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HE 24TH annual Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa education

poll offers a picture of a public that wants improve-

ment in its public schools and that has little faith

in its elected leaders to bring this improvement

about. However, a careful reading of the results
of the poll will provide some comfort to those who believe
the public schools are better than they are given credit for
being.

When grading the public schools they know best, the ones
in their own communities, 40% of Americans give the schools
an A or a B, and only 17% assign the failing grades of D or
F. The more familiar people are with the schools, the more
the approval rating climbs, with grades of A or B given by
649% of parents grading the public school their oldest child
attends.

As has been the case in previous polls, grades drop when
respondents are asked to grade the schools outside their own
communities — that is, schools in the nation as a whole. Here,
the public’s views reaffirm the conventional wisdom that the
public schools are in bad shape. The proportion of respon-
dents giving an A or a B to the schools across the nation falls
to 18%, and the proportion assigning a D or an F rises to 22%.

The grades given the public schools are not, however, as
negative — or as interesting and dramatic — as those the
public assigns its elected leaders for their efforts to improve
the schools. Only 15% of respondents give President Bush,
the self-described Education President, an A or a B. This per-
centage falls to 7% for Congress and climbs back to only 19%
for governors and to 14% for state legislators. The extent of
the public’s dissatisfaction is reflected in the fact that the per-
centage of respondents assigning a grade of D or F is 52%
for Congress, 46% for President Bush, 41% for the gover-
nors, and 40% for state legislators.

That the public wants change and improvement in its pub-
lic schools is reflected throughout the poll. There is even some
indication that the public is willing to see basic structural
changes aimed at improving the schools. For example:

® 719 favor the use of national standardized tests (as have
large majorities for two decades).

® 74% believe that preschool programs would help chil-
dren from low-income and poverty-level households perform
better in school as teenagers.

® 55% support extending the school year to 210 days.

® 77% favor the use of public school buildings by non-
school agencies to provide social and welfare services for
students.

* 689% favor the distribution of condoms in public schools.

The poll results suggest that the public is increasingly will-
ing to provide additional funding to bring about school im-
provement. Respondents this year returned ‘“‘lack of finan-
cial support’ to the top of the list of problems facing the public
schools, demonstrating an awareness of the fact that fund-
ing must be taken into account as the various problems af-
fecting the schools are addressed. And, by a margin of 49%
to 42%, respondents indicated a willingness to pay additional
taxes to provide preschool programs for children from low-
income and poverty-level households.

The poll results reflect some of the divisions in American
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society. Those who have had the greatest success in shar-
ing in the American dream have the greatest faith in the public
schools and are most willing to look to those schools for so-
lutions. College graduates, professionals and businesspeo-
ple, those with incomes of $50,000 and up, and suburbanites
tend to grade the schools more favorably than nonwhites,
manual laborers, those with the lowest incomes, and inner-
city residents. The proportion assigning an A or a B to the
public schools in their own community falls to 32% for blacks
and to 28% for inner-city residents, two groups that obviously
overlap.

The data also indicate that the public favors changes in
the public schools. Support for a longer school year, for cur-
riculum changes to improve racial and ethnic tolerance and
understanding, for the distribution of condoms in schools, and
for the use of public school buildings by nonschool agencies
to provide social and welfare programs for students from low-
income and poverty-level households offers evidence that the
public understands the problems of the schools.

Indeed, the public’s view is encouragingly realistic. Many
educators oppose the use of a national standardized test;
however, few would disagree with the public in feeling that
scores from such a test, if available, should be used to iden-
tify areas in which students need extra help and in which
teachers need to improve their teaching skills. Public sup-
port for the distribution of condoms in schools — support that
undoubtedly would have been lacking a few years ago — re-
flects not so much a shift in perceptions of morality as a be-
lief that such a step will reduce the number of teen pregnan-
cies and the likelihood that students will contract AIDS or oth-
er sexually transmitted diseases.

HE PURPOSE of a public opinion poll is to deter-

mine what the public thinks, not to judge the right-

ness or wrongness of the public’s views. Those who

use the poll determine the significance of the data.

We read the results of this poll as showing that the
public is reasonably well-informed about its schools, wants
to see those schools improve, and is willing to provide the
support to bring improvement about. This interpretation sug-
gests that what American education faces today is not a fail-
ure of public will but a failure of leadership. The poll data sup-
port this view.

Biggest Problems Facing
Local Public Schools in 1992

For the first time since 1971, lack of proper financial sup-
port headed the list of Americans’ concerns about their pub-
lic schools. But lack of financial support shared first place
with people’s continuing concern about drug use, a problem
that until this year had been first in the public’s perception
since 1986, when it superseded another perennial problem:
lack of student discipline. This year 22% of respondents men-
tioned inadequate finances as a major problem, and 22%
mentioned drug use. Seventeen percent mentioned lack of
discipline, and another 9% identified the closely related prob-
lems of fighting, violence, and gangs.

Typically, lack of adequate financing has been listed as
a major problem for local schools by some 12% to 20% of
poll respondents. Last year we noted that certain population



groups in particular were concerned about finances: persons
who have attended college, professionals and businesspeo-
ple, and public school parents (particularly those with a col-
lege education and those with children who receive above-
average grades). In this year’s poll, these groups were again
most concerned about finances. Of particular interest is the
large percentage of people living in the West who perceive
the schools as underfinanced: 31%. By contrast, only 14%
of respondents living in the South mentioned inadequate
financing as a major problem.
The question:

What do you think are the biggest problems with
which the public schools of this community must
deal?

