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INTRODUCTION
In 2019, Achieve60AZ received funding from the Lumina Foundation to conduct research aimed at
increasing public support for the state’s attainment goal through an alignment with public employers.
The Public Service Promise project, led by Achieve60AZ, aims to create new research and intelligence
related to public employees’ continuing education and generate a tested model for increasing the
postsecondary attainment level of the public workforce.
The Public Service Promise Project Purpose Statement - Public sector employees are a critical step to
closing the attainment gap, and their education has a large return on investment for the public.
In September 2019, Achieve60AZ engaged local researchers from Community Alliance Consulting to
administer an online survey and conduct qualitative research conversations with employee groups
around barriers (actual and perceived) to using tuition reimbursement programs. The following report
was prepared by Community Alliance Consulting (CAC) for Achieve60AZ to describe the methods used,
outline key findings, and highlight opportunities for use in future publications and test model
development.

METHODS
The following information describes the qualitative and quantitative research methods used by
researchers for this report.

Focus Group and Key Informant Interviews
In order to facilitate wide employee participation, CAC worked with human resources representatives
(HR) from the partnering public organizations to select a day/time/location for a focus group.
Researchers also adapted focus group invitations and registration process for each group based on HR
feedback. In three of the five organizations, HR shared focus group invitations via email with all
employees and CAC managed registration via Survey Monkey. This method of sharing information and
registration garnered the best participation. Conversely, other methods used by HR, such as integrating
the invitation into an employee newsletter that required an additional click to view and internally
managing the focus group registration, were not successful.
Researchers believe having HR manage registration was not a best practice and impacted the level of
trust and anonymity of participation and therefore negatively impacted registration. It is important to
note, there were varied levels of control demonstrated by HR at partnering institutions. The higher the
level of control exerted by HR, the more negatively registration was impacted.
CAC, with feedback from Achieve60AZ, created guiding questions and developed standard protocols as
well as plans for recruitment and facilitation. Documents prepared included discussion questions,
informed consents, and demographic questionnaires. See appendix A for a list of guiding questions.
During the focus groups and key informant interviews, participants were asked to reflect on four main
topics related to their institution’s tuition reimbursement policy (1) attitudes toward higher education
and career advancement, (2) role of supervisor, (3) awareness and utilization of tuition support, and (4)
policy recommendations.
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CAC conducted three focus groups, one with each of the following partners: Arizona Department of
Corrections, Coconino Community College and Yuma County. The CAC research team consisted of a
skilled facilitator and an observer. The focus groups were semi-structured with guiding questions and
lasted approximately 90 minutes. Achieve60AZ catered lunch for all focus groups. Participants read
informed consents and had an opportunity to ask any questions prior to the focus group or interview.
Also, before starting the discussion, participants completed a short demographic questionnaire. After
the formal focus group or interview ended, there was a drawing for one $50 Amazon gift card per
institutional group. An observer took notes about group dynamics and the main themes discussed.
These notes along with focus group recordings facilitated the triangulation of data during analysis.
From two of the public organizations, City of Tucson and City of Phoenix, there was limited focus group
registration (under five registrants). Hence, researchers chose to conduct individual key informant
interviews via telephone in lieu of formal focus groups during the scheduled day/time. Trained CAC
researchers conducted six key informant interviews total. They used the same guiding questions as the
focus group and adding probing questions as necessary to encourage participants to reflect more deeply
on the meaning of their comments. Interviewers took notes during the interview and directly after while
the conversation was fresh in their minds. The interviews were planned to last 30 minutes; however,
most key informants were willing to speak for a longer time, if needed.
CAC analyzed the qualitative data from the focus groups and interviews following a comprehensive and
systematic plan consistent with standard research protocols. The qualitative data collected consisted of
focus groups recordings, focus group observer notes, and key informant interviewer notes. Thematic
analysis was used to sort core commonalities and outliers. Analyses also allowed for the identification of
new and emerging themes as they appear in the data.

Employee Survey
To best facilitate wide employee participation, CAC worked with HR from the partnering public
organizations to select a two-week timeframe to administer the online survey. Surveys remained open
for a minimum of 14 days. In instances where the survey period overlapped with the Thanksgiving
holiday the survey was left open through the following Wednesday. Additionally, in cases where there
were low response rates surveys remained open and HR was asked to send additional reminders.
The online survey was designed to identify (1) attitudes toward higher education and career
advancement, (2) awareness of utilization of tuition support, and (3) areas of support to enhance
utilization of education assistance.
Prior to survey development, partnering public institutions were asked to provide feedback on the
occupation categories being considered for inclusion. An attempt was made to make a comprehensive
non-exhaustive list for respondent selection. Although several partners reviewed the survey, the writein responses for the “other” response category were easily linked to an existing occupation category and
are noted in findings.
Researchers downloaded the de-identified data from the online database into R statistical software for
data analysis. Frequencies, percentages, and means were examined when appropriate. Missing
responses were accounted for during data analysis and reporting.
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LIMITATIONS
In order to better understand findings, it is important to identify data limitations. Researched identified
the following limitations:
•
•

•
•
•

•
•

HR employee presence and participation in focus groups impacted group dynamics.
Partnering public institutions that chose to individually modify messaging or communication
materials for the survey or focus groups may have negatively impacted their organization’s
findings. Organizations who modified communication materials had lower response rates and
focus group registrations.
While feedback was solicited, occupation categories utilized for the survey did not align with all
organizations.
Data were collected close to the Thanksgiving holiday and this may have negatively impacted
response rates. To mitigate any issues surveys remained open for additional days to allow for
employees to return from any holiday leave.
Part-time employees are largely ineligible for tuition reimbursement in partnering public
institutions. However, policy content and guidance were not examined as a part of this work and
the decision was made to include these groups in order to capture the viewpoints and attitudes
of all employees.
Data is self-reported which may introduce several biases: selective memory, attribution, and
exaggeration.
Access was limited within organizations where some of the workforce that constitute laborers or
other frontline workers may not have work email accounts and/or email access at work.
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Public Institution Research Partners
Research Partner & Participant Demographics
Project partners were organizations Achieve60AZ had previously identified through their work across
Arizona and represent a variety of public institutions. Partners included the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Arizona Department of Corrections (ADC)
City of Tucson
Coconino Community College
City of Flagstaff
City of Phoenix
Yuma County

