THE 27TH ANNUAL
Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll

Of the Public’s Attitudes
Toward the Public Schools

By Stanley M. Elam and Lowell C. Rose

HE 1995 Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the Public’s Attitudes To-
ward the Public Schools, number 27 in the annual series, features in-
depth exploration of a number of significant national education issues.
Among these are the public’s grading of its schools; its level of aware-
ness of educational issues; participation by the federal, state, and
local governments in policy and financial decisions involving local
schools; public and nonpublic school choice; higher achievement
standards for students; inclusion of special education students in reg-
ular classrooms; financial assistance for college attendance; school prayer; the
biggest problems facing the schools; violence in the schools; and ways of dealing
with disruptive students.

A summary of the important findings follows:

M People continue to rate the schools in their own communities much high-
er than they rate the nation’s schools. And the closer people get to the
schools, the higher the ratings. Almost two-thirds (65%) of public school
parents assign a grade of A or B to the school their oldest child attends.
M Lack of discipline and lack of financial support are viewed as the
major problems facing the schools. Fighting/violence/gangs, tied for
first in the list of problems a year ago, is now third, followed by
the use of drugs.

M People view lack of parental control and the breakdown
of family life as the major causes of what they see as an in-
crease in school violence. Interestingly, however, public
opinion follows the same pattern with regard to violence
in schools as it does with regard to grading the schools.
The closer people are to the schools in question

and the more contact they have with them, the less

likely they are to view violence as a serious prob-
lem.

B People do not generally believe that students
who are guilty of disruptive behavior or violence in
school should be expelled. Instead, a majority opts
for transfer to separate facilities where students
can be given special attention.

M The poll results call into question the extent
of public support for inclusion programs. The clear
preference is for placing students with learning
problems in special classrooms.

M There continues to be strong public support
for the introduction of higher academic standards
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into the public schools, something the public has favored for
many years. Higher standards as a requirement for graduation
are also favored — even if this means that fewer students would
graduate.

& The desire for a constitutional amendment permitting spo-
ken prayer in the schools continues to be strong. The public is
surprisingly ecumenical with regard to the nature of such prayer,
believing that all religions should be accommodated. However,
the strongest support is for a moment of silence to be used as
each individual chooses.

B Support for choice within the public schools is strong; how-
ever, choice whereby students attend private schools at public
expense is opposed. Moreover, people believe that private
schools that accept public funds should be subject to regula-
tion by public authorities.

B The public favors the kind of devolution of authority from
federal to state to local governments that the Republican-con-
trolled Congress is now trying to bring about — evenifthe trans-
ferring of authority means that less federal money would be
available for local schools.

Americans place a high value on a college education, with
most expressing the hope and the belief that their oldest child
will attend college. However, a significant number are con-
cerned about their ability to pay for that college education in
light of increasing costs.

@ The public strongly supports government financial assis-
tance for those with the ability but not the money to attend col-
lege. This assistance includes scholarships and grants, work-
study programs, and low-interest loans.

B The public is opposed to providing educational services
at public expense for the children of illegal immigrants.

B Parents indicate considerable involvement with the
schools.

Almost three-fourths of the 55 questions in this year’s poll
are new. The responses to each question are presented and
discussed in the following pages.

Grading the Public Schools

Beginning in 1974, respondents to the Phi Delta Kappa/
Gallup education polls have been asked to rate the public
schools on a scale of Ato F. Atfirst only the “local public schools”
were rated. After 1981, people were also asked to rate the “na-
tion’s public schools.” In 1986 parents were asked to grade the
public school their oldest child was attending. Last year still an-
other question was added, this one asking respondents to grade
the public schools attended by children “in your neighborhood.”

The pattern of responses over the years is enlightening. The
closer respondents are to the schools they are asked to grade,
the higher the grades they give them. This has been true in
every year since 1986. This year, 65% of parents award their
oldest child’s school either an A or a B. The grades given neigh-
borhood schools are also high, but lower than those given by
parents to their oldest child’s school. Meanwhile, only 20% of
the public award the nation’s schools a grade of A or B.

