondents point out the current oversupply of baccalaureate 

degree graduates. The division manager for the Public Service Government 

Agency, Mr. Tipton, explains it this way: 

Mr. Tipton: The problem with the associate's degree is what you're 
really trying to do is get your foot in the door, and prove you can do 
the job against the people with more education. Thaf s the tough 
part. If s not tough for somebody who's in here and performs. If s 
tough to get in the door with the associate's degree. 

Mr. Tipton's observation describes market credentialism very clearly. He 

presents the employer preference for educated workers in a city with a multiple 

postsecondary institutions which provide a ready supply of graduates with 

baccalaureate degrees. Further, his comments demonstrate the competitive nature 

of the job market and the difficulties encountered by AAS degree graduates when 

they compete with graduates of baccalaureate programs. 

Finding 12: Limited Transferabilitv 
of AAS Degree 

The final negative finding centers on the perception that AAS degrees are 

substandard, with a resulting lack of transferability. This aspect of AAS degrees 

was noted by many of the respondents, often indirectly, as they compared AAS 

degrees to baccalaureate degrees and as they talked about awareness of associate 

degrees. It is possible that respondents did not discuss this aspect of their 
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perceptions more openly because they chose not to confront the researcher, a 

community college administrator, with the negative value. 

This negative perception is frequently communicated in subtle ways through 

the descriptions used by respondents when referring to various academic 

credentials or program graduates. Negative descriptors were woven throughout 

many of the interviews. For example, respondents talked about "just an associate's 

degree," "minor formal training," "just a condensed program," or "those type 

graduates." 

Moreover, comments which imply that the associate degree is less than 

collegiate also communicate negative perceptions about the lack of transferability 

of the degree. Many of the respondents restrict their definition of the term 

"college" to the baccalaureate degree, the credential with which they are most 

familiar. The implication is that if it is less than a four year degree, it is not 

"college." 

In the earlier example about the incompleteness of the degree, Mr. 

Jefferson, the division manager for the Public Service Government Agency, talks 

about "just settling for the two years and not going on to college and getting the 

four years..." The comment contrasts an AAS degree with a college degree, 

implying that the former is not college level. In addition, the first phrase, "just 

settling for the two years," appears to communicate a lesser regard for the first two 

years associated with the AAS degree. 
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Mr. Sanders, human resources manager for the utility company, makes the 

statement that, "not everybody in the world is going to go to college for four years." 

The indirect reference of four years is to the baccalaureate degree, which appears 

to be Mr. Sanders' standard for college programs. 

Mr. Jefferson, a Public Service Government Agency division manager makes 

the following statement when asked about the value of AAS degrees, "..they 

(persons with AAS degrees) could probably have been just as good as someone 

that had the college." He is referring to the emphasis on college participation 

which he said has dominated since the Kennedy administration. The implied 

definition of college is the baccalaureate degree. In acknowledging the value of the 

AAS degree, he also implies a different status for AAS degree completers which 

might be "just as good". 

The human resources manager for one of the healthcare agencies, Mr. 

Davidson, drew a similar distinction. When asked his opinion of AAS degrees, he 

responded, "I think they (AAS degrees) show, just like a college degree would, 

these very same traits that I've described earlier, which I think are very important 

to a job." The statement implies that AAS degrees are not "college" degrees or at a 

very minimum, that the two are not the same. The perception, then, of the AAS 

degree as less than collegiate is one of the negative perceptions about the degree. 

At least three respondents perceive that students who eventually transferred 

suffer a loss of time and resources which has to be expended again upon entry into 
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a baccalaureate degree program. Their concern about the AAS degree is centered 

on the negative effect that might be experienced by students who completed AAS 

degrees. 

For example, one respondent, Ms. Dempsey, is very candid about her 

negative perception of the AAS degree. She provides the researcher with a graphic 

example. 

Researcher: Tell me your opinion about the degree. 

Ms. Dempsey: What my really, true, opinion is that I really think that 
the student gets ripped off really bad by going through that kind of 
(AAS degree) program. And one of the last supervisors I had who 
had that degree is a perfect example. She was working here as a case 
worker; she got her associate's and we promoted her to supervisor. 
So, she really aspired to do more. She wanted to go to the university 
and get her degree in sociology, the four year degree. Well you 
know how much of her two year degree coursework transferred? 
About ZIP! So then she's got to start all over. She's a freshman again, 
she's got to go all through taking all these courses. And at the time 
she had started at the community college, she didn't really realize 
that none of this is going to transfer. So, she's got to pay for 6 years 
now, of school, and go and spend the extra two years, when in my 
mind, she should have gotten in at a junior level. I know thaf s not 
the community college, if s the higher education coordinating board. 
That, and the four year universities that are really, that fight that 
more than the two year...Right now, they get a child development 
degree, and they go to the university, and if they go across town, that 
means AT J, everything they learned, is worthless. Thaf s what the 
university is saying. So, I really feel like, yes, although they may be 
ready for the job market, ultimately, they get ripped off if they are 
going to continue on. I would want, if I were telling people when they 
were picking programs, I would want them to be real sure they never 
wanted to go to college except for 2 years. And that's really hard for 
some of these 18, 19, and 20 year olds. And if s not, if they think 
thaf s what they want. They'd be better off by going to a four year 
institution to begin with. 
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Ms. Dempsey is critical of the lack of transferability, the duplication of cost 

and effort, the barriers to continued educational attainment for AAS degree holders, 

the unclear guidance given to students in AAS degree programs, and the lack of 

articulation between community colleges and four-year institutions. One of her 

suggestions is to give clear guidance to students about the long-term negative 

effects of AAS degree attainment for students who decide to continue on to a 

baccalaureate degree. Information about AA and AS degrees and transferability 

should be included for students who may potentially transfer. 

Although she tends to overstate the lack of transferability ("Do you know 

how much of her two year degree coursework transferred? About ZIP!), her point 

is that time and resources spent on AAS degree programs is wasted if the student 

decides to advance to a baccalaureate degree. The perception of minimal 

transferability was not uncommon among respondents. In addition, Ms. Dempsey 

was not aware of the transferability of the general studies core, consisting of a 

minimum of 15 academic transfer hours of coursework. She also did not recognize 

that some courses would not transfer from one major to another, as in her example 

of the student changing from a child development or human services field to a 

sociology major. A substantial number of AAS degree hours are accepted in some 

cases where the fields are related. For example, approximately 60 hours of AAS 

degree coursework in electronics can be transferred into an engineering degree 

through formal articulation because the curricula are directly related. 
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In conclusion, the researcher found six negative employer perceptions about 

the value of AAS degrees. First, some respondents perceive that AAS degrees are 

limited in content and less than collegiate. Second, some respondents are 

concerned with salary limitations for some of the positions filled by AAS degree 

graduates. Third, some of the occupations related to AAS degrees are perceived as 

low prestige occupations. Fourth, AAS degrees appear to over qualify employees in 

some occupations and employees enrolled in AAS degree programs may be 

perceived as a threat to managers who may not have a degree. Fifth, respondents 

give input for employee selection and many perceive that the local job market is 

saturated with graduates of baccalaureate degree programs who are given 

preference. Sixth, some respondents are concerned with the lack of transferability 

of the degree. 

Uses of AAS Degrees for Emplovee Selection 
and Advancement 

Employers screen for inferred characteristics such as learning ability, 

knowledge base intelligence, motivation, interpersonal skills, technical skills and 

ability to use organizational systems. 

Examples of credentialism dominated the interviews. As an example, Ms. 

Meadows talks about what education represents to her as an employer. 

Ms. Meadows: Education is an indicator of someone's ability to stick 
to it...They are determined. "I'm going to finish it." And they also 
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know how to get along with people. How to make things work...It 
also tells me that you know what you want...I think the interpersonal 
skills you learn in college help as much or more as the academic 
things you learn. People skills matter more than what you know. 

This is one of many examples of credentialism that emerged during the data 

collection process. The passage highlights the qualities of determination, 

interpersonal skills, ability to work in a system, and goal setting. Moreover, Ms. 

Meadows indicates her preference for the development of inferred personal 

qualities over the development of the knowledge base. 

Another human resources manager at one of the healthcare establishments, 

Ms. Abbot, sums up her assumptions about the role of education in developing 

perseverance this way: "In getting an education, just grades are not the point. It is 

perseverance, stick-to-it-tive-ness, commitment. I mean, you gotta get up in the 

morning." 

Ms. Abbot recognizes that students have to show up for class, complete 

assignments, and meet teacher expectations. In similar fashion, employees have to 

show up for work, complete work assignments, and meet the expectations of their 

bosses. 

All respondents use AAS degrees to make determinations about background 

characteristics of applicants including personal qualities, knowledge base, and 

technical skills. Ability to learn is discussed by all respondents, and applicant 

participation in AAS degree programs is utilized as an indicator of ability to learn. 
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Mr. Mahoney, in the parts department of one of the automotive dealers, 

draws a clear connection between educational attainment and learning ability. He 

observes that, "They may not have the facts that I want them to have for this job, 

biit they know how to acquire facts." Mr. Tipton, who manages computer systems 

for the Public Service Government Agency, describes the importance of learning 

ability in the work of his department. "We're looking for the qualities that you have 

to have in this field, which is you have to be able to learn on your own. You have to 

be a fast learner because a lot of times you don't have all the answers." Both 

managers indicate the importance of learning ability to the accomplishment of the 

work of the establishments. 

Use of AAS for Employee Selection 

Finding 13: The Practice of Credentialism 
and AAS Degrees 

Findings on employer uses of AAS degrees for employee selection and 

advancement provide examples of the use of credentialism among all respondents. 

More specifically, the AAS degree is used by some respondents to screen for 

personal qualities, occupational knowledge base, and occupational skill attainment. 
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Screening for Personal Qualities 

All respondents discuss the personal qualities that they value in employees 

and look for when screening applicants. They describe their perceptions of 

applicants who go through AAS degree programs. 

Mr. Beck, a manager with over 25 years of experience in the automotive 

industry, talks about the qualities he associates with the AAS degree. 

Mr. Beck: Well, to me, it tells me that that person is, first off, 
dependable because they have the whatever-it-takes to go after that 
college degree. They have got the desire to want to better 
themselves. I think thaf s some of the things that separate that 
person with the degree from the one without the degree...That 
person has gone to the trouble and expense and time of getting his 
degree. I personally look at him different. I just do, because this tells 
me a whole lot. If that person has the desire and the ability and 
whatever else it takes to go ahead and get his degree, in my opinion, 
in my view, he stands out over that person with no formal training, 
with just experience. Needless to say, this is this way...I couldn't do 
it! 

Mr. Beck is referring to the AAS degree for automotive technology as he 

emphasizes the qualities of dependability, perseverance, and motivation to improve. 

The personal investment and commitment of time and effort are viewed by Mr. 

Beck as strong indicators of quality. Beyond that, Mr. Beck's ending sentence, "I 

couldn't do it," acknowledges the additional effort required to attain an AAS degree. 

In another example, Mr. Dayton, the training manager for the Utilities 

Company, reiterates some of Mr. Beck's observations on extra effort and 

motivation. 



