
High-Paying Jobs Without a College or University Degree 

 

 

The traditional belief that success requires a university or college degree is being challenged more 
than ever. Today, many high-paying jobs in various industries do not mandate formal higher 
education but instead prioritize skills, experience, and specialized certifications. With the rising 
costs of education, individuals are seeking lucrative alternatives that allow them to build rewarding 
careers without a bachelor’s or master’s degree. 

Whether you’re skilled with your hands, technically inclined, or adept at leading people, 
opportunities are abundant for those willing to learn, work hard, and grow. This article highlights 
some of the most rewarding and high-paying jobs that do not require a college or university degree. 

1. Commercial Pilot 

Average Salary: $90,000 - $120,000 per year 

Becoming a commercial pilot doesn’t require a four-year degree; rather, you need a high school 
diploma or equivalent and the proper flight certifications. With training hours and earning a 
commercial pilot’s license from the FAA (Federal Aviation Administration), you can work for airlines, 
private companies, or cargo carriers. 

How to Get Started: 

• Enroll in a flight training school. 

• Accumulate required flight hours. 

• Pass the FAA exam and certification process. 

 

2. Air Traffic Controller 

Average Salary: $80,000 - $130,000 per year 

Air traffic controllers play a critical role in aviation safety by coordinating air traffic in and around 
airports. This job is well-paying due to the high stakes and demanding environment, but it does not 
require a degree. Instead, candidates must pass the Air Traffic Selection and Training exam (AT-SA) 
and complete a rigorous FAA academy training program. 

How to Get Started: 

• High school diploma and strong math/technical skills. 

• Apply for FAA training programs. 

• Gain experience on the job. 

3. Elevator Installer and Repair Technician 



Average Salary: $80,000 - $100,000+ per year 

Elevator technicians specialize in installing, repairing, and maintaining elevators, escalators, and 
related machinery. This is a highly skilled trade, and the role commands high salaries due to its 
technical nature and safety requirements. Instead of a degree, candidates usually enter the 
profession through apprenticeships and earn certifications along the way. 

How to Get Started: 

• Obtain a high school diploma or GED. 

• Apply for union apprenticeships or specialized trade programs. 

• Gain on-the-job experience and complete certifications. 

4. Power Plant Operator 

Average Salary: $80,000 - $100,000 per year 

Power plant operators manage machinery that generates electricity for thousands of homes and 
businesses. These roles do not require a college degree but instead focus on on-the-job training, 
licensing exams, and certifications. Skills such as problem-solving, technical acumen, and 
monitoring equipment are critical. 

How to Get Started: 

• Apply for entry-level positions in energy plants. 

• Receive on-the-job training for power systems. 

• Pursue specialized certifications as you advance. 

5. Real Estate Broker or Agent 

Average Salary: $60,000 - $120,000+ per year (depending on sales and commissions) 

Real estate can be a highly lucrative career for driven individuals. A high school diploma, a state-
approved training course, and passing the licensure exam are the minimum requirements. Brokers 
with exceptional communication, sales skills, and strong networks often enjoy high six-figure 
incomes. 

How to Get Started: 

• Complete a pre-licensing real estate course. 

• Pass the state licensing exam. 

• Begin working with a brokerage and expand your portfolio. 

6. Software Developer (Without a Degree) 

Average Salary: $75,000 - $150,000 per year 



While many believe software development requires a college degree, that’s no longer universally 
true. With the rise of bootcamps, online programming courses, and self-teaching resources, 
individuals with strong coding skills can land well-paying roles in tech. Proficiency in popular 
programming languages such as Python, JavaScript, or C++ is highly valued. 

How to Get Started: 

• Master programming languages through online platforms (Coursera, Udemy, 
FreeCodeCamp). 

• Build projects to showcase skills. 

• Join tech bootcamps or freelancing platforms for experience. 

7. Construction Manager 

Average Salary: $75,000 - $110,000 per year 

Construction managers oversee building projects, manage budgets, and ensure safety protocols. 
While some roles prefer candidates with formal education, significant on-site experience and 
leadership skills can help you qualify. Many successful construction managers start out as 
tradespeople before advancing into management. 

How to Get Started: 

• Gain on-site experience through entry-level positions. 

• Learn project management skills. 

• Earn certifications like OSHA safety training or PMP (optional). 

8. Plumber 

Average Salary: $60,000 - $90,000+ per year 

Plumbing is a consistently in-demand trade that offers high earning potential without requiring a 
degree. Plumbers install, repair, and maintain piping systems, and those who specialize in 
industrial plumbing can earn even more. Apprenticeships provide the training and certification 
necessary to succeed in this role. 

How to Get Started: 

• Join a licensed apprenticeship program. 

• Receive journeyman certification. 

• Expand into specialized or independent contracting roles. 

 

9. Police Officer or Detective 

Average Salary: $60,000 - $90,000 per year (varies by region) 



Law enforcement offers a solid career for those without a college degree. Police officers and 
detectives protect communities, enforce laws, and investigate crimes. To enter, candidates must 
attend police academy training, which requires only a high school diploma or GED, strong physical 
fitness, and passing a background check. 

How to Get Started: 

• Complete physical and academic training in police academy. 

• Gain field experience on patrol duties. 

• Explore promotion opportunities as a detective or investigator. 

10. Trade Skill Specialists: Electricians, HVAC Technicians, and Welders 

Average Salary: $60,000 - $90,000+ per year 

Skilled trades remain essential and well-paid careers that do not require a degree. Electricians, 
HVAC (Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning) technicians, and welders work in construction, 
manufacturing, and maintenance. Union jobs and industrial positions tend to offer particularly high 
wages. 

How to Get Started: 

• Enter a vocational school or apprenticeship. 

• Complete necessary state licenses and certifications. 

• Specialize or expand into independent business ownership. 

The job market is evolving, and countless high-paying opportunities exist outside of traditional 
higher education. Fields like aviation, skilled trades, real estate, and technology offer pathways to 
financial security and professional growth with hands-on experience, training, and determination. 
For those willing to put in the effort, a college degree is no longer the only ticket to a successful and 
rewarding career. 

By exploring these career options, individuals can pursue meaningful work while achieving financial 
success. Your future isn’t determined by a diploma—it’s shaped by your ambition and the 
skills you bring to the table. 
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