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In a year marked by so many divisions, the newest PDK poll on education shows that 
Americans don’t agree on the most basic question about the very purpose of a public 
school education. Is it to prepare students for work? To prepare them for citizenship? Or 
to prepare them academically?

Less than half (45%) of adult Americans say preparing students academically is the 
main goal of a public school education, and just one-third feel that way strongly. Other 
Americans split between saying the main purpose of public schools is to prepare students 

for work (25%) and for citizenship (26%).

Why school?
Work? Citizenship? Academics? 
Americans don’t agree on overall purpose of education.

Follow  
#pdkpoll  
for updates
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Americans don’t agree on the purpose of 
public education, but they like their local 
schools, especially when they believe 
educators listen to their concerns.

By Joshua P. Starr

The Bush-Obama era of 
nationalist education policy es-
sentially ended with the passage 
of the Every Student Succeeds 
Act. Public education is a state 
function, and the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education is supposed 
to be a regulator, policy maker, 
and distributor of funds. But 

from No Child Left Behind through Race to the Top, 
the past two administrations have stepped beyond 
their traditional roles to dictate interventions and 
influence decisions at the local level.

Our 48th annual PDK Poll of the Public’s Attitudes 
Toward the Public Schools shows that overall the 
American public isn’t completely satisfied with the 
direction set over the past 16 years. The poll results 
offer some insight that should not only be heeded by 
the next administration but could be used by the two 
presidential candidates to align their policies to the 
interests of their constituents. 

An age-old question in education is what is the 
purpose of school. One of my favorite authors, James 
Baldwin, said in his “Talk to Teachers” (1963), that the 
purpose of school is to “ask questions of the uni-
verse and learn to live with those questions.” Thomas 
Jefferson, the earliest champion of American public 
schools and a proponent of a decentralized system 
of locally run schools, believed public education was 
essential for a democratic citizenry. Horace Mann 
believed in common schools that promoted social 
harmony; John Dewey believed education was about 
teaching one to think critically. 

Today’s perspectives are no different from those 

Navigating 
the American 
divide

In a related result — perhaps reflecting the 
economic uncertainty of recent years — the 
survey finds a heavy tilt in preferences away 
from more high-level academics and toward 
more classes focused on work skills. By a 
broad 68% to 21%, Americans say having their 
local public schools focus more on career-
technical or skills-based classes is better than 
focusing on more honors or advanced aca-
demic classes. 

Differing views of the overarching purpose 
of public education influence attitudes toward 
public schools more broadly. Local schools 
are better rated by those focused on academ-
ics, for example, and do less well among those 
who see their chief aim as preparing students 
for work.

“There’s a real question today about educa-
tion’s return on investment. While we know that 
a college degree is essential in today’s economy, 
parents and the public want to see a clearer 
connection between the public school system 
and the world of work. Policy makers and lead-
ers need to understand what their publics want 
from their schools,” said Joshua P. Starr, CEO of 
PDK International. 

These findings come as part of the 48th An-
nual PDK Poll of the Public’s Attitudes Toward 
the Public Schools, which queried American 
adults on a range of challenges facing schools 
and communities, including educational goals, 
standards, priorities, and funding. The survey 
is based on a random, representative, 50-state 
sample of 1,221 adults interviewed by cell or 
landline telephone, in English or Spanish, in 
April and May 2016. Previously the PDK/Gallup 
poll, the survey now is produced for PDK Inter-
national by Langer Research Associates of New 
York, N.Y. For details about the methodology of 
the 2016 poll, please see p. K31.

Other major findings of the 2016 poll include:

• Parents who give A’s and B’s to their local 
schools report that the schools communicate 
more effectively with them, give them fre-
quent opportunities to visit and offer input, 
and are interested in what they have to say.

 
• By the most lopsided result in the survey, the 

public by 84% to 14% says that when a public 
school has been failing for several years, 
the best response is to keep the school open 
and try to improve it rather than closing the 
school. But if a failing school is kept open, 
then, by a 2-to-1 margin, Americans say re-

JOSHUA P. STARR (@JoshuaPStarr) is CEO of PDK Inter-
national.
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throughout our history; the American public does not 
agree on a single purpose for public education. The 
past 16 years have seen an over-reliance on student 
achievement on state standardized test scores as a 
measure of success. Whether Presidents Bush and 
Obama intended for standardized tests to be the de 
jure purpose of public education, they certainly have 
become the de facto purpose, as most school systems 
are organized to promote success on these measures. 
Previous PDK polls measured the American public’s 
attitudes about standardized tests and the Department 
of Education’s agenda. This year’s results go deeper 
and show how the public feels about the purpose of 
school itself. 

Despite the recent emphasis on academic achieve-
ment (with state standardized test scores serving as 
the measure), less than half (45%) of poll respondents 
believe that preparing students academically is the 
main goal of a public school education. The remain-
der split between saying that public education should 
prepare students either for work or good citizenship. 
With the right curriculum and pedagogy, these pur-
poses don’t have to be mutually exclusive. This tells me 

that the standards and test-based reforms of the past 
16 years have addressed only part of what the public 
wants. Given that our system is designed to be locally 
controlled, how should states, local school boards, and 
school system leaders think about what comes next? 

This year, we asked about support for increasing 
taxes to support schools and learned that support de-
pends on satisfaction with the local schools. Satisfac-
tion is higher among the public school parents who 
feel most engaged by their local school leaders. This 
is a seemingly obvious result: The more I come into 
contact with someone or something, the better I un-
derstand them and will potentially support them. This 
finding ought to cause many school leaders to evaluate 
their efforts to truly engage their communities, not just 
before millage requests but throughout the year.