207 

Mr. Dayton: The company does sponsor classes through the 
company. Of course, we do tuition reimbursements, which is a 
benefit for the employee. And the company looks at that employee, if 
they are willing to do that in the evenings on their own; if they are 
willing to go that little extra bit, then maybe they are more 
motivated...If they are willing to do this in the evenings on their own 
time, it says that they will probably be a very valuable employee. 

The qualities of exceeding the minimum requirements and personal 

investment of time are viewed positively by this corporate trainer. Participation in 

AAS degree studies demonstrates motivation and willingness to learn on the part of 

the employee, personal qualities that Mr. Dayton associates with valuable 

employees. 

Mr. Wright, at the automotive dealership, describes AAS degree attainment 

as a basis of comparison." Well, of course it shows that they have a little bit more 

extra effort put in than what other people have." In these examples, the personal 

investment of time and effort beyond what is required relate participation in AAS 

degree courses to employee quality. 

Many of the respondents identify persistence as an important characteristic 

of some of the individuals who enroll in AAS degree programs. In these examples, 

value is placed not only on enrollment in AAS degree programs but on completion 

of the total program. 

When asked her opinion of the value of AAS degrees, Ms. Kerr at the 

Manufacturing establishment comments: 
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Ms. Kerr: I think that to me it shows perseverance, it tells a little bit 
about the character of the person...It shows a dedication and a 
perseverance and discipline completing what you start. Those are 
characteristics that are good qualities in any worker regardless of 
what level they're in...Also, any of the older students who have been 
out of school for a while and who have gone back so they're going at 
night. Talk about dedication and discipline. That says a lot about a 
person who is able to juggle work, family, and school. 

Ms. Kerr's assumption about AAS degree programs appears to be that 

completion of a degree requires an individual to demonstrate the same qualities 

she looks for in employees. "Those are characteristics that are good qualities in 

any worker..." The characteristics include perseverance and the ability to cope with 

more than one priority at a time. 

In summary, respondents associate the AAS degree with personal qualities 

that add value to their workforce. These include dependability, the desire to 

improve, commitment of time and money to education, ability to learn, 

perseverance, character, dedication, discipline, ability to handle multiple tasks, 

extra effort, determination, ability to get along with people, and ability to set goals. 

Screening for Occupational Knowledge Base 
and Technical Skills 

In addition to screening for personal qualities, the AAS degree was used to 

screen for the occupational knowledge base and technical skills of applicants. This 

was accomplished in two ways. First, the degree was a required credential for 

specific positions at two of the ten establishments-a healthcare provider and the 



209 

utilities company. Second, the knowledge base of applicants was evaluated directly 

through the use of screening tools other than the AAS degree. 

Most respondents prefer to use interviews to evaluate the knowledge base of 

applicants as opposed to examination of college transcripts or technical program 

curriculum content. The interview is the screening activity most frequently used 

by respondents for assessment of applicant knowledge base. Interview questions 

that require problem solving, either written or verbal, are also used by some of the 

respondents. 

For example, Mr. Jackson describes part of the interview process he uses to 

determine the technical knowledge of applicants at the automotive dealership 

where he works. 

Mr. Jackson: There's quite a bit of questioning I can do with my 
knowledge of cars. There's enough questions I can ask and by their 
response, I'm gonna know, actually a pretty good idea of how 
knowledgeable they are and how much they've done. So much of if s 
computerized anymore if they've actually been into it, whether you're 
working on the transmission, whether you're working on the tune up 
of the car, the brakes on the car, there are computers in every bit of 
that. And there's questions that I've learned to ask just from the 
problems customers have had that I'll know whether or not they've 
actually done much with the different components on the cars. Thaf s 
how I've been basing it so far. 

Mr. Jackson describes simulations of real-world problems that he uses when 

testing for the technical knowledge base of applicants. He relies on his own 

expertise in evaluating the responses of applicants. 
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Mr. Mahoney provides another example of the use of interviews in 

evaluating the knowledge base of applicants. In this example, he describes the 

basis for past hiring decisions. 

Mr. Mahoney: In the business office, again it would depend a lot on 
the individual and we don't have an educational requirement. We like 
to see a high school education and some college or business college 
is certainly helpful. Again, in our type of work, we have several 
college educated salesman here, but thaf s not what were looking, 
thaf s not a requirement, thaf s not necessarily what we are looking 
for. Somebody that would be hard to categorize because we've hired 
some people because they've had little mechanical ability but they 
were willing to learn and eager to sell and so they have made good 
salesman even though they had little mechanical ability. We've hired 
other people that weren't aggressive sales people, but were extremely 
knowledgeable as far as mechanical ability and they could answer 
questions and help people and they made good salesman. So, we sort 
of have to look at each, consider each case, on an individual basis. 

Mr. Mahoney's establishment, an automotive dealership, has positions 

appropriate to AAS degree curriculum. He does not, however, require degree 

attainment as a condition of employment. Two factors are an important part of his 

example. First, the personal qualities of willingness to learn and eagerness appear 

to be sufficient if technical skills have not been attained. Second, he was prepared 

to assist by developing the qualities or skills required of the individuals he 

employed. Additionally, Mr. Mahoney implies that communication and 

interpersonal skills- "they could answer questions and help people"-are requisites 

to the success of individuals who are not aggressive sales people. 
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Finding 14: High Value of Communication 
and Computer Skills 

Applicants' communication skills and computer skills were evaluated as a 

part of the selection process for AAS degree occupations. All respondents provided 

numerous examples of the importance of communication skills and ways in which 

they assess the communication skills of applicants. Mr. Davidson begins his 

interviews with an explanation of the position. While doing this, he watches for 

"how well that person takes in the information." He is looking for someone with 

good listening skills who will comprehend the information he provides. Mr. 

Davidson has designed his interview process to test the listening skills of the 

applicant at a later point in the interview. 

Mr. Jackson sums up the need for good communication in a saying he 

learned from his grandfather: "Kyou have an understanding, you don't have a 

misunderstanding." Mr. Jackson is a strong proponent of communication skills; his 

focus on excellence in customer service was repeated throughout his interview. In 

his view, good communication is essential for good customer service. 

Mr. Mahoney, at the automotive parts sales department, is very direct in his 

approach when making decisions about applicant communication skills, "...we want 

somebody who can communicate. And a lot of times, you'll know if thaf s the case 

within the first five to ten minutes" (of the interview). In this example, Mr. 

Mahoney describes his use of the interview process to assess the oral 
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communication skills of applicants. The rapidity with which he decides this is 

striking. Mr. Mahoney conducted a tour of his department with the researcher. 

His employees were all seated at computers wearing communication headsets. The 

noise level was high due to the concurrent and on-going telephone conversations of 

all employees as they conducted business with customers from all over the country. 

Oral communication skills, problem solving skills, speed and accuracy, and 

technical knowledge are vital to the setting. Mr. Mahoney, then, draws from his 

direct knowledge of the work setting in making determinations about applicant 

proficiency in communication skills required for the job. 

In speaking about automotive service advisors and technicians, Mr. Jackson 

also stresses communication skills. "They need to be able to convey what they 

mean in writing usually one sentence." Mr. Jackson is referring to the writing 

of automobile repair orders and the need for precise, technical writing skills on the 

part of service advisors. 

In another example, the communication skills of applicants for the Public 

Service Government Agency are examined. Ms. Jasper evaluates "...the 

communication part as to how they projected themselves and if they were just so 

terribly shy they couldn't communicate hardly." Ms. Jasper examines not only 

basic oral communication skills but also the confidence with which the 

communication is conducted. 
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Mr. Wright, at the automotive dealership, describes the consequences of 

poor communication skills: 

Mr. Wright: They have to communicate, sometimes they've got to 
communicate quite a bit over the phone with engineers at the 
manufacturing plant, so they've got to be able to communicate...and 
the engineer they're talking to is very specific. If s very technical...a 
couple of things not said the right way can mislead somebody, 
particularly over the phone or over a computer to where it may put 
you off for a day figuring out your problem. 

Mr. Wright is referring to trouble shooting activities that occur between his 

technicians and the manufacturer in trying to execute a specific automotive repair. 

Poor communication may cause a loss of time, effort, and ultimately, profit for the 

company. 

Mr. Tipton gives an example of internal communication requirements at his 

establishment and the qualities he looks for when selecting employees. He states, 

"We'd be looking for their ability to communicate, meaning how they talk to the 

users within the company. Could they talk to peers?...How will they handle a 

question they don't know the answer to?" Mr. Tipton is describing the role of 

technicians and information systems analysts in working with other employees. 

His statements demonstrate the importance, not only of the technical skills, but 

also of the ability to communicate with other employees about the technology. 

Other examples of the importance of communication skills are found in 

documents provided by respondents. Ms. Abbotf s position announcements 

require both verbal and written communication skills under a section which lists 
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special knowledge/skills requirements. The plant operator position requires 

"ability to study and understand prints and operation manuals; ability to 

communicate effectively, and write clear, accurate reports." The respiratory 

therapist position requires "communication skills in both written and verbal 

mediums [sicl." 

At Mr. Jackson's establishment, automotive service technicians must be able 

to "communicate with parts department to obtain needed parts; document work 

performed...using the method outlined by dealership." The service advisor is 

expected to " communicate with service customers to determine the nature of the 

mechanical problems, maintenance needs, time schedules and cost of repairs for 

their vehicles." The service cashier's job includes communication skills to "handle 

customer complaints with integrity and poise and take or refer the complaining 

customer to the appropriate individual for further communication and handling." 

Mr. Dayton's company offers courses in communication skills for managers 

and secretaries, vocabulary building courses, reading, writing, and spelling 

improvement courses, report writing, and business correspondence courses as part 

of their scheduled training. Ms. Dempsey's interview rating scale includes 

questions on how applicants express their ideas in a group setting and in public 

speaking. 

All of the establishments require employees to use computer software 

applications as primary elements of essential work processes. In two instances-
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automotive technology, and public services-technicians are directly involved in the 

maintenance and repair of computer systems. Training schedules for the utilities 

company, public service agency, and one of the healthcare agencies offer various 

kinds of computer training sessions. 

At the public service agency, computer operators are expected to "operate 

computer systems, including peripheral equipment; train personnel in operation of 

computers and peripheral equipment; and interpret error lights to detect machine 

malfunctions." A bookkeeping position at the same agency requires "knowledge of 

Lotus 1-2-3 and other accounting software applications." For respiratory and 

radiology technician positions the job summary states that "computer skills are 

helpful." The accounts receivable clerk at one of the automotive dealers must be 

able to "load software enhancements into computer system and input service 

claims" The job description also indicates that "computer knowledge in all areas is 

preferred." 

The dominance of computers in the establishments included in the study is 

noted by many of the respondents. Mr. Jefferson, in public services observes that 

"...almost every position you do now, you have to do on a computer keyboard." The 

same thought is verbalized by Ms. Abbot. "Take computers, for example, they have 

to use them in every part of the hospital. You have to look for that." She is referring 

to looking for computer skills when considering applicants. Mr. Wright describes 

the important function of computers in one section of his establishment, the 
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automotive parts sales division. "If s inventory management with computers, highfy 

technical from the computer standpoint. The guys are on computers all the time." 

