
 
 

Lit Scan
Facts & Figures from the Colorado Literacy Research Initiative

Volume 7  -  Number 1             February 12, 2003 
Who Wants To Be a Multi-Millionaire?: 

The Big Payoff of Educational Attainment in Lifetime Earnings 
 
According to the 2000 Census, 363,039 Colorado residents age 25 and over 
have not graduated from high school or earned a GED diploma.  Of that 
figure, 228,691 attended some high school (grades 9 to 12), but did not 
finish, while 134,348 never even reached high school (less than 9th grade). 
 
How are the lifetime earnings of these Coloradans impacted by their lack of 
educational attainment?  This question is answered by a 2002 U.S. Census 
Bureau report. 
 
Educational attainment affects not only one’s earnings, but also the 
likelihood that one will be employed on a full-time, year-round basis. 

 Those who did not complete high school average annual earnings of 
only $18,900.  Part of the reason for such low earnings is that only 
65.3 percent of this group works full-time and year-round. 

 By contrast, high school graduates average $25,900 a year, and 73.1 
percent of them are employed full-time, year-round. 

 Those with bachelor’s degrees average $45,400 a year, and 76.7 
percent of them are employed full-time, year-round. 

 
What is the impact of these discrepancies in average 
annual earnings on a person’s total earnings throughout 
their working life? 

 Non-high school graduates earn an average of $1 
million. 

 High school graduates average $1.2 million. 
 Those with bachelor’s degrees average $2.1 

million; those with master’s degrees, 2.5 million; 
and those with professional degrees (e.g., doctors, 
lawyers), $4.4 million. 
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Gender and race and ethnicity also impact lifetime 
earnings. 

 Women who do not finish high school average 
lifetime earnings of $0.7 million, compared with 1.1 
million for their male counterparts. 

 Blacks and Hispanics who drop out of high school 
and never return average lifetime earnings of $0.8 
million; while Asians/Pacific Islanders do only 
slightly better $0.9 million.  By contrast, non-
Hispanic Whites who do not complete high school 
average $1.1 million during the course of their working lives. 

 
Clearly, the surest course to becoming a multi-millionaire is by completing 
high school and going on to earn a college degree, then an advanced 
degree. 
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