Another important finding in this year’s poll 
results is the public’s view about how to respond 
when a school is failing. This finding, perhaps more 
than any other, exemplifies the divide between the 
reform agenda of the past 16 years and the actual 
desires of the American public. When asked whether 
a failing school should be closed or improved, there 
is a 70-point divide between those who want to see 
closure (14%) and those who want to see it stay open 
(84%). If decreased enrollment isn’t driving a school 
consolidation and closing effort, school system lead-
ers and policy makers should pay heed to what the 
public actually wants regarding failing schools. While 
remaining open is preferred, the public also wants the 

leadership and faculty replaced. The public wants to 
know what accountability looks like for employees, as 
contracts and labor laws can cause it be opaque. 

Reformers at all levels have contributed to the 
disruption that’s created in communities by efforts 
to close failing schools. To ensure a more cohesive 
vision of education, school leaders must address the 
significant divide on this issue. 

Our new president and administration need to be 
prepared to tackle the underlying question of why 
we have public schools. While the national agenda 
should ensure equity and access, what other role do 
we want the federal government to play in educa-
tion? To what extent should the president and his/her 
education secretary dictate what’s being taught at the 
local level? Since most school funds come from local 
taxes, how much say should the local community 
have about the standards they want their children to 
reach? 

One of Miles’ laws of management states, “where 
you stand is where you sit.” Clearly, the 2016 PDK poll 
results show that the federal government and local 
residents aren’t sitting at the same table. The school 

system leader is faced with managing up — toward 
the standards set by the federal government — while 
also managing out so that s/he enacts policies and 
programs that meet the community’s interests. 

As superintendent, I shared the desire of local 
business groups to do more to connect the worlds of 
school and work. As I began rolling out the incremen-
tal plan to do so, I had to explain that the only aca-
demics I was accountable for were whether students 
passed state standardized tests. The district used 
additional measures, such as AP, IB, and SAT scores 
to measure our progress, and we’d started measuring 
student engagement, hope, and well-being. But the 
bottom line was how many students passed the state 
standardized tests. Since funding had been essentially 
flat for years, there was no new money to quickly im-
plement the career-technical education programs we 
both wanted. It was a sobering but essential conversa-
tion that led to increased understanding between the 
business leaders and me. 

Local system leaders face a very complex under-
taking in responding to their local context plus state 
and federal laws and regulations. Leaders are wise to 
remember that they are stewards of their community’s 
values, as manifested by the election of local school 
board members, and that the community will be there 
much longer than the leader. To build community 
support for change, school leaders can’t neglect the de-
mands of federal and state accountability, but leaders 
must remember that they serve their communities first.

When asked whether a failing school should be closed or 
improved, there is a 70-point divide between those who want to 
see closures (14%) and those who want to see it stay open (84%). 

Follow  
@JoshuaPStarr 
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public schools, but there is broad skepticism 
(47%) that higher spending would result in 
school improvements. If taxes are raised, 
there’s little consensus on how the money 
should best be spent. A plurality (34%) says it 
should go to teachers but divides on whether 
that means more teachers or higher teacher 
pay.

The survey’s results overall provide essential 
insights for educators, policy makers, parents, 
and the public at large. In addition to delving 
into attitudes and ratings on key issues, the re-
sults dig deeper into underlying sentiments and 
views among varying population groups. They 
also reveal strategies for winning greater sup-
port for public education in terms of funding 
and parental engagement alike — key factors in 
efforts to keep public education vital, effective, 
and responsive to the concerns of parents and 
the public.

placing administrators and teachers is pref-
erable to giving the school more resources 
and support staff. 

• A majority of Americans opposes (59% to 
37%) allowing public school parents to ex-
cuse their children from taking standardized 
tests. Opposition from blacks is even greater, 
at 67% opposed.

• Most public school parents (56%) say that 
new standards are changing what’s being 
taught in their child’s school, although one-
third says there has been no change. 

• For the 15th consecutive year, Americans say 
lack of funding is the No. 1 problem con-
fronting local schools.

• More Americans support (53%) than op-
pose (45%) raising property taxes to improve 

Follow  
#pdkpoll  

for updates
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What americans said 

The purpose of education
The queSTion

 Q. What do you think should be 
the main goal of a public school 
education: to prepare students 
academically, to prepare them for 
work, or to prepare them  to be 
good citizens? 

Prepare 
students for 

work  
25%

Prepare 
students to be 
good citizens  

26%
Prepare 
students 

academically 
45%

Fewer than half of Americans (45%) view the main 
goal of public education as preparing students aca-
demically; the rest split between a focus on preparing 
students for work (25%) or preparing them to be good 
citizens (26%).

These differing priorities relate to how Americans 
rate their local public schools. Those who say public 
schools should mainly prepare students for work are 
less positive in their views; 42% in this group give 
their schools top marks vs. 53% of those who say the 
main objective is preparing children academically.

putting a priority on academics peaks at 56% among 
parents with at least one child in public school, compared 
with four in 10 of those who don’t have a school-age child. 
half of those between ages 30 and 64 pick academics, 
compared with 37% of both younger and older americans, 
who instead are more likely to emphasize citizenship.

These different priorities for public schooling also are 
correlated with ideology and political partisanship. 
fifty percent of conservatives emphasize academics vs. 
43% of moderates and 40% of liberals. Liberals instead are 
more likely (33%) than moderates (24%) and conservatives 
(22%) to say schools should focus on building citizenship. 
republicans are less apt than others to value a role for 
citizenship instruction in public schools. rural residents 
(30%) are more likely than urban dwellers (22%) to see the 
school’s main goal as preparing students for work. urban 
residents  (47%) are slightly more likely than rural residents 
(39%) to see the main goal as preparing students academi-
cally.

