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As faculty members in the Surveying Engineering Technology program at the
University of Maine, we are often asked if it is worth pursuing a bachelor of science
degree in surveying. In other words, will a graduate receive a good return on their
investment by pursuing academic studies in surveying. Our answer is an unqualified
“YES.”

THE RETURN FROM THE INVESTMENT

The return from investing in a four-year surveying education has many facets aside
from the knowledge itself and the need for the degree in some states for obtaining a
professional license. From our observation, graduates from a four-year surveying
program are in the top 30% of the starting salaries received by college
undergraduates. This surprises many surveyors who often feel they are on the
bottom end of earners.! The fact is that a large number of college graduates cannot
find employment after graduation.? What employment is available for many college
graduates is not too far above the minimum wage.3 Some graduates such as those
with a degree in social work must often obtain a graduate degree or work as an
unpaid intern for one or two years before securing paid employment in their field.
On the other hand, over thirty employment announcements were posted for
University of Maine surveying students between January and May 20134 - almost
three times more than the number of surveying students graduating.

A four-year surveying degree has considerable value aside from surveyor licensing.
Graduates with a bachelor of science degree in surveying are in an excellent position
to multiply their earnings through additional studies. Graduates can go on to earn a
graduate degree in the surveying field or a related field such as GIS. Graduates can
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also pursue graduates studies and earn an MBA,> graduate degree in civil
engineering,® or a law degree.”

Most four-year surveying programs are ABET accredited. Graduates with a bachelor
of science degree in surveying from an ABET accredited program can seek dual
registration as both a surveyor and engineer in most states.? Dual licensing as both
an engineer and surveyor will add at least 50% to an individual’s average salary.’
Many surveyors also hold other licenses or certifications allowing practice and
expanded services in such areas as designing on-site septic systems, forestry,
wetlands delineation, flood plain manager, photogrammetry, and city planning, to
name a few.

Surveying graduates also have considerable potential to increase their earnings by
hard work and entrepreneurial endeavors. Unlike some professions such as grade-
school teaching or social work where individuals most often work within a
structured bureaucracy, surveyors usually obtain employment where they can
advance based on merit and hard work. Licensed surveyors can start their own
firms with minimal investment in equipment and software compared to other
startup businesses.

The bottom line is that a graduate with a four-year degree can expect to earn around
$600,000 more during their professional career.10

THE COST

The second part of analyzing the return on an investment in formal education as a
surveyor is to look at the cost of a formal education. Without question, education is
expensive. A four-year degree at a public university will cost around $90,000.11
There are numerous ways to reduce or even eliminate this cost.

One way to drastically reduce costs, available to every student, is to earn a surveying
degree at a two-year college.1? At the University of Maine, a 2+2 option is available
for almost all two-year (associate in science) surveying degrees. Even where a two-
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year surveying degree is not available in a state, a frugal student can earn
approximately two years of credit toward a four-year surveying degree at most
community colleges. General education courses required for a surveying degree
such as mathematics, physics, writing, speech, accounting, economics, business law,
ethics, and humanities courses are usually found and can be taken at community
colleges found near most communities.

Full tuition payment through scholarships or other avenues are often available to
students. The most common source for payment of all tuition costs in the surveying
program at the University of Maine is veterans’ tuition assistance like the G.I. Bill.
Almost 7% of the current students in the surveying program at the University of
Maine are veterans receiving veterans’ educational benefits.13

A major source of scholarship grants come from state surveying societies. Many
state surveying societies award student scholarships in excess of several thousand
dollars a year. Almost all surveying students at the University of Maine receive one
or more surveying scholarships.

Another major source of education financial support is summer employment in the
surveying field. Summer often brings an increase in surveying field work with a
corresponding increase in part-time surveying employment. Some employers even
provide scholarships to summer employees going to college.1#

THE RESULTS

After examining both the investment cost and return on the investment, the result
shows a four-year degree in surveying is a good investment. The college graduate
can expect to earn 65% more than a high-school graduate.!> Based on a 30-year
professional career, a graduate can expect a 7% return on their investment.1® Of
course the return on the investment is considerably higher with community college
courses, tuition aid grants, and scholarships.

For almost all individuals, pursuing a four-year surveying degree is worth the
effort.1”
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