These were only a few of the many references made by respondents about the need 

for computer skills. All of the respondents in these examples indicate the 

importance of employee communication skills and computer skills in conducting 

the business of the establishments. 

Finding 15: Use of AAS Degrees to 
Match Applicants with Tobs 

AAS degrees are used during initial screening by some respondents in 

evaluating the match between the requirements listed in the job description and the 

mbc of education and experience of the applicant. In theory, skills taught in the 

technical core of the AAS degree plan should be directly related to occupational 

skills identified in job descriptions for the occupation. 

Examples of skills which are directly related to particular positions for AAS 

degree graduates are extensively listed in the job descriptions provided by the 

respondents. The occupational skills listed in job descriptions are frequently 

written by the persons who directly supervise the position. For example, Mr. 

Jackson recently added "Understand and follow federal, state and local regulations, 

such as those governing the disposal of hazardous wastes" to the automotive 

technician job descriptions. 



217 

Additional examples of skill requirements listed in job descriptions provided 

by the respondents follow. Service advisors' jobs include "Provide estimates for 

labor and parts; compare final invoice with repair order estimates to ensure work is 

completed as requested to reduce comebacks and maintain customer satisfaction; 

advise customers on the care of their cars and the value of maintaining their 

vehicles in accordance with manufactureres' specifications." A job description for a 

secretary in a healthcare establishment requires the employee to "coordinate and 

assure accurate patient charges, revenues, and other statistics, either entering or 

monitoring the entry; assure proper placement of documentation into medical 

charts and medical record files." Administrative secretaries at the Public Service 

Government Agency should be able to "transcribe material from a dictaphone 

system; coordinate activities of other clerical and secretarial employees; train 

clerical and secretarial employees in office procedures." A maintenance mechanic's 

job description requires the employee to be "capable of reacting to emergency 

situations in a clear and positive manner; know and understand valve and switch 

operations; constantly monitor plant equipment, reading gauges and measuring 

temperatures." The respiratory technician is expected to "practice sound body 

substance isolation techniques and implement infection control policies and 

procedures to prevent and control infection among patients, personnel, and visitors; 

label and administer medication safely, and as ordered." 
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Job skill requirements such as these have direct implications for AAS degree 

curriculum content and design. The Personnel Agency uses a written test to assess 

some occupational skills, including math problems, problem solving, filing, 

measurements using rulers, comparison of numbers and letters, and spelling. The 

Utilities company tests for manual dexterity. The Childcare Training Provider and 

the Public Service Government agency utilize the Texas Employment Commission 

to test for keyboarding and ten key speed and accuracy. In general, selection for 

employment is not guaranteed on the basis of AAS degree attainment. Rather, 

combinations of screening processes are used to match applicants with specific 

positions. 

Ms. Meadows, with the Warehousing/Distribution company describes the 

mbc of skills for certain positions at her establishment. 

Ms. Meadows: The service tech, for example, has technical training 
in vending mechanics. The degree is two years. If s practical. 
Refrigeration is another one. It requires problem solving skills. It 
also requires exceptional customer service. They also have to have a 
good driving record. They have to know the different equipment 
types...When we are looking at secretaries, they have to be able to 
work flexible hours. They should have at least one year of 
experience as a receptionist. They should know Lotus 123, Word 
Perfect, and have good organizational skills. Computer abilities are 
important. 

Ms. Meadows is describing technical skills included in three kinds of AAS 

degrees-vending machine mechanics, refrigeration, and office technologies. 
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Ms. Kerr describes math skills required for the manufacturing industry. 

"You don't get anything out the door if you don't have those people who are able to 

machine the products...They have to read gauges and have math skills that will 

help them with the machining process." These technical skills are crucial to the 

productivity of the manufacturing plant. Earlier in the interview, Ms. Kerr had 

discussed the precision required of the machinists. The math skills used provide 

an additional example of the kinds of technical skills sought by respondents 

making employment decisions. 

In summary, respondents at the ten establishments use AAS degrees to 

make determinations about the personal qualities of applicants, their knowledge 

base and technical skills, in comparison to the job requirements. Knowledge base 

and technical skills are often assessed indirectly rather than through the use of 

college AAS degree transcripts. 

Finding 16: Formulas for Evaluating the Mbc of 
Education and Experience 

One final use of AAS degrees in employee selection is the practice of 

establishing ratios or equivalent values for education and experience. Position 

requirements for AAS occupations range from not requiring an AAS degree to 

preferring a mbc of education and experience. The years spent in AAS degree 

programs are accepted by some respondents as a substitute for experience. The 
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practice consists of substituting years of education for related experience or visa 

versa. Five of the respondents reported this practice in relation to AAS degrees. 

The human resource office of the Public Service Government Agency 

provides general guidelines for position announcements and job descriptions. The 

guideline requires a stated level of education or "equivalent experience" and ranges 

from associate degree to master's degree, depending on the position. 

For example, Mr. Tipton, a division manager for the Public Service 

Government Agency, uses a rating scale for comparing applicants. On his scale, an 

associate degree in a related field (most likely an AAS or an AS degree) is worth 

twenty-five points, a bachelor's degree in a related field is worth fifty points, and a 

bachelor's degree in an unrelated field is worth twenty-five points (the same as an 

associate's degree in a related field). Experience, on Mr. Tipton's scale, appears 

not to be measured in years but on the applicanf s attainment of knowledge and 

skills required for specific positions. 

Mr. Jefferson, who also manages a division for the Public Service 

Government Agency, simply requires "any combination of education and 

experience" equivalent to whatever is deemed appropriate for the position. Mr. 

Dayton with the utilities company similarly notes that "work experience a lot of 

times can fill in for educational experience." Mr. Davidson reports a one-to-one ratio 

of one year of education for each year of experience at the health care agency 

where he serves as human resources manager. 
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The focus at the manufacturing establishment where Ms. Kerr works is on 

"experience and not so much a degree." Ms. Kerr describes the employee 

selection process as one in which skill attainment and precision are emphasized in 

contrast to academic credentials. "Comparable experience" can be substituted for 

education. 

AAS degrees, then, are used during initial screening by some respondents in 

evaluating the match between the requirements listed in the job description and the 

mbc of education and experience of the applicant. Respondents at three of the ten 

establishments identified positions which require the attainment of an AAS degree; 

these include the Utilities Company (foreman, CAD operator), the Warehousing 

Distribution Company (vending machine technician, refrigeration technician), and 

one of the Healthcare providers (Respiratory therapist, Radiologic Technician). 

The other seven respondents report flexible practices in allowing a combination of 

education and experience in matching job requirements with applicant attributes. 

This may include the use of ratios or formulas to evaluate the education and 

experience of the applicant. 

Use of AAS for Employee Advancement 

Two findings relate to the use of AAS degrees for advancement. First, most 

respondents do not require AAS degree completion for advancement in technical 

fields. The Utilities company is the exception. Second, participation in AAS degree 
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programs indirectly affects employee advancement through development of the 

knowledge and skills of the employee; participation also serves as an indicator of 

motivation and incentive. 

Finding 17: AAS Degrees Are Not Specifically 
Required for Advancement 

Most establishments do not require AAS degree completion for 

advancement in technical fields. Respondents from nine of the ten establishments 

report that attainment of an AAS degree does not automatically insure 

advancement. Furthermore, lack of AAS degree attainment does not prevent 

advancement in nine of the ten establishments. 

The utilities company represents the singular negative case. Mr. Dayton, a 

technical program advisory committee member, explained that the company has 

just instituted an AAS degree which is required for journeymen to advance into 

working foreman and general foreman management positions. Mr. Dayton notes 

that prior to the availability of the AAS degree, journeymen could not cross over 

into management positions unless they attained baccalaureate degrees in related 

fields. 

Mr. Sanders confirms the use of the AAS degree for advancement to 

supervisory positions. In addition the AAS degree can be used to reduce the 

number of years of experience required. "If s not all just based on who's been here 
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the longest. If s based on job performance. The associate degree program is realfy 

starting to take off in our technical fields." Mr. Sanders provided an example of 

advancement in which a computer operator received a promotion to junior 

programmer upon completion of an AAS degree in computer science. 

Finding 18: AAS Degree Programs Indirectly Affect 
Emplovee Advancement Potential 

Respondents perceive that education and training, including enrollment in 

AAS degree programs, indirectly affects potential for employee advancement 

through development of employee quality; participation is also perceived as an 

indicator of employee motivation and incentive. Respondents report a variety of 

criteria used for making employee advancement decisions. Education and training 

activities are frequently used as indicators of improved employee quality. Training 

and education records are referred to by most respondents when making 

advancement decisions. For the purpose of this analysis, training refers to activities 

which do not result in college credit; education refers to courses that are a part of 

an educational program offered for college credit. All ten establishments provide 

some form of support for training and education. Sbc of the ten have a tuition 

reimbursement plan for employees attending college classes. One, the Personnel 

Agency, has a scholarship plan for employees. 
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Ms. Kerr describes the potential for advancement at the manufacturing 

plant. "...If they work toward their associate's degree and then possibly on to their 

bachelor's degree, it increases their potential in moving up in the company." Ms. 

Kerr sees the AAS degree as a step toward advancement as well as toward 

continued educational attainment. Again, there is no assurance that AAS degree 

attainment in and of itself will result in advancement. Implicit in her comment is 

the assumption of the need for continued education and the desirability of the 

eventual attainment of the baccalaureate. It appears that Ms. Kerr also views the 

AAS degree as a logical step toward the baccalaureate. 

In another example, the response to the researcher's question is direct and 

automatic. 

Researcher: K somebody is already working for the company and 
they go back and they take classes, what does that do for them, if 
anything, in terms of the work? 

Mr. Davidson: It will help them move up. 

Mr. Davidson's answer was given quickly and without hesitation. His 

response implies that additional instruction is associated with the potential for 

upward mobility in the organization. 

Criteria for advancement include availability of positions, past performance 

evaluations, performance on occupationally specific tests, and skill attainment. The 

last three of the factors identified above may be related to AAS degree attainment if 

instructional outcomes help change performance. 
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Availability of positions limits or expands advancement potential within 

establishments in the study. For example, Mr. Sanders, the human resources 

manager for the Utilities Company, points out that employees at smaller outlying 

sites must be willing to relocate in order to advance. Years of experience and a 

willingness to relocate, in these instances, have a greater impact on advancement 

than does AAS degree attainment. 

Mr. Jefferson describes a situation in which an employee is prepared for 

advancement without the assurance of an available position. "That can be a 

disappointment because then you might lose them because then they'll think, 'Well, 

I'm ready to move on and there's nothing here." In this example, Mr. Jefferson is 

concerned with employee expectations and the potential loss of an employee who 

participates in education or training activities. 

On the other hand, Mr. Jackson projects increased availability of positions. 

Mr. Jackson: The amount of cars that we're selling right now, those 
are going to turn into customers. This place has got nothing to do 
but grow. I've got to keep a balance of how many technicians I've got 
to how many customers I've got. If I put 45 techs in there right now, 
they're gonna starve to death and the good ones are gonna leave. 

