
Jobs That Don’t Require a Bachelor’s Degree 

 
College tuition continues to skyrocket year after year, while salaries for those with degrees are 
not rising as quickly. Many people are often led to wonder if a degree is even worth the price of 
tuition. There are jobs that pay decent wages without requiring an upfront investment of at 
least four years and several thousand dollars. It's easy to see their point.  
 
There are a number of careers that don't require a four-year degree that can still lead to 
lucrative income. For many of these careers, a high-school diploma or GED plus training on the 
job will suffice. Some may require prior technical or vocational education.  
 
Executive Pastry Chef (90th Percentile Pay: $102,000; Median Pay: $45,100) 
Have an artistic side and like to bake? Like to eat tasty desserts at work? Then you might be an 
excellent candidate for an Executive Pastry Chef position. To become an Executive Pastry Chef, 
you'll need at least an Associate's Degree in some type of culinary arts, and then approximately 
five years of experience as a pastry chef. The Executive Pastry Chef typically manages the other 
pastry staff and may manage expenses on that side of the kitchen as well. Often working in fine 
dining restaurants or hotels, Executive Pastry Chefs need to know how to make everything from 
a delectable mousse to a wedding cake.  
 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics doesn't expect large increases in this field over the next five years 
and this industry is very competitive. You'll have to be passionate and work hard to be 
surrounded by sweets all day!  
 
Master Plumber (90th Percentile Pay: $102,000; Median Pay: $60,000)  
By the time you're in a situation where you NEED a plumber, you'll pay almost anything to keep 
the sink, tub or toilet from flooding your house. Plumbers, pipefitters, and steamfitters also 
work in commercial and industrial settings installing and repairing pipes that carry water, 
steam, air, or other liquids or gases. They travel many locations, sometimes have to work in 
tight spaces or at heights, and sometimes work on septic systems. It's not an easy job, but it can 
be lucrative.  
 
Most plumbers attend vocational school and then complete an apprenticeship before getting 
their license, which is required in most states. The BLS estimates that because of increasing 
environmental concerns and water efficiency standards, demand for quality plumbers will rise 
as much as 26 percent by 2020.  
 
Licensed Massage Therapist (90th Percentile Pay: $141,000; Median Pay: $67,600) 
Licensed massage therapists work in spas, hotels, salons, rehab or physical therapy clinics, 
massage centers or run their business independently and travel to their clients. They can 
specialize in more than 80 different types of massage, including Swedish massage, deep-tissue, 
reflexology, hot stone, acupressure and sports massage. The BLS predicts employment in this 



field will grow faster than average as more people learn about the benefits of massage in 
relieving stress, alleviating aches and pains, and promoting wellness especially as our 
population grows older.  
 
This is a great career for people who need a flexible schedule. Therapists are often self-
employed and set their own hours. Most states require formal training, as much as 500 hours 
after an Associate's Degree, before granting a massage license. 
 
Air Traffic Controller (90th Percentile Pay: $179,000; Median Pay: $87,300) 
One of the highest paying jobs requiring only a GED, air traffic controllers are responsible for 
keeping the skies safe for travel. They typically work in control towers at airports, making sure 
planes take off and land safe distances from one another. The job requires 100 percent 
concentration at all times, so it can be stressful, but there are frequent breaks to ensure the 
staff remains alert at all times. Because airports operate 24 hours a day, night and weekend 
shifts are typically required.  
 
To become a traffic controller, you must have prior experience (most likely military) OR be a US 
citizen, be under 31 years of age and pass a course taught by the FAA. People with prior 
experience are exempt from the age and course requirements.  
 
Court Reporter (90th Percentile Pay: $104,000; Median Pay: $59,700) 
Court reporters attend public speeches, legal proceedings, meetings, and other events to create 
word-for-word transcripts. They typically work at these events, but some reporters have been 
able to work remotely doing broadcast transcription. The BLS says job prospects for court 
reporters will increase approximately 14 percent over the next several years, on pace with 
other jobs. Those finding the most lucrative jobs will be those who are certified (a requirement 
for legal proceedings in some states) and those who have training in techniques for helping 
deaf and hard-of-hearing people, such as real-time captioning and Communication Access Real-
Time Translation (CART).  
 
The BLS reports that most court reporters have an Associate's Degree with some type of 
training from a community college, and then learn more on the job.  They may choose extra 
training to become a Certified Court Reporter or train in the CART technique.  
 
Radiation Therapist (90th Percentile Pay: $104,000; Median Pay: $77,100) 
Healthcare is commonly cited as an industry with high long-term growth potential, and 
healthcare jobs can be very rewarding for people who want to help others. Radiation therapists 
operate machines that help oncology teams diagnose and treat cancer. They work in hospitals 
or cancer-treatment centers, and unlike many people who work in healthcare, they normally 
work only during the day. 
 
The BLS reports that professionals in this field generally complete an educational program in 
radiation therapy or radiography -- many of these are two-year programs that include courses 
on human anatomy and physiology, physics, algebra, pre-calculus, writing, public speaking, 

http://www.payscale.com/research/US/Job=Radiation_Therapist/Hourly_Rate


computer science and research methodology.  
 
Intensive-Care Unit Nurse (90th Percentile Pay: $107,000; Median Pay: $71,100) 
Some nursing specialties require more training and education than others. However, 
PayScale.com reports that the typical intensive-care unit (ICU) nurse holds an associate's 
degree in nursing. ICU nurses are critical-care nurses, according to the American Association of 
Critical-Care Nurses (AACN). In working with critically ill or injured patients, all critical-care 
nurses serve as patient advocates “responsible for respecting and supporting the basic values, 
rights and beliefs of a critically ill patient," the AACN says. 
 
The BLS predicts that future job prospects for registered nurses will be excellent; currently, 
many employers report difficulty attracting and retaining an adequate number of RNs. 
 
Sheet-Metal Worker (90th Percentile Pay: $122,000; Median Pay: $63,100) 
These workers make, install and maintain a wide variety of products made from metal sheets -- 
heating and air-conditioning duct systems, roofs, siding, downspouts, restaurant equipment, 
railroad cars, precision equipment and much more. They do both construction-related work and 
mass production of sheet-metal products in manufacturing. 
 
Besides having mathematical aptitude, sheet-metal workers need to be in good physical 
condition and have good hand-eye coordination. (Compared with other skilled-labor jobs, there 
is a relatively high risk of injury in this profession). According to the BLS, sheet-metal workers 
learn their trade through both apprenticeships and informal on-the-job training programs. 
Apprenticeships are more likely to be found in construction. 
 
Air Traffic Controller -- $113,547 
Not a job for the stress-averse, air traffic controllers are highly skilled -- but not necessarily 
steeped in degrees. You can get started in this job with just an associate's degree.  
 
Dental Hygienist -- $70,408 
In these days of fluoride treatments and fewer cavities, most of us spend the bulk of our time at 
the dentist's office with our friendly neighborhood hygienist, who makes sure our teeth stay 
clean and healthy.  
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