Public Nonpublic
National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %

Lack of proper financial
support
Use of drugs
Lack of discipline
Fighting/violence/gangs
Poor curriculum/
poor standards
Large schools/
overcrowding
Difficulty in getting
good teachers
Parents’ lack of interest
Moral standards
Integration/busing
Lack of family structure
Crime/vandalism
Lack of good, up-to-date
equipment
Pupils’ lack of interest/
truancy
Low teacher pay
Lack of dedicated teachers
Lack of attention to/under-
standing of students
Lack of needed teachers
Problems with
administration
Mismanagement of funds/
programs
Drinking/alcoholism
Teachers' lack of interest
There are no problems
Miscellaneous
Don’t know

25 25
17 18
15 19
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*Less than one-half of 1%.
(Figures add to more than 100% because of multiple answers.)

llustration by Jem Sullivan

Distribution of Condoms by Schools

Ten years ago, free distribution of condoms in public high
schools would have been unthinkable. Today, the fast-
growing AIDS epidemic has moved a number of big-city
school systems to adopt a policy of condom distribution. A
trend is apparently in the making.”

Poll planners this year asked a series of questions to meas-
ure local support for the distribution of condoms in the
schools. A majority of respondents (68%) would approve of
condom distribution in their local public schools, although
25% of them would approve distribution only with parental
consent. Majorities of the public believe that condom distri-
bution in the schools would slow the spread of AIDS and other
sexually transmitted diseases and, to a somewhat lesser ex-
tent, would reduce the number of pregnancies among stu-
dents. The possibility that condom distribution would increase
sexual promiscuity among students is seen as likely by a sig-
nificant number of respondents; 40% say it would increase
sexual promiscuity, 42% say it would make no difference,
and 13% say it would actually decrease promiscuity.**

Several interesting, though perhaps predictable, demo-
graphic differences show up in the responses to these ques-
tions. For example, men are slightly less likely than women
(39% to 45%) to approve of providing condoms without paren-
tal consent to all students who want them. Older and less-

*In the past year, school systems in several major cities have adopted pro-
grams to distribute condoms to high schoolers. New York, Los Angeles, San
Francisco, and Seattle have policies in place, while Philadelphia, Chicago, and
Baltimore have pilot programs. The legality of New York’s program, which does
not require parental consent, was upheld in a court case last summer. Interest-
ingly, preliminary reports from cities with condom distribution plans show that
only a small minority of students are taking advantage of them so far.

**A Time/CNN poll conducted by Yankelovich Clancy Shulman on 17-19
December 1991 showed that 56% of the public approved of having school
health clinics provide students with contraceptives; 38% disapproved. (In the
Time/CNN survey, the option ‘‘only with consent’’ was not included.)
According to that poll, 41% of the public thought that distributing condoms
in school would contribute to greater promiscuity; 54% thought that it would not.

“Wait! Is it too late for me to change my opinion?”’
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well-educated respondents and those who live in small com-
munities or in the South are also less likely to approve of the
practice. Catholics and Protestants are equally likely to ap-
prove of the idea (40% in favor).

The first question:

Which one of the following plans regarding con-
doms would you prefer in the public schools in this
community?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents

% % % %

Provide condoms for

all students who want

them 43 44 41 38
Provide condoms only to

students who have

parental consent 25 24 27 24
Don't provide condoms

to any student 25 23 27 29
Don’t know 7 9 5 9

The second question:

In your opinion, which of the following would hap-
pen if condoms were provided in the local public
schools?

No Don’t
Increase Decrease Effect Know
% % % %
Increase or decrease sexual
promiscuity among students 40 13 42" 5
Increase or decrease the number
of pregnancies among students 14 64 178 5
Increase or decrease the likeli-
hood of contracting AIDS 12 7 12* 5
Increase or decrease the likeli-
hood of contracting other
sexually transmitted diseases 13 71 L & o 5

*Volunteered answer.

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Think would increase:
Sexual promiscuity 40 37 43 48
Number of student
pregnancies 14 13 14 17
Likelihood of
contracting AIDS 12 11 13 15
Likelihood of contract-
ing other sexually
transmitted diseases 13 12 13 16
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Grading the Public Schools

Every Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa education poll since 1974
has asked Americans to rate the public schools on a scale
from A to F. The overall ratings have remained relatively sta-
ble since 1984, after reaching a low point in 1983, when the
poll was conducted shortly after the publication of A Nation
at Risk. The table below summarizes the ratings since 1982.
Some significant differences can be identified among respon-
dent groups. For example, 49% of college graduates and
46% of people with high incomes (but only 33% of those with
some high school but less than a high school diploma and
34% of those in the lowest income category) give their pub-
lic schools a grade of A or B. Given the great differences in
per-pupil expenditures from district to district, it is logical to
assume that wealthy college graduates choose to live in areas
that can afford better schools. Meanwhile, only 28% of peo-
ple living in the inner city, where per-pupil expenditures tend
to be low despite serious needs, award their schools a grade
of A or B, whereas 46% of those who live in the suburbs do so.

Some other differences also deserve mention. As has al-
ways been the case in these surveys, respondents with chil-
dren in public schools tend to award higher grades to the pub-
lic schools than do people with no children in school or with
children in nonpublic schools. Respondents in western and
southern states tend to give lower grades to the public schools
(34% A’s and B’s in the West, 36% A’s and B’s in the South)
than do respondents in the other two major regions. In the
Midwest, 46% give their public schools top grades, as do 44%
in the East.