With Mr. Jackson's projection of additional positions is the potential for 

entry of new technicians and advancement of experienced technicians. 

Performance appraisals are used to make decisions about advancement of 

employees. 
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Ms. Meadows: Ifyou want to learn, you can increase your salary. We 
have annual reviews where we evaluate employee performance. 
There is no salary increase guaranteed, but there is an opportunity 
for advancement ifyou are willing to learn...My education has 
nothing to do with my willingness to learn. Education is an indicator 
of someone's ability to stick to it. They are determined. "I'm going to 
finish it." And they also know how to get along with people; how to 
make things work. 

Ms. Meadows uses education as a tool for advancement as well as for 

screening. She indicates that advancement is heavily dependent on the willingness 

of the employees to add to their knowledge base. 

Other examples of the use of performance appraisals for advancement were 

provided by Ms. Abbott, at the healthcare agency, and Ms. Dempsey at the 

Childcare Provider Training Service. Ms. Abbotf s performance appraisal includes 

a section on job knowledge and skills. One of the items requires the supervisor to 

review employee education records and participation in skill improvement 

activities. Ms. Dempsey's performance appraisal includes a plan for personal 

development in which the employee identifies technical skills to be developed. 

Performance appraisals, then, are used in combination with other criteria for 

making decisions about employee advancement. Participation in AAS degree 

programs, as demonstrated on performance appraisals, may help employees 

advance when it is perceived by the employer as an indicator of motivation or 

commitment. Three of the establishments use skills tests instead of, or in 

combination with, other methods of assessing an employee's readiness for 
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advancement to a specific position. For example, when asked how an employee can 

advance in his establishment, Mr. Davidson responded, "It could require testing to 

move up... They have to pass that test. If they pass that test, then they can 

interview with that supervisor." Mr. Davidson is referring to a shorthand test 

required for advancement of office personnel. 

In another example, Mr. Dayton describes the skills testing process used at 

his establishment during the first four years of employment. Testing is done on an 

annual basis for four years. The process determines whether the employee will 

advance or be terminated if unable to pass the skills tests. 

Another example of using skills attainment for advancement is provided by 

Mr. Tipton. He gives an explanation of the advancement plan he designed for the 

department. 

Mr. Tipton: When I came here ...I worked on getting that promotion 
process changed so that now an individual that starts at the bottom 
can be promoted all the way up to the point of the highest technical 
level. You know, there's only so many supervisors, but that person 
can move up all those steps without having an opening. If s based on 
performance and skills and education...We list what we expect the 
competency to be. We have a rating system...based on how 
important those skills are to us. We have an associated point total 
with each job level...You have to have both the skills and the 
performance before you can be promoted. So, you could have all of 
the skills, but ifyou don't perform, you're not going to be promoted. 

As noted earlier, respondents often use a combination of criteria for 

advancement. Skill attainment is combined with education and performance in Mr. 

Tipton's model. The AAS degree curriculum, which includes a combination of 
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instruction in technical skills, may be useful to employees in helping them meet the 

criteria for advancement. Further, if participation in educational programs is a 

factor on the performance evaluation, then employee advancement possibilities are 

additionally enhanced. In a final example, Mr. Jackson describes the advancement 

process for his automotive technicians. 

Mr. Jackson: So, as I can get some new guys in here, let them do 
some learning, get them trained and get them to where they're doing 
this big stuff...as this guy learns and gets to where he knows what 
he's doing and gets good at it, I'm gonna move him up to a heavy line 
technician where he can do any of it. 

Mr. Jackson talks about the progression from entry-level (called light line 

repair) to heavy line repair which encompasses all of the systems of the 

automobile. Integral to the process is the skill attainment along with the 

development of the knowledge base. 

In summary, criteria used by respondents for advancement of employees 

include participation in education and training programs, availability of positions, 

employee performance evaluations, performance on occupationally specific tests, 

and skill attainment. The first finding on uses of the AAS degree for advancement 

indicates that most respondents do not require AAS degree completion for 

advancement. The second related finding shows that participation in AAS degree 

programs can indirectly effect employee advancement through development of the 

knowledge and skills of employees allowing individuals to advance on the career 
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ladder. Requirement of AAS degree attainment as a criterion for advancement is 

rare among the establishments in the study. 

Other Employer Practices Related to 
AAS Degrees 

Finding 19: AAS Degrees and 
Screening Sequences 

Tie final finding is that screening sequences have a direct bearing on job 

entry for AAS degree graduates. Screening sequences were carefully described by 

each respondent, beginning with the application for employment and ending with 

the job offer. Supporting documents such as job applications, position 

announcements, selection criteria checksheets, and reference check 

questionnaires were included in the analysis. 

Screening sequences refer to the steps used to identify the best person for 

the specific job opening. The process begins with the receipt of an application for 

employment and results in a job offer for the top candidate for the position. The 

screening sequences described by respondents varied from establishment to 

establishment and, for the larger organizations, also varied from department to 

department. 

From an organizational standpoint, four screening sequences were evident 

in the study. Screening Sequence I utilizes the services of the Texas Employment 

Commission (Figure 4.1). Screening Sequence II includes a human resources 
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department (Figure 4.2). Screening Sequence III has no human resources 

department and flows from the manager to the CEO (Figure 4.3). Screening 

Sequence IV is characterized by temporary employment upon entry (Figure 4.4). 

In Screening Sequence I, applications are processed by TEC and then given 

to the human resources departments of the establishments where they are 

screened for minimum requirements including: work history, educational 

attainment based on the minimum level required in the job description, and test 

scores (where applicable). In some cases, all applications are forwarded to 

departments for continued screening; in other cases a smaller number of 

applications are selected by the human resources office for review at the 

department level. Department managers conduct individual or committee 

interviews, as determined by establishment hiring guidelines, and make the 

employment recommendation to the supervisor. Job offers may be made by 

department managers, division supervisors, or human resources directors 

depending on the establishment guidelines. 

Screening Sequence II begins in the human resources department where 

applications are reviewed and evaluated based on minimum and preferred job 

requirements including: related experience, educational attainment, job-specific 

training, and work history. Applications are forwarded to the department manager 

who will select those to be interviewed. The interview includes an assessment of 

personal qualities, experience, skill attainment, and educational attainment if the 
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manager perceives it is important to the position. Reference checks are conducted 

by the human resources department in some establishments and by the manager in 

other establishments. The job offer follows once the manager has made the 

recommendation. 

Screening Sequence III is initiated at the departmental level and all 

applications for the position are reviewed by the manager of the department with a 

job opening. Applications are evaluated for minimum and preferred requirements 

such as educational attainment, experience, and work history. The manager 

decides whether to include other members of the establishment in the interview 

process. During the interview, the experience, training, required certifications, and 

personal qualities of the applicant are examined. Once interviews are completed, 

the manager makes a recommendation to the CEO and follows with an offer to the 

applicant if the recommendation is approved. 

Screening Sequence IV is initiated at the Texas Employment Commission or 

at a personnel agency. Initial screening may include testing, reference checks, 

evaluation of related experience and assessment of the work history of the 

applicant. The Texas Employment Commission or personnel agencies may fulfill 

the human resources function for establishments too small to have a human 

resources department. On the other hand, they also do initial screening for larger 

organizations requesting specific positions as indicated in Screening Sequence I. 
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The TEC or personnel agency will send an applicant to an establishment for 

temporary employment. A job offer may be made at a later date if the position 

becomes available or the applicant may improve the possibility of entry for future 

job openings because the employer has had an opportunity to observe the applicant 

at work. 

As screening sequences were described by respondents, the weight given 

AAS degree attainment was discussed. Where baccalaureate degrees were 

preferred but not required, AAS graduates were less likely to be considered. 

Where high school or GED were required, AAS graduates were given the 

advantage. Where productivity and skill were required, experience was given 

greater weight. 

Ms. Dempsey, who uses Screening Sequence III, describes the factors used 

when screening for various positions at the Childcare Provider Training Service in 

this way: 

Ms. Dempsey: I have some positions that we have to put a four year 
degree for someone because of our commitments to funding 
agencies. In other positions, then, if s really up to us to decide what 
we want. I may be able to provide some on the job training and 
someone could do it even if they didn't have any college...so 
experience might be more important to us in some positions...I think 
in an associate degree, probably a lot of what they learned is used on 
the job...If I get someone who has a human development, family 
studies, child development degree, they'll use what they learned in 
those child development and human relations classes when they're 
doing workshops. 
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The occupational mbc of her establishment requires all educational levels. 

The level of educational attainment, according to Ms. Dempsey is considered based 

on the requirements of the position. 

Mr. Davidson explains the need for baccalaureate degrees in the accounting 

department of a healthcare agency, which uses Screening Sequence II (use of a 

human resources department). 

Mr. Davidson: Well, if s just a matter of knowledge base, you know. 
The person who's coming out of college with an accounting degree 
can step in and do accounting at the level of our accountant where 
the person with the lesser educational attainment typically can't do 
that. 

Mr. Davidson describes a preference for baccalaureate degrees in the 

accounting area although he did go on to state that an AAS degree could be 

substituted for two years of experience in the accounting area. 

Ms. Diaz describes the importance of experience or education that is related 

to positions at the Public Service Government Agency. She is focused on the initial 

screening done at the human resources office of the establishment which uses 

Screening Sequence I. 

Ms. Diaz: We're going to look for the basic knowledge of whatever 
it (the job) is; training. They should already be trained or know 
something about it. It just depends on their experience and thaf s 
how that particular department head is going to look at whether or 
not..well, he knows enough. You know...after visiting with him on an 
interview they can tell pretty well. 
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At this establishment, the human resources department will probably 

forward all applications to the manager unless the number of applicants is very 

large. When that is the case, her department will screen out the less qualified or 

those with experience or education that are not directly related to the position. 

Mr. Johnson works with Ms. Diaz and provides additional insight about the 

screening decision made at the human resources department. 

Mr. Johnson: Usually if somebody has an associate's degree or a 
bachelor's degree and no experience, that tells the department that 
this person can at least learn. If they don't have the degrees and they 
have lots of experience, they already know a lot about it and they can 
be shaped, molded into the position that they need to. But if they 
don't have either, then if s questionable...They're very skeptical if 
they don't have either the education or the experience. 

Mr. Johnson provides a summary of the perceptions of educational 

attainment and experience used in his department. He also describes a mbc 

preferred by all of the respondents-that of experience and education in 

combination. 

Mr. Jackson indicates the need for education beyond high school in the 

service department of the automotive dealership. He is primarily responsible for 

selection decisions and his establishment uses Screening Sequence III. 

Mr. Jackson: Some kid fresh off the street, or that worked on grand 
dad's tractor out on the farm that we used to be able to hire, I can't 
anymore. I can't use them. They're gonna get me in trouble. 
They're gonna get themselves hurt. So, yes, I need the education 
with the people that I hire. 