A total of 1,567 survey responses were received from all partner sites. After reviewing the data quality
and excluding incomplete surveys, a total of 1,517 completed surveys were included in the analysis.
Response rates ranged widely from 1.2% - 46.0% across institutions. Focus groups were comprised of 23
participants and key informant interviews included 6 individuals. A breakdown of surveys, focus group
participants, and interview participants is included in Table 1 below.
Table 1. Survey, Key Informant Interview, and Focus Group Participant Breakout
Research Partner

Arizona Department of Corrections
City of Tucson
Yuma
Phoenix
Coconino Community College
City of Flagstaff*

Surveys Received
(N=1517)

597
390
249
161
61
59

*City of Flagstaff participated in the survey only

Focus Group / Interview Participants
(N=29)

8
4
9
2
6
-

An overwhelming majority (97.2%) of survey respondents were classified as full-time employees with
39.3% of those individuals being full-time salaried and 57.9% full-time hourly (Table 2). Individuals who
identified as non-supervisory comprised 61.4% of those surveyed. While part-time employees only
comprised a small percentage (2.3%) of survey participants, they were not removed from the analysis in
an effort to capture attitudes and viewpoints of all staff.
Table 2. Employment Status of Survey, Key Informant Interview, and Focus Group Participants
Employment Status
Full-time hourly
Full-time salaried
Part-time hourly
Part-time salaried
Other
Total

N
877
596
28
7
7
1515

%
57.9
39.3
1.8
0.5
0.5
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Table 3. Occupations of Survey, Key Informant Interview, and Focus Group Participant
Occupation Categories of Participants
Agriculture, Game, Fish, and Forestry Services
Business, Financial Operations, & Financial Services (e.g., treasurer, comptroller, budget
analyst, assessor)
Community and Social Services (e.g., social worker)
Court & Legal Services (e.g., Attorney, Paralegal, Legal Assistant)
Development, Engineering, Planning or Architectural Services
Education Services (e.g., Educator, Lecturer, Training Professional, Learning Specialist)
Elections and Recording Services
Environmental Health, Laboratory Science, Public Health, Occupational Health & Safety*
Executive Management (e.g., Director, Assistant Director)
Facilities and Grounds Services (e.g., housekeeping, grounds maintenance)
Food Preparation or Cafeteria Services
Healthcare Practitioners (e.g., Physician, Physician Assistant, Nurse Practitioner, etc.)
Healthcare Support (e.g., Health Aides, Laboratory workers, etc.)
Housing Services
Human Resources Services
ITS Services
Library Services (e.g., librarian, library assistant)
Maintenance and Repair Services
Office and Administrative Support (e.g., Executive Assistant, Program Specialist)
Parks & Recreation*
Protective Services (e.g., Corrections, Dispatch, EMS, Fire, Jail, Police, Probation, Sheriff)
Public Administration & Management*
Public Assistance
Public Works
Transportation and Logistics (e.g., bus driver, truck driver, light rail operator)
Other

+Missing

N=4; *Occupation categories added post-survey administration

Total

N
1
149

%
0.1
9.8

24
86
57
89
8
18
24
11
3
15
12
18
72
55
60
45
174
10
473
8
13
54
4
30

1.6
5.7
3.8
5.9
0.5
1.2
1.6
0.7
0.2
1.0
0.8
1.2
4.8
3.6
4.0
3.0
11.5
0.7
31.3
0.5
0.9
3.6
0.3
2.0

1513+

Protective services represented the largest group at just under a third (31.3%) surveyed and was
followed by Office & Administrative Support (11.5%) and Business & Financial Operations (9.8%). Each
remaining occupation category represented less than 6.0% of the responses. Focus group and key
informant participants were varied in their occupation and included individuals from Court & Legal
Services (n=1), Financial Services (n=2), Education Services (n=7), Development, Engineering or
Architectural Services (n=4 ), Healthcare Practitioners (n=1), Healthcare Support (n=1), Human
Resources (n=6), ITS Services (n=1), Office & Administrative Support (n=2), Protective Services (n=3), and
Public Works (n=1).
Table 4: Survey Participant Length of Employment
Length of Employment
Less than 1 year
1 year to 5 years
6 years to 10 years
11 years to 15 years
16 years to 20 years
21 years to 25 years
26 years to 30 years
30 or more years

Total

N
145
395
217
229
208
162
58
28

1442

%
10.1
27.4
15.0
15.9
14.4
11.2
4.0
1.9
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Figure 1. Supervisory Status of Survey Participants, Focus Group & Key Informant Interviews

Supervisory
38.6%
(n=584)

Non-Supervisory
61.4%
(n=929)

All participants were asked to identify if they were in a supervisory or non-supervisory role. Supervisory
roles comprised 38.6% (n=584) of those surveyed with the remaining 61.4% (n=929) being nonsupervisory. Focus group and key informant interview participants were similarly composed with 41.3%
(n=12) representing supervisors and 58.6% (n=17) being non-supervisory.