The question:

Students are often given the grades A, B, C, D,
and FAIL to denote the quality of their work. Sup-

“Please don'’t offer an opinion until I’'ve asked for one.”



pose the public schools themselves, in this com-
munity, were graded in the same way. What grade
would you give the public schools here — A, B, C,
D, or FAIL?

Ratings Given the Local Public Schools

1992 1991 1990 1989 1988 1987 1986 1985 1984 1983 1982
% % % % % % % % % % %

A&B 40 42 41 43 40 43 41 43 42 3N J7
A e MRS L AR B B B g | AR T
B 31 32 33 3 31 31 30 M4 3R 25 29
Cc 33 33 34 33 34 30 28 30 3B 32 33
D n o [ G SN & ey | SRRt TR R [ Qe o R b P
FAIL (e SRy e i Sk B TS R B SR et
DONERIOW: 1 10: =10/ /8.1 9 12514 . 16 +.18 8 A7

Respondents were also asked to rate the nation’s public
schools. As has been true in past years, the nation’s schools
came off a poor second to local schools. Whereas 40% of
the public think their own schools merit either an A or a B,
only 18% award these grades to the nation’s public schools.
This two-to-one difference is typical.

The second question:

How about the public schools in the nation as a
whole? What grade would you give the public
schools nationally — A, B, C, D, or FAIL?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
'92 '92 '92 '92
A&B 18 18 19 16
A 2 2 2 3
B 16 16 17 13
C 48 47 48 49
D 18 19 18 16
FAIL 4 4 4 8
Don’t know 12 12 1 1

Finally, public school parents were again asked to rate the
public school attended by their oldest child. Sixty-four per-
cent of these parents gave the school their oldest child at-
tends an A or a B. The differences between these rankings
and the national rankings suggest that the better people know
the public schools, the higher their opinion of school quality.

The third question (asked of parents with children in the
public schools):

Using the A, B, C, D, FAIL scale again, what grade
would you give the school your oldest child at-
tends?

1992 1991 1990 1989 1988 1987 1986 1985

% % % % % % % %
A&B 64 73 72 71 70 69 65 71
A 22 29 27 25 22 28 28 23
B 42 44 45 46 48 41 37 48
C 24 21 19 19 22 20 26 19
D 6 2 5 5 3 5 4 5
FAIL 4 4 2 1 2 2 2 2
Don't know 2 i 2 4 3 4 3 3

*Less than one half of 1%.

Hllustrations by Jem Sullivan

Rating Progress Reports to Parents

Because parents are sometimes critical of the information
they receive from the public schools about their children’s
academic progress, a question asking parents to grade the
information they receive on their oldest child’s progress was
added to this year’s poll. Parents who say their eldest child’s
academic standing is average or below are much more criti-
cal of the information they receive than are parents whose
eldest child’s standing is above average. Also, parents are
much less satisfied with the information received about chil-
dren at the high school level (16% A’s) than at the elemen-
tary level (42% A's).

The question (asked of parents with children in the public
schools):

What grade would you give the information you
receive from your oldest child’s teachers regarding
his or her academic progress — A, B, C, D, or FAIL?

Academic Standing Grade Level
Of Oldest Child Of Oldest Child
National Above Average or High
Totals Average Below School Elementary

% % % % %

A&B 61 72 51 49 7]
A 31 40 22 16 42
B 30 32 29 33 29
C 23 19 28 28 20
D 7 4 1" 9 6
FAIL 6 3 9 12 2
Don’t know 3 2 1 2 3

Progress Toward School Improvement
By the Year 2000

With great fanfare and many brave words, President
George Bush and the 50 state governors launched a program
of public school improvement following a national conference
in February 1990. They announced six national goals for edu-
cation and began work on a strategy for achieving them by
the year 2000. :

The 1990 and 1991 Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa polls asked
Americans how high a priority each of the national goals
should be given and how likely they thought the achievement
of each goal would be by the year 2000. Not surprisingly, each
goal was awarded very high priority, but there was consider-
able pessimism about the likelihood of attaining any one of
the goals by the end of the century.

SEPTEMBER 1992
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This year poll planners framed a series of questions
designed to reveal public attitudes concerning the effective-
ness of government officials’ efforts to improve schools, the
level of public awareness of the national goals, and the ef-
fectiveness of governmental efforts to achieve them to date.
To put it mildly, the public is dissatisfied. People don’t be-
lieve that much progress has been made, and they award
government officials extremely low grades for their efforts to
improve the schools.

The federal government — especially Congress — is a tar-
get of public disapproval. The 102nd Congress, immobilized
and ridiculed on many other counts, is rated lower than the
President, the state governors, and the state legislators. Only
7% of poll respondents gave Congress a rating of A or B for
its efforts on behalf of public education, and 52% assigned
Congress a D or an F. President Bush, the self-styled Edu-
cation President, fared about the same (15% A’s and B's)
as state governors (19%) and state legislators (14%). But the
President received 46% D’s and F’s, state governors received
41%, and state legislators received 40%. Clearly, the public
gives government officials at all levels failing marks.

The first question:

Government officials at all levels have publicly
committed themselves to improvement of the pub-
lic schools by the year 2000. At this point, what
grade would you give the following government offi-
cials for improving the public schools — A, B, C,
D, or FAIL?