Main goal of public education
national totals, 2016
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The queSTionS

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

 Q. 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? 

 Q. Using the A, B, C, D, Fail scale again, what grade would you 
give the school your oldest child attends? 

Just one-quarter of Americans give the public 
schools in the country overall an A or B grade, half as 
many as say the same about their local public schools 
(48%). Ratings go higher, moreover, among public 
school parents when asked about their child’s school. 
Th is long-standing disjuncture, evident in PDK polls 
across the past fi ve decades, likely refl ects the dif-
fering standards used in these assessments: Failing 

schools in other locales refl ect poorly on the school 
system nationally without aff ecting evaluations of 
one’s own local schools.

Regardless, the share of Americans giving positive 
grades to the nation’s public schools is up 7 percent-
age points since 2014 while grades for local public 
schools have remained steady in recent years. Th e gap 
between the two is its smallest since 2008.

48%

24%

A and B grades for public schools
national totals, 1969-2016
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distinctions. aside from the strong effect of local school 
grades, marks for the nation’s schools are best predicted 
by age, ideology, and hispanic ethnicity. Local school 
grades, for their part, are related primarily to household in-
come and having a child in public school. parents’ ratings 
of their child’s own public schools are linked most closely 
to how effectively their school communicates with them 
and invites their input.

Grades by school type
national totals, 2016

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

4%

nation’s public schools Local public schools oldest child’s public school*
* asked just of public school parents.
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7%
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35%

10%
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7%
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national assessments differ by ideological prefer-
ences, age, and race/ethnicity. public schools in the 
nation as a whole get a or B grades from nearly three 
in 10 liberals and moderates vs. 19% of conservatives; 
from one-third of americans younger than 40, nearly 
double the number among those age 50 and older; 
and 40% of hispanics vs. about two in 10 whites and 
blacks alike.

Local school evaluations, for their part, are espe-
cially related to socioeconomic status. fifty-seven 
percent of americans with household incomes exceeding 
$100,000 per year give their local public schools an a or 
B, compared with 42% of those making less than $50,000 
per year. Blacks are 13 points less likely than whites or 
hispanics to give high marks to their local schools.

while national and local grades differ, there is a rela-
tionship between them. those giving top grades to their 
local public schools are more than twice as likely as 
others to grade the nation’s schools positively as well, 
indicating a more general affinity toward public schools 
overall.

Being a parent of a child in public school also matters: six 
in 10 americans with at least one child in a public school 
give their local schools an a or B, compared with 44% of all 
others.

statistical analyses of the strongest independent cor-
relates of local and national grades confi rm many of these 



Americans vary somewhat on whether certain objec-
tives are important for public schools and how well 
their local schools have done in achieving those goals.

At the top end, more than half (52%) say it’s 
extremely important for schools to help students 
develop good work habits; at the bottom of the 
scale, 35% say the same about preparing students 
to work successfully in groups. Top priority for oth-
er objectives tested in the survey range from 42% 
to 48%; these items include preparing students to 
think critically across subject areas, fostering good 
citizenship, and giving students factual informa-
tion in each subject area. Adding those who call each 
of these very if not extremely important produces 
overwhelming majorities for each objective. 

But many fewer think their public schools are 
highly successful at accomplishing these goals. In-
deed, just three in 10 say their local public schools do 
an excellent or very good job meeting the top-rated 
objective, helping students develop good work habits.

Local public schools are rated best at giving 
students factual information in subject areas, but 

K10   PDK Poll      September 2016

 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 

Extremely/very important

Doing extremely/very well

Extremely/very important

Doing extremely/very well

Extremely/very important

Doing extremely/very well

Extremely/very important

Doing extremely/very well

Extremely/very important

Doing extremely/very well

90%

31%

39%

29%

33%

35%

85%

82%

82%

76%

Enhance 
critical 

thinking

prepare to be 
good citizens

prepare to 
work  well in 
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develop good 
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even here, only 39% think they’re doing extremely or 
very well. Th e public divides on how well schools are 
preparing students to think critically (29%), be good 
citizens (33%), and work well in groups (35%).

these importance and performance ratings vary across 
groups. seniors are least likely to view nearly all of these 
goals as extremely important; most under age 30 do think 
they’re extremely important. for example, only one-third 
of seniors see fostering critical thinking and providing 
factual information across subject areas as extremely im-
portant, compared with half of 18- to 29-year-olds. at the 
same time, seniors are more likely than younger adults to 
rate local schools highly on achieving some of these goals, 
including preparing students to be good citizens and help-
ing them develop good work habits.

among other gaps, blacks are more likely than whites, and 
especially hispanics, to see most of these goals as ex-
tremely important. The largest racial/ethnic divide is 
on the importance of preparing students to be good 
citizens; blacks are 20 points more likely than hispan-
ics and 14 points more likely than whites to view this as 

What americans said

Goals for public schools

Local public schools and key objectives
national totals, 2016
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extremely important. fifty-seven percent 
of blacks do so, making citizenship their 
single most important school objective. 
whites and hispanics, instead, are most 
likely to see developing good work habits as 
extremely important.

Evaluations of school performance show 
different patterns, with hispanics most apt to 
rate their local schools positively on accom-
plishing these items. Even though hispanics 
place less importance on fostering good 
citizenship, for example, 44% think the public 
schools are doing very or extremely well on 
this front, compared with whites (31%) and 
blacks (27%).

parents don’t vary from other americans in 
the importance they place on these objec-
tives. But — as with overall school grades 
— parents with at least one child in public 
school say their local public schools are 
doing a better job on them. in the biggest 
difference, 43% of these parents say the 
schools are doing extremely or very 
well in preparing students to work 
successfully in groups vs. 29% of those 
who’ve never had school-age children.

