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Introduction 

 

As part of its broader efforts to help improve STEM education, Microsoft Corp. commissioned two 
national surveys with Harris Interactive among college students pursuing science, technology, 
engineering and math (STEM) degrees, and parents of Kς12 students. The goal of the surveys was to 
gain insight about what can better prepare and inspire students to pursue post-secondary education 
in STEM subjects. In these surveys, parents and students were asked about their perceptions and 
attitudes of STEM education in the U.S., shedding light on how to inspire more young people to 
become doctors, scientists and engineers. 

 
CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘΩǎ {¢9a ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ read our press release. 
Note: Survey research methodology is detailed in the appendix of this report. 
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http://www.microsoft.com/Presspass/press/2011/sep11/09-07MSSTEMSurveyPR.mspx


Executive Summary: Parent Perceptions 

Parents were asked about their perception of STEM education in Kς12, and the survey found broad 
agreement that there is room for improvement. 

 

ω While most parents of Kς12 students (93%) believe that STEM education should be a priority in 
the U.S., only half (49%) agree that it actually is a top priority for this country. 

ω Parents who feel that STEM should be a priority feel this way because they want to ensure the 
U.S. remains competitive in the global marketplace (53%) and to produce the next generation of 
ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƻǊǎ όрм҈ύΤ ŦŜǿŜǊ ǎŀȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǿŜƭƭ-paying (36%) or fulfilling careers 
(30%).  

ω Even though many parents (50%) would like to see their children pursue a STEM career, only 24% 
are extremely willing to spend extra money helping their children be successful in their math and 
science classes. 
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College students pursuing a STEM degree were asked to rate how well their Kς12 education prepared 
them for their college courses in STEM, and why they chose to pursue a STEM academic path. 

 

Importance of Kς12 Education: 

ω For many, the decision to study STEM starts before college. 
ω Nearly 4 in 5 STEM college students (78%) say that they decided to study STEM in high school or 

earlier. One in five (21%) decide in middle school or earlier. 
ω More than half (57%) of STEM college students say that, before going to college, a teacher or class 

got them interested in STEM. 
ς This is especially true of female students (68% vs. 51% males), ǿƘƻ ƎƛǾŜ άŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƻǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎέ 

as the top factor that sparked their interest.   
 

Preparedness: 

ω Only 1 in 5 STEM college students feel that their Kς12 education prepared them extremely well for 
their college courses in STEM. 

ω Students who felt less prepared for STEM college courses said that offering more STEM courses 
and having better/more challenging courses would have helped to better prepare them τ and for 
students who felt extremely/very well-prepared, it was the challenging, college-prep courses that 
helped to prepare them. 

ω Females in STEM are more likely than males to say they were extremely/very well-prepared (64% 
vs. 49%) by their Kς12 education, and they are slightly more likely than their male counterparts to 
say that preparing students for STEM should be a top priority in Kς12 schools (92% vs. 84%). 
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Executive Summary: Student Perceptions 



Motivation: 

ω Based on the college student survey findings, the motivation to pursue STEM studies did not 
originate from their parents telling them to select that subject area or even because they know 
the U.S. is in need of STEM graduates. 

ω Rather, students indicate they are selecting a STEM path to secure their own futures. 
ς 68% say they want a good salary. 
ς сс҈ ǎŀȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō potential. 
ς 68% say they find their degree program subject intellectually stimulating and challenging. 
  

Gender Differences: 

ω The inspiration for choosing STEM varied quite a bit between males and females.  
ς Male students are more likely to pursue STEM because they have always enjoyed games/toys, 

reading books, and/or participating in clubs that are focused on their chosen subject area 
(51% vs. 35% females).  

ς Female students are more likely to say that they chose STEM to make a difference (49% vs. 
34% males). 
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Executive Summary: Student Perceptions 



SURVEY FINDINGS 
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Base: All Parents of Child in Grades Kς12 (n=854) 
Q1020: Which of the following careers, if any, would you like your child to pursue? Which of the following, if any, do you think your child will want to pursue?  