Grades Assigned

Don’t

AB A B C D FAIL D&F Know
% % % % % % % %
President Bush 15 3120 90 N28 T 21 46 9
U.S. Congress 7 1.8 90780 (22 52 1
Your state governor 19 4 16 30 22 19 41 10
Your state legislators 14 232 88 24 18 40 13

As indicated in the table below, public school parents grade
officials just as negatively as does the public at large.

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %

A&B

President Bush 15 14 15 16
U.S. Congress I 7 7 8
Your state governor 19 19 19 15
Your state legislators 14 14 14 8

PHI DELTA KAPPAN

The second question, asked to measure the level of pub-
lic awareness of the six national goals announced by the
President and the governors, was:

This card describes several national education
goals that have been recommended for attainment
by the year 2000. Would you tell me which of these
goals you have heard of?

Awareness of Goals

Public Nonpublic
National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
NATIONAL GOALS
A. By the year 2000, all
children in America will
start school ready to
learn. 28 25 33 31
B. By the year 2000, the
high school graduation
rate will increase to at
least 90%. 27 24 31 26

C. By the year 2000,

American students will

leave grades 4, 8, and

12 having demonstrated

competency in challeng-

ing subject matter, in-

cluding English, mathe-

matics, science, history,

and geography. 26 22 31 36
D. By the year 2000,

American students will

be first in the world in

mathematics and sci-

ence achievement. 23 23 22 32
E. By the year 2000, every

adult American will be

literate and will possess

the skills necessary to

compete in a global

economy and to exer-

cise the rights and

responsibilities of

citizenship. 25 21 30 28
F. By the year 2000, every

school in America will

be free of drugs and

violence and will offer a

disciplined environment

conducive to learning. 24 21 28 22

Responses to the final question in this series, asking Ameri-
cans what progress has been made toward achieving each
of the national goals, reveal negative perceptions of prog-
ress to date. For most of the goals, more than twice as many
people believe that little or no progress has been made as
believe that there has been a great deal or quite a bit of prog-
ress. However, readers should note that a large number of
respondents — nearly one-fourth for each goal — did not an-
swer this question or held no opinion.

The third question:

Now, as | read off each goal, would you tell me
how much progress you feel has been made toward
achieving that goal — a great deal, quite a lot, not
too much, or none at all?






Early Childhood Care and Education

A series of questions in this poll probed public attitudes
on issues having to do with child care and early childhood
education. The first national education goal announced by
President Bush and the governors states that, by the year
2000, all children in America will start school ready to learn.
But social trends make reaching this goal increasingly diffi-
cult without massive intervention of some kind. For exam-
ple, the number of single-parent families continues to grow,
and more than 75% of American women now work outside
the home — nearly double the 1970 rate. One-third of these
women have children younger than 6. The number of chil-
dren living in homes where income is below the poverty lev-
el is growing as well, and today the federal Head Start pro-
gram and state-funded preschool programs serve fewer than
half of the nation’s 3- and 4-year-olds living in poverty.

How valuable does the public consider early care and edu-
cation to be? If efforts should be expanded in this area, who
should pay? (David Clark of the University of North Carolina
estimates that providing access to high-quality preschool pro-
grams in order to achieve the announced goal would cost
approximately $30 billion annually.)

Responses to the series of questions on this topic suggest
that the public is well aware of the need for and the value
of greatly expanding the scope and improving the quality of
early care and education. Moreover, a majority of poll respon-
dents say they are willing to pay higher taxes in order to reap
the benefits of expanding these programs.

The first question:

Do you think that preschool programs for children
from low-income and poverty-level households
would help them perform better in school in their
teenage years? A great deal, quite a lot, not much,
or not at all?

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
A great deal 39 33 46 43
Quite a lot 35 38 31 33
Not much 16 16 16 16
Not at all 5 5 5 4
Don’t know 5 8 2 4

People were asked if they would be willing to pay more tax-
es to fund free preschool programs for children from low-
income or poverty-level households. A plurality of respondents
said yes; the vote was 49% willing, 42% unwilling, and 9%
undecided. A contrary vote showed up in only a few popula-
tion groups, notably people living in the East and people with
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incomes near or below the poverty level. Interestingly, the
highest percentages of favorable response came from col-
lege graduates, the 18-29 age group, and the highest-income
group (over $50,000).

The second question:

Would you be willing or unwilling to pay more tax-
es for funding free preschool programs for children
from low-income or poverty-level households?

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Willing 49 46 54 54
Not willing 42 43 40 39
Don’t know 9 1 6 74

The third question:

A proposal has been made to make federally sub-
sidized child care available for all children from
households with one parent or where both parents
work. Do you favor or oppose this proposal?

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Favor 64 58 73 68
Oppose 26 28 22 25
Don’t know 10 14 5  é

Responses to this question differed considerably among
different population groups. Of the categories into which the
Gallup Organization broke down responses, we have selected
six that show some significant differences.

Favor Oppose Don’t Know
% % %

NATIONAL TOTALS 64 26 10
Selected Demographic Groups
Sex

Men 61 29 10

Women 66 23 1
Race

White 63 28 9

Nonwhite 70 14 16
Age

18 - 29 years 69 18 13

30 - 49 years 69 23 8

50 and older 53 35 12
Politics

Republican . 69 33 8

Democrat 70 19 1

Independent 61 29 10
Number of Children Under 18

One child 66 25 9

Two children 70 24 6

Three or more children 72 22 6
Children in School

No children in school 58 28 14

Public school parents 73 22 5

Nonpublic school parents 68 25 7



The fourth question (asked of those who said they favor
federally subsidized child care):

How do you think such a child-care program [one
that would subsidize child care for all children from
households with one parent or in which both par-
ents work] should be paid for — entirely by taxes

or with both parents paying part of the cost, depend-
ing on their ability to pay?

