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ABOUT PUBLIC AGENDA

Founded in 1975 by social scientist and author Daniel Yankelovich and former U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus
Vance, Public Agenda works to help average citizens better understand critical policy issues and to help the

nationÕs leaders better understand the publicÕs point of view. Public AgendaÕs in-depth research on how citizens
think about policy forms the basis for extensive citizen education work. Its citizen education materials, used by the
National Issues Forums and media outlets across the country, have won praise for their credibility and fairness from
elected officials from both political parties and from experts and decision makers across the political spectrum.

More information is available by contacting: Public Agenda, 6 East 39th Street, New York, NY 10016, 
(212) 686-6610, or on the Internet at www.publicagenda.org.
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INTRODUCTION

For corporate executive Ted Forstmann, the public education system needs a dramatic shake-up. Ò[It] commands
and enforces a 90 percent market share while providing a clearly inferior product.Ó Education should Òembrace

the same open, free-market environmentÓ that Ònow flourishes in virtually every other aspect of American life,Ó
Forstmann says,1 and he feels so strongly about this idea that he has co-founded a private philanthropy, the
ChildrenÕs Scholarship Fund, to help poor children attend private schools.

Others, making a similar critique of public education, have called for government-financed vouchers that would
allow parents to send their children to either public or private schools. Voucher advocates argue that their approach
will give low-income parents the choice affluent families have exercised for years, and, in so doing, create a
system where competition and choice produce better schools for all.

“That Sucking Sound You Hear…”

But what some see as a force for good, others see as the death knell for a beleaguered and beloved ideal of public
education. Author Frank McCourt, whose most recent memoir recounts his experiences as a New York City school
teacher, fears that vouchers could Òkill public education.Ó ÒThat sucking sound you hear,Ó McCourt warns, Òis the
sound of public schools collapsing with the voucher system.Ó 2 For defenders of public schools, vouchers (and, to
some extent, charter schools) will lead to a two-tiered system: The well-informed and the lucky will attend private
schools; the most neglected and troubled kidsÑkids with no one to
ÒvouchÓ for themÑwill be relegated to underfunded, socially abandoned
public schools. 

Once confined mainly to the pages of Education Week, the debate over
vouchers, charter schools, for-profits and other alternatives to traditional
public education is now at political center stage. It is already a conspicuous
theme in the year 2000 presidential campaign. Indeed, any candidateÑ
aiming for the presidency or Congress, the governorÕs mansion or the state houseÑcan expect to be questioned by
journalists and challenged by opponents on this set of issues. Many, if not most, already have their own positions
well staked out. And the debate extends far beyond educators and those running for public office. Opinion leaders
in business and philanthropy, religion and the arts have also begun to make their voices heard. 

Confused Marching Orders 

But while the debate at the top levels of national leadership is crisp and well-defined, the publicÕs views are more
mysterious. Polls show variously that Americans think private schools offer a better education, that parents would
prefer to send their own children to private schools, and that support for vouchers has risen since the early 90Õs.3

But other findings show that most Americans (parents especially) think local public schools do a good job, and
most say that they would be willing to pay higher taxes to help them improve.4 To a philosopher, these viewpoints
might not be mutually exclusive, but to an elected official in todayÕs political climate, they offer a pretty confusing
set of marching orders. 

On Thin Ice attempts to disentangle public thinking in this controversial, sometimes complicated realm. It summa-
rizes findings from an in-depth national opinion survey, conducted in summer 1999, of 1,200 members of the
public, including 394 parents of school-age children. The study also takes a look at parentsÕ attitudes in several
areas where alternatives such as vouchers and charter schools are now operatingÑMilwaukee and Cleveland,
which have functioning public voucher programs, and metropolitan regions in Arizona and Michigan that have
well-developed charter school programs. Finally, the views of the general public are compared to the views of 
833 Òcommunity leadersÓÑpolitical, civic and business leaders at the local levelÑwho were also surveyed (see
Methodology for details).