Over the years these ratings of the local schools have been
surprisingly stable, despite largely negative media coverage of
the public schools and frequent charges that they are failing.
Approval ratings hold up even though the percentage of par-
ents with children in school, the group likely to give the highest
ratings, has dropped from 41.5% in 1974 to about 27% today.
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(This factor could well explain a drop of five percentage points,
between 1984 and 1995, in the number of A’'s and B’s award-
ed the nation’s public schools.)

This year poll planners decided to shed new light on the phe-
nomenon of high local ratings and low national ratings; 517 of
the 1,311 respondents rated the nation’s schools lower than
their local schools. Given a list of 11 possible reasons for the
differences, these 517 made a significant number-one choice:
the local schools place more emphasis on high academic
achievement. Not far behind were the perceptions that local
schools have fewer disciplinary problems and less racial and
ethnic conflict. The last table in this section lists all the reasons
why respondents distinguished between local school quality
and quality of schools in the nation as a whole.

The first question:

Students are often given the grades A, B, C, D, and
FAIL to denote the quality of their work. Suppose the pub-
lic schools themselves, in this community, were graded
in the same way. What grade would you give the public
schools here — A, B, C, D, or FAIL?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
A&B 41 38 49 23
A 8 6 12 6
B 33 32 37 17
C 37 38 34 40
D 12 1 12 23
FAIL 5 5 4 10
Don’t know 5 8 1 4

Ratings Given the Local Public Schools

1995 1994 1993 1992 1991 1990 1989 1988 1987 1986 1985
% % % % % % % % % % %

A&B 41 44 47 40 42 41 43 40 43 41 43
A 8 9 10 9 10 8 8 9 12 11 9
B 38 3 37 31 32 33 3 31 31 30 34
C 37 30 31 33 33 34 33 34 30 28 30
D 12 14 11 12 10 12 11 10 9 11 10
FAIL 5 7 4 5 5 5 4 4 4 5 4
Don't know 5 5 7 10 10 8 9 12 14 15 13

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
% % % %
A&B 20 21 18 8
A 2 2 2 *
B 18 19 16 8
C 50 51 47 63
D 17 17 18 18
FAIL 4 4 4 4
Don'’t know 9 7 13 7

*Less than one-half of 1%.












Public Nonpublic
National No Children School  School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Favor 86 86 85 85
Oppose 10 10 1 9
Don’t know 4 4 4 6

Public and Private School Choice

Beginning in 1989, these polls have tracked public opinion
on the issue of giving parents a choice of the public school their
children attend, regardless of where they live. Sentiment has
consistently favored this form of choice. By 1990 several states
had begun experimenting with choice plans involving the pub-
lic schools, and the idea had the backing of President Bush and
the U.S. Department of Education. Today, more than half of the
states have passed laws permitting some form of public school
choice, and others are considering such laws.

Plans that include choice of a private school to attend at pub-
lic expense are an entirely different matter, however. This year’s
poll shows that approximately two-thirds of the public opposes
such plans. While this figure represents strong opposition, it is
not as strong as it was in 1993, when 74% of the public ex-
pressed opposition.

However, among the 13 different demographic groups rou-
tinely tracked in this poll, not one shows a majority favoring pri-
vate school choice at public expense. Even Roman Catholics
and nonpublic school parents oppose the idea: Catholics 54%
to 44% and nonpublic school parents 51% to 44%.

The first question:

Do you favor or oppose allowing students and their
parents to choose which public schools in the communi-
ty the students attend, regardless of where they live?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School  School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Favor 69 69 89 78
Oppose 28 28 29 21
Don’t know 3 3 2 1

National Totals
1995 1993 1991 1990 1989

% % % % %
Favor 69 65 62 62 60
Oppose 28 33 33 31 31
Don't know 3 2 5 7 9

The second question:

Do you favor or oppose allowing students and parents
to choose a private school to attend at public expense?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School  School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Favor 33 30 38 44
Oppose 65 68 59 51
Don't know 2 2 3 5
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National Totals

1995 1993 1991
% % %
Favor 33 24 26
Oppose 65 74 68
Don’t know 2 2 6

Answers to the next question probably explain the reluctance
of Roman Catholics and nonpublic school parents to approve
the idea of private school choice at public expense.