Figure 2. Salary Distribution of Respondents
400

24.7%
(n=355)

300

17.7%
(n=255)

14.7%
(n=211)
200

17.6%
(n=254)

9.7%
(n=139)
6.5%
(n=93)

100
1.0%
(n=15)
0

Less than
$20,000

$20,000 to
$34,999

$35,000 to
$49,999

$50,000 to
$74,999

$75,000 to
$99,999

$100,000 to
$149,999

Over $150,000
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Figure 3. Survey Participant Sex
Non binary
<.01%
(n=2)

Male
43.5%
(n=628)

Female
53.9%
(n=779)

Female participants comprised 53.9% of those surveyed and males 43.5%. More than half (n=851,
56.2%) of participants surveyed identified as Caucasian or White, 27.8% (n=421) identified as Hispanic or
Latinx, 2.6% identified as African American or Black (n=40), 2.5% (n=37) identified as Asian, 2.0% (n=30)
are Native American or Native Alaskan, and 7.5% (n=114) individuals preferred not to answer. Five
percent of those surveyed identified as two or more races.

Figure 4. Survey Participant Race
0.7%
(n=10)

7.5%
(n=114)

0.7%
(n=10)

2.6%
2.0%
(n=40) (n=30)

Caucasian or White
Hispanic or Latinx

2.5%
(n=37)

Asian
African American or Black
27.8%
(n=421)

56.2%
(n=851)

Native American or Native Alaskan
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
Prefer not to answer
Other

Employees surveyed were asked to identify the category that most appropriately reflected their age.
Employees aged 18-24 comprised 2.1% of those surveyed, 16.0% (n=229) were 25-34 years old, 28.6%
(n=410) employees were aged 35-44, 30.7% (n=439) aged 45-54, 19.3% (n=276) were aged 55-64 and
3.4% (n=48) were 65 years or older.
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Table 4. Participant Education Level Achieved
Education Level
Less than a high school diploma
Some college, no degree
High school degree or equivalent (e.g. GED)
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Doctorate
Professional degree (e.g. MD, DDS, DVM)

Total

N
2
419
114
211
402
266
16
17
1447

%
0.1
29.0
7.9
14.6
27.8
18.4
1.1
1.2

Sixty-three percent of those surveyed had obtained an Associate or higher degree, while 37.0% of
respondents had completed less than a college degree. Individuals with some college and no degree
made up the largest portion of survey respondents (29.0%). Likewise, the largest group from the focus
group and key informant interviews were those with some college and no degree (34.5%). The
education levels of focus groups and key informant interview participants were as follows 6.9% (n=2)
with High School diploma or equivalent, 20.7% (n=6) with Associate degree, 20.7% (n=6) with Bachelor’s
degree, and 17.2% (n=5) with a Master’s degree.
Figure 5. Post-Secondary Degree Completion of Survey Participants

37.0%
(n=535)
63.0%
(n=912)

Some College (no degree) or less

Associate Degree or Higher
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KEY FINDINGS
The following sections present common themes across all data collected: survey open-ended responses,
focus groups, and interviews. Differences are highlighted among groups and organizations when
present. There were no outliers noted in the thematic analysis. Participant quotes are integrated to
further illustrate key ideas.

Higher Education and Career Advancement
Participants were asked about their attitudes toward post-high school education and the importance of
education for career advancement.

Higher Education
Themes identified during key informant interviews and focus groups include:
•
•
•
•
•

Education after high school is vitally important.
College is not the path for everyone. Vocational schools and trade programs are equally
valuable.
Continuing education helps employees stay current and relevant in their field.
Education after high school is more important than ever in the current job market.
Family culture/parents widely recognized for instilling the belief that education after high school
matters.

Likewise, more than 86% of survey participants strongly agreed or agreed that continuing education is
important.
Figure 6. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school is important to me.

59.1%
(n=893)

27.8%
(n=420)

7.8% 2.9% 2.4%
(n=118) (n=44) (n=37)

Mean: 4.3

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

100%

Individuals with an associate degree or higher expressed a stronger opinion that the pursuit of a degree,
certification, or credential was important. On the other hand, individuals with some college (no degree)
or less education were more likely to select neutral, disagreed, or strongly disagreed (21.7% vs. 7.1%)
that pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school was important to them.
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Figure 7. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school is important to me by Education Level.
Associate Degree or Above
71.3%
(n=650)

21.3%
(n=194)

3.9% 1.3% 1.9%
(n=36) (n=12) (n=17)

Mean: 4.6

Some College (no degree) or Less
39.3%
(n=210)

39.1%
(n=209)

13.1%
(n=70)

5.8%
(n=31)

2.8%
(n=15)

Mean: 4.1

Strongly Agree

0%

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

100%

Individual Insights on Higher Education
“[Education is] greatly important, it seems like in the past if you didn't have a college degree
you were able to make a decent salary, but now you need to have a
higher degree.” – Focus Group Participant
“There [are] a lot more opportunities for those that have higher education.”
– Focus Group Participant
“It’s not always the degree that gets you in the door…” – Focus Group Participant
“You don’t always need [more] education … sometimes you just need to do the job to be able
to do the job.” – Focus Group Participant

Career Advancement
Themes identified during key informant interviews and focus groups include:
●
●

●
●
●
●

●

Post high-school education and the completion of degrees and certifications are essential for

career advancement and mobility.
Individuals need an advanced certification or degree in order to apply for or achieve a certain
job level within these public institutions. Interviewees shared that a lack of required education
held them back from applying for another position in the organization.
The specific type of degree or certification is not as important as having completed the degree
or certification itself.
Some education or classes without a completed degree or certification is not as valuable.
Degrees or certifications increase earning capacity and access to a higher quality of life (e.g. paid
sick and vacation time, more educational opportunities, flexible schedule, etc.).
Certain career paths or trades have pathways outside of formal education that are of value for
advancement, such as in engineering and technology. Years of experience and/or passing a
specific certification exam can act as a substitute for a degree when applying for certain jobs.
Age and the amount of time until retirement impacts whether individuals see continuing
education as worth their time, expense, and effort. Older adults and/or those employees close
to retirement are less likely to see continuing education as worth their time, expense, and
effort.
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Similarly, employees surveyed overwhelmingly (83.1%) agreed or strongly agreed the pursuit of a postsecondary degree, certification or credential would help them reach their long-term goals and increase
their earning capacity.
Figure 8. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me reach my long-term goals.

