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Executive Summary

After years of economic growth following the Great Recession, people still feel
anxious about the economy and see higher education as essential for improving
personal financial circumstances. While New America’s second annual survey
about perceptions on higher education shows that Americans believe pursuing
education beyond high school is important for career growth and economic
security, they still feel that higher education is not fine the way it is, and that
government should do more to make it affordable. 

Varying Degrees 2018: New America’s Second Annual Survey on Higher Education 

surveyed 1,600 Americans ages 18 and older to better understand their
perceptions of higher education, economic mobility, and government funding.
Like last year, the survey shows unifying themes, as well as differences across
various demographics when it comes to the value of education beyond high
school in today’s economy and the government’s role in funding this education.
We pay particular attention to the similarities and differences of opinion among
Republicans, Democrats, and Independents in this election year.

Our top findings include: 

• Americans believe well-paying jobs require education after high

school. Less than half (48 percent) believe there are well-paying jobs that
do not require education after high school. 

• Americans believe education after high school creates

opportunities. Most Americans (80 percent) believe there are more
opportunities for those who pursue education after high school versus
only 14 percent who say there is more opportunity for those who pursue
work right away.

• Americans want change in higher education. Like last year, only one
in four Americans believes that higher education is fine the way it is. 

• Americans believe public colleges and universities are worth the

cost but feel mixed about private and for-profit colleges and

universities. A majority of Americans say community colleges and public
four-year colleges and universities are worth the cost (81 percent and 65
percent, respectively). Whereas only about two in five Americans believe
that private (44 percent) and for-profit (40 percent) colleges and
universities are worth the cost. 

• Regardless of demographics, Americans like their local colleges

and universities. Four out of five (81 percent) have a positive view of the
higher education institutions near them.

• Americans support workforce-based programs such as

apprenticeship. There is wide agreement (90 percent) that
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apprenticeships and skills training programs prepare students for a good
standard of living. 

• Americans believe higher education is a public benefit and that the

government should do more to make it affordable. A majority (60
percent) believe government should spend tax dollars on higher education
because it is good for society, compared with 27 percent who say students
should fund it because higher education is a personal benefit. Over three-
quarters of Americans think state and federal government should spend
more tax revenue on higher education to make it more affordable.

Methodology

These findings come from an Ipsos dual frame landline/cell phone poll
conducted between January 18, 2018 and February 8, 2018. A sample of 1,000
adults, aged 18 and over, from the continental United States, Alaska, and Hawaii
were randomly selected and interviewed in English or Spanish; half of
respondents were reached on a cell phone. There were oversamples of 150
African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, and residents of
North Carolina, respectively, for a total sample size of 1,600.

All sample surveys and polls may be subject to sources of error, including, but not
limited to, coverage error and measurement error. Based on the sample size
(+/-3.0), common assumptions about the distribution of the underlying
population, and potential design effect (+/-1.3), our poll has a margin of error of
plus or minus 4.3 percentage points for all respondents.
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Americans believe education after high school
creates opportunities.

Most Americans (80 percent) believe there are more opportunities for those who
pursue education after high school, versus only 14 percent who say there are
more opportunities for those who pursue work right away.

Further evidence of the importance of a college credential: 63 percent believe
that it is harder to be successful without a higher education degree. When
focusing on bachelor’s degrees (also known as four-year degrees), nearly three in
four (73 percent) of Americans agree that if you have a bachelor’s degree, you are
paid more for the same job than those who do not have a bachelor’s degree. Two-
thirds of Americans (66 percent) believe there is a limit to how much people
without a bachelor’s degree are able to grow in their careers.
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The average college student is 20 years old 

Perception

64 percent of Americans believe the average college student is 20 years old.

Reality

The average college student is 26.4 years old. Even though the majority of 
undergraduates in the U.S. are less than 24, one in five college students today are 
30 years old or more. 
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Apprenticeship Program Pro�ile: Siemens
Charlotte

In 2011 when Siemens could not find enough qualified workers for its newly
opened gas turbine factory in Charlotte, the company started the apprenticeship
program—which is now one of the more than 550 registered apprenticeship
programs in North Carolina. Applying to the apprenticeship at Siemens is no less
competitive than applying to a top-tier college. “It’s not that you apply and get
in,” said Orkhan Patsiyev, a fourth-year apprentice at the program. After four
selection rounds, which include transcript screening, aptitude tests, orientation,
and pre-apprenticeship—only four to eight candidates are offered the apprentice
positions from an original pool of more than 100 applicants.

Once through the selection process, apprentices at Siemens are paid and receive
on-the-job training in mechatronics and machining. At the same time,
apprentices work toward an associate degree in machining or engineering
technology at a community college nearby, with the full cost of attendance paid
by Siemens. Once they successfully complete the program, apprentices are hired
as full-time employees and can work at any Siemens location in the U.S., with a
starting wage at around $55,000 (which is on par with median family income in
America). Most importantly, completion of the program comes with no student
debt.

This is why Mr. Patsiyev decided to apply for the program, instead of going to
college to study mechanical engineering as he originally planned. “I wanted to go
to the apprenticeship, where I get hands-on experience, get a two-year degree in
machining, which I could [use] to study engineering later, when I’ve already had
a full-time job at the company that I want to work,” he said. “That kind of makes
me change my mind.”

The apprenticeship at Siemens involves 8,000 hours of training in total during
four years. Apprentices spend most of that time (6,400 hours) at the factory,
where they are paired with mentors, who are tenured machinists or maintenance
workers at the factory. The apprentices work alongside with the mentors, who
show them how to run a machine correctly and safely and answer their questions
about the process. “Within the first year, I learned a lot, because we got one of the
best mentors,” said Mr. Patsiyev. Even as a fourth year student who knows more
about machining compared to when he first started, Mr. Patsiyev said that he still
turns to his mentors whenever anything comes up. At the end of each year, the
mentors provide feedback on the progress of each apprentice to the
apprenticeship coordinator.