The third question:

Do you think private schools that accept government
tuition payments for these students should be account-
able to public authorities or not?

National Totals

1995 1993
% %
Yes, should be accountable 73 63
No, should not be accountable 24 34
Don'’t know 3 3
Higher Standards

Republicans and Democrats in the federal government,
along with state governors of both parties, have embraced the
need for higher standards of academic achievement in the na-
tion’s schools.

A dozen associations representing the academic disciplines
have spent long hours and millions of dollars drafting a moun-
tain of standards. Most of these groups had completed their
work by the end of the 1994-95 school year.

But the national standards movement is not proceeding as
swiftly now as anticipated. There are increasing questions and
controversy. Education Weekhas summarized these as follows:
Who should set standards, and who has the right to say whether
they are good enough? Are the proposed standards really for
all children, from the gifted and talented to those with special
needs? Will all students have access to the instruction and re-
sources they need to meet the standards? Will the standards
dictate a national curriculum in a country that has a strong tra-
dition of local control in education? What role, if any, shouid the
federal government have played in developing standards? And
are the emerging documents both politically balanced and aca-
demically rigorous?

These polls have dealt with the standards issue on several oc-
casions. In 1989 and 1991, for example, people were asked
whether they favored or opposed requiring their local schools
to conform to national achievement standards and goals. By a
margin of 70% to 19% in 1989 and 81% to 12% in 1991, they
favored this strategy. In both years 77% also favored using stan-
dardized national tests to determine whether students were
meeting these national standards. It is no surprise, then, that
the vast majority of respondents in this year’s poll (87%) favor
setting higher standards in the basic subjects than are now re-
quired in order to move from grade to grade. Nearly as many
(84%) favor setting higher standards for high school gradua-
tion.

The questions:






~ IsUS. History Adequately Taught?

Standards for the teaching of U.S. history, released late in
1994, illustrate some of the difficulties of the standards move-
ment. A storm of controversy greeted the release of the history
standards. Yet the schools bear much of the burden of ac-
quainting the younger generation with their national historical
heritage. Commercial television has devoted more time to the
0O.J. Simpson trial this year than to the entire history of Ameri-
ca. Even PBS has devoted little time to American history re-
cently, beyond a few such programs as Ken Burns’ Civil War
series.

While poll designers felt it would be futile to try to explore
popular feeling about the controversy over history standards —
after all, it was confined mainly to professional ranks — two
questions were asked.

The first question:

In your opinion, is U.S. history being taught more ac-
curately and realistically than when you were in school,
or not?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
More accurately 33 31 39 27
Less accurately 37 37 36 39
No difference 8 8 8 9
Don't know 22 24 17 25

The results show that people are almost evenly divided on
the issue of whether history teaching is more or less accurate
than in the past, with a sizable number saying that they don't
know. There were some interesting differences in demograph-
ic groups.

More Less No
Accurately Accurately Difference Don’t Know
% % % %
National Totals 33 37 8 22
Race
White 31 37 8 24
Nonwhite 45 38 5 12
Age
18-29 years 38 30 9 23
50-64 years 27 45 6 22
65 and older 20 o5 4 21

The second question:

In your opinion, is U.S. history being taught with too
much emphasis on the positive aspects of the nation’s
history and its successes, too much emphasis on the neg-
ative aspects of the nation’s history and its failures, or
with about the right balance?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Too positive 17 17 17 19
Too negative 18 18 17 25
Right balance 48 46 52 44
Don't know 17 19 14 12
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Half of the public feels that the current balance is about right,
while groups of almost equal size feel that the teaching of his-
tory is too positive or too negative. Once again, a few demo-
graphic differences surfaced.

Too Too Right Don’t
Positive Negative Balance Know
% % % %
National Totals 17 18 48 S
Race
White 16 18 48 18
Nonwhite 21 19 47 13
Age
18-29 years 28 13 49 10
50 and older v § 238 45 25
Politics
Republicans 1 28 44 17
Democrats 19 16 47 18
Independents 21 12 51 16
Education
Total college 21 18 a4 W
Total high school 12 18 53 17

Special Education

Since 1975, when Congress passed the first version of what
is now the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, special
education has come under attack from various sources. State
and local districts are hard put to meet the staggering costs of
a “free and appropriate education” for all of the 5.2 million U.S.
students now classified as being in some way handicapped or
disabled. More recently, the merits of inclusion — placing hand-
icapped students in classes with nonhandicapped students —
have been hotly debated.

