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Looking Past COVID 
 

Strategic planning in higher education is like flying a jet—distant objects on the horizon one minute are 

right in front of you the next. The COVID pandemic has had a significant impact on higher education. Yet 

the prospect of declining infection rates and increased availability of vaccines has kindled hope that we may 

see a return to “normal” by Fall 2021. But what does that mean? Indications are that the emerging growth 

trends predicted in 2020 by the Bureau of Labor Statistics will continue and, in fact, will likely accelerate. 

The take-away for colleges? Don’t stop innovating and don’t take your eyes off the horizon. 

 

The COVID pandemic has had significant impact on higher education—depressing enrollments 

in some areas, driving them up in others, forcing institutions to accelerate their use of 

instructional technology. The lessons learned are multiple: institutions can increase their use of 

instructional technology to expand access; enhanced expertise in instructional design can mean 

that curricular elements can be unbundled and recombined 

to meet pandemic restrictions and improve learning 

outcomes; students are increasingly focused on the value 

proposition of academic programs. 

These trends align nicely with Synergis’s emphasis on 

access, efficiency, and relevance for its partnership 

programs. We’ve been able to help our partners meet the 

challenge of the pandemic while continuing to grow 

targeted, high-quality programs that contribute toward 

institutional sustainability. 

But now that there is light at the end of tunnel, it’s important to understand that, while some of 

the strictures placed on schools during the pandemic will ease, many of the trends will 

continue.  

 

 

The emerging growth trends 

predicted in 2020 by the BLS will 

continue and, in fact, will likely 

accelerate. The take-away for 

colleges? Don’t stop innovating and 

don’t keep your eyes off the horizon. 
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In a recent article in the Chronicle of Higher Education, contributors weighed in on the post-

pandemic world of higher education. One writer provided this insight: 

“The landscape of higher education that arose after World War II is coming to an end. The 

liberal-arts college tradition will be a luxury good that even the wealthy will hesitate to 

purchase. Graduate education in the humanities and social sciences (except, perhaps, 

economics) will shrink as faculty positions are frozen and then eliminated. Trends that have 

favored “practical” education will accelerate, though fewer students will be willing or able to 

take on debt that will never be realistically reimbursable.”i 

 

Let’s unpack this quote. The trends toward more 

“non-traditional” students and applied degree 

programs are well established and have been for  

more than a decade. The initial BLS projections for 

2019–2029 show significant growth in healthcare 

(highlighted in blue below) and data/applied 

mathematics fields (highlighted in yellow). Our discussion excludes occupations that don’t 

require a college degree (highlighted in gray). Over 60% of the fastest growing occupations are 

in the healthcare and data/applied mathematics areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/fastest-growing-occupations.htm 

2019 2029 Number Percent

Total, all occupations 00-0000 162,795.6 168,834.7 6,039.2 3.7 $39,810

Wind turbine service technicians 49-9081 7.0 11.3 4.3 60.7 $52,910

Nurse practitioners 29-1171 211.3 322.0 110.7 52.4 $109,820

Solar photovoltaic installers 47-2231 12.0 18.1 6.1 50.5 $44,890

Occupational therapy assistants 31-2011 47.1 63.5 16.3 34.6 $61,510

Statisticians 15-2041 42.7 57.5 14.8 34.6 $91,160

Home health and personal care aides 31-1120 3,439.7 4,599.2 1,159.5 33.7 $25,280

Physical therapist assistants 31-2021 98.7 130.9 32.2 32.6 $58,790

Medical and health services managers 11-9111 422.3 555.5 133.2 31.5 $100,980

Physician assistants 29-1071 125.5 164.8 39.3 31.3 $112,260

Information security analysts 15-1212 131.0 171.9 40.9 31.2 $99,730

Data scientists and mathematical science occupations, 

all other 15-2098 33.2 43.4 10.3 30.9 $94,280

Derrick operators, oil and gas 47-5011 12.0 15.7 3.7 30.5 $46,990

Rotary drill operators, oil and gas 47-5012 20.9 26.6 5.6 26.9 $54,980

Roustabouts, oil and gas 47-5071 58.5 73.1 14.7 25.1 $38,910

Speech-language pathologists 29-1127 162.6 203.1 40.5 24.9 $79,120

Operations research analysts 15-2031 105.1 131.3 26.1 24.8 $84,810

Substance abuse, behavioral disorder, and mental 

health counselors 21-1018 319.4 398.4 79.0 24.7 $46,240

Forest fire inspectors and prevention specialists 33-2022 2.3 2.8 0.5 24.3 $45,270