More-educated americans, for their part, 
place more importance on fostering critical 
thinking but also are more negative about 
school performance in this area: 54% see it 
as extremely important, but just 26% think 
schools are doing it extremely or very well, a 
28-point gap. among those without a college 
degree, by contrast, many fewer (38%) see 
this as extremely important, and 31% think 
it’s being well-handled, just a 7-point gap. 
(those with degrees also place greater im-
portance on providing factual information but 
don’t evaluate performance on it differently.)

in other groups, americans with annual 
household incomes exceeding $50,000 
rate their local public schools worse than 
those with lower incomes in two areas: 
preparing students to work well in groups 
and to develop good work habits. in the only 
political difference, independents (40%) and 
democrats (34%) are more apt than repub-
licans (26%) to see preparing students to 
work successfully in groups as extremely 
important.

unsurprisingly, local school grades are 
strongly related to evaluations of their per-
formance on these metrics. in a statistical 
analysis that also controlled for demograph-
ics and basic political orientations, ratings 
of how well local public schools are seen to 
foster critical thinking, prepare students to 
be good citizens, and provide students with 
factual information proved to be the stron-
gest predictors of school grades overall.

Evaluations of public schools, 
parents vs. others

percent saying local public schools are doing extremely or very well

provide 
factual 

information

Public school parents

Others
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Public school parents
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The queSTionS

 Q. How important do you think it is for 
schools to:

• Prepare students to think critically across 
subject areas?

• Provide students with factual information 
in each subject area? 

• Prepare students to be good citizens?
• Prepare students to work successfully in 

groups?
• Help students develop good work habits?

 Q. How well do you think the public schools in 
your community do each of those things?
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Extremely/ 
very well

27%

Somewhat 
well
40%

Not so well/ 
not at all 

well
30%

Standards 
prepare students 

for success . . .

Are standards preparing 
students to succeed?

national totals, 2016

Too high
7%

About  
right
46%

Too 
low
43%

educational 
standards  

are . . . 

The queSTionS

 Q. Thinking about the public schools in 
your community, in your opinion, do 
you think the educational standards for 
what students should learn are too high, 
too low, or about right? 

 Q. How well do you think these educational 
standards address the things students 
need to succeed in their adult lives?

What americans said

Standards for 
learning

Fewer than half of Americans (46%) say the educa-
tional standards in the public schools in their com-
munity are about right, while nearly as many (43%) say 
expectations for students are too low. Few (7%) think 
standards are too high.

Beyond expectations is the question of relevance. 
Fewer than three in 10 adults (27%) think educational 
standards effectively address the things students need 
to succeed in their adult lives, including just 9% who 
think they do this extremely well. Four in 10 take the 
middle position, saying school standards address 
what’s needed somewhat well, leaving three in 10 who 
think the standards are not so or not at all relevant to 
later success.

Notably, even among those who feel the educational 
standards in their local schools are about right (rather 
than too high or too low), fewer than half think these 
standards address what’s needed for adult success. That 
falls to just 9% of adults who call standards too low.

Men (48%) are more likely than women (38%) to see educa-
tional standards as too low and more apt to feel that they 
don’t prepare students well for their adult lives (men, 33% vs. 
women, 26%). there are racial/ethnic differences, with whites 
(44%) and blacks (46%) more likely than hispanics (34%) to 
feel that the standards are too low. hispanics (38%) also are 
more likely to think that standards prepare students for adult 
success, compared with whites (25%) and blacks (27%).

seeing standards as too low peaks at 52% of adults with an-
nual household incomes exceeding $100,000, compared with 
38% of those earning less than $50,000. partisanship comes 
into play as well; half of republicans and 44% of conserva-
tives think standards are too low, compared with democrats 
(39%) and liberals (37%).

Fifty percent of urban residents call education stan-
dards in their local schools too low compared with 
39% of suburban and 36% of rural residents.

core beliefs about the purpose of public education also 
come into views of the local schools’ educational standards. 
americans who think the main goal of public education 
should be to prepare students for work are most skeptical of 
current standards; half think they’re too low, and just two in 
10 think they prepare students well for adult success.

public school parents don’t differ from others in their views 
about the appropriateness of educational standards, but they 
are 12 points more likely to think these standards prepare 
students extremely or very well for adulthood (37% vs. 25%). 
that said, parents of older public school students (in grades 
9-12) are 13 points more likely than parents of younger children 
to think standards are too low (43% vs. 30%) and 12 points less 
likely to think they prepare students well for later success (30% 
vs. 42%).
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The queSTion

 Q. Charter schools are public schools that are 
run without many of the state regulations 
placed on other public schools. Do you 
think it’s better for charter schools to 
meet the same educational standards as 
other public schools or to set their own 
educational standards?

Charters and state 
learning standards

national totals, 2016
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What americans said

Charter schools & 
standards

Th ere’s essentially an even split on whether charter schools should 
meet the same educational standards as other public schools (48%) or 
set their own standards (46%). 

on this topic, political differences reassert themselves: 58% of democrats say 
charter schools should meet the same standards as other public schools, while 
nearly as many republicans (57%) say charter schools should be able to set their 
own standards.

Younger americans, ages 18-29, are 20 points more likely than seniors to support 
allowing charter schools to set their own standards, and hispanics are 10 points less 
apt than whites to say that charter schools should meet the same standards as public 
ones. there’s no difference on the issue between public school parents and others.