52.9%
(n=800)

11.1%
3.4% 2.4%
(n=168) (n=51) (n=36)

30.2%
(n=456)

Mean 3.8

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

100%

Figure 9. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me make more money.

49.3%
(n=745)

33.2%
(n=502)

10.1%
(n=153)

5.2% 2.2%
(n=78) (n=33)

Mean 4.2

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

100%

Strongly Disagree

Figure 10. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me make more money by
education Level.
Associate Degree or Above
29.0%
(n=266)

55.2%
(n=506)

8.7% 3.9% 2.1%
(n=80) (n=36) (n=19)

Mean: 4.3

Some College (no degree) or Less
39.4%
(n=211)

40.0%
(n=214)

11.6%
(n=62)

7.1% 1.9%
(n=38) (n=10)

Mean: 4.1

0%

100%
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Figure 11. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me reach my long-term
goals by education level.
Associate Degree or Above
62.3%
(n=566)

26.3%
(n=239)

7.0% 2.4% 1.7%
(n=64) (n=22)(n=17)

Mean: 4.0

Some College (no degree) or Less
38.8%
(n=207)

36.3%
(n=194

16.9%
(n=90)

5.2% 2.8%
(n=28) (n=15)

Mean: 4.4

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

100%

Strongly Disagree

Individual Insights on Career Advancement
“I was looking at getting my MBA….Would I be able to pay off the [student] loan
before I finish my work career?” – Focus Group Participant
“A few [college] classes didn’t help my husband. He held low paying, trade jobs or
construction work.” – Focus Group Participant
The degree completion “shows that you have a desire to better yourself.” – Interviewee
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Supervisor Role and Organizational Culture
Participants were asked about the role supervisors and organizational culture play in supporting an
employee’s continuing education.
Themes identified during key informant interviews and focus groups include:
●
●
●
●
●
●

●

Supervisors play a vital role as to whether employees are aware of and have flexibility to
exercise the tuition support offered by their organizations.
The level of encouragement can vary widely by supervisor and department. Participants shared
mixed experiences from current and previous jobs within their public institution.
Supervisors may not feel they have the authority to be flexible with employee work schedules.
Supervisors largely discuss professional development and education goals during annual
employee performance reviews.
Supervisors, by their nature, determine whether it is an easy or hard for an employee to ask for
flexibility to pursue continuing education.
High turnover and the possibility of a new boss may make employees feel unsure of if/how the
flexibility will be expressed or continued in the future. This is especially true in organizations
where the organizational culture to support continued education varies wildly by department
and/or supervisor.
When organizations are not explicit supervisors should be flexible, then it is up to the supervisor
whether or not to encourage employees from trying to access the tuition support.

While there was limited survey data gathered on supervisor and organizational support, responses
reflect the mixed experience and levels of support shared by focus group participants and interviewees.
A little more than 44% of employees strongly agreed or agreed that their supervisor encourages them to
use the available education assistance while 16.8% (n=217) disagreed or strongly disagreed.

Figure 12. My supervisor encourages me to use the available education assistance.

20.6%
(n=266)

23.6%
(n=305)

38.9%
(n=502)

10.0%
(n=129)

6.8%
(n=88)

Mean: 3.4

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

100%

15

Additionally, 65.4% of employees strongly agreed or agreed their leadership would support their use of
education assistance. Over a quarter (27.4%) of respondents neither agreed nor disagreed they would
have their supervisor’s support. This uncertainty is in alignment with focus group participants and
interviewees. Only 7.3% disagreed their supervisor or leadership would support their use of education
assistance.

Figure 13. My supervisor or leadership would support my use of education assistance.

28.9%
(n=373)

36.4%
(n=470)

27.4%
(n=354)

4.0% 3.3%
(n=51) (n=42)

Mean: 3.8

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

100%

Individual Insights on Supervisor Role and Organizational Culture
“They were supportive if I need to alter my schedule or flex time…take a longer lunch or leave
early. They would work with me to flex my time.” – Focus Group Participant
"I don't feel like there is an interest by my supervisor in knowing what my individual goals are.
So, we don't discuss education." – Focus Group Participant
“I was told that tuition reimbursement is a benefit, but I need to work it in where it doesn’t
impact my work or work schedule.” – Focus Group Participant
“It was a dream for me. They were extraordinarily flexible. It’s not always true across other
departments.” – Interviewee
“It’s never been shared with me [as a supervisor] that I could develop more
flexibility [for employees].” – Focus Group Participant

16

Workplace Equity
●

●
●

●

Departments that require more rigid 8AM-5PM schedules are less likely to be flexible with
frontline staff, especially regarding adjusting work schedules or making other accommodations
to support continued education.
Organizational culture directly impacted whether supervisors felt empowered to be flexible with
staff to take advantage of educational assistance.
In some organizations, while the policy exists, employees knew not to ask about it. While in
another, it is widely encouraged to work with employees as much as possible (within limits of
meeting job requirements) to help them succeed.
Even though institutions have tuition reimbursement policies, not every supervisor applies it in
the same way. “They’re supposed to say this, but they really mean this.”

Disparate Access to Frontline Staff
Focus group participants and interviewees shared opportunities to pursue higher education were more
difficult for front line staff (e.g. admin support, groundskeeping). They believed this is partly because
these roles deal with the public and/or there is no availability to work after hours. “There is a sacrifice
for the hourly employee to take courses. Where do they make up the time during the week?”
Participants noted it also depends on the nature of the work and hours of operation and largely whether
the employee can make up the time needed for classes in order to to remain full employed.
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Awareness and Utilization of Tuition Support
Next, all participants were asked questions regarding their awareness and utilization of their
organization’s tuition reimbursement policy. They were asked about policy strengths as well as
opportunities for improvement.
Awareness of Tuition Reimbursement Policy
During focus group and key informant interviews, it was clear specific knowledge of policy content (e.g.,
items covered, types of education, who to contact, etc.) varied widely among participants. Themes
identified include:
•
•
•
•

•

Employees primarily learned about the policy either anecdotally from other employees or during
employee orientation.
There is a significant gap between employees knowing the reimbursement policy exists and
knowing how to access and use it successfully.
There is much misinformation perpetuated by employees about policy specifics (e.g. who
qualifies, how to access, how much and what is covered, etc.).
There is a perception from those who have not used the tuition support that the process is easy
and self-explanatory. However, those participants who have sought out and used the support
found it challenging.
Awareness of the policy is largely not making it to front line staff.