50% 

24% 
21% 

17% 15% 15% 
11% 

6% 

42% 

17% 

9% 
13% 

4% 
8% 

5% 6% 

STEM Career
(in total)

Scientist Engineer Physician/Dentist IT Professional Computer
Scientist

Mathematician Other STEM
Career

Among careers tested, the two careers parents most want their child to pursue are scientist 
and engineer; overall, half of parents say they would like their child to pursue a STEM career.  
On the other hand, parents think their kids are more interested in becoming performers or 
artists.  
 

17% 
15% 15% 

13% 
11% 10% 10% 9% 8% 

32% 

14% 

7% 
5% 5% 

19% 

2% 

21% 

10% 
13% 

18% 

I want my child to pursue My child wants to pursue

Parent and Child Career Hopes 
Reported by parents; top responses shown 

Teacher Entrepreneur Business  
Executive 

Lawyer Artist or 
Designer 

Actor/Musician
/Performer 

Financial 
Professional 

Military  
Personnel 

Professional 
Athlete 

No Preferences 
κ5ƻƴΩǘ Know 

Parents who ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴ ά!έ 
on its ability to prepare students for 

careers in STEM are more likely to say their 
child wants to pursue a STEM career (52% 
ǾǎΦ оу҈ ƎƛǾŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀ ά.έ ƻǊ ƭƻǿŜǊύΦ 

Dads are more 
likely to want their 
child to pursue a 

STEM career (57% 
vs. 44% moms). 
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3% 
8% 

35% 

35% 

20% 

Extremely well

Very well

Somewhat well

Not well at all

Not sure

 
  
  
  
  
  
   
  

 

   

 

 

Base: All Qualified Respondents (College Students: n=500, Parents of Child in Grades Kï12: n=854) 
Q910: How well did your Kï12 education (elementary through high school) prepare you for your college courses in science, technology, engineering and/or math? 
Q915: What could  your school have done to better prepare you/What did your school do that helped prepare you for your college courses in STEM? (OPEN END) 
vмлррΥ ²Ƙŀǘ ƎǊŀŘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ Ŝngineering and/or mathematics? 

Parent Rating of Kï12 STEM Prep 

Grade Total Parents 

A 28% 

B 41% 

C 22% 

D 7% 

F 3% 

Average Grade: B 

άAP courses were offered at my high 
school so I was able to gain a good 
foundation in Calculus and PhysicsΦέ 

άMy schools prepared me for college 
workloads by sometimes giving college 
entry level work. Also quite often we 

would be given opportunities to take a 
college course or something of that sortΦέ 

άMore in-depth curriculumΦέ 

άOffer more AP courses and also more 
opportunities for hands-on experience and 

programs with each fieldΦέ 

άMore application, less theoryΦέ 

Parents and STEM students agree that there is room for improvement in Kς12 STEM 
education τ only 1 in 5 STEM students feel they were extremely well-prepared for their 
college STEM courses. 

STEM College Students: How Well Did Your Kς12 
Education Prepare You for College? 

What did your school do to 
help prepare you? 

What could your school have 
done to better prepare you? 

Females in 
STEM are more 
likely than males 
to say they were 
extremely/well- 

prepared  
(64% vs. 49%) 
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Base: All Qualified Respondents (College Students: n=500, Parents of Child in Grades K-12: n=854) 
Q940/Q1060: How strongly do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? 
Q1050: How willing would you be to spend extra money to help your child(ren) be successful in their math and science classes? 

49% 

76% 

93% 

94% 

94% 

49% 

66% 

87% 

93% 

95% 

Preparing students for careers in STEM is a
top priority for schools in the U.S.

Compared to other countries, the U.S. is
doing a poor job of teaching STEM.

Preparing students for careers in STEM
should be a top priority for schools in the

U.S.

A stronger emphasis on STEM is necessary
in order to equip future U.S. generations

with 21st century skills such as critical
thinking.