While the debate at the top levels of 

national leadership is crisp and well-defined,

the publicÕs views are more mysterious.
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The Basis for the Research

Public Agenda, a nonprofit research organization that regularly reports on public attitudes on major policy issues,
designed the survey following a series of one-on-one interviews with experts and decision makers with different
points of view on the topic (see Appendix). Public Agenda also conducted a series of focus groups with citizens in
five communities around the nation, groups that included parents with children in public schools, charter schools
and parochial and other private schools, in addition to members of the general public. This research was sponsored
by the Charles A. Dana Foundation.

For Public Agenda, On Thin Ice is the latest of more than a dozen opinion studies on public education conducted
over the last decade. This body of research has examined a wide variety of educational topics including student
achievement, academic standards, curriculum, safety and discipline, integration, accountability, parental involve-
ment and bilingual education among others. During this time, we have looked closely at the views of the general
public, parents, teachers, students, employers and college professors, along with those of key subgroups such as
white, African American, Hispanic and foreign-born parents.

Hearing Opinions from Las Vegas to Hattiesburg

Enriching this formal research is Public AgendaÕs involvement in dozens of education-related public engagement
projects over the last half-dozen years. These community-based meetings aim to stimulate more thoughtful, inclu-
sive discussions of schoolsÑdiscussions that reach beyond parents and teachers (as important as they may be) to
include local employers, college faculty, senior citizens, Òempty nesters,Ó the religious community, taxpayer groups
and law enforcement. We have launched meetings in more than 50 communities nationwide, from San Jose (CA)
and Las Vegas (NV) to Des Moines (IA), Hattiesburg (MS), Bridgeport (CT) and Grey (ME). These real-life
discussions give us regular feedback from individuals in diverse communities with very different points of view on
how the countryÕs schools are working.

Don’t They Know? Don’t They Care?

As you will read in the following pages, most citizens are not as familiar with the debate over vouchers and charter
schools as the policy makers and policy watchers among us might hope. For many Americans, debates about
Òsystemic reformÓ and the virtues of a competitive public-private system versus a public one are abstract and
confusing. Discussions about education are more likely to focus on what children should learn, how they behave,
what teachers and parents ought to do, and whether schools are safe and orderly enough for learning to take place.
Many Americans seem genuinely befuddled when asked for their opinions on how the educational system should
be organized and which approaches are likely to produce the best results for most families and kids. 

Walking the Extra Mile

Some readers will no doubt be alarmed at the level of public inattention to the specifics of this debate. After all,
these issues have been Òin the airÓ for a number of years, and there have been countless news reports about them.
But the publicÕs lack of focus does not mean that people donÕt care about how this debate is resolved or that their
thoughts, concerns and questions do not merit consideration. In fact, this research suggests a challenging job for
leaders in education, politics and the news mediaÑbringing the debate that now engages them to communities and
families nationwide. This is no small task, but it is of fundamental importance. Our hope at Public Agenda is that
On Thin Ice can serve as a guidepost for those who recognize the publicÕs stake in this debate and are willing to
Òwalk the extra mileÓ to invite the American people to join in it.
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For the past decade or so, education experts, partisans
and politicians have engaged in sharply drawn debate
over alternatives to the traditional system of K-12
education in America. By now, communities and
districts can be expected to face a recurring scenario:
proposals to implement school vouchers, charter
schools and for-profit schools are floated; advocates
vigorously argue their positions; warnings and appeals
are issued; data are hashed and rehashed; media
coverage amplifies the debate. In short, the expert
debate has all the earmarks of a highly evolved
discussion in which each side has made up its mind
and hopes to rally the public to its position. 