National Sex Race
Totals Men Women White Nonwhite
% % % % %
Entirely by taxes 12 14 10 10 22
Parents pay part 85 82 88 87 73
Don’t know 3 4 2 3 5

The fifth question (asked of those who said they favor fed-
erally subsidized child care):

Where do you think this child-care program
should be provided — in the public schools, at par-
ents’ place of work, or at special child-care facili-
ties?

There was considerable divergence of opinion on this ques-
tion. A plurality of respondents (38%) preferred ‘‘special fa-
cilities” for child care, but 29% preferred the public schools,
and 24% thought that care should be provided at the par-
ents’ place of work. Nine percent had no opinion on the ques-
tion.

There were few significant differences across demographic
categories. Two categories (sex and politics of respondents)
in which differences were more pronounced are reported be-
low.

National Sex Politics
Totals Men Women Rep. Dem. Ind.
% % % % % %

Where Provided
Public schools 29 32 26 36 26 27
Parents’ place of work 24 18 29 25 22 27
Special facilities 38 40 37 32 42 38
Don’t know 9 10 8 7 10 8

Only a small minority of those who favor a federally subsi-
dized child-care program would like to see taxpayers bear
the entire cost. By a wide margin (85% to 12%), respondents
who favor federally subsidized child care think parents should
share the load, depending on their ability to pay. This senti-
ment is characteristic of every population group sampled, but
twice as many nonwhites as whites (22% to 10%) favor full
taxpayer support.

lllustrations by Jem Sullivan

Longer School Year

In 1982 these polls began gathering opinion on the idea
of lengthening the school year, and the question has been
asked repeatedly since then. The 1982 poll showed the pub-
lic opposed to the measure by a margin of 53% to 37%. Over
the years there has been a gradual trend toward approval
of this change, but not until 1991 did a bare majority emerge
(51% in favor, 42% opposed). In the current poll 55% of
respondents favor a longer school year. Leading the way are
people in the West (72% in favor) and college graduates (61%
in favor). High-income respondents and business and profes-
sional people are also more strongly in favor of a longer
school year than is the public as a whole. Media attention
to the longer school year in nations that Americans see as
economic competitors, such as Japan, no doubt has played
arole in the growing support for this idea. Interestingly, young-
er adults (those 18 to 29 years of age) are less strongly be-
hind the idea than people who are 50 or older (48% to 57%).
Six in 10 public school parents (58%) support a longer school
year.

The question:

In some nations, students attend school as many
as 240 days a year as compared to about 180 days
in the U.S. How do you feel about extending the
public school year in this community by 30 days,
making the school year about 210 days or 10
months long? Do you favor or oppose this idea?

Extend School Year 30 Days

1992 1991 1984 1983 1982
% % % % %
Favor 55 51 44 40 37
Oppose 35 42 50 49 53
Don’t know 10 7 d 6 1 10

This year, respondents who favored a longer school year
were also asked if they would prefer to see a change in the
way school vacations are scheduled. The choices were four
or five three-week vacation breaks evenly distributed through-
out a school year or the current long summer break. This
change-oriented group resoundingly approved shorter, more
frequent vacations. Interestingly, many more women than
men (63% to 54%) liked the idea.

The question (asked of those who favor a longer school
year):

Let’s assume that the school year is increased
from 180 to 210 days. Which would you prefer:
keeping the school year as it is now with a long sum-
mer vacation — or dividing the school year into four
or five segments with three-week vacation breaks
evenly distributed throughout the year?

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Breaks distributed 59 58 60 57
Keep as now 39 39 40 40
Don’t know 2 3 ¢ 3

*Less than one-half of 1%.
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Analysis of the findings from the two questions above
shows that only a quarter (24%) of Americans would vote for
the existing 180-day school year and vacation schedule over
the new options. The most popular plan, favored by 32%,
would be the extended school year with multiple vacations;
another 28% would opt for the lengthened school year but
with the current vacation system.

People who oppose the longer school year or have no opin-
ion on the subject were also asked about their preference
in the scheduling of school vacations. Unsurprisingly, they
overwhelmingly preferred the status quo.

The question (asked of those who oppose or have no opin-
ion on the longer school year):

Let’s assume that the school year stays at about
180 days, as it is now. Which would you prefer:
keeping the school year as it is now with a long sum-
mer vacation — or dividing the school year into four
or five segments with three-week vacation breaks
evenly distributed throughout the year?

Public  Nonpublic
National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Breaks distributed 16 17 15 16
Keep as now 73 69 78 76
Don’t know 1 14 7 8

Promoting Racial/Ethnic Tolerance

In general, people believe that the public schools are tak-
ing the necessary steps to promote understanding and toler-
ance among students from different racial and ethnic back-
grounds. Fifty percent of respondents say that schools are
taking the necessary steps, while 28% disagree.

The first question:

In your opinion, are the public schools in this
community taking the necessary steps to promote
understanding and tolerance among students of
different racial and ethnic backgrounds or not?