Negative perceptions of local and national public schools are related 
to greater support for charter school autonomy. Majorities of those giving 
their local public schools a c or lower favor allowing charter schools to set their 
own standards, while majorities of those giving them an a or B prefer that charter 
schools meet the same standards. consistent with this, those who see public 
school standards as too low are more willing to grant greater charter school 
autonomy.
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The queSTion

 Q. What do you think are the biggest problems facing the public schools in 
your community?

14%

        Biggest problems in 2016
 19% Lack of fi nancial support
 9%  Lack of discipline
 9% Concern about quality
 8% Fighting/violence/gangs
 7% Quality of teachers
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 5% Poor curriculum
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Lack of fi nancial support schools’ top problem
national totals, 1969-2016
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What americans said

Taxes & local schools
Th ough down from its peak in 2010 and 2011 alike, 2016 marks the 15th consecutive year that a plurality of Americans has cited a 

lack of money or fi nancial support as the top problem facing the nation’s public schools, mentioned by 19% in an open-response 
question. Many are willing to address the issue: By a 53% to 45% margin, Americans support raising local property taxes to help 
improve their community’s public schools.

overall school ratings are one particularly important factor, although in a way that may be unhelpful to those focused on improving troubled public 
schools. six in 10 of those who give their local public schools an a grade support increased taxes, almost double the share of those who give the 
schools an f. schools perceived as most in need of improvement, then, are least likely to receive community support for funding increases.

this outcome is based largely on views of whether the money will be well spent, by far the best independent predictor of support for local tax increases. 
a statistical analysis fi nds that better school evaluations affect both willingness to support higher property taxes and confi dence that these 
taxes actually would lead to substantive improvements. Both pieces matter:

• Support for increased taxes reaches 70% among Americans who think that, if taxes are raised to try to improve local public schools, the schools 
will get better. those who are less confi dent in a good outcome are only half as likely to support tax increases.

• Among those giving their local public schools an A grade, two-thirds are confi dent that increased funding would help. Critically, that plummets to 
17% among those who give their schools a failing grade.

political partisanship and ideology also are key factors. Liberals and democrats are signifi cantly more likely than conservatives and republicans to 
believe tax money for schools will be well-spent and thus to support tax increases. in the widest gap, 70% of liberal democrats support increased 
taxes, and 66% are confi dent they’d help, compared with 41% and 35%, respectively, of conservative republicans.

skepticism on this point also is eight points higher among parents who have at least one child in public school than among those who never have had 
school-age children.
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Support for raising taxes declines among those 
most likely to be affected by them directly. it’s lower 
among homeowners than renters (50% to 58%), lower in 
the northeast vs. the Midwest (48% vs. 59%), and lower 
among older vs. younger adults, peaking at 68% among 
those ages 18-29.

among other groups, support for higher taxes is 12 points 
higher among hispanics than among blacks (with whites in 
between) and 7 points higher among college graduates than 
nongraduates. support is also signifi cantly higher among 
urban residents relative to those in suburbia (58% vs. 50%). 
all of these hold up as predictors in statistical models.

Support for increased property taxes
national totals, 2016
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The queSTionS

 Q. Would you support or oppose 
raising local property taxes 
to try to improve the public 
schools in your community? 

 Q. If taxes were raised, how 
confident are you that the 
increased funding would 
improve the public schools in 
your community?

What americans said

Spending money to improve schools
If taxes were raised to improve local public schools, 

34% of Americans, in an open-ended question, say 
they would want the money targeted toward teachers, 
including 18% who support hiring more teachers and 

14% who’d raise teacher salaries. Six percent favor 
bringing in more learning specialists or counselors.

Among other preferences, 17% support spending 
money on supplies or technology, and an equal num-
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Priorities for increased funding
national totals, 2016
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The queSTion

 Q. If taxes are raised to try to improve your local public schools, 
what’s the number one thing the money should be spent on?

ber would spend the money on classes and extracur-
riculars. Eight percent would spend on infrastructure 
improvements and building new schools.

Preference for hiring more teachers peaks among 
seniors (25%), people in $100,000-plus households 

(23%), whites (22%), Republicans (22%), and col-
lege graduates (22%). Liberals are eight points more 
likely than conservatives to want to use the money to 
pay teachers more, while nonwhites favor building 
schools and buying books.
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The queSTion

 Q. Thinking about 
testing, do you 
support or 
oppose allowing 
public school 
parents to excuse 
their children 
from taking 
standardized 
state tests?
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What americans said 

Opting out of testing
Most Americans oppose allowing students to opt out of standardized state tests (59% to 37%). Th at includes public school par-

ents, though in this group the division is closer (55% to 43%).
Th is view crosscuts traditional political groupings. More than four in 10 liberals and strong conservatives alike support allow-

ing parents to excuse their children from taking tests; opposition peaks among moderates and those who are somewhat conserva-
tive. Beyond ideology, opposition to testing opt-out peaks among seniors (68%) and blacks (67%).

Opting out of standardized testing
national totals, 2016
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The queSTionS

 Q. If you had to choose, do you think it’s better for the public schools 
in your community to: 

• Have larger classes but with more enrichment and learning 
support services OR have smaller classes but with less 
enrichment and learning support services?

• Have more honors or advanced academic classes OR have more 
career-technical or skills-based classes?

• Have more traditional teaching and less use of technology OR 
have more use of technology and less traditional teaching?

• Raise teachers’ salaries OR hire more teachers?

What americans said

School improvement priorities
higher-income earners. higher-income americans also are 
10 points more apt to prefer new technology to tradi-
tional instruction, compared with those making less than 
$50,000 a year.

Preference for vocational classes also is higher 
among those who view the main goal of public 
schools as preparing students for work or to be 
good citizens. Eighty-four percent and 74% in these 
groups, respectively, prefer more career-technical or 
skills-based classes vs. 59% of those focused on academ-
ics. given their greater orientation toward academics, 
parents with at least one child in public school are 9 points 
more apt than other adults to prefer more honors courses.

hispanics are slightly more likely than whites and blacks 
to prefer honors classes to skills-based classes, although 
majorities in all three groups favor skills-based classes 
over honors. nearly six in 10 hispanics prefer larger 
classes with more support services, compared with 36% 
and 37% of whites and blacks. (though the sample size is 
small, this view peaks among respondents interviewed 
in spanish, possibly reflecting interest in English-as-a-
second-language support.)

Younger and middle-aged americans are more likely to 
prefer larger classes and more honors classes, compared 
with those over age 50. and 18- to 29-year-olds are 13 
points more likely than those age 50 and older to prefer 
raising teachers’ salaries to hiring more teachers.