A Pervasive Lack of Awareness

But even as the vociferous debate swirls all around
them, ordinary Americans react as if they have been
locked in a soundproof room that little noiseÑor
informationÑhas penetrated. It is not that people are
undecided as much as that they are unaware. The vast
majority knows very little about proposals to imple-
ment school vouchers, charter schools or for-profit
schools. Moreover, this lack of familiarity is pervasive
across the nationÕs regions and across demographic
groups. It extends to parents with kids in school as
well as to nonparents.  With minor differences, it even
extends to parents in areas where vouchers or charter
schools have been in place for some timeÑCleveland,
Milwaukee, Michigan and Arizona. This level of
awareness and understanding is only marginally
higher among leadership at the local community level.

The sharp contrast between the highly evolved expert
debate and the publicÕs nearly total lack of focus was
painfully obvious from the very first focus group
Public Agenda conducted for this study. Blank looks
and a deafening silence
greeted the moderator when
he asked participants in
Westchester, New York, if
they had heard the term
Òschool vouchers,Ó and what
they knew about it. It was
clear that virtually none could
venture anything more than a wild guess as to what
school vouchers meant. After encouragement, one
woman was willing to try: Were school vouchers store
credits students could use to buy uniforms, she
wondered. 

Even in Milwaukee

Indeed, we quickly learned that we could not begin a
worthwhile conversation without first handing out a
sheet that briefly summarized the key elements of
school vouchers. With only one exception, this pattern
repeated itself across the country in the five focus
groups that were held from Westchester to Redwood
City, California. Amazingly, even in Milwaukee,
where school vouchers have been in place for nearly a
decade and where the focus group was composed of
parents with kids in the public schools, the low level
of familiarity required the moderators to bring out the
cheat sheets.

FINDING ONE: Some Catching Up to Do

Most Americans know very little about vouchers,* charter schools or for-profit schools, 

and most have a limited grasp of the essentials of the expert debate. Experts and advocates 

may hold carefully thought-out positions, but the public has barely begun to learn how 

these proposals might work. Even parents in areas with school choice policies in place are 

surprisingly unaware of the pros and cons of this debate.

Were school vouchers store

credits students could use to

buy uniforms?

*Throughout this report, the term “vouchers” refers to publicly-funded voucher programs.
† Throughout this report, unless otherwise specified, the word “parents” refers to parents with children who are living with them and who are in any grade from 
kindergarten through high school.
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Nor was this circumstance an artifact of the focus
group method. Responding to a telephone survey of
1,200 randomly selected members of the general
public, more than 6 in 10 (63%) acknowledge they
know very little or nothing at all about vouchers.
WhatÕs more, the vast majority (80%) readily admit
they need to learn more about vouchers before they
can form an opinion about them. When survey inter-
viewers asked respondents what comes to mind when
they hear the term school vouchers, only 17% were
able to say something that closely resembled a full
and accurate description; another 11% could say
something that showed they understood the general
idea. Most of the remainder could think of nothing to
say, or else said something so vague as to be mean-
ingless or downright wrong.

Aren’t Parents on Top of This? 

Ordinary citizens are not the only ones who seem
unfamiliar with the bare essentials of the issue. Even
parents, who would seemingly have a direct stake in
vouchers, are fundamentally inexperienced with the
debate. Their response to questions measuring
comfort level with the voucher concept is virtually
identical to that of the general public: most (66%)
acknowledge they know very little or nothing at all
about school vouchers; 81% say they need to learn

more before they can form an opinion about them. 

Even parents living in Cleveland and MilwaukeeÑ
presumably the epicenters of voucher activityÑare
virtually as unfamiliar with vouchers as everyone else.
After years of program implementation, court chal-
lenges and intense media coverage, most parents in
Cleveland and Milwaukee (60%) still know very little
or nothing at all about vouchers; an even greater
number (75%) say they need to learn more about them
before they can form an opinion. One parent inter-
viewed in Milwaukee was worried about his teen
daughter, who started getting into trouble in school,
not showing up for classes. He wanted to send her 
to a parochial school, thinking the discipline and 
academic focus would get her back on track, but he
was poor and the cost held him back. Vouchers? He
had never heard of them.