Public  Nonpublic
National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Yes 50 44 59 47
No 28 26 30 31
Don’t know 22 30 11 22

However, these percentages conceal strong dissatisfac-
tion among racial minorities. By a margin of approximately
5to 3, blacks don’t believe their local public schools are do-
ing enough in this area. Nonwhites have similar, though
somewhat less negative views. It should be noted that a large
number of poll respondents — indeed, 30% of people with
no children in school — had no opinion on this question,
which is not frequently discussed in the mass media.
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Race Age
National Non- 50 and
Totals White  White Black 18-29 Over
% % % % % %
Yes 50 52 37 33 39 48
No 28 25 45 52 40 23
Don’t know 22 23 18 15 21 29

A large majority of respondents in all demographic cate-
gories expressed the opinion that their local public schools
should increase coursework, counseling, and school activi-
ties of a kind that will promote racial and ethnic understand-
ing and tolerance. Minority groups favored these actions more
strongly than whites. Respondents in the younger age groups
were more likely than older people to doubt that schools are
taking the necessary steps to promote tolerance.

The second question:

Do you favor or oppose increasing the amount of
coursework, counseling, and school activities in the
local schools to promote understanding and toler-
ance among students of different races and ethnic
backgrounds?

Race Age
National Non- 50 and
Totals White  White Black 18-29 Over
% % % % % %
Favor 71 69 84 82 74 64
Oppose 16 18 8 11 12 17
Don’t know 13 13 8 7 14 19

The table below shows public school parents to be more
in favor than the public at large of increasing coursework,
counseling, and activities to promote racial and ethnic toler-
ance in the public schools.

Public  Nonpublic
National No Children School School
Totals In School  Parents  Parents
% % % %
Favor 71 68 76 70
Oppose 16 15 18 15
Don’t know 13 17 6 15

Placement of Handicapped Children

Educators have argued issues related to the education of
mentally and physically handicapped children for generations.
The debate in the U.S. was exacerbated, not settled, by pas-
sage of the federal Education for All Handicapped Children
Act of 1975. The act was intended to insure that handicapped
children are given an appropriate education in the ‘“‘least re-
strictive environment.” That is, they should be integrated into
regular classrooms where possible.

The public is of two minds on this question, but a majority
took the ‘‘commonsense’’ view that physically handicapped
children can be successfully integrated with nonhandicapped
peers, whereas mentally handicapped children often cannot.
(For obvious reasons, this poll made no attempt to identify
the kinds and degrees of handicapping conditions within the



two large categories, although these factors inevitably in-
fluence every placement decision.)
The first question:

In your opinion, should mentally handicapped
children be put in the same classrooms with other
students, or should they be put in special classes
of their own?

The second question:

In your opinion, should physically handicapped
children be put in the same classrooms with other
students, or should they be put in special classes
of their own?

Public  Nonpublic
National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Mentally Handicapped
Same classroom 22 19 26 24
Special classes 67 70 63 68
Don’t know 1 1 1 8
Physically Handicapped
Same classroom 65 64 66 61
Special classes 27 26 29 29
Don’t know 8 10 5 10

Strongly Favor
& .

New Uses for School Buildings

Individual educators and certain education associations,
such as the National Community Education Association, have
long advocated making the public schools centers for the
delivery of a variety of social services in addition to teach-
ing. The proponents cite many opportunities for increased
efficiency and point to the fact that school buildings are closed
during much of the day and during as much as half of the
year.

Luvern Cunningham, professor of educational administra-
tion at Ohio State University, has gone so far as to suggest
that, over the next generation, communities need to phase
out local school districts, school boards, and superintendents
and replace them with a reconstituted form of local govern-
ment. The new entity would be responsible for governing all
activities related to the well-being of the community, includ-
ing K-12 education, mental and physical health, public safe-
ty, early childhood education, adult education, libraries, muse-
ums, child day care, adult day care, job retraining, employ-

lllustration by Jem Sullivan

ment counseling and placement, literacy, and community de-
velopment.*

Two questions were framed to sample opinion on the ex-
panded use of school buildings for the delivery of health and
welfare services by various government agencies. The idea
itself was welcomed by a great majority of this year’s poll
respondents. Of the national sample, 77% say they favor ex-
panded use, and only 16% say they oppose it. Support was
consistent throughout the sample. The second question pro-
posed specific times when school buildings might be kept
open for unspecified uses by students. The public overwhelm-
ingly favored keeping public school buildings open after
school hours on school days; in somewhat smaller numbers
respondents also approved keeping them open on weekends
and during traditional vacation periods.

The first question:

Would you favor or oppose using the public
school buildings in this community to provide health
and social welfare services to students? These ser-
vices would be administered and coordinated by
various government agencies using local school
buildings as youth service or support centers.

Public  Nonpublic
National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Favor {7 78 77 74
Oppose 16 13 19 22
Don’t know 7 9 4 4

The second question:

Would you favor or oppose keeping public school
buildings in this community open, with adult super-
vision, for use by schoolchildren at the following
times: 1) after regular school hours on school days,
2) during weekends, 3) during vacation periods?

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Favor:
After school hours 87 85 920 86
During weekends 67 66 68 66
During vacations 72 69 75 72

*For further details, see Education Week, Special Report, 29 April 1992, p.
27.

