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TABLE 11. How about the public schools in the na-
tion as a whole? What grade would you give the pub-
lic schools nationally — A, B, C, D, or FAIL?

National Totals
’10 ’05 ’00 ’95 ’90 ’85
% % % % % %

A & B 18 24 20 20 21 27
A 1 2 2 2 2 3
B 17 22 18 18 19 24
C 53 46 47 50 49 43
D 20 13 14 17 16 12
Fail 6 4 5 4 4 3
Don’t know 3 13 14 9 10 15

TABLE 12. In your opinion, what are the main things
a school has to do before it can earn an “A”? (Open-
ended question)

National 





• Seventy-one percent of Americans say they have trust
and confidence in teachers, with public school parents
registering even greater confidence at 78%. College
graduates (76%) and Americans under 40 (76%) were
more positive about their teachers than were high school
graduates (67%) and older Americans (68%).

• Two of three Americans would support their child’s de-
cision to teach in the public schools as a career, a signif-
icant increase from when asked in 1980 and 1990.



TABLE 20. Do you think your local public school sys-
tem has a hard time getting good teachers?

National 
Totals

’10 ’03
% %

Yes, had a hard time 48 61
No, does not 49 37
Don’t know 3 2

TABLE 21. Would you like to have a child of yours
take up teaching in the public schools as a career?

National Totals
’10 ’90 ’80
% % %

Yes 67 51 48
No 30 38 40
Don’t know 3 11 12

TABLE 22. If you were to choose a new line of work,
how likely would you be to choose teaching as a
profession? Would you be very likely, somewhat
likely, not very likely, or not at all likely.

National 
Totals

’10
%

Very likely 12
Somewhat likely 28
Not very likely 26
Not at all likely 34
Don’t know *

* Less than one-half of 1%.

STUDENT LEARNING AND REWARDS
The April 19, 2010, Time magazine cover story

asked, “Should Schools Bribe Kids?” We decided that
was a great question, so we asked Americans their
opinion, and then posed a follow-up question directed
just to parents to learn if they bribe their children to do
well in school. We also asked parents about school’s
effect on their oldest child’s learning — did school
cause their child to become an eager learner; and we
tackled the question, “Which is more important, effort
or ability?” as it relates to student success in school.
Finally, we devised a question that we think helps us
better understand the value Americans place on in-
creasing teacher learning time (professional develop-
ment) as compared to increasing student learning time. 
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Adults had their say about K-12 schools 
this month, but what do teenagers say?

Next month, hear what Gallup has 
learned from them

Also . . .
• The changing face of teacher education
• Incompetent teachers or dysfunctional systems?
• Kappan Classic: Martin Haberman





TABLE 26. Which of the following do you think could
have a greater effect on increasing student learn-
ing? Having students spend more time in school
with their teachers, having teachers spend more
time learning new ways to teach, or neither of these
would increase student learning? 

Public
N
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the concept of college with four years of study imme-
diately following high school, rather than consider col-
lege an ongoing commitment to postsecondary educa-
tion anytime after high school graduation. We con-
ducted a test to see if the word “college” affected how
Americans felt about postsecondary education by ask-
ing half the poll’s respondents, about 500 Americans, if
all high school students should be well-prepared for col-
lege and career, and the other 500 respondents if all
high school students should be well-prepared for more
education beyond high school and a career. We also
asked parents if they thought their children would at-
tend college, why they thought their children should at-
tend college, and if they could afford to pay for college.

FINDINGS
• Overwhelmingly, Americans agree with the President
and believe a college education is essential for success in
today’s world. In 1978, only 36% said it was very impor-
tant; in 1983, that increased to 58%; and this year, 75%
of Americans agreed a college education is necessary.

• Eighty-four percent of Americans agree that all high

school students should be well-prepared for college and

a career. That increases slightly to 91% when you sub-

stitute the word “college” with “more education beyond

high school,” suggesting that Americans are not “hung
up” over the concept of pr

eparing all high school stu-

dents for college. Without question, Americans equate
more education, including college, with greater readi-
ness for the world of work.

• When parents are asked if their child will go to college,
92% said yes, up from 82% in 1995 and 57% in 1982.
And even given the current recession, three of four par-
ents believe they are very or somewhat likely to be able
to pay for their child’s college education, an increase from
when this question was asked just two years ago.

• The top three reasons parents give for wanting their
child to attend college are: 1) more job opportunities and



TABLE 29. How important is a college education to-
day: very important, fairly important, or not too im-
portant?

TABLE 30. Next are some questions about students
and their future. On a five-point scale, wher



TABLE 35. As you consider your own elementary and
high school education, do you believe that gradu-
ates today are better, less, or equally prepared for
work or college than they were when you were in
school?