It is natural to wonder whether these low levels of
knowledge indicate widespread apathyÑan example
of people tuning out or dismissing the policy debate.
If this were the case, one might expect community
leadersÑsuch as local elected officials, heads of civic
organizations and business peopleÑto be much better
informed. But their responses to a separate survey
hardly show an overwhelming knowledge of the issue.
About half (53%) of the community leaders say that
they know enough to have an opinion about vouchers,

School Vouchers: Unfamiliar Terrain
How much do you know about school vouchers and how
they work?
% saying they know “very little” or “nothing”

Do you need to learn more about vouchers before you
can have an opinion, or do you know enough already?
% saying they “need to learn more”

General Public 63%

Parents 66%

Voucher Communities 60%

General Public 80%

Parents 81%

Voucher Communities 75%

0 1000 100
NOTE: Question wording in charts may be slightly edited for space.
Percentages may not equal 100% because of rounding or the omis-
sion of some answer categories.

NOTE: “Voucher Communities” consists of parents of school chil-
dren in Milwaukee, WI, and Cleveland, OH.
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but a surprisingly high numberÑ42%Ñsay they need
to learn more. 

The Charter School Mystery

Charter schools seem to be an even greater mystery to
people than school vouchers, and almost 9 in 10
(89%) members of the general public and parents
alike admit they need to learn more about the charter
school issue before they can have an opinion about it.
About 8 in 10 members of the general public (81%)
and parents (79%) alike say they know very little or
nothing about the issue. Even among community
leaders, the knowledge level is still low: 54% say 
they need to learn more.

The broad publicÕs unfamiliarity with charter schools
may not be surprising: the issue is newer and it has
stirred less media coverage. Moreover, charter schools
themselves take so many forms that it is difficult to
convey the meaning of the term. But what about
places such as Arizona and Michigan, where a rela-
tively large number of charter schools have been oper-
ating for some time? Are parents living in those areas
particularly attentive to the issue?

In Their Backyard

Just as with vouchers and the oversample of parents in
Milwaukee and Cleveland, Public Agenda sought to
systematically gauge parentsÕ knowledge about charter
schools in areas where such schools are far more
prevalent. One hundred and five randomly selected
parents were surveyed from metropolitan areas in
Arizona and Michigan that had the highest concentra-
tion of charter schools. A focus group conducted with
parents in Phoenix was suggestive: it was the only
group where the cheat sheet on charter schools was not
needed and the participants easily engaged the issue. 

It came as a surprise that even in Arizona and
Michigan, a majority of parents are unacquainted with
the issue. Although parents in these areas are more
likely to be informed, lack of knowledge is still wide-
spread. About half (52%) of parents living in areas
rich in charter schools still know very little or nothing
at all about them; across the nation, 79% of parents
are in that position. Two-thirds (68%) of Arizona and
Michigan parents say they need to learn more about
charter schools to have an opinion about them; across
the nation, 89% of parents say the same. 

Charter Schools Even More Unfamiliar
How much do you know about charter schools?

% saying they know “very little” or “nothing”

Do you need to learn more about charter schools
before you can have an opinion, or do you know
enough already?
% saying they “need to learn more”

General Public 81%

Parents 79%

Charter Communities 52%

General Public 89%

Parents 89%

68%Charter Communities

0 100 0 100

NOTE: “Charter Communities” consists of parents of school children
in metropolitan areas in Arizona and Michigan.



© 1999 Public Agenda12

But Polls Show . . .

For some time now, credible surveys on vouchers have
shown that the publicÕs thinking fluctuates depending
on the year the questions are asked and how they are
worded. The latest Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll, for
example, shows that opposition to allowing parents to
choose a private school at public expense dropped
from 65% in 1995 to 50% in 1998 and then rose in
1999 to 55%.5 Some questions test public reactions to
partial versus full funding of private school tuition;
some pollsters prefer to use the word ÒvouchersÓ while
others do not. 