Four questions in the current poll explored public attitudes
on these issues. Well-informed or not, most respondents were
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willing to express an opinion on them. The first question, on who
should pay, was first asked in 1977, shortly after the disabilities
act became law. Some eight of 10 respondents said then (and
a similar number say today) that the federal government should
pay the attendant costs. These costs have escalated as more
and more students have been classified as “disabled.”

The next three questions explored public attitudes toward in-
cluding students with learning problems in the same classes
with other students and asked what the likely effects would be
on other students and on the students with learning problems
themselves. Two-thirds of the respondents believed that chil-
dren with learning problems should be placed in special class-
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Public Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
A great deal 24 22 26 25
Somewhat 31 30 34 42
Very little 20 21 19 17
Not at all 24 26 21 16

Don't know 1 1

*Less than one-half of 1%.

The seventh question:

If you had a choice, which would you prefer in the lo-
cal public schools — spoken prayer, a moment of silence
for contemplation or silent prayer, neither, or both?

Public  Nonpublic

National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Spoken prayer 24 22 27 25
A moment of silence 70 72 67 65
Neither 3 3 3 3
Both 2 2 3 6

Don’t know 1 1 2 1

*Less than one-half of 1%.

The eighth question:

Suppose spoken prayers were allowed in the local
public schools. Do you believe that the prayers should be
basically Christian, reflecting Christian beliefs and val-
ues, or should the prayers reflect all major religions, in-
cluding Christianity?

Public Nonpublic

National No Children School School
Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Should reflect Christian
beliefs and values 13 1 17 28
Should reflect all major
religions 81 82 78 65
Neither of these 4 5 3 5
Don't know 2 2 2 2

The ninth question:

Again, suppose spoken prayers were allowed in the
public schools in this community. In addition to Christian
prayers, would you favor or oppose allowing spoken Jew-
ish, Muslim, or Hindu prayers by students of these faiths?

Public Nonpublic
National No Children School School

Totals In School Parents Parents
% % % %
Favor 73 72 73 71
Oppose 20 20 21 25
Neither 4 4 4 2
Don't know 3 4 2 2

Benefits for Children of
Illegal Immigrants

Whether the children of illegal immigrants should receive such
public benefits as free education is a sharply divisive issue in
many states. Whether denying such benefits is constitutionally
permissible is currently being tested in court in California.
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People differ on this issue by race, by political party affilia-
tion, and by income level. A sizable national majority (67%) op-
posed providing such benefits, but a significant percentage
(47%) of nonwhites were in favor, while 46% were opposed.
(This poll did not attempt to discover whether respondents knew
that the children of illegal immigrants born in the U.S. are au-
tomatically U.S. citizens and therefore eligible for free public ed-
ucation and other social benefits.)

The question:

Are you in favor of or opposed to providing free public
education, school lunches, and other benefits to children
of immigrants who are in the United States illegally?

In Favor Opposed Don’'t Know

% % %
National Totals 28 67 5
Race
Whites 24 72 4
Nonwhites 47 46 7
Politics
Republicans 7 78 5
Democrats 37 87 6
Independents 30 66 4
Income
$50,000 and over 24 72 4
Under $10,000 43 52 >

Biggest Problems Facing
Local Public Schools

As in 18 of the 26 prior Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup polls, “lack
of discipline” was judged this year to be the biggest problem
faced by local public schools. Fifteen percent of all respondents
mentioned discipline or lack of student control, while 9% listed
fighting/violence/gangs as a major problem. Last year fight-
ing/violence/gangs was mentioned by 18%, tying with discipline.
Lack of proper financial support came in second as a problem
this year; it was mentioned by 11% of respondents. Financial
problems have topped the list twice, in 1971 and in 1993. Drug
abuse headed the list from 1986 through 1991.