235 

His concern is not only for technical knowledge about automotive repair but 

also for knowledge of environmental safety in the use of chemicals and hazardous 

substances required on the job. Mr. Jackson notes that some of the graduates of 

the AAS degree program are learning about the federal requirements in a very 

systematic way. He expressed a desire to have gone through such a program 

instead of having to "make mistakes to learn it." Mr. Mahoney likes to use the 

approach in Screening Sequence IV because it gives him an opportunity to directly 

observe the applicant on the job. 

Mr. Mahoney: On some occasions, and I really like to do this, if the 
person is not employed or has some vacation time and they're really 
interested in the job, I give them an opportunity to come and work 
with us for a couple of days on a contractual basis...I've done that on 
several occasions and I really like that. 

Although he does not always have the opportunity to select employees in 

this way, his preference for initial temporary employment appears to reduce the 

likelihood of making a selection error. Mr. Forest at the Personnel Agency also 

uses Screening Sequence IV in providing a specialized service in which applicants 

receive conditional offers of employment and are placed in positions on a trial basis. 

Summarv 

The findings have been organized into five categories based on the research 

questions (Figure 4.5). Employer awareness of associate degrees in general was 

high, although a wide range of understandings about associate degrees was 
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evident. Personal experience with AAS degrees through enrollment or 

acquaintance with AAS students increased awareness, as did membership on 

technical program advisory committees. 

Positive and negative perceptions of AAS degrees were described. Positive 

perceptions about AAS degrees related to their usefulness as credentials beyond 

high school but not as extensive as baccalaureate degrees, their usefulness for 

employee advancement in some cases, and their relationship to employee quality. 

Negative perceptions related to limitations of the curriculum, lack of prestige of 

AAS degree occupations and salary limitations, lack of competitiveness in a labor 

market saturated with baccalaureate degrees, and lack of transferability. 

Uses of AAS degrees for employee selection and advancement purposes 

were also identified. The concept of credentialism was applied by all respondents 

as they evaluated background characteristics of applicants. Four screening 

sequences which may have an effect on selection of AAS degree graduates were 

identified. 



237 

Table 4.1. Employer Evaluation of AAS Degree 

Advisory Committee Positive Evaluation Negative Evaluation Mbced 
Member 

Yes (N= 6) 

No (N=12) 

Total (N=18) 

5 

3 

8 

1 

1 

2 

0 

8 

8 



238 

Application 

I 
Texas 

Employment 
Commission 

Human 
Resources 

Office 

I 
Supervisor 
Approval 

I 
Job 

Offer 

Screening Sequence I 

General 
Testing 

Occupational 
Testing 

Depar 
Man 

tment 
ager Interview 

Reference 
Check 

Figure 4.1. Screening Sequence I 



239 

Application 

i 
Human 

Resources 
Office 

1 
Department 

Manager 

^ r 

Temporary 
Employment 

i 
Offer 

Permanent 
Position 

Screening Sequence II 

Screen for: ,•: 
^Experience 
^Training 
>"Educational , 

attainment 

Interview 

Evaluate 
Performance 

Determine 
Personal 
Qualities 

Observe 
Work Ethic 

Check 
References 

Figure 4.2. Screening Sequence II 



240 

Screening Sequence III 

Application 

i 
Manager 

V 

Ai 

CEO 
Approval 

i 
Job 

Offer 

Weighted 
Interview 

Experience 

Education 

Certifications 

Attitude 

Figure 4.3. Screening Sequence III 



241 

Screening Sequence IV 

Annl i p Ji ti nn 
X \ | J ^ - » l l V^Cl LIVJ11 

i 
Personnel 
Agency or 
Tex. Emp. 
Commission 

1 
Manager 

1 
Temporary 
Employment 

^ r _ 

Job 1 
Offer i 

Neatness & 
Completeness 

General 
Testing 

" Education 

- Experience 

- References 

Drug 
"• Testing 

Figure 4.4. Screening Sequence IV 



242 

AWARENESS OF ASSOCIATE DEGREES 

1. All respondents are aware of associate degrees in general. 

2. Employer awareness of the AAS degree varies greatly and ranges from a 
very clear understanding of the purpose and functions of the degree to 
inaccurate perceptions about the degree. 

3. Personal experience through attendance at a community college or through 
contact with students and graduates of AAS degree programs also 
contributes to participant awareness. Membership on AAS program 
advisory committees improves the awareness and understanding of AAS 
degrees. 

AWARENESS/UNDERSTANDING OF AAS DEGREES 

Positive perceptions 

4. Respondents perceive the usefulness of AAS degrees as a level of education 
above high school but not as extensive as a baccalaureate degree. 

5. Respondents value the potential for advancement that the AAS degree 
facilitates for some employees, 

6. Respondents perceive a positive relationship between AAS degrees and 
employee quality. 

Negative perceptions 

7. Some respondents perceive that AAS degrees are limited in content and less 
than collegiate. 

8. Some respondents are concerned with salary limitations for some of the 
positions filled by AAS degree graduates. 

Figure 4.5. Summary of Findings 
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9. Some of the occupations related to AAS degrees are perceived as low 
prestige occupations. 

10. AAS degrees appear to over qualify employees in some occupations and 
employees enrolled in AAS degree programs may be perceived as a threat to 
managers who may not have a degree. 

11. Respondents who give input for employee selection perceive that the local 
job market is saturated with graduates of baccalaureate degree programs 
who are given preference. 

12. Some respondents are concerned with the lack of transferability of the 
degree. 

USE OF AAS FOR SELECTION 

13. Findings on employer uses of AAS degrees for employee selection and 
advancement provide examples of the use of credentialism among all 
respondents. 

14. Knowledge base and technical skills of applicants are often assessed 
indirectly rather than through the use of college AAS degree transcripts. 

15. Communication skills and computer skills are highly valued in AAS degree 
occupations. 

16. AAS degrees are used during initial screening in evaluating the match 
between the requirements listed in the job description and the mix of 
education and experience of the applicant. This includes the establishment 
of ratios or equivalent values for education and experience. 

USE FOR EMPLOYEE ADVANCEMENT 

17. Most respondents do not require AAS degree completion for advancement 
in technical fields; they evaluate participation in education and training 
which improve employee quality when making advancement decisions. The 
Utilities company is the exception. 

Figure 4.5. Continued 



244 

18. Participation in AAS degree programs affects possibility of employee 
advancement through development of the knowledge and skills base of the 
employee; participation also serves as an indicator of motivation and 
incentive. 

OTHER PRACTICES 

19. Screening sequences have a direct bearing on job entry for AAS degree 
graduates. 

Figure 4.5. Continued 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS 

AND SUGGESTIONS 

Background 

In the United States, the associate degree was introduced at the University 

of Chicago in 1900; and, by the late 1950s, most states were awarding associate of 

arts, associate of science and associate of applied science degrees. The practice of 

awarding associate degrees increased in the 1960s, and was closely tied to the 

growth of the junior college movement. Associate of Applied Science (AAS) 

degrees, a type of associate degree, were designed to prepare graduates for direct 

entry into the workplace as well as to upgrade the skills of incumbent workers in 

certain occupations. 

In Texas, the AAS degree consists of a two-year course of study which 

includes from 60 to 72 semester credit hours of course work made up of a technical 

core, and a general studies core. Additionally, representatives from related 

business and industry serve along with college personnel on advisory committees 

designed to assure communication and collaboration between educators and 

employers. 

245 
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Purpose of the Studv 

The study describes regional Texas employer perceptions of the AAS 

degrees as an entry-level credential for employment or as a credential for 

upgrading employee skills. The study also identifies and describes employer uses 

of the AAS degree for employee selection or advancement. 

Research Questions 

Four research questions guided the study: (1) What understandings do 

employers have about associate degrees? (2) What understandings do employers 

have about the Associate of Applied Science degree? (3) How do employers utilize 

AAS academic credentials in selecting or advancing members of their workforce? 

(4) In what other ways do employers in industry manifest their understandings of 

the associate of applied science degree in their establishments? Answers to these 

questions were pursued using a qualitative research design. 

Findings and the lob Competition Model 

The study was guided by the Job Competition Model (Thurow, 1974) and 

the concept of credentialism (Rawlins & Ullman, 1974) both of which focus on the 

employer viewpoint of the labor market. 



247 

Training Ladders 

Tliurow proposed that employers use the labor market to match trainable 

individuals with training ladders. In all establishments, employers held an 

expectation that employees would participate in additional training once the 

position was attained. Several of the findings support these aspects of the 

theoretical framework. Respondents frequently used terms such as "teachability," 

"trainability," and "ability to learn," both in describing what they look for in 

applicants and in talking about the qualities of good employees. Findings 17 and 18 

demonstrate that although AAS degree completion was not a definitive requirement 

for advancement, participation in AAS degree programs confirmed, for these 

employers, the "teachability" of the employee. Finding 5, the positive value placed 

on AAS degrees for advancement, reinforces the importance of training ladders and 

the usefulness of AAS degree programs as one alternative for employee training. 

However, Finding 7, the perception of a limited curriculum, and Finding 12, 

transfer limitations, point to a negative impact on the acceptability of the AAS 

degree for some aspects of the training ladder. Further, employers provided 

training ladders consisting of a variety of employee training possibilities. Training 

activities varied from learning specific skills, such as company policy and the chain 

of command, to general skills that would help them remain current in the 

occupation. 
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The discussion which follows examines other aspects of the Job Competition 

Model including the use of background characteristics of applicants as a basis for 

employee selection, the impact of changing technology on workforce skill 

requirements, and the practice of credentialism in relation to employee selection. 

Background Characteristics 

The Job Competition Model holds that the background characteristics of the 

applicant help form the basis for selection. Background characteristics may 

include age, gender, experience, skills, test scores, or education. The background 

characteristic of education is described in greater detail in the discussion on 

credentialism at the conclusion of this section. 

When discussing age, gender and ethnicity respondents were careful to 

acknowledge federal legislation on equal opportunity and affirmative action in 

talking about their selection processes. This was particularly true of human 

resource managers. A few were candid enough to give additional insights on these 

three background characteristics. One participant talked about employers hiring 

people who they liked and who would fit in with the other workers. Another talked 

about the tendency to select people who were like them. One respondent expressed 

a desire to know more about the individual "up front," including personal 

circumstances and medical history. For supervisory positions and some technical 

positions, time spent in the occupation is valued. Years of experience, another of 
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Thurow's background characteristics, may have implications related to the age of 

the applicant as well. 

Employer testing for applicant skills and attitudes was practiced to varying 

extents. Tests might be as basic as typing and ten-key speed and accuracy tests, or 

as complex as results of state licensing examinations. Test results were used for 

both screening and advancement of employees. Finding 14, the indirect 

assessment of knowledge base and technical skills without use of transcripts, 

provides an example of employer uses of background characteristics to help 

determine rank in the labor queue or advancement on the training ladder, as set 

forth in the Job Competition Model. 

Thurow included education as a background characteristic examined by 

employers. All respondents reported educational attainment as an element of the 

screening processes used, as seen in Finding 19. Finding 4, employer awareness of 

AAS degrees as education beyond high school, is consistent with the Job 

Competition Model. Finding 10, the perception that AAS degrees are not needed 

for some occupations, also confirms employer use of educational attainment as a 

background characteristic for selecting applicants. 