Americans chose between a variety of possible 
strategies for improving the public schools. Among 
the results:

• Support for offering more career-technical or 
skills-based classes (68%) far exceeds preference 
for more honors or advanced academic classes 
(21%), including 51% who strongly prefer more 
vocational classes.

• In a much narrower division, the barest majority 
(51%) prefers smaller classes but with less enrich-
ment and support services to larger classes with 
more such services (40%).

• Presented with these competing choices, a similar 
margin prefers raising teachers’ salaries (50%) to 
hiring more teachers (40%).

• The public splits evenly (43% to 43%) between a 
preference for more use of technology and less 
traditional teaching vs. more traditional teaching 
without new technology.

socioeconomic status relates to several of these prefer-
ences. Greater desire for career-technical classes, 
in particular, is driven strongly by those with less 
formal education and lower incomes. nearly three-
quarters of those without a college degree, or who earn 
less than $100,000 a year, prefer more career-based 
classes vs. only small majorities of college graduates and 



Support for school 
improvement alternatives

national totals, 2016
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Support for offering more career-
technical or skills-based classes 
(68%) far exceeds preference for more 
honors or advanced academic classes 
(21%), including 51% who strongly 
prefer more vocational classes.
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By contrast, liberal democrats are least likely to favor 
replacement; they split (48% to 48%) on the two alterna-
tives. fewer public school parents, but nearly four in 10, 
say they’d want to keep current administrators and faculty, 
compared with three in 10 other americans.

finally, those who see academics as the schools’ main job 
are 11 points more likely to want to remove existing em-
ployees of failing schools than those who think fostering 
good citizenship is the schools’ most important objective.

Americans overwhelmingly prefer trying to 
improve failing public schools than closing them; 
the 70-point margin on this question is the largest 
of any in the survey. Th at said, those who give their 
local public schools failing grades are twice as likely 
as those who give them an A to say closing schools 
would be more appropriate, 26% to 13%.

If a failing school is closed, there’s sharp disagree-
ment about what to do next. Americans split (48% 
to 47%) between sending aff ected students to other 
schools or opening a new school in its place. 

Majorities of those under age 40, nonwhites (particularly 
hispanics), and liberals prefer opening a new school, 
while seniors, whites, and moderates prefer redistributing 
students. support for opening a new school is particularly 
low in the Midwest, just 37%. urban residents are more 
likely to want to keep the faculty of a failing school and 
spend more on resources (39%) than suburbanites and 
rural residents (29%).

If, on the other hand, a failing school is kept open, a 
substantial 62% say its administration and faculty 
should be replaced rather than retaining them and 
increasing spending on resources and support staff. 
this view peaks among those who give their local schools 
an f grade (78%) and among strong conservatives (70%). 
it’s also higher among those who are dubious that addi-
tional tax money would be well spent.

What americans said 

Improving struggling schools

“Public opinion appears to be split between those who sup-
port the public school system and those who can afford pri-
vate schools.”
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The queSTionS

 Q. Thinking about all public schools in general, what do you think is the 
best approach for dealing with a public school that has been failing for 
a number of years — close it down or keep it open and try to improve 
it?

 Q. If a failing public school is kept open, which of these do you think is 
the best approach — replace its administrators and faculty or keep 
its administrators and faculty and spend more on its resources and 
support staff?

 Q. If a failing public school is closed, which of these do you think is the 
best approach — open a new school in its place or send the students to 
other schools in the area?

Alternatives for dealing with failing schools
national totals, 2016
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What americans said 

Standards 
& student 
learning

Just more than half of public school parents 
(56%) say recent changes in educational standards 
have changed what’s being taught in their child’s 
classroom, while about one-third (31%) say new 
standards have not infl uenced what’s being taught. 
(Most of the rest, 13%, express no opinion.)

among those who say their child’s school has made a 
change, reviews are mixed:

• There’s a split between those who believe new stan-
dards have been for the better (45%) and those who 
believe standards have made things worse (51%).

• More public school parents say the change has 
increased how much their child is learning in school 
(40%) than say it’s had no effect (27%); one-third say 
their child’s learning has declined.

• Just fewer than half (47%) say new standards have 
increased how much their child is challenged aca-
demically, but about as many see either no effect 
(31%) or say the new standards have decreased how 
challenging school is for their child (21%).

• Half also say new standards have increased the amount 
of time their child spends taking standardized tests, and 
43% say their children have more homework because of 
standards. only small percentages say testing (8%) and 
homework (15%) have decreased.

Decreased

Perceptions of changing school 
standards
public school parents who say standards have changed, 2016
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The queSTionS

 Q. In recent years, many states have adopted a new set of educational 
standards for what students should learn. As far as you’re aware, has the 
use of these new standards changed what’s being taught in your oldest 
child’s school or not?

 Q. In your opinion, has this change been for the better or for the worse?
 Q. Specifically, do you think these new standards have increased, decreased, 

or had no effect on: 
• How much your oldest/this child is learning in school?
• Th e amount of time your oldest/this child spends taking standardized 

tests?
• Th e amount of homework your oldest/this child has?
• How much your oldest/this child is challenged academically?



V98 N1      PDK Poll   K23

What americans said 

Parents grade the schools

A  B  C  D  F

School grades by satisfaction with communication
public school parents, 2016
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The queSTion

 Q. How satisfied are you with 
the school’s efforts to 
keep you informed about 
how your/this child is 
doing in school?