Willingness to Volunteer

The volunteer spirit is strong in almost every segment of
society, according to the responses to a question in the cur-
rent poll asking respondents if they would be willing to help
in their local schools without pay if needed. The overall re-
sponse was 59% yes, 34% no, and 7% don’t know. Signifi-
cant differences show up in certain population categories,
however. For example, women express greater willingness
to volunteer than do men (64% to 54%). More whites than
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nonwhites say they would be willing to volunteer. The best-
educated respondents say they are more willing to volunteer
than do the least educated. Somewhat surprisingly, people
over age 65 say they are less willing to volunteer than do peo-
ple in their middle years.

Although public school parents are, not surprisingly, some-
what more likely to state that they would be willing to volun-
teer (72% willing) than are those with no children in school
or with children in private schools, about half of both of these
groups say they would be agreeable to serving as unpaid
volunteers in the public schools.

These findings suggest that school authorities may have
failed to take full advantage of a rich resource in troubled
financial times. However, the administration of a volunteer
program presents problems, and much information would
have to be gathered with respect to what kinds of service
volunteers could provide and with respect to its quality be-
fore a program could be implemented.

The question:

If you were asked, would you be willing to work
as an unpaid volunteer in any of the public schools
in this community or not?

Willing to work as
unpaid volunteer

%

TOTAL 59
Sex

Men 54

Women 64
Race

White 61

Nonwhite 49
Age

18 - 29 years 65

30 - 49 years 65

50 - 64 years 54

65 and over 36
Education

College graduate 70

High school graduate 57

Grade school 45
Community Size

1 million and over 53

2,500 - 49,999 71
Children in School

No children in school 51

Public school parents 72

Nonpublic school parents 49

Research Procedure

The Sample. The sample used in this survey embraced a total of 1,306
adults (18 years of age and older). it is described as a modified probability
sample of the nation. Personal, in-home interviewing was conducted in ali
areas of the nation and in all types of communities.

Time of Interviewing. The fieldwork for this study was carried out during the
periods of 23 April to 14 May 1992.

The Report. In the tables used in this report, ‘‘Nonpublic School Parents”
includes parents of students who attend parochial schools and parents of stu-
dents who attend private or independent schools.

Due allowance must be made for statistical variation, especially in the case
of findings for groups consisting of relatively few respondents, e.g., nonpublic
school parents.

The findings of this report apply only to the U.S. as a whole and not to in-
dividual communities. Local surveys, using the same questions, can be con-
ducted to determine how local areas compare with the national norm.
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Composition of the Sample

Adults %
No children in school 71 Farm 3
Public school parents 26* Undesignated 5
Nonpublic school parents  6* Income %
R $40,000 and over 29
*Total exceeds 29% because $30,000-$39,999 20
some parents have children at- $20,000-$29,999 17
tending more than one kind of $10,000-$19,999 18
school. Under $10,000 1
Undesignated 5
Sex % Region %
Men 48 East 24
Women 52 Midwest 25
Race % South 31
White 88 West 20
Nonwhite 12 Community Size %
Age % 1 million and over 37
18-29 years 24 500,000-999,999 8
30-49 years 40 50,000-499,999 18
50 and over 36 2,500-49,999 11
Occupation % Under 2,500 26
(Chief Wage Earner) Education %
Business and professional 30 College 47
Clerical and sales 8 High school 46
Manual labor 37 Grade school 7

Nonlabor force 17

Design of the Sample

The sampling procedure is designed to produce an approximation of the
adult civilian population, age 18 and older, living in the U.S., except for per-
sons in institutions such as prisons or hospitals.

A replicated probability sample is used, down to the block level in urban
areas and down to segments of townships in rural areas. More than 300
sampling locations are used in each survey.

The sample design included stratification by these seven size-of-
community strata, using 1980 census data: 1) incorporated cities of popula-
tion 1,000,000 and over, 2) incorporated cities of population 250,000 to
999,999, 3) incorporated cities of population 50,000 to 249,999, 4) urbanized
places not included in 1 and 2, 5) cities over 2,500 population outside of ur-
banized areas, 6) towns and villages with populations less than 2,500, and
7) rural places not included within town boundaries. Each of these strata was
further stratified into four geographic regions: East, Midwest, South, and
West. Within each city-size/regional stratum, the population was arrayed in
geographic order and zoned into equal-sized groups of sampling units. Pairs
of localities were selected in each zone, with probability of selection of each
locality proportional to its population size in the 1980 census, producing two
replicated samples of localities.

For each survey, within each subdivision for which block statistics are avail-
able, a sample of blocks or block clusters is drawn with probability of selec-
tion proportional to the number of dwelling units. In all other subdivisions or
areas, blocks or segments are drawn at random or with equal probability.

In each cluster of blocks and each segment, a randomly selected starting
point is designated on the interviewer’s map of the area. Starting at this point,
interviewers are required to follow a given direction in the selection of house-
holds until their assignment is completed.

Interviewing is conducted at times when adults, in general, are most likely
to be at home, which means on weekends, or, if on weekdays, after 4 p.m.
for women and after 6 p.m. for men.

Allowance for persons not at home is made by a ‘times-at-home”
weighting* procedure rather than by ‘‘callbacks.” This procedure is a meth-
od for reducing the sample bias that would otherwise result from under-
representation in the sample of persons who are difficult to find at home.

The prestratification by regions is routinely supplemented by fitting each
obtained sample to the latest available Census Bureau estimates of the
regional distribution of the population. Also, minor adjustments of the sample
are made by educational attainment by men and women separately, based
on the annual estimates of the Census Bureau (derived from its Current
Population Survey) and by age.