The background characteristics of age, gender, and ethnicity, then, continue 

to be assessed as background characteristics that are a part of the selection 

process. Performance on employer administered tests or occupationally sponsored 

licensing examinations was also evaluated as a background characteristic of 
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applicants. Skill attainment in relation to new or changing technologies was also a 

consideration. A variety of testing processes were used to verify skill attainment. 

Technical Progress 

Rapid technical progress in our society is also incorporated in the Job 

Competition Model. Thurow argues that technical progress is a means of 

maximizing profit for business and industry. All respondents, including human 

resources managers, company trainers, supervisors, managers, and CEO's, 

indicated that changing technology had an impact on their establishments. 

Information technology and computer skills dominated these discussions in all 

sectors. Automation of some business and manufacturing processes was also 

described. For technicians, professionals, and paraprofessionals, the technical 

skills attained appeared to be directly related to the job requirements. 

Finding 15, which indicates a high value placed on communication and 

computer skills, appears to be related to technical progress in the field of 

telecommunications as well as in the continued automation of key processes. 

Communication skills were valued as integral parts of redesigned business 

processes which focus on service to internal and external customers. The redesign 

of business processes often was a result of technical progress which directly 

affected occupational requirements and required the revision of job descriptions, 

again confirming Thurow's concept of the impact of technological advances. Poor 
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communication, as described by respondents, had a negative impact on profits 

because it wasted valuable resources including materials and employee time. The 

ability to use current computer technology, another manifestation of technical 

progress, was highly valued as a requirement for AAS degree positions. Computer 

technology was a critical part of many technical positions not only because it was 

directly related to technical specialties such as automotive and utilities repair, but 

also because it was a tool for communication. Finding 15, then, provides evidence 

of Thurow's concept of a technologically driven labor market. 

Credentialism 

Assumptions made by respondents about the personal qualities of applicants 

based on educational attainment lend support to the Job Competition Model and 

the practice of credentialism. Finding 13 reports the practice of credentialism 

among all respondents, a finding consistent with the Job Competition Model. 

Finding 16, the use of AAS degree attainment during initial screening, also 

demonstrates the use of academic credentials for selection decisions. More 

specifically, both Market Credentialsm and Seller's Credentialism as described by 

Rawlins and Ullman (1974) were reported. Market Credentialism occurs when 

there is an oversupply of graduates in the labor market resulting in the employment 

of individuals whose credentials exceed the job requirements. Employers, as a 

result, are able to select employees from a more educated pool of applicants. In 
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this kind of labor market, employers may prefer overqualified workers when they 

can pay lower wages for them. Finding 11, which indicates a preference for readily 

available baccalaureate degree graduates, confirms the practice of Market 

Credentialism among respondents. Market Credentialism was most evident in the 

business functions of the establishments visited. For example, human resource 

managers at the public Service Government Agency, both Healthcare 

establishments, the Manufacturing Establishment, and the Warehousing 

Distributor, identified a preference for baccalaureate degree graduates in 

accounting positions and information management positions at their 

establishments. Ready availability of graduates with four-year degrees was an 

element which had a bearing on this preference. On the other hand, AAS degree 

graduates were preferred over high school graduates for positions requiring some 

postsecondary education (Automotive Technology, Secretarial Support Services, 

Utilities, Personnel Services). In these instances. Market Credentialism worked in 

favor of the two-year graduate. 

Seller's Credentialism occurs when the supply of graduates is limited and 

controlled by the imposition of standaYds for a profession or occupation. It is 

characterized by the use of licensure and professional accreditation to control the 

quality and supply of workers in a specific occupation. The practice of Seller's 

Credentialism was evident in the position announcements for both healthcare 

establishments. Positions for licensed healthcare technicians and professionals 



253 

were available only to graduates of programs approved by external accrediting 

agencies such as the state board of nursing and other American Medical 

Association affiliated programs. Seller's Credentialism was also evident in the 

fields of Fire Technology and Utilities Technology, with access to positions 

contingent upon state certification for firefighters or Bureau of Apprenticeship 

certification for utilities linemen. The common element among positions for which 

Seller's Credentialism was practiced relates to the critical nature of these 

occupations which expose practitioners to life and death situations. 

In using education as a screening tool, employers practice credentialism 

(Rawlins & Ullman, 1974) to screen for personal qualities, knowledge base, and 

skill attainment. The three findings on awareness of associate degrees are 

consistent with the theoretical framework. Personal qualities, as distinct from 

academic qualities, such as dependability, perseverance, motivation, character, and 

goal-setting were associated with the attainment of the AAS degree. Skill 

attainment and knowledge base, as distinct from personal qualities, however, were 

more often assessed for technical positions through the use of interviews or tests 

and not merely through the possession of a relevant AAS degree. 

Summary 

Assessment of the background characteristics of applicants as described by 

Thurow was evident in the findings. Thurow identified training costs as basic 
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determinants of the rank order of the applicant in the labor queue. In the current 

employment setting, however, other characteristics such as personal qualities 

appear to be of equal or greater value than the projected costs of training which are 

emphasized in the Job Competition Model. The implementation of affirmative 

action and equal opportunity employment legislation have also somewhat changed 

the screening processes used by employers. 

Research Design 

Qualitative research methods were selected as the most appropriate for this 

study because they facilitate the investigation of employer perspectives in a natural 

setting. This methodological approach is consistent with the phenomenological 

emphasis on the interpretive understanding of human interaction, participant 

perspectives, and the meanings individuals construct around events and decisions 

in their daily lives and organizational settings (Bogden & Biklen, 1992). Through 

qualitative methods incorporating interviews, direct observation, and written and 

verbal communication, researchers gain entry into the conceptual world of others 

(Erikson, 1986). 

Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted in June and July of 1994 in conjunction with a 
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college survey of employers, graduates, and students, which provided preliminary 

information, interview experience, and insights for planning the sample. 

Site and Sample 

A community college service area was selected as the overall site for the 

study because it includes establishments utilizing allied health, industrial 

technology and business positions and because the college AAS degree programs 

were designed to prepare graduates for employment within this service area. Ten 

establishments which utilized positions in allied health, industrial technology, and 

business were selected. 

The sample included business owners, human resource managers, division 

or department managers, supervisors, and trainers. Snowball referral sampling was 

used to expand the sample by four. The total sample consisted of 18 individuals 

who participated in at least one interview per person. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected during a three-month period through interviews, 

documents, and observations. Entry was gained through direct communication 

with managers all of whom agreed to participate, and through visits to the selected 

sites. Modified versions of the three interview types described by Patton (1990) 

were used. Two kinds of interviews were utilized: (1) the general interview guide 
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approach combined with open-ended questions and (2) the informal conversational 

interview. When consent was given, interviews were audiotaped. Internal 

documents such as job descriptions, organizational charts, and training plans were 

collected and analyzed as were external documents such as position 

announcements and employment ads. 

A modified constant comparative approach was used for data analysis, 

leading progressively to clarification of the properties of the categories identified. 

Etic codes were drawn from the Job Competition Model. Coding processes 

identified by Strauss (1985) were utilized to identify emic codes; axial coding was 

used to develop code categories. 

Trustworthiness 

Two criteria for trustworthiness, credibility and transferability, were used to 

evaluate the strength of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The credibility of the 

study was enhanced through prolonged engagement, persistent observation, 

triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, and member checks. Thick 

description of the context, time, respondents and researcher observations were 

utilized to facilitate transferability of the findings. 
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Conclusions 

Four conclusions can be derived from this study. The first is related to 

employer awareness of associate degrees, the second is about employer 

understandings of AAS degrees, the third relates to employer uses of AAS degrees, 

and the fourth is about other uses of AAS credentials. 

General Employer Awareness 

General employer awareness of the existence of associate degrees is evident 

although a wide range of understandings about the three kinds of associate 

degrees exist. Factors such as attendance at a community college, contact with 

students and graduates of associate degree programs, or membership on AAS 

degree program advisory committees contribute to increased awareness. Although 

employers are aware of associate degrees, they do not distinguish among the three 

kinds of associate degrees. 

Employer Understandings 

Employers had both positive and negative perceptions about AAS degrees. 

Positive perceptions about AAS degree graduates as compared with high school 

graduates or non-completers were evident in the findings; even if employers were 

unclear about the content of AAS degrees they indicated that some college was 

helpful and gave applicants with college preference over high school graduates. 
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Employers in the study placed a positive value on AAS degrees for certain positions 

in their establishments, viewing them as mechanisms for employee advancement 

and relating them to improved employee quality. 

Negative perceptions about the limitations of the degree include concerns 

over narrow curriculum content, curriculum that is not college level, salary 

limitations, and the low prestige of some of the occupations related to AAS degrees. 

On the other hand, there are occupations for which AAS degrees are perceived as 

unnecessary. Additionally, employers with experience in the current labor market 

perceive an oversupply of baccalaureate degree graduates who may be given 

preference over AAS degree graduates. Finally, the limited transferability of AAS 

degrees is negatively perceived by employers who want their employees to 

continue to advance professionally. 

Although negative employer perceptions exist, these perceptions are not 

always accurate. For example, some respondents may not be aware of the 

minimum of 15 hours of academic transfer courses included in the general studies 

core of every AAS degree. Further, they may not have knowledge of the 

articulation that occurs between two-year and four-year institutions, allowing 

students to transfer the majority of AAS degree courses to a directly related 

baccalaureate degree. Many employers are unaware of inverted baccalaureate 

degree plans in which students take technical courses in the AAS program and 

then transfer to a four-year institution to complete what is usually included in the 
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freshman and sophomore years of a baccalaureate degree. Inaccurate perceptions 

may exist, then, because articulation agreements or inverted degree plans are not 

commonly known. 

Use of AAS Degrees for Employee Selection 
and Advancement 

In general, AAS degree graduates are more often selected on the basis of 

their personal qualities, knowledge base, technical skills, and related experience 

than on the basis of AAS degree attainment. Exceptions occurred in health-related 

occupations and the utilities industry where AAS degrees were minimum 

requirements for entry into some positions. 

All employers in the study practiced credentialsm, using AAS degree 

attainment as a measure of personal qualities. Sought after personal qualities 

include learning ability, clear communication, determination and goal attainment, 

and reliability. The findings are consistent with Koltai's (1984) observation that 

generic vocational abilities of reading, writing, computing and communicating are 

prized by business and industry above the more specific job related skills. 

Relatedness of the degree to the particular job was used as an initial 

indicator of knowledge base and technical skills although more in-depth 

assessment of these factors was described by employers as occurring during the 

interview process. Employers talked about their preference for making their own 
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assessment of knowledge base and technical skills through the development of 

interview questions that simulated actual work situations. Managers and 

supervisors did not rely heavily upon transcripts, grades, or competency lists in 

assessing applicant skill attainment for AAS degree positions. Their own level of 

knowledge and skills, based on occupational experience, was described by 

respondents as the standard they used for evaluation of applicants. 

Most employers demonstrated great flexibility in their minimum 

requirements for entry-level positions, allowing many combinations of education 

and experience. Related experience was valued highly by all employers. A 

combination of education and experience was preferred. 