Partisans, journalists and policy makers debate the
significance and credibility of these shifts in
responses. But they would do well to consider the
implications of this bottom-line finding: ordinary
Americans are far from ready to render a verdict on
the merits of vouchers, or charter schools for that
matter, either at the polls or through a poll. 

A recent survey by NPR/Kaiser Family Foundation/
Kennedy School of Government found that when
asked if they favored or opposed vouchers, virtually 
all respondents expressed an opinion. But when
respondents were explicitly given the option to say
they hadnÕt heard enough about the issue to have an
opinion, one-third (33%) took it.6 With charter schools,
the ÒhavenÕt heard enoughÓ respondents surged to
63%.7 Our own results tell us this is only the tip of the
iceberg. Most Americans barely know that there is a
debate over vouchers or charter schools, even when it
is taking place in their community. Most have given
little if any thought to the fundamental issues it raises.

The Welfare Comparison

There can be no more striking contrast of the state of
the publicÕs thinking about alternatives to the tradi-

tional public school system than to compare it with
public attitudes toward welfare reform. In 1996, when
Public Agenda conducted a study on attitudes toward
welfare reform, Americans were far more likely to
have spent time thinking about this issue.8 Ordinary
folks cared deeply about the topic: bringing up the
issue in focus groups opened
the floodgates, and people
leaped into the discussion.
Contrast this with the silent,
almost timid response
vouchers and charter schools
provoke. With welfare,
people could quickly cut to
the heart of the debate, to the
values that were at stake.
With vouchers and charter
schools, they look puzzledÑ
as if to wonder ÒWhy are we
talking about this?Ó With welfare, people had strongly
held notions about what should be done: work and
time limits coupled with education and child care.
With vouchers and charters, little is certain and virtu-
ally everything negotiable. With welfare, there was an
urgent, emotional push to end an intolerable status
quo as quickly as possible; with vouchers and char-
ters, a virtual yawn. 

On Thin Ice

Throughout, this study attempts to be explicit about
areas where the publicÕs voice is clear, where it is
uncertain, and where it is so muddled that it can give
little reliable direction. But school reformers, educa-
tors and policy makers at the local and national levels
should take careful heed: to predict the outcome of
this debate by relying on public attitudes as they now
stand is to skate on extremely thin ice. 

About half of the commu-

nity leaders say that they

know enough to have 

an opinion about vouchers, 

but a surprisingly high

number say they need to

learn more. 
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Some defenders of the public schools see voucher
proposals as a life-or-death struggle where the ultimate
stake is the viability of public schools as an institution.
They envision abandonment of public schools by
middle-class families, cutbacks in school funding, and
public schools as the place where the least advantaged
members of society are left behind. Voucher propo-
nents, on the other hand, see them as a lifeline, the
best hope for students otherwise assigned to failing
public schools. Some voucher advocates believe that
even if the number of people using them is small,
everyone will benefit, because the public school
monolith will be challenged and reform-resistant
bureaucracies pressed to compete in order to survive.

What Private Schools Offer

Both sides of the voucher debate would seem to have
good reason to suspect their ultimate stakes assump-
tion is correct. Across the nation, Americans do
believe that the private schools in their communities
do a better job than the public onesÑand not simply
because they are more selective.9 People who know
they have private schools in their communities
believe, by a 52% to 19% margin, that they outper-
form the public schools. Public school parents
agreeÑso much so, a majority (55%) say that if
money were not an issue, they would want their child
to attend a private school rather than a public school.
ÒIf I had the money, I would love to get to a private
school,Ó said a Redwood City, California, dad. 