STEM can help prepare students to become
the world's next innovators and address the

world's toughest problems.

The majority of college students and parents believe that preparing students for careers 
in STEM should be a priority for Kς12 schools in the U.S.; however, only half believe it 
actually is a top priority in schools. 

The State of STEM Education in the U.S.  
% agree among students and parents 

STEM College Students 

Parents of Kς12 Students 

________ 

____ 

__ 

While parents may feel that Kï12 
schools are not meeting 
expectations when it comes to 
STEM, many are not extremely 
willing to spend their own money 
helping their children be successful 
in their math and science classes 
(24% extremely willing vs. 37% 
very willing, 34% somewhat willing, 
and 5% not at all willing). 

Female students are more likely 
than their male counterparts to 
say that preparing students for 
STEM should be a top priority in 
Kï12 schools (92% vs. 84%) τ 

another indication of how 
important Kï12 education is for 

girls. 

76% of parents feel 
that the U.S. is doing 

a poor job of 
teaching STEM 

compared to other 
countries. 
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Base: Parents who agree that STEM preparation should be a top priority for schools (n=774) 
Q1065: Why do you think preparing students for careers in STEM should be a top priority for schools in the United States. Please select up to three responses. 

30% 

36% 

42% 

44% 

51% 

53% 

To enable students to have fulfilling careers
in the future

To enable students to have well-paying
careers in the future

In the future, most or all jobs will require at
least a basic understanding of math and

science

To prepare people that are equipped to find
solutions to the world's problems

To produce the next generation of
innovators

To ensure the U.S. remains competitive in
the global marketplace

{ƻ ǿƘȅ Řƻ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ {¢9a ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΚ !ōƻǳǘ ƘŀƭŦ ǎŀȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƻ 
ensure that the U.S. remains competitive in the global marketplace and also to produce 
the next generation of innovators. Preparing students to have well-paying and fulfilling 
careers are less important. 

Parents: Why Should Preparing Students for STEM Careers Be a Top Priority for Schools in the U.S.? 
Up to 3 responses selected 

Parents in high-income households 
are least likely to give enabling 
students to have well-paying careers 
as a reason (29% in $75K+ 
households vs. 37% in <$35K, 42% 
$35ς49.9K, 46% in $50ς74.9K). 

Dads are more likely than 
moms to list this is a reason 

(62% vs. 47% moms). 

Moms are more likely than 
dads to list this as a reason 

(36% vs. 22% dads). 
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3% 

6% 

17% 

19% 

25% 

39% 

43% 

45% 

54% 

66% 

68% 

68% 

Other

My parents told me I had to

I was encouraged by a teacher or guidance counselor

A family member has similar education/career

Our country is in need of college graduates focused in
these areas

To make a difference

I received good grades in this subject in school

I have always enjoyed games/toys, books,
participating in clubs focused on this subject

It's my passion

The job potential

It's intellectually stimulating/challenging

Good salary out of school

Base: All  College Students (n=500) 
Q810: Why did you choose to pursue this type of education? 

Reasons College Students Choose STEM Degrees 

#1 reason for males and  
pre-med students 

#1 reason for females and  
engineering & science students 

#1 reason for technology students 
(Note: Does not make top 3 list for any other major) 

Male students are more likely to pursue 
STEM because they have always enjoyed 
games/toys, etc. (51% vs. 35% females).  

Black and Hispanic students are less likely than white and Asian 
students to say they chose STEM because they were encouraged by 
a teacher or guidance counselor. 

Female students are more likely than male students 
to say that they chose STEM to make a difference 
(49% vs. 34% males). 
 

Of all STEM students, pre-med are most likely to 
give this is a reason (67% vs. 50% in science, 35% in 
engineering and 12% in technology). 

Students are choosing to pursue a STEM degree, not because someone encouraged or told 
them to or even because the U.S. is in need, but to secure their own futures and because they 
find it intellectually stimulating/challenging. 