AAS degree attainment was not a specified requirement for advancement in 

most occupations. Instead, advancement decisions were influenced by employee 

participation in education and training programs which are viewed as indicators of 

motivation, incentive, and increased skill attainment. All establishments accepted 

many forms of education and training when considering employee advancement. 

Performance evaluations, test scores, and demonstration of skills attained were 

among the criteria used for advancement. Completion of AAS degrees or their 

constituent courses appears to affect advancement indirectly rather than through 

direct recognition of the credential. Instead, instructional outcomes which improve 

employee performance and quality appear to have a more direct bearing on 

advancement. 
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Other Related Practices 

The screening sequences used by employers in the study have a direct 

impact on the selection of AAS degree graduates. Screening sequences are the 

steps followed by an employer selecting from among a pool of applicants. 

Evaluations or judgements are made about applicants at each step resulting in the 

decision to keep or eliminate the applicant from the pool. Four distinct screening 

sequences were utilized by establishments in the study, each with implications for 

AAS degree programs. 

Implications 

Employer Awareness 

Findings on employer awareness of associate degrees in general have 

several implications. First, managers and supervisors who have direct input into 

the development of job descriptions may not specify the kind of associate degree 

most appropriate for positions because they are not aware of differences in the 

programs of study or because they have an inaccurate understanding of associate 

degrees. Second, associate degree attainment may be equated with "some college" 

in the minds of employers and human resource managers when they review 

applications, without regard for the distinct features of each of the three kinds of 

associate degrees. Third, awareness levels of the purpose and design of AAS 

degrees is varied. 
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Additionally, educational and career outcomes of AAS degree programs are 

of primary importance not only for the graduate but also for community colleges 

offering AAS degrees because judgements about the degree programs are made 

through personal contact with students, graduates, and advisory committees. If 

educational outcomes are good, the perception is likely to be positive; if the 

outcomes are poor, the perception tends to be negative. 

Strategies for raising awareness and clarifying the purposes and 

instructional design of the three types of associate degrees are needed. Improved 

awareness should help not only in employer updating of job descriptions for 

associate degree related jobs, but also in academic career advisement and job 

placement of students. Special emphasis should be placed on efforts to improve 

awareness and understanding of AAS degrees since they appear to be the least 

understood. Awareness efforts should include identification of the specific 

occupational sectors and positions within these occupations which correspond to 

AAS degrees. Moreover, the quality of associate degree programs should be 

continuously monitored and improved in an effort to maintain positive occupational 

and educational outcomes for graduates and their employers. 

Employer Understandings 

Findings on employer understandings included both positive and negative 

perceptions of AAS degrees. Although AAS degrees may be preferred over high 
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school diplomas or GED certificates, baccalaureate graduates may be preferred 

over AAS degree graduates for certain positions. Employers recognize, however, 

that underemployment may increase the rate of turnover because the overqualified 

person may often be drawn to higher level, higher wage positions if available. 

Increased awareness and understanding of AAS degrees should assist employers in 

matching applicants with employment positions. 

The employee quality aspects of AAS curriculum should be emphasized 

because development of these qualities improves the ability of the graduate to 

obtain employment and remain on the job. This includes the Secretaries 

Commission and Attaining Necessary Skills (SCANS) competencies which address 

not only technical skill attainment but also the work ethic of the student. This may 

also imply that the knowledge and skills base of the graduate may be relatively less 

important. Efforts to strengthen both the skill base and basic work ethic should be 

emphasized beginning at the high school level. 

Negative perceptions of the degree and concerns over specific degree 

limitations need to be addressed. Clarification of the purpose of AAS degrees along 

with the rationale for the focused curriculum design should be a part of the effort to 

overcome negative perceptions. Review of AAS degree curriculum as it relates to 

college level requirements is essential to the credibility of the degrees. The 

difficulty comes in identifying and applying a definition of "college level" to specific 

instructional programs. Community college educators must come to terms with 
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this issue for several reasons. First, the burden is on them to demonstrate that 

AAS degrees are college level. Second, articulation efforts will be strongly affected 

by the perception. Third, the issue of transferability of AAS degrees should be 

examined in light of their purpose, existing national and state criteria, and changing 

occupational career ladders. 

When revising or introducing AAS degree programs, college faculty and 

staff should continue to focus on the special niche for which AAS degrees were 

designed-that of entry level into specific occupations and technical support 

positions. If labor market projections are accurate, the number of positions in 

technical specialties and service sector employment should continue to increase, 

thus expanding employment potential for AAS degree graduates. 

The occupations for which AAS degrees have not been historically required 

but which may benefit from such a degree should be continually investigated 

through the use of current labor market information and through contact with 

practitioners within the various occupations. Finally, articulation between AAS 

degrees programs and baccalaureate degree programs should be investigated 

where corresponding programs or courses exist in order to provide continued 

career mobility. 
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Uses for Selection and Advancement 

Respondents preferred to make employee selection and advancement 

decisions based on personal qualities, knowledge base, technical skills and related 

experience. In general, it is not only WHAT AAS degree graduates have been 

taught that is of interest to employers but the fact that they have LEARNED and 

that they display certain personal qualities. Additionally it appears that an 

assessment of the skill level and knowledge base of the applicant is of greater 

interest to employers for technical positions than is the AAS degree itself. 

Communication skills and computer skills were mentioned by all employers as 

desired skills. The baccalaureate degree was more often identified as a required 

credential where a college credential was required. For positions in which the AAS 

degree was appropriate, the degree itself was often given preference but not 

required. 

Although employers practice credentialism and don't always require the 

AAS degree itself, they do assess technical knowledge and skills which are 

educational outcomes of AAS degree programs. Moreover, AAS degree curriculum 

and teaching methods should reinforce the development of the desired personal 

qualities of students to the greatest extent possible. For example, AAS degree 

instruction should provide ample opportunity for students to improve interpersonal 

skills or apply a variety of learning strategies in order to reinforce the personal 

qualities of ability to work with others and ability to learn. College faculty and 
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placement personnel should assist graduates in using resume formats and job 

search strategies which capitalize on the personal qualities (e.g., learning ability, 

reliability, motivation, etc.) of the student. The curriculum should maximize the 

use of work-based experiences as a method of helping the student build a 

combination of education and experience, a combination which seems to be 

preferred by employers. 

Other Related Practices 

The selection of AAS degree graduates is directly impacted by the screening 

sequences used by employers. Technical education students should be cognizant 

of the application and interviewing processes applied by employers and learn how 

to demonstrate their personal qualities, knowledge, and skills utilizing common 

employee selection formats. For example, students should be introduced to 

screening sequences commonly used by employers in their occupations. They 

should have more than one opportunity to practice interviewing skills. Employers 

base their initial judgements on the appearance and content of the application and 

resume. Details such as completeness of the application, experience, employment 

history, and references should be carefully communicated. Computer skills and 

communication skills should be heightened as an integral part of every technical 

program curriculum. 



267 

College placement personnel and technical faculty should identify and teach 

strategies for addressing the commonfy used occupational screening patterns. 

Experience based learning, which is conducted in actual work settings, along with 

the development of professional portfolios or other similar activities, should be 

developed while students are enrolled in technical programs and utilized during job 

interviews. Techniques for interviewing should instruct students in ways to 

highlight and demonstrate the personal qualities most often sought after by 

employers. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Since the study was limited to a specific region of Texas, similar studies 

should be conducted in other settings in order to identify regional or state 

variations. In addition to employer perceptions, other views should be investigated. 

Additional research questions which merit further study include: What perceptions 

about AAS degrees are held by students? What perceptions do secondary and 

postsecondary counselors have in relation to the AAS degree and how is this 

manifested in their career advisement practices? What perceptions do university 

faculty and community college faculty have and how is this reflected in existing and 

proposed articulation between the two kinds of postsecondary institutions? How do 

high school faculty view the AAS degree? Such investigations may also facilitate 
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comparison of perceptions. For example, student and faculty perceptions about 

AAS degrees may not be the same. 

In-depth research on screening sequences and advancement practices is 

needed in order to develop methods and tools for identifying these and teaching 

students strategies for addressing the various sequences. Additional research and 

findings on screening sequences may also be useful in developing methods for 

educating employers about the potential of AAS degrees for certain positions in 

their establishments. 

As noted earlier in the discussion about the findings and the Job 

Competition Model, affirmative action and equal opportunity employment 

legislation have had an impact on screening processes used by employers. 

Additional research on this aspect of the theory is suggested. 

Concluding Comments 

The process of listening to the perceptions and insights of employers as they 

discussed their workforce needs has been most worthwhile. For the community 

college service area in which the study was conducted, the findings confirm the Job 

Competition model and help clarify both positive and negative employer 

understandings of AAS degrees. More than that, findings on employer screening, 

selection, and advancement processes can give educators important insights 

essential to improved technical program revision and development. 
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The study should also serve to raise the awareness of community college 

educators in the college service area about the need for increased attention to the 

image of the Associate of Applied Science degree. Furthermore, the need for 

intensified efforts to educate employers, career counselors and the general public 

about the purpose and design of Associate of Applied Science degrees is evident in 

the findings due to the relative newness of the degree in comparison to other well-

established academic credentials. 

It is anticipated that the study will reaffirm the need for increased 

interchange between community college and university faculty and administrators 

in an effort to improve the educational alternatives available to students as they 

pursue their chosen career paths. Heightened awareness of the need for expanded 

articulation and continued development of inverted degree plans might be some 

positive outcomes of such discussions. 

Finally, it is hoped that the study will cause technical educators to revisit the 

Criteria for Excellence in Associate in Applied Science Degree Programs (1985) 

with an eye toward assessing work previously done on the AAS degree. Updating 

of the criteria, especially as they relate to increased emphasis on computer skills, 

communication skills, and work-based educational experiences is highly 

encouraged. Further, this study should provide a basis for dialog among technical 

educators directed at continued efforts to overcome the negative perceptions of 

Associate of Applied Science degrees. 
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APPENDIX A 

STANDARDIZED OPEN-ENDED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1.1 Does your company require a minimum educational credential for 
employment? If so, what is the typical credential? 

high school diploma or GED 
vocational/trade school 
associate degree 
baccalaureate degree 
master's degree 
doctorate 
professional license 
other, explain 

2. Please describe your employee classification system. (Request 
organizational chart, position announcements, job descriptions). 

2.1 Does your company employ technicians? If yes, in what capacity? 

3. Please describe your employee selection process. 

3.1 What kinds of employment eligibility screening tools do you use? Please 
describe. 

interview 
written test 
performance evaluation 
seniority 
reference check 
certification check 
evaluate college transcripts 
evaluate related work experience 
other, explain 

3.2 How important is formal education vs. work experience in selecting 
employees? What about for technical positions? 
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3.3 Based on your experience, would you prefer to hire a person with a broad 
academically oriented education, a person with specific job skills, or some 
combination of these? 

4. Do you have any positions in your company that require a college 
credential? If so, what are they? What college credential do they require? 

