The College Degrees With The Biggest Salaries

Go for Engineering and Computer Science 
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The college class of 2010 emerges into a world of alarmingly few very attractive entry-level jobs. But not all majors are created equal, and new alumni will find that certain degrees command much higher paychecks than others, even now. Pick your college major right, and you're off to a head start.

The National Association of College and Employers puts out a quarterly survey of graduates of nearly 200 colleges that breaks down their salaries by college major. The summer 2010 survey shows four of the five highest-earning majors to be in engineering, though even there earnings aren't quite as high as they used to be. Petroleum engineering takes the top spot, with an average starting salary of $74,799, down a full 10% from last year's average of $83,121. The only non-engineering major in the top five is computer science, at $61,112, which is slightly less than last year.
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Overall, the average starting salary for this year's graduates is $48,661, down a little more than 1% from 2009. Engineering majors saw their average salary drop less than 1%, while computer science and business majors enjoyed a small increase of less than 1%. The biggest change came in average starting salaries for liberal arts majors, which fell about 4%.

Starting salaries for many liberal arts majors weren't that high to begin with. In fact they made up three of the five lowest-earning majors. Psychology majors start out at an average of $32,358; sociology ones, $35,175. The lowest-earning major of all is visual and performing arts, which has an average starting salary of $29,759. Rounding out the bottom of the list are the biological and life sciences ($33,430) and elementary teacher education ($31,080).

However, the majors that make more money right off the bat may not keep their advantage a decade or two later, according to another study, from PayScale, which surveyed 1.2 million people across the U.S. The PayScale study shows that different majors see different rates of pay growth, which means today's new economics major, with a median starting salary of $48,800, will likely surpass a computer scientist in earnings by midcareer.
In the long run, pay growth matters as much as starting salary, says Al Lee, the director of quantitative analysis for PayScale. For example, he says, "Nursing is down at 66th if you look at midcareer pay, whereas it comes in at 18th if you're talking starting pay." Film majors have a median starting salary of $36,100 that turns into $77,800 by midcareer. "When you start, everyone wants to be a director," Lee explains, so they're willing to work for little pay to gain experience. Some will get ahead and make bundles of cash, while others will abandon the movie industry for better-paying jobs in less glamorous businesses.

The PayScale survey shows that engineering may be a good way to make quick money, but it's not the only route to wealth in the long run. "At the end of the day it's not how much you earn right out of school," Lee says. "It's how much you make over your whole career."
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