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LABOR STUDY

SCIENCE

SOCCCD contributes $7.1 billion to the Orange County economy

Saddleback robotics team competes in national Mars Rover challenge

The South Orange County Community 
College District showed a $7.1 billion im-
pact on the Orange County economy, ac-
cording to a regional labor market study 
commissioned by the Orange County Re-
gional Consortium in collaboration with 
Lightcast, company that provides labor 
market data analysis.

The study measured the economic im-
pact created by SOCCCD on the business 
community and the benefits that Saddle-
back College and Irvine Valley College 
generate in return for the investments 
made by stakeholder groups, includ-
ing students, taxpayers, and the greater 
community.

Some highlights from the report in-
clude the impact felt from successful 
alumni of the colleges, returns on in-
vestments for students and taxpayers, 
and how society is better because of the 
work done within SOCCCD.

Alumni impact
The education and training the col-

leges provide for county residents has 
the greatest impact. Since the colleges 
were established, students have stud-
ied at SOCCCD and entered the county 
workforce with greater knowledge and 
new skills. Today, hundreds of thou-
sands of former SOCCCD students are 
employed in Orange County. As a result 
of their education from SOCCCD, the 
students receive higher earnings and in-
crease the productivity of the businesses 
that employ them. In fiscal year 2020-21, 
SOCCCD alumni generated $1.5 billion 
in added income for the county econo-
my, which is equivalent to supporting 
15,454 jobs.

Return on investment
In 2020-21, SOCCCD served 55,780 

credit and 9,367 non-credit students. 
The total investment made by SOCCCD 
students in 2020-21 amounted to a pres-
ent value of $271.9 million, equal to 
$37.7 million in out-of-pocket expenses. 
In return for their investment, SOCCCD 
students will receive a stream of higher 
future earnings that will con- tinue to 
grow throughout their working lives—
on average earning annual earn- ings 
$10,100 higher than a person with a high 
school diploma and $404,000 in higher 
earnings over a career lifetime. 

Taxpayers’ benefit
For every dollar of public money in-

vested in SOCCCD, taxpayers will re-

ceive a cumulative value of $1.80 over 
the course of the students’ working 
lives. The average annual internal rate 
of return for taxpayers is 3.1%, which 
compares favorably to other long-term 
investments in the public and private 
sectors.

Social perspective
Society as a whole in California ben-

efits from the presence of SOCCCD in 
two major ways. Primarily, society ben-
efits from an increased economic base 
in the state. This is attributed to the 
added income from students’ increased 
lifetime earnings (added student in-
come) and increased business output 
(added business income), which raise 
economic prosperity in California. For 

every dollar invested in SOCCCD, peo-
ple in California will receive a cumu-
lative value of $11.90 in benefits. The 
benefits of this investment will occur 
for as long as SOCCCD’s 2020-21 stu-
dents remain employed in the state 
workforce. Altogether, the social bene- 
fits of SOCCCD equal a present value of 
$7.1 billion.

Each year, over a hundred colleges 
and universities compete in The Mars 
Society University Rover Challenge. 
Saddleback College’s Robotics Team 
is the only team hailing from a 
community college that participates in 
this competition held annually in the 
desert of southern Utah. URC is the 
world’s premier robotics competition 
for college students, challenging teams 
to design and build the next generation 
of Mars Rovers that will one day work 
alongside astronauts exploring the Red 
Planet.

In addition to Saddleback, 
competing teams hail from colleges 
and universities including Cornell, 
University of Michigan, and UC San 
Diego.

“Our primary goal is education. In 
other words, education comes first. 
We are educating students in project 
management and engineering, and we 
are throwing them in a room and telling 
them, ‘You’re going to build this.’ It is 
immersive learning,” said Mitch Haeri, 
professor and chair of the Saddleback 
physics and astronomy department 
and Robotics Team adviser.

Each participating college works 
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STEM

IVC engineering student helps design her own prosthetic

When Haley Barrios was a child, she 
loved to build things. 

“I still love tinkering with things, then 
taking them apart,” says Barrios, now a 
mechanical engineering student at Irvine 
Valley College. 

This curious and industrious nature 
led Barrios to design her own prosthetic 
arm – and to pursue a degree in mechani-
cal engineering. She is now a star student 
in IVC’s Mathematics, Engineering, Sci-
ence Achievement Program – established 
to advance equity, inclusion, access and 
success in calculus-based science, tech-
nology, engineering and mathematics 
majors for first-generation students from 
low-income households. 

Barrios, who was born with congenital 
limb loss, grew up using a body-powered 
prothesis. “I have scoliosis and realized 
this type of device wasn’t optimal for 
me,” she says. So when she was just 16, 
she began researching myoelectric pros-
thetics, which minimize strain on the 

body since they are operated by electric 
sensors. After much research, she worked 
with Hanger Clinic – which specializes in 
prosthetics and orthotics – to create the 
final product she still uses today. “It was 
an intense, but rewarding undertaking,” 
she recalls, and required immersing her-
self in myoelectrics while collaborating 
with mechanical CAD engineers to cus-
tomize a prosthetic that met her wants 
and needs. 

This process eventually led her to the 
MESA program at IVC. “I am a first-
generation student and couldn’t pay for 
a four-year university,” Barrios explains. 
“For me IVC was the ideal option. They 
have a great STEM program with amaz-
ing engineering professors and strong 
relationships with all the UCs and Cali-
fornia State Universities.” 

After she graduates from IVC next 
year, she hopes to transfer to Caltech or 
UC Irvine to further her mechanical en-
gineering studies. 

Looking forward, “my dream is to be a 
mechanical engineer at a CAD company 
where I can specialize in designing pros-
thetic devices to help kids just like me.”

together to build a working Mars Rover, 
capable of being driven through the 
competition field by the students. Each 
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The Advanced Technology and Applied Science building at Saddleback College
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Saddleback College students enjoy the weather in front of the Student Services Center.
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Haley Barrios, a mechanical engineering student at Irvine Valley College, designed her 
own prosthetic arm.
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The robotics team from Saddleback was the only group from a community college to 
compete in the Mars Society University Rover Challenge in southern Utah.

“The South Orange County 
Community College District has a 
long history of maintaining strong 
partnerships with the business 
community for the benefit of our 
students. This report helps confirm 
the essential value that Saddleback 
College and Irvine Valley College 
bring to the greater Orange County 
region and local economy, but also 
that an investment in education is 
a sound investment, with plentiful 
returns.”
 -  SOCCCD Chancellor  

Julianna Asperin Barnes

Rover must be able to perform service 
activities, such as collecting tools 
and delivering them to astronauts. 

However, the primary goal is the 
collection and analysis of field samples 
for evidence of life on Mars, both living 
and fossils.

While building their Rover, the 
Saddleback team worked closely with 
professionals and adviser mentors. 
Participation in URC has allowed 
the Robotics Team to create unlikely 
collaborations across Saddleback, 
creating a sense of community. One 
such collaboration included the 
Automotive Technology Department, 
who assisted when help was needed to 
weld the rover chassis. 

Saddleback student Christina von 
Urff, who was part of the team, said of 
her experience, “SC Robotics has greatly 
enhanced my Saddleback education 
because it urges its members to apply 
what we’ve learned in a classroom to 
real world situations — creating a 
mock Mars Rover. Additionally, being 
on the team has exposed me to more 
specialized areas of study, such as 
photonics, and expanded my technical 
STEM skills all while working alongside 
some of the most incredible people.”

Saddleback College is not only the 
only community college to compete, 
but they also ranked 17th, placing them 
above some Ivy League schools and 
other prestigious universities. 