*A. Politz and W. Simmons, ‘‘An Attempt to Get the ‘Not at Homes’ into
the Sample Without Callbacks,” Journal of the American Statistical Associa-
tion, March 1949, pp. 9-31.



Sampling Tolerances

In interpreting survey results, it should be borne in mind that all sample sur-
veys are subject to sampling error, i.e., the extent to which the results may
differ from what would be obtained if the whole population surveyed had been
interviewed. The size of such sampling errors depends largely on the number
of interviews.

The following tables may be used in estimating the sampling error of any
percentage in this report. The computed allowances have taken into account
the effect of the sample design upon sampling error. They may be interpreted
as indicating the range (plus or minus the figure shown) within which the
results of repeated samplings in the same time period could be expected to
vary 95% of the time, assuming the same sampling procedure, the same in-
terviewers, and the same questionnaire.

The first table shows how much allowance should be made for the sam-
pling error of a percentage:

Recommended Allowance for Sampling Error of a Percentage

In Percentage Points
(at 95 in 100 confidence level)*

Sample Size

1,500 1,000 750 600 400 200 100
Percentages near 10 2 2 3 3 4 5 8
Percentages near 20 3 3 4 4 5 7 10
Percentages near 30 3 4 4 5 6 8 12
Percentages near 40 3 4 5 5 6 9 12
Percentages near 50 3 4 5 5 6 9 13
Percentages near 60 3 4 5 5 6 9 12
Percentages near 70 3 4 4 5 6 8 12
Percentages near 80 3 3 4 4 5 7 10
Percentages near 90 2 2 3 3 4 5 8

*The chances are 95 in 100 that the sampling error is not larger than the
figures shown.

The table would be used in the following manner: Let us say that a reported
percentage is 33 for a group that includes 1,000 respondents. We go to the
row for ‘‘percentages near 30’ in the table and across to the column headed
*1,000.”

The number at this point is 4, which means that the 33% obtained in the
sample is subject to a sampling error of plus or minus four points. in other
words, it is very probable (95 chances out of 100) that the true figure would
be somewhere between 29% and 37%, with the most likely figure the 33%
obtained.

In comparing survey results in two samples, such as, for example, men and
women, the question arises as to how large a difference between them must
be before one can be reasonably sure that it reflects a real difference. In the
tables below, the number of points that must be allowed for in such compari-
sons is indicated.

Two tables are provided. One is for percentages near 20 or 80; the other,
for percentages near 50. For percentages in between, the error to be allowed
for lies between those shown in the two tables.

Recommended Allowance for Sampling Error of the Difference

In Percentage Points
(at 95 in 100 confidence level)*

TABLE A Percentages near 20 or percentages near 80
Size of Sample 1,500 1,000 750 600 400 200
1,500 4
1,000 4 5
750 5 5 5
600 5 5 6 6
400 6 6 6 7 7
200 8 8 8 8 9 10
TABLE B Percentages near 50
Size of Sample 1,500 1,000 750 600 400 200
1,500 5
1,000 5 6
750 6 6 7
600 6 7 7 7
400 7 8 8 8 9
200 10 10 10 10 1 13

*The chances are 95 in 100 that the sampling error is not larger than the
figures shown.

Here is an example of how the tables would be used: Let us say that 50%
of men respond a certain way and 40% of women respond that way also, for
a difference of 10 percentage points between them. Can we say with any as-
surance that the 10-point difference reflects a real difference between men
and women on the question? Let us consider a sample that contains approxi-
mately 750 men and 750 women.

Since the percentages are near 50, we consult Table B, and, since the two
samples are about 750 persons each, we look for the number in the column
headed ‘‘750,” which is also in the row designated ‘‘750.”” We find the num-
ber 7 here. This means that the allowance for error should be seven points
and that, in concluding that the percentage among men is somewhere be-
tween three and 17 points higher than the percentage among women, we
should be wrong only about 5% of the time. In other words, we can conclude
with considerable confidence that a difference exists in the direction ob-
served and that it amounts to at least three percentage points.

If, in another case, men’s responses amount to 22%, say, and women’s
to 24%, we consult Table A, because these percentages are near 20. We
look in the column headed ‘750" and see that the number is 5. Obviously,
then, the two-point difference is inconclusive.

Conducting Your Own Poll

The Phi Delta Kappa Center for Dissemination of innovative Programs
makes available PACE (Polling Attitudes of the Community on Education)
materials to enable nonspecialists to conduct scientific polls of attitudes and
opinion in education. The PACE manual provides detailed information on con-
structing questionnaires, sampling, interviewing, and analyzing data. It also
includes updated census figures and new material on conducting a telephone
survey.

For information about using PACE materials, write or phone Neville Robert-
son at Phi Delta Kappa, PO. Box 789, Bloomington, IN 47402-0789. Ph.
800/766-1156.

How to Order the Poll

The minimum order for reprints of the published version of the Gallup/Phi
Delta Kappa education poll is 25 copies for $10. Additional copies are 25 cents
each. This price includes postage for parcel post delivery. Where possible,
enclose a check or money order.

If faster delivery is desired, do not include a remittance with your order. You
will be billed at the above rates plus any additional cost involved in the method
of delivery.

Persons who wish to order the 300-page document that is the basis for this
report should write to the Gallup Organization (47 Hulfish St., Princeton, NJ
08542) or phone 609/924-9600. The price is $95 per copy, postage included.
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