Initially Well-Disposed

Thus it should not be too surprising that even though
school vouchers are not widely understood or are not
a recognizable part of ordinary citizensÕ landscape,
people respond sympathetically when they hear even 
a short description of them. In fact, majorities across
all the groups surveyedÑmembers of the general
public, parents and community leadersÑfavor a
voucher program described in the survey as one 
where Òparents are given a voucher or certificate by
the government to pay for all or part of the tuition if 
they decide to send their child to a private or
parochial school.Ó

Support is strong among parents with children in
schoolÑnearly 7 in 10 (68%) favor the proposal. It is 

Americans mayÑafter they learn more about the ideaÑbe open to vouchers, but they tend 

to see them as a limited solution (and a relatively modest one at that). Few see school vouchers

as the ultimate lifeline for American families, nor do they fear them as the death knell of

public education. Most people believe vouchers would benefit some students, but they also see

possible drawbacks. After careful explanation, most seem positively disposed to vouchersÑ

particularly if other communities have served as guinea pigsÑyet people generally see them

as a partial solution at best. 

FINDING TWO: Vouchers—No Eureka, No Alarm

Private religious schoolPublic school

21%

Private non-religious school
2%

34%42%

Parents’ Preference for Private Schools
If money were not an issue, where would you prefer to
send your child?

Don’t know/It depends
Base: Parents with children in public school (n=329)
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lower among the general public (57%) and commu-
nity leaders (51%). In Westchester, New York, one
woman who happened to be a student teacher in New
York City said, ÒI think part of it sounds good because
some students really have the capacity to succeed in a
good school, but just canÕt afford it. So I think if they
do it for specific students who maintain a good
average and give them the opportunity, then thatÕs
wonderful.Ó A Phoenix dad felt vouchers were good
simply because of who opposed them: ÒI think the
vouchers are a viable solution. After I have seen the
bureaucracy so dead set against it, there has to be
something to it.Ó

Minority respondents also come out strongly in favor
of vouchers. A full 46% of African Americans strongly
favor vouchers, compared to 29% of the general
public. Hispanics also endorse vouchers in higher than
average numbersÑ41% strongly favor the idea.

Lukewarm Support 

Although this survey and others show that a majority
of the public favors vouchers, the response was
almost invariably lukewarm in focus groups. The
participants read their cheat sheets outlining the
voucher idea and carefully listened to the pros and
cons of the proposal, but few responded to this idea as

a breakthrough. Even when the moderator presented
forceful arguments in favor of them, support was
equivocal. People automatically started talking about
the drawbacks, and perhaps most tellingly, almost no
one said ÒThis is what IÕve been waiting for.Ó Almost
no one saw vouchers as something that would trans-
form the local public schools.

The survey picks up this limited appeal. Only 29% of
the public predicts that almost all or most parents in
their area would use vouchers if they were available.
This matches what public school parents themselves
predict they would do: asked how likely they would
be to use vouchers if vouchers were available in their
community, only 23% would definitely do so, even as
another 47% would give it serious consideration. 

Yet in response to another survey question, 55% of
public school parents said they would prefer to send
their child to a private school if money were not an
issue. There is obviously a drop-off between parents
saying they would prefer to send their children to
private school and their predicted use of vouchers. 
A variety of reasons may explain this disparity. 
Many parents are familiar with private schools, but 

Would definitely
use voucher

Would seriously consider
using voucher

18%

Would probably
not use voucher

3%

23%

47%

Would Parents Use Vouchers?
If you had the chance to use a school voucher to send
your child to a private school, would you use it or not?

9%

Would definitely
not use voucher

Don’t know/
It depends

Parents More Interested
How much do you favor or oppose the following idea? 
Parents are given a voucher or certificate by the
government to pay for all or part of tuition if they decide
to send their child to a private or parochial school

General Parents Community
% responding Public Leaders

Strongly Favor 29 40 26

Somewhat Favor 28 28 25

Somewhat Oppose 13 10 15

Strongly Oppose 23 17 28

Base: Parents with children in public school (n=329)
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unfamiliar with the idea of vouchers, and may be
reluctant to commit to a program about which they
know so little. Parents may also idealize the concept 
of Òprivate school,Ó but when they consider the 
private schools actually in their area, more practical
concernsÑtransportation, for exampleÑmay come
into play.