Two-thirds of public school parents give their 
child’s school an A (26%) or B (41%) grade, far bet-
ter than Americans overall grade their local public 
schools or the schools nationally. Still, there is cause 
for concern: One-third of these parents assign their 
child’s school a lower grade, including 23% a C, 5% a 
D, and 5% a failing grade.

responses to the poll suggest ways that schools can 
address this. the single biggest differentiator of grades is 
the extent to which parents are satisfi ed with the school’s 
efforts to keep them informed about how their child is 
doing. parents who are extremely or very satisfi ed with the 
school’s communication are nearly three times as likely as 

those who are less satisfi ed to give their child’s school an 
a (35% vs. 12%).

offering ample opportunities for parents to provide input 
is nearly as critical. parents who feel their child’s school 
offers such opportunities very or somewhat often are 29 
percentage points more likely to give that school an a 
or B than are parents with less frequent opportunities to 
provide feedback.

other factors associated with the school-parent relation-
ship also produce large distinctions in school grades:

• School ratings are higher among public school parents 
who say they’re frequently invited to visit their child’s 
school and see what’s going on. about eight in 10 in 
this group give their schools an a or B grade. that 
falls sharply to 50% among parents who report less 
frequent opportunities to visit.

• Parents who feel their child’s school is extremely or 
very interested in what they have to say are 15 points 
more likely than others to grade that school a or B, 75% 
vs. 60%.

a statistical model evaluating the strongest independent 
correlates of parents’ evaluations of their child’s school 
fi nds that the fi rst two factors — satisfaction with a school’s 
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communication and having frequent opportunities to offer 
input — are two of the strongest predictors of school grades. 
when these are in place, the other two items — visiting and 
thinking the school is interested in what parents have to say 
— aren’t independently signifi cant.

other potential factors, among those available in the sur-
vey, are not borne out. parents grade their child’s school 
similarly regardless of the parent’s gender, age, and race. 
in one slight demographic difference, college-educated 
parents are 10 points more likely than those without a col-
lege degree to say their child’s school deserves an a (33% 
to 23%). however, education is not a statistically signifi -
cant independent predictor of grades in the model.

negative views of educational standards also are more 
common among parents who report a less collaborative 
relationship with their child’s school. for example:

• Nearly half of parents with less opportunity to provide 

feedback to their child’s school think school standards 
are too low, compared with 22% of parents who have 
more such opportunities. parents with more opportuni-
ties to voice their opinion are more than twice as likely 
to think school standards prepare students well for 
their adult lives (52% to 24%).

• Similarly, parents who report that their child’s school 
is highly interested in hearing what they have to say 
are 24 points less likely to think the standards are too 
low (22% to 46%). sixty percent in this group also think 
the standards do a good job of addressing the things 
students need to succeed, compared with just two in 
10 other parents.

• Among parents whose school infrequently invites them 
to visit, 47% say standards are too low, and 35% think 
students aren’t adequately prepared to succeed. these 
fall to 28% and 18%, respectively, for parents who are 
invited frequently to visit school.

A+B grades by satisfaction with interactions
public school parents, 2016
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The queSTionS

 Q. How often does his/her school offer opportunities for parents to visit 
and see what’s going on?  

 Q. How interested do you feel your child’s school is in hearing what you 
have to say about how things are done there? 

 Q. How involved, if at all, do you personally feel with your oldest child’s 
school?
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The queSTion

 Q. How satisfied are you with 
the school’s efforts to keep 
you informed about  
how your/this  
child is doing  
in school? 
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public school parents, 2016
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The queSTion

 Q. And how often does his/her  
school give you opportunities 
to offer your opinions and 
input about how things are 
done there?

Percentages may not 
equal 100 due to 
rounding.
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Given its importance in predicting school grades, 
educators will want to understand more about how 
parents feel about communication and collaboration 
with their child’s school. Results show ample room 
for improvement.

on the plus side, 60% of parents are satisfied with 
their child’s school’s efforts to keep them informed, 
including 32% who say they’re extremely satisfied. 
nearly six in 10 also say the school frequently offers op-
portunities for parents to visit and see what’s going on; 
about four in 10 say these opportunities are offered very 
frequently.

Four in 10 parents are less than very satisfied with 
their school’s communication efforts — 23% say they 
are somewhat satisfied, and 16% are less satisfied than 
that. four in 10 say the school only occasionally, if ever, 
provides opportunities for them to visit. those parents are 
a broad 38 points more likely than others to wish they had 
more visiting opportunities (66% to 28%).

further, fewer than half of parents (46%) report that 
their child’s school often offers opportunities for them 

What americans said

Parents & communication
to provide input on how things are done there. one-
quarter of parents say they never have such opportuni-
ties; the rest only occasionally or rarely get to offer their 
views. More than half of parents would like more such 
opportunities (54%), and that rises to three-quarters 
of those who only occasionally, rarely, or never get the 
chance now.

similarly, just 41% report that their child’s school is 
extremely or very interested in hearing what they have to 
say. this perception falls to just 22% and 26% among par-
ents who say they have infrequent opportunities to offer 
input or visit the school.

all in all, half of parents feel extremely or very involved 
with their child’s school; an additional 32% feel somewhat 
involved, with the rest less involved than that.

not surprisingly, satisfaction and involvement go 
hand in hand. although the numbers of respondents are 
small, parents who rate their schools positively on keeping 
them informed, offering them opportunities to provide 
input, and showing interest in their input tend to be more 
apt to feel involved with their child’s school overall.
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The queSTionS

 Q. How satisfied are you with the school’s efforts to keep you 
informed about how your/this child is doing in school? 

 Q. How often does his/her school offer opportunities for parents 
to visit and see what’s going on? 

 Q. Would you like more such opportunities, or are there 
enough? 

 Q. And how often does his/her school give you opportunities 
to offer your opinions and input about how things are done 
there? 

 Q. Would you like more such opportunities, or are there 
enough? 

 Q. How interested do you feel your child’s school is in hearing 
what you have to say about how things are done there? 

Parents’ feeling of 
involvement
public school parents, 2016



K28   PDK Poll      September 2016
Thinkstock/iStock

What americans said

Homework, tests, & pressure

The queSTionS

Q. Thinking again about your oldest child in school, do you feel 
that s/he has too much homework, too little, or about the right 
amount?