Similar to focus groups and interviews, surveyed employees were largely aware of employer tuition
support available to them. Of those who responded, 88.3% of employees were aware of employer
education assistance while 11.7% were unaware. Employees who were unaware of education assistance
strongly agreed (n=78, 43.8%) or agreed (n=56, 31.5%) that having access to education assistance
makes them more likely to continue their education or certification.
Figure 14. Employee Knowledge of Education Assistance Offered by Employer

Unaware
11.7%
(n=178)

Aware
88.3%
(n=1337)
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Survey participants were asked how they first learned about education assistance from their employer.
Similar to focus groups and interviews, employee orientation and other employees were the
predominant ways in which employees learned about the policy.

Figure 15. How Employees First Learned About Education Assistance
Employee orientation

578

Other employees

499

Email from employer

424

Human resources representative

386

Employee handbook/manual

385

Website/intranet

235

Supervisor

220

Posting around organization

202

Newsletter
Social Media (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, blog, etc.)

135
4

Policy Strengths
Themes identified by focus group participants and interviewees include
•
Offering tuition reimbursement builds employee loyalty and positively impacts how they see
their employer. It is a hiring incentive.
•
Of those participants that used tuition support, the majority shared they would not have been
able to continue their education without it. Tuition reimbursement was critical in their decision
to go back and continue their schooling.
•
The reimbursement can be accessed immediately upon hire at one organization.
•
Degrees, certifications, and books are reimbursed by some policies.
•
Organization and university collaborations waive certain fees and/or reduce tuition costs by up
to 10%.
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Individual Insights on Policy Strengths
“They [the employer] care enough to make sure people are able to become educated and
provide strong service to the community. When people have more opportunities to gain more
educational opportunities it benefits everyone. The knowledge spreads and it enhances the
image of the organization.” – Focus Group Participant
“It's good for morale to offer this as an opportunity so people can feel "not stuck" or "limited." –
Interviewee

Individuals who were aware of the education assistance were asked to share their satisfaction with their
employer’s policy. Of those who responded (n=1314) just over 50% of employee’s were satisfied or very
satisfied with their employer’s policy.

Figure 16. Employee Satisfaction with Education Assistance Policy.
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Survey participants were also asked about their utilization of employer education assistance. Of those
who responded to the question have you used education assistance offered through your employer,
33.1% (n=439) had used education assistance in the past or were using it at the time of the survey. An
additional 38.3% (n=508) said they plan to use education assistance in the future. While the remaining
28.4% of respondents (n=376) do not plan to utilize the available education assistance. During focus
groups employees also shared having education assistance available to them positively impacted their
view of their employer.
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Figure 17. Employee Utilization of Education Assistance
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At least one problem was experienced by more than 50% of employees while utilizing education
assistance. Of the problems experienced, financial support was two-fold higher than the next highest
problem experienced, supervisor and leadership support. Employees also identified their personal
feelings of anxiety, fear, uncertainty, or a lack of confidence being a problem. These were similar to
what was shared in focus groups and interviews. Figure 18 highlights the problems experienced by
employees.
Figure 18. Problems Experienced by Employees Who Had or Were Currently Using Education
Assistance
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Employees were also asked to share other types of problems. The majority of the challenges included
the amount of financial assistance not being adequate, challenges obtaining information regarding
education assistance, paperwork/documentation required being cumbersome, and length of time to
receive reimbursement.
To understand the experience of those who had used or were currently using education assistance
respondents were asked to identify all employer supports needed for their use of education assistance
(Fig.18). Several items garnered strong responses, including increasing the amount of financial support,
supporting a more flexible work schedule, covering more types of education/training, and covering
more types of education related costs (e.g. fees, books).

Figure 19: Employer Supports Needed for Use of Education Assistance
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Policy Challenges
Themes identified by focus group participants and interviewees include:
•
Family needs (e.g., caring for children and/or older adults), upfront cost and lack of work
flexibility are the most popular reasons shared for why employees did not use tuition support.
•
Tuition support and continuing education is less accessible to those with jobs serving the public
during a typical 8 – 5 workday.
•
All policies reimbursed employees on the backend and employees must cover all costs up front.
Many participants, especially single parents, shared it was very hard or impossible to have
enough saved to cover costs upfront until being reimbursed.
•
Employees share fears about returning to school about not meeting the minimum GPA or grade
requirements for reimbursement, not having enough time, or access to the necessary
technology.
•
Policies require employees to work for a certain period following the reimbursement or face a
payback penalty.
•
For many participants, there was uncertainty about reimbursement. They worried the money
would run out and even though they met the requirements they would not be reimbursed.
•
Some policies do not cover books or fees.
•
Policies can have a 6 month to one year waiting period before employees can use them.
•
Additional costs such as childcare, transportation and parking are not reimbursable through the
policies.
•
For some organizations, the process was completed by filling out paper forms and run through a
single office or point of contact, making it harder to access for many.
•
The paperwork can be confusing and cumbersome. Many participants wished they had someone
to walk them through the process. It was not clear who they should speak to about the policy.
Individual Insights on Policy Challenges
“It is difficult to get questions answered regarding the processes of education assistance and it is
not welcoming. – Survey Participant
“I had to walk my applications and constantly email to ensure that the process was
working. It was not a smooth process, and typically, the assistance was awarded after the bill
was sent out, which causes anxiety.” – Survey Participant
“I know several [employees] who would like to take classes, but they can't take classes because
they can't afford the upfront cost.” – Focus Group Participant
“I rarely have the money to pay for classes up front in order to get reimbursed. I have to wait
until tax season each year to sign up for classes with my tax returns.”
– Survey Participant
“The biggest issue the amount of money $2000 per year, that doesn't even cover one of my
classes.” – Survey Participant
“I would love to complete my degree as I only have a few courses left but am unable to
afford to pay up front.” – Survey Participant
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“Cannot afford to pay before just to be reimbursed later. I would rather receive funds to pay for
courses so that I can stay consistent through school. I have missed a whole year of school now
and feel that I've forgotten much of what I learned due to the financial hardship of trying to pay
for books, plus tuition, and supplies beforehand. It would be so great if the tuition was paid
directly and if we did not pass satisfactorily our responsibility for tuition would then be
deducted from our paycheck.”
– Survey Participant
Opportunities to Improve Awareness & Utilization of Education Assistance
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Include a thorough explanation of the policy in all new employee orientations. Make it a group
presentation where employees can ask questions.
Hold a quarterly Q&A session open to all employees.
Offer webinars about policy or e-briefings.
Have a 1-2minute informational video about the policy before any required computer-based
trainings to remind staff about the available assistance.
Have information about the policy front and center on the organization’s websites.
Transition from hardcopy to electronic submission of forms.
Utilize multiple channels to get the word out about the assistance. Go beyond email blasts as
emails are only effective for certain employee populations. Use flyers and brochures in
institutions/facilities for employees without email access.