No Cure-All 

Although people initially favor the proposal, they 
do not ascribe the greatest hopes for vouchers as a 
solutionÑand this would seem to be an important
difference. Only 23% have Òa lotÓ of confidence that
students who are now doing badly in public school
would do better in private school (40% express some
confidence; 32% little or no confidence). ÒI would
have given my teeth to send my kids to private
school,Ó said a California grandmother. ÒBut the other
kids are going to be running the world as much as the
good kids from the good schools and you want all of
the kids to have as best an education as possible.Ó

And though advocates present vouchers as the last, 
best hope for struggling, low-income students in poor
neighborhoods, the publicÕs assessment is far less 
optimistic. Only 31% believe all or most such students
would do better, while the plurality (45%) expects only
some to improve, and another 20% believe few or no
students would thrive. Americans, it would seem, have
modest expectations of vouchersÑpositive but modest.

What Vouchers Can’t Fix

Another important reason for the lack of pro-voucher
enthusiasm is the publicÕs sense that parents will
always be the key to successful education. ÒGoing to 
a good school can make all the difference to a childÕs
educationÓ agree 90% of Americans, but the public
also firmly believes that before anything good can
happen, parents have to be there for their kids. 
Eighty-six percent agree with this simple but dramatic
statement: ÒParents are the most important reason kids
succeed or fail in school.Ó As a father in Dayton, Ohio,
remarked, ÒThe problems with the schools are the
parents. Parents need to teach their kids better morals
and respect. You canÕt blame it on the teachers and the

schools. Some kids from bad neighborhoods, with
these attitudes. . . . ItÕs not the kidsÕ fault. ItÕs the 
parentsÕ fault.Ó 

This helps explain why vouchers are not seen as the

be-all and end-all solution. ÒI canÕt say that money is

not important, but who is

going to use these

vouchers?Ó asked another

Dayton resident. ÒParents

who are actively involved in

their kidsÕ education and

their lives. You put a

voucher in front of some

parents, even if they could

use it, theyÕre not going to be interested.Ó According to

this thinking, vouchers may give involved parents

options, but the kids who truly need help wonÕt get it.

Considering Pros and Cons

People may not see vouchers as a dramatic break-
through, but they also do not respond to the idea with
alarm. In the survey, respondents were asked to weigh
in on a number of arguments put forth by voucher
opponents and advocates. Several questions tested
reactions to the arguments of voucher opponents:
private schools would Òcherry pick,Ó turning away
children who are the most difficult to teach; the cream
of the crop would leave the public school; segregation
would surge; chaos and confusion would result; and
private schools would simply lack the space to take in
all comers. When survey respondents are asked how
likely each of these scenarios is to happen under
vouchers, the percentage responding Òvery likelyÓ
never rises above 37%. [See Table Two]

Voucher supporters forward their own arguments. 
They argue that vouchers would rescue many kids 
from failing public schools and give them a chance 
to fulfill their potential and that as more parents use
vouchers, more private schools would open up. But 
the percentage of the public saying these things are 
Òvery likelyÓ to happen never rises above 40%. 
[See Table Two] 

Almost no one saw

vouchers as something that

would transform the local

public schools.
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Statistics are a tricky business in any endeavor, and
survey analysis is no exception. None of the pro or
con arguments resonated strongly with a majority of
the public, but if one were to add the Òsomewhat
likelyÓ responses to the Òvery likelyÓ responses, then
one could say a substantial majority of the public
agrees with almost all of these arguments. But either
the private schools will lack the space to take in all
comers or more private schools will open up to
accommodate themÑboth cannot be true at the same
time. The real answer is that at this point the public is
far from ready or equipped to make conjectures about
the future impact of a hypothetical proposal to which
people have given little thought. The focus groups are
again instructive in this regard: it was rare for partici-
pants themselves to introduce many of these argu-
ments, and when the moderator brought them up, it
often took work to explain them and a considerable
length of time for people to engage them.