Apprentices spend the remaining 1,600 hours at Central Piedmont Community
College, where they take classes toward an associate degree in either machining
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or engineering technology over three and a half years. Apart from these technical
classes, they can take some optional customized training programs at the college,
such as business etiquette and public speaking, at the expense of the company.

“The beauty of Central Piedmont is that they’re flexible with us, and they
understand the industry’s needs to a point where they can modify their
[curricula] and substitute courses that actually meet the businesses’ needs,” said
Roger Collins, apprenticeship manager at Siemens and an apprentice graduate
himself.

For Mr. Patsiyev, every semester is different. This semester he spends four days
at school (some of which are split between school and work), and only one full
day at work. Unlike other apprentices in the program, he has also taken it upon
himself to pursue more classes in mechanical engineering, apart from the
required classes by the program, with an aim to get a higher degree in the field
later. Juggling between school and work can be challenging, but the program can
be flexible with time if the apprentices need more time to study. They also hire
tutors for those who fall behind in class, and they pay for the time apprentices
spend in the classroom. “If I’m at Central Piedmont Community College from 8
o’clock to 4 o’clock, they would pay me from 8 to 4,” said Mr. Patsiyev.

The program recruits from three different groups: high school students, students
from machining and mechatronics programs at local community colleges, and
veterans. Half of them come from North Carolina, the other half from South
Carolina. Since it is hard to have somebody relocate to Charlotte just for the
apprenticeship program and the local response is already sufficient, the program
currently does not need to recruit nationally. Recruiting more female students is
still a challenge, given the nature of manufacturing work; but according to Mr.
Collins, the interest from young, female students is growing. In fact, among three
apprentices graduating from the first class of the program, two were female. Mr.
Collins also shared that he had invited two young, female candidates to join the
pre-apprenticeship this summer, the final round of the selection process.

It costs the program more than $180,000 to train an apprentice from beginning
to finish; this includes salaries paid to the apprentices, plus the tuition and fees
for the associate degree. This is indeed a significant financial investment for any
employer and an obstacle for scaling the program. But, cost is “the obstacle and
the solution,” said Mr. Collins. “Whatever costs involved, [the apprentices] pay
that back, a lot of time, within the confines of the program.” He said, with a
higher level of education and organized on-the-job training, apprentices can
become more productive at work within two and a half years. “They pay for
themselves before they even graduate from the program.”

So far the program has graduated more than 16 apprentices, 70 percent of whom
stayed and now work at Siemens. “Our model and the model that we adapted
from have been utilized, not just in the state of North Carolina with many other
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programs, but also throughout the United States,” said Mr. Collins. It is his plan
to expand the apprenticeship to two more occupations, welding and
nondestructive engineering, in the short term, and eventually, he said, “to nearly
every job we have at Siemens, not just technical jobs.”

After Mr. Patsiyev graduates from the apprenticeship this August, he plans to stay
and work at Siemens as a machinist. “I want to work for the company as long as I
can,” he said. Once everything is settled down with the full-time job, he wants to
further his study of mechanical engineering to earn a bachelor’s degree at a four-
year university, where some of the credits he has taken at Central Piedmont are
transferable.

“The manufacturing world gets very technologically advanced,” he said. “That’s
something you have to keep up; you can’t be old-school. You have to learn every
day. Just like being a doctor, you have to always teach yourself a new technology.”
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Notes

1  Oversampling is a process by which certain
demographic quotas are increased to shed light on
subpopulations that would be too small to accurately
report representative �ndings for that group. The
North Carolina oversample was not included in the
overall sample size to prevent biasing the national
results. For more about oversampling, see Andrew
Mercer, “Oversampling is Used to Study Small Groups,
Not Bias Poll Results,” FactTank: News in the Number
[blog], October 25, 2016, www.pewresearch.org/
fact-tank/2016/10/25/oversampling-is-used-to-
study-small-groups-not-bias-poll-results/.

2  Historical approval ratings beginning with President
Truman can be viewed on FiveThirtyEight.
FiveThirtyEight currently calculates a net approval
rating for President Trump that it revises depending on
each poll's quality, recency, sample size and partisan
lean. For more information, visit Nate Silver, “How
Popular/Unpopular is Donald Trump?” FiveThirtyEight,
updated April 27, 2018, https://
projects.�vethirtyeight.com/trump-approval-
ratings/.

3  Pew Research Center, “Sharp Partisan Divisions in
Views of National Institutions,” July 10, 2017. 

4  Frank Newport and Brian Busteed, “Why Are
Republicans Down on Higher Ed?” Gallup, August 16,
2017.  

5  For the purposes of this analysis, the age
breakdown by generation is as follows: Generation Z
includes 18- to 23-year-olds, Millennials include 24- to
38-year-olds, Generation X includes 39- to 53-year-
olds, Baby Boomers include 54- to 72-year-olds, and
the Silent Generation includes those over 72.  

6  For the purposes of this survey, “undergraduate
degree” attainment corresponds to those with an
associate or bachelor’s degree. “Some college” refers
to those with some college credits and/or vocational,
trade, or technical training. “Graduate degree”

includes some postgraduate work or a postgraduate
degree.

7  The open-ended nature of this question allowed for
multiple responses so percentages do not sum to 100.
The responses to these questions were coded and the
categories were developed from the common themes
of responses.

8  This was a forced choice question: respondents
were only given two options with which to respond.
Saying “both” was a volunteered response.
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