Participant ideas for policy changes
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Increase what is covered by the policy, such as books and fees.
Move beyond solely tuition reimbursement and consider offering a stipend annually to help
payback employees student loans.
Create a book scholarship program.
Offer a larger amount of dollars if an employee agrees to work for the organization for a longer
period.
Increase the cap of the annual amount based on the number of employees using it.
Allow use of their work computer and/or create a space with a computer that employees can
use to complete their coursework.
Make the funds a separate budget item and not tied to departments.
Collaborate with local universities/colleges. Public Institutions have a lot of pull to co-develop
programs with local colleges and universities.
Offer reassurance at the time of application that reimbursement will be made available if
requirements are met. Employees want to know the funds will not run out.
Reimburse or pay directly half of the costs upfront and the other half upon completion.
Create flexible reimbursement timelines that are responsive to courses and school schedules
outside traditional semesters.
Offer employees immediate access to the reimbursement upon hire.
Offer stipends for childcare, parking, and transportation.
Set aside an extra pool of funds beyond tuition reimbursement for employees with only a high
school education to pay for additional costs (e.g. books, fees, childcare, transportation, etc.).
Use household income requirements like federal financial aid to ensure the funds go the most in
need and help reduce the disparate access to higher education.
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•

•
•

•

Be explicit about a supervisor’s responsibility to provide flexibility to staff. Special attention and
creativity should be allowed by supervisors to work with front line staff to encourage continued
education.
Work with universities and colleges to help inform employees of the types of degree programs
available, applicable, and reimbursable.
Develop and maintain a culture of pro-employee growth and development. Communicate to
employees that the organization values continued education and supervisors actively seek to
support employee access and ask employees about their educational goals.
Make concerted efforts to increase awareness and access to the policy and continued education
for hard to reach employees groups (e.g. frontline staff, field staff, those without employer
email addresses).

Individual Insights on Policy Changes
“It would be great if they had a coach (or ombudsman) to help us connect to the universities
and help have conversations with those who feel that they will have challenges.” – Focus Group
Participant
“Childcare would make a huge difference if I was going back to school when my child was
younger.” – Focus Group Participant
“Transportation would be huge due to parking expenses. It would be helpful to have public
transportation paid for.” – Focus Group Participant
“My department used the money before my grades were available, so I paid for the course
myself. Never applied for assistance again.” – Survey Participant
Comparison by groups
There were a few differences noted among focus groups. Participants working in higher education
institutions as well as those with degrees themselves were more emphatic about formal education (i.e.
degrees) being imperative. Participants working in rural Arizona felt reimbursement after completion
was positive because it supported personal responsibility and investment (e.g. attendance, grades). For
those taking classes at a community college or for general certifications, the amount of reimbursement
felt adequate. However, those participants pursuing bachelor’s degrees or higher felt the amount of
reimbursement was not enough. The total amount reimbursed annually impacted whether participants
chose to continue their education or the rate at which they continued.
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Appendix A: Focus Group Questionnaire
Awareness and Utilization of Tuition Support
1. Thinking about the educational support offered by your employer, by a show of hands…. How
many of you are aware of the types of benefits available to you?
➔ How did you learn about the benefits?
➔ For those of you who have not heard of the educational benefits, what would be some
effective ways for your employers to share it with employees like you?
2. Now, again by a show of hands, how many of you have used education assistance like tuition
reimbursement? Anyone currently using education assistance?
➔ How important was the availability of tuition support in your decision to enroll in
continued education?
➔ How easy or hard is/was it to access and use the benefits?
➔ What other factors influenced your decision to pursue this additional
education/training?
3. What are some of the good/positive things about your employer's education policy? Or your
experience?
4. Educational support policies can be very different. All policies have requirements that could
make it harder for an employee to use them.
➔ What improvements could be made to your employer’s policy or in general to support
employees pursuing continued education? (ex. increased funds, shorter reimbursement
timeline, more types of education and expenses covered, other indirect expenses, more
flexible schedule, or payback penalty)
➔ What challenges or costs associated with the training/education did tuition support not
address?
5. Does the available training/education support affect how you feel about your employer?
➔ Does it make you feel appreciated? Does it make you more loyal to your organization?
Are you grateful for the support?
6. Is there anything else you’d like to share, good, bad or otherwise, about education benefits?
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Appendix B: Public Institution Research Partner Education Assistance Survey