4.1 What is your opinion of the value of college degrees? 

4.2 Are you familiar with the types of degrees offered by community colleges? If 
yes, with which degrees are you familiar? 

4.3 Are you familiar with the Associate of Applied Science degree? Yes 
No Uncertain 

(If clarification is requested, use the following definition: The Associate of 
Applied Science degree is a two-year college degree designed to prepare the 
student with entry-level skills for immediate employment in a specific 
occupation. Examples include Respiratory Therapy, Automotive 
Technology, and Microcomputing.) 

5. What is your opinion of the value of the Associate of Applied Science 
degree? 

6. Do any of your employees have an associate degree? 
Yes No Uncertain 

Kyes, was the degree required for employment here? 

6.1 Do any of your employees have an AAS degree? 
Yes No Uncertain 

If yes, what positions or specialties most often require or prefer the AAS 
degree? 

7.1 In your experience, how would you compare employees with an AAS degree 
with: 

high school diploma or GED 
vocational/trade school 
associate degree 
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baccalaureate degree 
master's degree 
doctorate 
professional license 
other, explain 

7.2 How much in-house training is done at your company? Please help me to 
understand how employee training plans are developed. How do the 
training needs of AAS degree holders compare with training needs of other 
employees? 

7.3 How do employees get promotions or advance in your company? 

7.4 If I were applying for a position with your company, what would I need to 
do? (Request paperwork, contact person) 

7.5 Who else at your company can help me to better understand selection 
processes for the technical positions at your company? 

How should I go about obtaining the following documents: 

Organizational charts 
job descriptions, 
position announcements, 
employee training/development processes or guidelines 
application forms 



APPENDIX B 

GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE: EMPLOYER INTERVIEW 

SIC 

NAME 

PSEUDONYM 

TITLE 

ESTABLISHMENT 

LOCATION 

INTERVIEW # 

DATE TIME 

o 
o 
o 

THE ESTABLISHMENT 
o BRIEF HISTORY 

PURPOSE/MISSION 
SIZE/NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 
WORKFORCE DEMOGRAPHICS 

AGE 
FT/PT 
EDUCATIONAL LEVELS 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
OCCUPATIONAL MIX 
PROJECTIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

THE INTERVIEWEE 
TITLE 
REPONSIBELITIES 
LENGTH OF TIME WITH COMPANY 
QUESTIONS/CLARIFICATION ABOUT PURPOSE OF STUDY 
WHO ELSE CAN THE RESEARCHER TALK TO? 

EMPLOYEE SELECTION PRACTICES 
o MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS FOR EMPLOYMENT 

ACADEMIC REQUIREMENTS 
KINDS OF TECHNICAL POSITIONS 
DESCRIPTION OF EMPLOYEE SELECTION PROCESS 
DESCRIPTION OF EMPLOYEE ADVANCEMENT PROCESSES 
DESCRIPTION OF EDUCATIONAL/TRAINING PLANS 

o 
o 
o 

o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
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o PREFERRED QUALITIES OF APPLICANTS 
ACADEMIC DEGREES 
o PREFERRED CREDENTIALS 
o ASSOCIATE DEGREES 
o ASSOCIATE OF APPLIED SCIENCE DEGREES 
o SALARY SCHEDULES & ACADEMIC ATTAINMENT 
DOCUMENT REQUESTS 
o ORGANIZATIONAL CHART 
o PERSONNEL APPLICATION PROCESS/FORMS 
o EDUCATIONAL INCENTIVE PLAN (IF THERE IS ONE) 
o SALARY SCHEDULE 
o POSITION ANNOUNCEMENTS FOR TECHNICAL LEVEL POSITIONS 



APPENDK C 

STANDARDIZED OPEN-ENDED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

MERGED WITH GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Etic codes appear in brackets in each section. 
Explain the consent form, purpose of the study, interview process. 

GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE-THE ESTABLISHMENT 
•^ BRIEF HISTORY 
•^ PURPOSE/MISSION 
^ SIZE/NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 
^ WORKFORCE DEMOGRAPHICS 

AGE, FT/PT, EDUCATIONAL LEVELS 
^ ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 
^ OCCUPATIONAL MIX 
^ PROJECTIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE==THE INTERVIEWEE [ADV, ED, AT, SKILL] 
•^ TITLE 
^ RESPONSmiUTEES 
^ LENGTH OF TIIME WITH COMPANY 
^ QUESTIONS/CLARIFICATION ABOUT STUDY 
^ WHO ELSE CAN THE RESEARCHER TALK TO? 

1.1 Does your company require a minimum educational credential for 
employment? If so, what is the typical credential? [BKGR CH, ED AT, 
SCREEN, ADV] 

high school diploma or GED 
vocational/trade school 
associate degree 
baccalaureate degree 
master's degree 
doctorate 
professional license 
other, explain 
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2. Please describe your employee classification system. (Request 
organizational chart, position announcements, job descriptions). [BKGR 
CH, ED AT, SKILL] 

2.1 Does your company employ technicians? If yes, in what capacity? [ED AT, 
SKILL, TECH PROG] 

GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE: EMPLOYEE SELECTION PRACTICES [BKGR 
CH, ED AT, QUE, SCREEN] 
"^ MINIMUM AND PREFERRED REQUIREMENTS FOR EMPLOYMENT 
•^ ACADEMIC REQUIREMENTS 
"^ KINDS OF TECHNICAL POSITIONS 
^ DESCRIPTION OF EMPLOYEE SELECTION PROCESS 
•^ DESCRIPTION OF EMPLOYEE ADVANCEMENT PROCESSES 
^ DESCRIPTION OF EDUCATION/TRAINING PLANS 
•^ PREFERRED QUALITIES OF APPLICANTS 

3. Please describe your employee selection process. [BKGR CH, ET AT, QUE, 
SCREEN] 

3.1 What Characteristics Do You Look for When Selecting an Employee? 
[BKGR CH, ED AT, QUE, SCREEN, SKILL] 

3.15 How do you match a prospective employee to a position in your company? 
[SCREEN, QUE] 

3.2 What kinds of employment eligibility screening tools do you use? [BKGR 
CH, ED AT, QUE, SCREEN] 
Please describe. 

interview 
^written test 
^performance evaluation 
seniority 
reference check 
certification check 
evaluate college transcripts 
evaluate related work experience 
other, explain 
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3.21 How do employees advance in your company? Describe the kinds of things 
they can do to get ahead. [ADV, ED AT] 

GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE-ACADEMIC DEGREES [ED AT, SCREEN, 
SKILL] 
^ PREFERRED CREDENTIALS 
^ ASSOCIATE DEGREES 
^ ASSOCIATE OF APPLIED SCIENCE DEGREES 
"^ JOB REQUIREMENTS AND ACADEMIC ATTAINMENT 

3.25 How do you determine the quality of an applicant? [SCREEN, QUE] 

3.3 How important do you think an individual's ability to learn is to your 
company? To you as a supervisor? [SKGR CH, ED AT, SCREEN, TECH 
PROG] 

3.4 Based on your experience, would you prefer to hire a person with a broad 
formal education, a person with specific job skills, or some combination of 
these? [BKGR CH, ED AT, SKILL] 

4. Do you have any positions in your company that require a college 
credential? K so, what are they? What college credential do they require? 
[ED AT, SCREEN] 

4.1 What is your opinion of the value of college degrees? [BKGR CH, ED AT, 
SCREEN] 

4.15 How much of what they graduate learned in college is actually used on the 
job? [ED AT, SKILL] 

4.2 Are you familiar with the types of degrees offered by community colleges? 
Kyes, with which degrees are you familiar? [ED AT] 

4.3 Are you familiar with the Associate of Applied Science degree? [ED AT] 
Yes No Uncertain 
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(If clarification is requested, use the following definitions. The Associate of Applied 
Science degree is a two-year college degree designed to prepare the student with 
entry-level skills for immediate employment in a specific occupation. Examples 
include Respiratory Therapy, Automotive Technology, and Microcomputing.) 

5. What is your opinion of the value of the Associate of Applied Science 
degree? [ED AT, QUE, SCREEN] 

6.1 Doanyofyour employees have an AAS degree? [ED AT] 
Yes No Uncertain 

If yes, what positions or specialties most often require or prefer the AAS 
degree? [SCREEN] 

7.1 In your experience, how would you compare employees with an AAS degree 
with: [BKGR CH, ED AT, QUE] 

ĥigh school diploma or GED 
^vocational/trade school 
associate degree 
^baccalaureate degree 
master's degree 
doctorate 
^professional license 
other, explain 

7.2 How much in-house training is done at your company? Please help me to 
understand how employee training plans are developed. How do the 
training needs of AAS degree holders compare with training needs of other 
employees? [ADV, ED AT, SKILL] 

7.25 How do you estimate what it will cost you to train a new employee? How important 
is it to minimize this cost? [BKGR CH, QUE, SCREEN] 

7.3 How do employees get promotions or advance in your company? [ADV, ED AT] 

7.4 If I were applying for a position with your company, what would I need to do? 
(Request paperwork, contact person) [SCREEN] 

7.5 How are job descriptions for the technical positions in your company developed? 
Who does this? [SKILL] 
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GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE-DOCUMENTS [ADV, BKGR CH, ED AT, SCREEN. 
SKILL, TECH PROG] 
ORGANIZATIONAL CHART 
PERSONNEL APPLICATION PROCESS/FORMS 
EDUCATIONAL TRAINING/INCENTIVE PLAN GF APPLICABLE) 
POSITION ANNOUNCEMENTS FOR TECHNICAL POSITIONS 
JOB DESCRIPTIONS FOR TECHNICAL POSITIONS 

8. Who else at your company can help me to better understand selection processes 
for the technical positions at your company? 

How should I go about obtaining the following documents: 
Organizational charts 
Job descriptions 
Position announcements 
Employee training/development processes or guidelines 
Application forms 



APPENDK D 

CONSENT FORM 

I hearby give ray consent for ray participation in the project entiUed: An Examination of Employer 
Perspectives and Uses of the Associate of Applied Science Degree: A Qualitative Study 

I understand that the person responsible for this project is: 

A doctoral candidate under faculty supervision. This study is part of a project that has the following 
objectives: 

1. To describe employer understandings of the Associate of Applied Science Degree as an 
entry-level credential for eraployment or as a credential for upgrading employee skills. 

2. To identify employer practices which reflect these understandings. 

The follovwng procedures will be followed throughout the study: 
1. I will allow the researcher to interview me and visit my place of employment at agreed upon 

times, with advance notice. 

2. I will will not âllow interviews to be audiotaped. 

3. Records and documents including job descriptions, position announcements, education 
plans, and organizational charts may be requested. I may grant or deny access to any 
requested document or record at my discretion. 

4 .1 understand that the researcher will maintain field notes and logs to document visits and 
the content of interviews. 

5. All data associated with this study WILL REMAIN STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL and will be 
reported in a manner which wiU protect my identity. 

6. I raay discontinue this study at any time without penalty. 

7. The total duration of my participation will not exceed 8 months. 

8. I would ^would not Ûke to be informed of the findings of this study. 

Signature of Participant Date 

Signature of Researcher Date 
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