 Q. Do you think your/this child feels too much pressure to do well 
in school, too little pressure, or about the right amount?
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public school parents, 2016

Nearly eight in 10 public school parents say they 
regularly review their child’s graded tests and other 
schoolwork that’s been returned by the teacher, 
including six in 10 who say they do this very often. 
Fewer, but still 65%, say they often look at their 
child’s homework before it’s turned in, with nearly 

half doing so very often. Just 7% say they rarely and 
14% say they never look at their child’s graded work 
and homework.

this involvement peaks with younger children, especially 
in terms of homework. nearly all parents with children in 
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grades K-8 often review that child’s graded work and home-
work. By contrast, seven in 10 high school parents say they 
frequently review their child’s graded work, but fewer than 
half (45%) report frequently reviewing homework.

not surprisingly, reviewing homework and graded work are 
highly related, and both also relate to greater involvement 
with the school overall. nearly all parents who say they 
frequently look at their child’s homework also say they 
frequently review their graded tests (93%), and six in 10 
feel very involved with their child’s school. among parents 
who review their child’s work less frequently, those fall to 
just more than half and three in 10, respectively.

fifty-six percent of parents say their child has the right 
amount of homework, while the rest divide as to whether 

it’s too little (23%) or too much (20%). similarly, 61% of 
parents are OK with the amount of pressure they 
think their child feels to do well in school, while one-
quarter see too much pressure, and 13% say there’s too 
little. the two are related — parents who report their child 
has too much homework also are more apt to say they face 
too much pressure.

it makes a difference: in addition to satisfaction with a 
school’s communication efforts and frequent opportuni-
ties for input, the perception that a child is under too 
much pressure emerges as a marginally significant 
predictor of school evaluations. parents who think 
their child is under too much pressure to do well grade 
their child’s school less positively.

 Q. Do you think most of the pressure s/he feels to do 
well at school comes from:

• His/her teachers?  
• Herself/himself? 
• You or someone else in your family? 
• His/her friends?
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Percentages may not 
equal 100 due to 
rounding.
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The queSTionS

 Q. How often, if at all, do you:

• Look at your oldest child’s 
homework before s/he 
hands it in? 

• Review your oldest child’s 
graded tests and other 
schoolwork after it’s 
returned by the teacher?
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perceptions of the main source of such pressure vary — most parents think 
it comes from them or someone in their family (38%) or from the child him or 
herself (38%). far fewer think the pressure comes from their child’s teachers 
(19%) or friends (4%).

white parents are 17 points more likely than nonwhites to think their child feels 
too much pressure (31% to 14%), but they’re less apt to feel that they’re the 
cause of it (30% vs. 49%). instead, they’re 17 points more likely to attribute the 
pressure to their child’s teachers (26% to 9%).

public school parents who report that the primary focus of public school edu-
cation should be to prepare students academically are less than half as likely 
as others to say their child has too much homework, 13% vs. 28%. they’re also 
17 points more likely to say that they or another family member are the main 
source of academic pressure on their child (44% to 27%).
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Methodology 

the 2016 pdK poll on education was designed, managed, analyzed, and reported by 
Langer research associates of new York, n.Y., in consultation with pdK. all results 
described in this report were tested for statistical significance.

Langer research associates is a charter member of the transparency initiative of 
the american association for public opinion research. the full questionnaire and 
topline results for this survey are available at pdkpoll.org.

the poll was  conducted via the ssrs omnibus, a national, random-digit-dialed 
telephone survey conducted by ssrs of Media, pa.

the ssrs omnibus consists of about 1,000 random-sample telephone interviews 
per week, 600 conducted via cell phones and 400 via landline phones, with a 
minimum of 35 interviews in spanish. calls are made wednesday through sunday 
to a fully replicated, stratified, single-stage rdd sample of landline telephone 
households and randomly generated cell phone numbers designed to represent the 
adult population of the united states. phone numbers receive six call attempts in a 
10-day period, with a rolling cross-section design that allows the sample to remain 
active for multiple five-day waves. 

within each landline household, interviewers ask to speak with the youngest 
adult male or female at home. cell phone interviews are conducted with the adult 
answering the phone. 

data are weighted via a multistage process, first correcting for unequal probabilities 
of selection depending on the number of adults in the household and the nature of 
telephone service in use, then applying a poststratification adjustment to correct 
for systematic nonresponse using known demographic parameters. the sample 
undergoes iterative proportional fitting (“raking”) to match the most recent March 
supplement of the u.s. census Bureau’s current population survey by age (by 
gender), education, race/ethnicity, marital status, and census region (by gender). 
respondents’ telephone status (cell-phone only, landline only, or mixed user) is 
included in the rake, based on the most recent estimates from the u.s. centers for 
disease control’s national health interview survey. 

interviews for the pdK poll were conducted across two waves of the ssrs omnibus, 
the first among a random sample of the national population, the second to collect 
additional interviews of parents of school-age children, blacks, and hispanics. 
in all, 1,221 adults were interviewed between april 27 and May 10, 2016, including 
305 parents of school-age children, 211 black respondents, and 219 hispanics. 
oversampled groups were weighted to their correct share of the population, 
including parents overall and by racial/ethnic group. 

results have a margin of sampling error of plus or minus 3.5 percentage points for 
the full sample, including the design effect. Error margins are larger for subgroups, 
e.g., 6.5 points for parents of school-age children.

the ssrs omnibus is used by a wide range of business, media, academic, and 
foundation clients, including researchers from more than a dozen universities; 
organizations such as the Kaiser family foundation, the national alliance for 
hispanic health, and the christopher and dana reeve foundation; and media 
outlets including the new York times, cBs news, and aBc news. for further 

information, see http://ssrs.com/research/ssrs-omnibus/.

Note: The order of the questions published in this supplement does not reflect the 
order in which those questions were asked.
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