Achieve60AZ Survey
Electronic Consent
You are invited to participate in an online survey on the education assistance, including tuition
assistance or reimbursement, offered by your employer. This survey is part of a larger effort by
Achieve60AZ, a non-profit whose mission is to increase the number of Arizonans with post-high
school education. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to take an online survey about your
awareness and attitudes as well as ways to improve educational assistance. This survey will take
approximately 15 minutes of your time.
Participation
Your decision to participate is completely voluntary and you have the right to stop at any time without
punishment. You may skip any question you do not wish to answer. Participation or non-participation
in the study will not impact your employment or educational assistance in any way.
Risks and Benefits
There are no anticipated risks or discomfort connected to taking the survey other than those
encountered in day-to-day life. While there are no direct benefits to you for completing this survey,
your responses will help us learn more about ways to improve education assistance for employees
across Arizona.
Confidentiality
All survey responses will be collected using Survey Monkey where it will be stored in a secure
database and kept confidential. We will not collect identifying information such as your name, email
address, or IP address. Therefore, your responses will remain anonymous. No one will be able to
identify you or your answers, and no one will know whether or not you chose to take the survey. All
survey data will be averaged and your responses will be grouped together with the responses of
others.
The data collected will be used to create an issue brief that outlines challenges faced when pursuing
post-secondary education and certification across Arizona. This information will also be used to
develop a pilot education assistance to test at partner sites across Arizona. It is also important to
share that some of the survey data will also contribute to the fulfillment of a doctoral thesis by
Achieve60AZ staff. So, by completing the survey, you agree to allow Achieve60AZ and staff to include
your responses in any community or educational publications. The results of this study will be used
by Achieve60AZ staff.
Questions
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If you have any questions about Achieve60AZ’s efforts, please contact Breanne Bushu at
60@achieve60az.com. If you have any questions about your rights as a participant or any concerns,
please contact Aimee Sitzler at aimee@communityallianceaz.com.
You may print a copy of this consent form for your records.
* 1. ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below. Clicking on the “Agree” button below indicates
that
You have read and agree with the above information,
You voluntarily agree to participate, and
You are 18 years of age or older.
Agree
Disagree

Achieve60AZ Survey
Survey Questions
Your organization may offer education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or
reimbursement. Education assistance is when all or a part or of an employee’s education costs are
covered.
This survey is designed to identify your awareness of education assistance, attitudes toward it, and
opportunities for improving the use of education assistance by employees looking to continue
working toward a certificate or degree beyond high school across Arizona.
Instructions: Please answer the following questions about your job to the best of your ability.
2. What best describes your current employment?
Full-time salaried
Full-time hourly
Part-time salaried
Part-time hourly
Other (please specify below)
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3. Which of the following best describes your current occupation?
Agriculture, Game, Fish, and Forestry Services
Business and Financial Operations
Community and Social Services (e.g., social worker)
Court Services
Development, Engineering, Planning or Architectural Services
Education Services (e.g.,Educator, Training Professional, Learning Specialist)
Elections and Recording Services
Executive Management (e.g., Director, Assistant Director)
Facilities and Grounds Services (e.g., housekeeping, grounds maintenance)
Financial Services (e.g., treasurer, comptroller, budget analyst, tax assessor)
Food Preparation or Cafeteria Services
Healthcare Practitioners (e.g., Physician, Physician Assistant, Nurse Practitioner, etc.)
Healthcare Support (e.g., Health Aides, Laboratory workers, etc.)
Housing Services
Human Resources Services
ITS Services
Legal Services (e.g., Attorney, Paralegal, Legal Assistant)
Library Services (e.g., librarian, library assistant)
Maintenance and Repair Services
Office and Administrative Support (e.g., Executive Assistant, Program Specialist)
Protective Services (e.g., Corrections, Dispatch, EMS, Fire, Jail, Police, Probation, Sheriff)
Public Assistance
Public Works
Transportation and Logistics (e.g., bus driver, truck driver, light rail operator)
Intern
Other (please specify below)

4. Which of the following best describes your role?
Supervisory
Non-supervisory
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Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
of an employee’s education costs are covered.
Instructions: Thinking about education assistance, please answer the following to the best of your
ability.

5. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school is important to me.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

6. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me make more money.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

7. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me get a better job.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

8. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me reach my long-term goals.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

9. Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school can help me be a good role model to others.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
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of an employee’s education costs are covered.
Instructions: Thinking about education assistance, please answer the questions to the best of your
ability.
10. Do you know if your employer offers any education assistance to employees?
Yes
No

Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
of an employee’s education costs are covered.

Instructions: Thinking about how employer's can support their employee's efforts to continuing their
education or certification, please answer the following.

11. Having access to education assistance makes me more likely to continue my education or certification.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree
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12. Do you think you would have problems with any of the following when using employer offered education
assistance? Select all that apply.
Time
Financial Support
Supervisor or Leadership Support
Relevance
Technology
Family Support
Personal feelings, e.g., fear, anxiety, uncertainty, lack of confidence
None of the above
Other (please specify)

13. To support my use of education assistance. My employer could …
Select all that apply.
Increase the amount of financial support
Shorten the amount of time it takes to receive financial support
Cover more types of education or training
Cover more types of education-related costs (e.g., lab fees, books)
Cover outside costs (e.g., childcare, transportation)
Remove covered cost pay back requirements (e.g., pay back for receiving a low grade or leaving the organization before working for
the required amount of time after receiving assistance)
Support a more flexible work schedule
Allow time to complete coursework during workday
Support more access to technology
Other (please specify)
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14. How would you like to receive information about education assistance from your employer? Select the
method of communication you prefer.
Email
Employee meeting
Human resources representative
Newsletter
Posting around organization (e.g., bulletin boards, electronic screens, etc.)
Social Media (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, blog, etc.)
Supervisor
Website/intranet
Other (please specify)

Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
of an employee’s education costs are covered.
Instructions: Thinking about education assistance, please answer the following questions to the best
of your ability.
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15. How did you learn about the assistance? Select all that apply.
Email from employer
Employee orientation
Employee handbook/manual
Human resources representative
Newsletter
Other employees
Posting around organization (e.g., bulletin boards, electronic screens, etc.)
Social Media (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, blog, etc.)
Supervisor
Website/intranet
Other (please specify)

16. How satisfied are you with your employer’s education assistance policy?
Very Satisfied

Satisfied

Neither

Dissatisfied

Very Dissatisfied

17. How would you like to receive information about education assistance from your employer? Select the
method of communication you prefer.
Email
Employee meeting
Human resources representative
Newsletter
Posting around organization (e.g., bulletin boards, electronic screens, etc.)
Social Media (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, blog, etc.)
Supervisor
Website/intranet
Other (please specify)
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Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
of an employee’s education costs are covered.