Cooks, restaurant 35-2014 1,417.3 1,744.6 327.3 23.1 $27,790

Animal caretakers 39-2021 300.7 369.5 68.8 22.9 $24,780

Service unit operators, oil and gas 47-5013 51.7 63.6 11.8 22.9 $46,740

Marriage and family therapists 21-1013 66.2 80.9 14.8 22.3 $49,610

Computer numerically controlled tool programmers 51-9162 25.7 31.3 5.6 21.9 $56,450

Film and video editors 27-4032 38.3 46.5 8.3 21.6 $63,780

Software developers and software quality assurance 

analysts and testers 15-1256 1,469.2 1,785.2 316.0 21.5 $107,510

Genetic counselors 29-9092 2.6 3.2 0.6 21.5 $81,880

Physical therapist aides 31-2022 50.6 61.3 10.8 21.3 $27,000

Massage therapists 31-9011 166.7 201.1 34.4 20.6 $42,820

Health specialties teachers, postsecondary 25-1071 254.0 306.1 52.1 20.5 $97,320

Helpers--extraction workers 47-5081 16.9 20.3 3.4 20.2 $37,120

Table 1.3 Fastest growing occupations, 2019 and projected 2029

(Numbers in thousands)

2019 National Employment Matrix title and code

Employment Change, 2019-29 Median annual 

wage, 2019
(1)

“The landscape of higher education 

that arose after World War II is 

coming to an end…Trends that have 

favored “practical” education will 

accelerate… 

https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/fastest-growing-occupations.htm
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The data is a useful tool for considering career programs with strong growth potential. But, we 

need to look beyond the rate of projected growth and consider the actual number of jobs that 

will be created. This is why we, at Synergis, examine other occupations—occupations that may 

have lower rates of growth, but higher total job numbers. Registered Nurse jobs, for example, 

are projected to increase 12%. While this percentage doesn’t qualify the RN for the BLS list of 

top jobs, it does equate to a net increase of over 371,000 jobs with over 210,000 average openings 

per year.  

 

 

 

As a comparison, Nurse Practitioner jobs are projected to increase by 52%, yet this creates 

annual openings of only about 17,000.ii  

 

The growth trends support the focus Synergis has placed on growing pre-licensure and post-

licensure nursing programs as well as innovative EdD programs. Presented with the fact that 

nursing programs turn away over 80,000 qualified applicants annually in this country—up from 

an average of 75,000 annually pre COVIDiii—we have 

helped our partners build innovative approaches to 

educating new RNs and APRNs. In addition, noting the 

demand by educators for opportunities to attain a 

doctoral credential, we have pioneered the 

development of quality EdD programs designed to 

enhance access and grow doctoral completion rates. We 

note as well that post-secondary health specialty 

teachers, many of whom will need non-clinical 

doctorates, will grow by 20%, providing additional 

growth potential for the Synergis suite of programs.   

The result for our partners has been significant. At a time when some institutions had to reduce 

student numbers in nursing programs or experienced a COVID-fueled dip in enrollment, our 

year-over-year growth for 2020–2021 in our program focus areas has been remarkable: 

• Prelicensure nursing programs (both ABSN and DEMSN) are up 98% 

• Our EdD programs have grown by 54% 

• Our APRN FNP programs, in a crowded and competitive market, have grown by 14%  

A new study indicates that the 10 

occupations with the biggest increase 

in projected employment relative to 

the 2019 baseline projection are all  

in medical, health-science and 

technology fields. The repercussions  

of COVID are that it will modestly 

speed up trends established in 

previous projections. 
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These results are not simply the result of the solid partnerships we have with client institutions. 

They reflect the continuing educational market trends we have been stressing. And now the 

BLS is working to update its projections by factoring in the impact of the COVID pandemic.iv 

While the complete 2020–2030 Economic and Employment Projections data are scheduled to be 

released on September 8, 2021, we know that the data indicates that the pandemic has the 

potential to reduce opportunities for the non-college educated and speed up growth in 

categories already seeing increases. A new study indicates that the 10 occupations with the 

biggest increase in projected employment relative to the baseline projection are all in medical, 

health-science and technology fields. The repercussions of COVID are that it will modestly 

speed up trends established in previous projections.v 

 

As institutions look ahead to life beyond COVID, it is important to stress that conditions will be 

better, but they will continue to be different. The pandemic is not the last challenge to 

educational flexibility and creativity. The demand for highly educated healthcare professionals, 

as well as the faculty needed to educate them, will continue to grow. The rise of “non-

traditional” educational consumers means that colleges and universities will increasingly focus 

on programs with clear pathways to occupations in growth areas, delivered in ways that are 

both efficient and accessible. All of this means that institutions must be nimble, iconoclastic, and 

focused on the core values of relevance, accessibility, and efficiency.   
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