Other problems in order of frequency of mention in the cur-
rent poll were drug abuse, 7%; standards or quality of educa-
tion offered, 4%; overcrowded schools, 3%; lack of respect for
teachers/authority/students, 3%; and lack of family structure
and problems of home life, 3%. No other problem was listed by
more than 2% of those polled.

The question:

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

Research Procedure

The Sample. The sample used in this survey embraced a total of 1,311 adults
(18 years of age and older). A description of the sample and methodology can be
found at the end of this report. ’

Time of Interviewing. The fieldwork for this study was conducted during the
period of 25 May to 15 June 1995.

The Report. In the tables used in this report, “Nonpublic School Parents” in-
cludes parents of students who attend parochial schools and parents of students
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 indi-
vidual communities. Local surveys, using the same questions, can be conducted
to determine how local areas compare with the national norm.

Composition of the Sample

Adults % Income %
No children in school 66 $40,000 and over 39
Public school parents 32" $30,000-$39,999 16
Nonpublic school parents 5* $20,000-$29,999 18

*Total exceeds 34% because $10,000-$19,999 12
; " Under $10,000 7

some parents have children attending Undesignated 8

more than one kind of school. 9

Sex % Region %
Men 45 East 24
Women 55 Midwest 24

South 32

Race % West 20
White 81
Nonwhite 18 Community Size %
Undesignated 1 Urban 39

% e “
18-29 years 21 Undesignated 1
30-49 years 46
50 and over 33 Education %

Occupation % Total college 59

(Chief Wage Earner) College graduate 23
Business and professional 33 College incomplete 36
Clerical and sales 9 Total high school 4
Manual labor 31 High school graduate 30
Nonlabor force 1 High school incomplete 1
Farm * -

Undesignated 26 *Less than one-half of 1%.

Design of the Sample

For the 1995 survey the Gallup Organization used its standard national tele-
phone sample, i.e., an unclustered, directory-assisted, random-digit telephone
sample, based on a proportionate stratified sampling design.

The random-digit aspect of the sample was used to avoid “listing” bias. Nu-
merous studies have shown that households with unlisted telephone numbers
are different in important ways from listed households. “Unlistedness” is due to
household mobility or to customer requests to prevent publication of the telephone
number.

To avoid this source of bias, a random-digit procedure designed to provide rep-
resentation of both listed and unlisted (including not-yet-listed) numbers was used.

Telephone numbers for the continental United States were stratified into four
regions of the country and, within each region, further stratified into three size-of-
community strata.
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Only working banks of telephone numbers were selected. Eliminating non-
working banks from the sample increased the likelihood that any sample tele-
phone number would be associated with a residence.

The sample of telephone numbers produced by the described method is rep-
resentative of all telephone households within the continental United States.

Within each contacted household, an interview was sought with the youngest
man 18 years of age or older who was at home. If no man was home, an inter-
view was sought with the oldest woman at home. This method of respondent se-
lection within households produced an age distribution by sex that closely ap-
proximates the age distribution by sex of the total population.

Up to three calls were made to each selected telephone number to complete
an interview. The time of day and the day of the week for callbacks were varied
so as to maximize the chances of finding a respondent at home. All interviews
were conducted on weekends or weekday evenings in order to contact potential
repondents among the working population.

The final sample was weighted so that the distribution of the sample matched
current estimates derived from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Sur-
vey (CPS) for the adult population living in telephone households in the conti-
nental U.S.

As has been the case in recent years in the Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup poll se-
ries, parents of public school children were oversampled in the 1995 poll. This
procedure produced a large enough sample to ensure that findings reported for
“public school parents” are statistically significant.

How to Order the Poll

The minimum order for reprints of the published version of the Phi Delta
Kappa/Gallup education poll is 25 copies for $10. Additional copies are 25
cents each. This price includes postage for delivery (at the library rate). Where
possible, enclose a check or money order. Address your order to Phi Delta
Kappa, P.O. Box 789, Bloomington, IN 47402. Ph. 800/766-1156.

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 437-page document that is
the basis for this report should contact Phi Delta Kappa, P.O. Box 789, Bloom-
ington, IN 47402. Ph. 800/766-1156. The price is $95, postage included.
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