Instructions: Thinking about education assistance, please answer the following question to the best of
your ability.
18. Have you used education assistance offered through your employer?
Yes, in the past
Yes, using it now
No, but I plan to
No, I don’t plan to

Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
of an employee’s education costs are covered.
Instructions: For the following questions, please select all that apply.
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19. Did you have problems with any of the following when using the education assistance? Select all that
apply.
Time
Financial Support
Supervisor or Leadership Support
Relevance
Technology
Family Support
Personal feelings, e.g., fear, anxiety, uncertainty, lack of confidence
None of the above
Other (please specify)

20. To support my use of education assistance. My employer could …
Select all that apply.
Increase the amount of financial support
Shorten the amount of time it takes to receive financial support
Cover more types of education or training
Cover more types of education-related costs (e.g., lab fees, books)
Cover outside costs (e.g., childcare, transportation)
Remove covered cost pay back requirements (e.g., pay back for receiving a low grade or leaving the organization before working for
the required amount of time after receiving assistance)
Support a more flexible work schedule
Allow time to complete coursework during workday
Support more access to technology
Other (please specify)
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Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
of an employee’s education costs are covered.

Instructions: For the following questions, please select all that apply.
21. Do you anticipate having problems with any of the following when using education assistance? Select all
that apply.
Time
Financial Support
Supervisor or Leadership Support
Relevance
Technology
Family Support
Personal feelings, e.g., fear, anxiety, uncertainty, lack of confidence
None of the above
Other (please specify)
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22. To support my use of education assistance. My employer could …
Select all that apply.
Increase the amount of financial support
Shorten the amount of time it takes to receive financial support
Cover more types of education or training
Cover more types of education-related costs (e.g., lab fees, books)
Cover outside costs (e.g., childcare, transportation)
Remove covered cost pay back requirements (e.g., pay back for receiving a low grade or leaving the organization before working for
the required amount of time after receiving assistance)
Support a more flexible work schedule
Allow time to complete coursework during workday
Support more access to technology
Other (please specify)

Achieve60AZ Survey
Education assistance, also referred to as tuition assistance or reimbursement, is when all or a part or
of an employee’s education costs are covered.

Instructions: Thinking about education assistance, please answer the following.

23. Having access to education assistance makes me more likely to continue my education or certification.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

24. The available education assistance is easy for me to use.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree
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25. My job gives me the flexibility I need to use the available education assistance.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

26. My supervisor encourages me to use the available education assistance.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

27. My supervisor or leadership would support my use of education assistance.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Achieve60AZ Survey
Instructions: Please answer the following demographics questions to the best of your ability.
28. What is your gender?
Female
Male
Nonbinary
Prefer not to say
Other (please specify)

29. What is your age?
18-24

45-54

25-34

55-64

35-44

65+
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30. Which of the following best describes you? Select all that apply.
Asian
African American or Black
Caucasian or White
Hispanic or Latinx
Native American or Native Alaskan
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
Prefer not to answer
Other (please specify)

31. How many people rely on your total household income? Include yourself, your partner, any children and
older adults.
None
1
2
3
4 or more

32. What is the highest level of school you have completed? (If you’re currently enrolled in school, please
select the highest degree you have received.)
Less than a high school diploma
High school degree or equivalent (e.g. GED)
Some college, no degree
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Professional degree (e.g. MD, DDS, DVM)
Doctorate
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33. How many years have you been at your current employer?
Less than 1 year
1 year to 5 years
6 years to 10 years
11 years to 15 years
16 years to 20 years
21 years to 25 years
26 years to 30 years
30 or more

34. What is your total household income from all sources?
Less than $20,000
$20,000 to $34,999
$35,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to $74,999
$75,000 to $99,999
$100,000 to $149,999
Over $150,000
Prefer not to answer
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Appendix C: Additional Data Describing Survey Population
Attitudes Toward Higher Education by Race/Ethnicity
The following charts breakdown attitudes by race/ethnicity of survey respondents. Due to the low
number of responses among some race/ethnicities, missing values, and respondents who preferred not
to respond to race/ethnicity this is included for informational purposes.
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Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me make more money
by Race/Ethnicity.
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Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me get a better job by
Race/Ethnicity.
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Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school will help me reach my longterm goals by Race/Ethnicity.
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0
0
11
16
0
0
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100%

Pursuing a degree, certification, or credential past high school can help me be a good role
model to others by Race/Ethnicity.

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander

5

Native American or Native Alaskan

13

Caucasian or White

254

244

Asian

22

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree
22
244
21
417
13
22

20%

2
125

13

Hispanic or Latinx

10%

1
4

21

0%

1

10

417

African American or Black

Asian
Hispanic or Latinx
African American or Black
Caucasian or White
Native American or Native Alaskan
Asian

1

30%

Neither

30 25
6

121

34 7 15
11

40%

50%

Disagree

60%

70%

3

80%

90%

Strongly Disagree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

11
121
13
254
10
11

3
34
6
125
4
3

0
7
0
30
2
0

1

Strongly
Disagree
0
15
0
25
1
0
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