National 
Totals

’10
%

Better prepared for work or college 26
Less prepared for work or college 47
Equally prepared for work or college 25
Don’t know 2

CHARTER SCHOOLS AND PARENTAL CHOICE
In 1991, Minnesota was the first state to authorize

public school academies, better known as charter
schools, and during the ensuing 20 years, charter
schools have remained a lightning rod for controversy.
Every year, various new reports document the suc-
cesses and the failures of charter schools as an edu-
cation reform option. The PDK/Gallup poll has moni-
tored American’s attitudes toward charter schools
throughout this decade, and the trend data is undeni-
able. This year, we added a question to make the char-
ter school issue more personal by asking Americans if
they would support new public charter schools in their
communities. Finally, pulling from our archive of ques-
tions, we asked parents if they would consider moving
their child to a different school.

FINDINGS
• Americans increasingly embrace public charter
schools. In 2000, only 42% favored charter schools. Just
10 years later, favorable opinions increased to 68%.
Support is uniform across several demographics, includ-
ing respondent’s age, political affiliation, level of educa-
tion, and even among public school parents.

• Similarly, almost two of three Americans would support
a new public charter school in their communities, and
60% of Americans say they would go so far as to sup-
port a large increase in the number of public charter
schools operating in the United States.

• Fifty-eight percent of public school parents said they
would keep their children at the same school they now
attend. This is about the same response we received
when we first asked the question in 1996. There are two
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JON SCHNUR
Parents Need More, Better





FINDINGS
• Parents moderately agree that their child’s teachers
make schoolwork relevant with real-world examples and
that their child has an opportunity to do what he or she
does best every day.

• Most parents agree that their children are safe in
school.

• Parents are optimistic that their child will graduate from
high school, but significantly less optimistic that their
child will find a good job after he or she graduates.

24 Kappan     September 2010     kappanmagazine.org

VIOLETA GARCIA
Invest in Teacher Learning
Professional development and sharing best
practices are essential for teachers to stay
inspired and improve their instruction. But, too
frequently, with a constant turnover and reshuffling
of central office administrators and superintend-
ents who seem determined to reinvent or at least
rename the vision and mission of public schools,
the top down flow of information is disorganized,
confusing, and disconnected to the day-to-day

rigors of teaching and
learning in the class-
room.

Educators need more time to learn new ways to
teach in order to improve and inform instruction,
just as the majority of public school parents tell us
in the 2010 PDK/Gallup poll results. However,
teachers want more time and access to relevant
workshops developed around long-term projects
and programs, not just short-term, lingo-loaded
seminars designed to make district administrators
look like they’re doing something new and
different.

Spending more time learning new ways to teach is
not the only solution to increase student learning.
School districts also have the responsibility to
improve the overall structure of public education.
The experience in San Francisco is that every new
superintendent expects us to follow his or her
apparently new programs or strategies and to
restart again with a project.

In my nine years working and being a parent in
public schools, I have often heard teachers
express that staff meetings are a waste of their
time. By the end of an exhausting school day, new
information loses its meaning, or trying to decipher
the impact of the latest district agendas proves
frustrating and feels irrelevant to their teaching
practice. Teachers experience excitement when
their ideas as educators are implemented in the
school site or in the school district as a whole, and
do not just come from the “top.”

VIOLETA GARCIA is a parent liaison for San
Francisco Unified Schools and a member of the
board of directors for Parents for Public Schools, a
national advocacy group that works to promote
and strengthen public schools.

COMMENTARY

TABLE 40. Now, think about your oldest child as you
respond to the next seven statements:

Public School Parents 2010

Strongly Strongly Don’t
Agree Disagree Know

5 4 3 2 1

I know my child will 
graduate from high 
school. 92% 2% 3% 1% 2% 0%

MEAN = 4.81

I know my child will
find a good job after
he or she graduates. 29% 31% 30% 6% 3% 1%

MEAN = 3.77

My child’s teachers make
schoolwork relevant 
with real-world 
examples. 25% 36% 25% 9% 4% 1%

MEAN = 3.68

At school, my child has 
the opportunity to do
what he or she does
best every day. 27% 35% 24% 11% 3% *

MEAN = 3.73

I feel that my child is
safe at school. 58% 25% 11% 5% 1% 0%
MEAN = 4.33

* Less than one-half of 1%.
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WHY IT MATTERS
Collecting and analyzing the opinions of how Amer-

icans view the public schools is an important first step
in guiding educators and policy makers toward making
U.S. schools better. But there are caveats to consider.
Sometimes, American public opinion provides clear di-
rection for change. For example, analyzing this year’s
polling data suggests that Americans recognize that
schools need the highest quality teachers possible and
that providing those teachers should be a #1 priority.
Americans will support programs that invest in im-
proved teacher skills. They will support programs that
recruit the best candidates and that train current and
prospective teachers to use the best teaching ap-
proaches. And they will support efforts to retain the best
teachers and dismiss those who aren’t skilled or suited
for the task.

In other situations, American public opinion seems
conservative, suggesting that Americans may be too
willing to accept the status quo. Education reformers
are then likely to discount public opinion, assuming
that the American public either doesn’t understand or
doesn’t care.