Neither Salvation nor Destruction

Since they donÕt fear dire consequences, most
Americans see vouchers as legitimately trying to
improveÑnot decimateÑeducation. Only 20%
believe that Òvouchers represent an effort to destroy
the public school systemÓ; instead, 67% think they
Òrepresent an effort to pressure the public school
system to improve and therefore save it.Ó 

So are vouchers the solution, as their staunchest 
advocates believeÑor are they part of the problem, 
as many defenders of the public schools contend? 
The public seems to reject both viewpoints. The
survey asked people to choose from a three-part 
question: are vouchers Òa good idea that promises to
solve the nationÕs education problem?ÓÑonly 11%
thought they were; are vouchers Òa bad idea that will
make the nationÕs education problems worse?ÓÑonly
17% thought this was true. About two-thirds of the
public (67%) opted for a third option: ÒVouchers 
are a good idea but they cannot solve the nationÕs
education problems.Ó

Most, but not all, leaders at the community level
agree. Almost half (48%) believe that vouchers are a
good idea but cannot solve the nationÕs education

problems. But 3 of 10 (30%) believe that vouchers
will make problems worse. Thus, optimism among
community leaders is even more tempered than that 
of the public at large. 

Willing to Be the Guinea Pigs?

Perhaps the most telling way to measure whether
people are truly attracted to a program is not to ask
them to evaluate its impact on society in general but
to ask them directly if theyÕd like to see it in their
own backyard. Ask people if drug rehabilitation is a
good idea, and you may get little quarrel; ask them
how they would feel about having a rehab center on
their block and the answer may be quite different. In
this survey, 32% would like to see a school voucher
program start in their local area and 19% would not.
But the plurality prefers a sympathetic wait-and-see
approachÑ44% say ÒI would want a school voucher
program in my area only if it first shows good results
in other communities.Ó 

The political debate on vouchers is polarized into
ÒeurekaÓ versus Òdeath knellÓ positions, but the
publicÕs response is more tentative, resembling a mild
curiosity. To a public ultimately most concerned with
outcomes rather than ideology, results will matter: 
6 in 10 (60%) survey respondents who opposed
vouchers say they would view them more positively 
if the kids using them were doing better and public
schools improved. Success might kindle greater 
public enthusiasmÑand failure might undercut it.

Vouchers: Solution or Problem?
Which comes closest to your own view about school
vouchers?

School vouchers are: General Public

A good idea that promises to solve 
the nation’s education problems 11%

— OR —
A good idea but they cannot solve 
the nation’s education problems 67%

— OR —
A bad idea that will make the nation’s 
education problems worse 17%
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Policy makers often design voucher programs so that
they can withstand court challenges or ameliorate
conditions in the neediest areas. But if they were
designing voucher programs in their local area based
on the instincts of ordinary Americans, the results
would be different from prevailing trends in the 
policy arena.

Middle-Class Families Too

Though few people understand the fundamentals of the
issue, the instinct of most Americans would be to give
all familiesÑregardless of their incomeÑaccess to
vouchers. By a 72% to 22% margin, people say that if
their state government started a school voucher
program they would want all families to be eligible for
it, not just those families whose incomes are lower.
The preferences of community leadersÑpolitical, civic
and businessÑmatch the publicÕs (69% to 20%).

For some, such as this woman in Utah, the reason was
a general sense of equity and fairness: ÒI hesitate to
exclude. If low-income families need the extra help,
they should be given it but so should all families. If
weÕre offering an opportunity for people to pick,
everyone needs that opportunity.Ó Others, such as this
woman in Pennsylvania, felt the money was theirs to
begin with, so government should just give it back: ÒI
believe all families should have the right to have some
of their tax dollars back to use for school. I mean, itÕs
our money anywayÑwe all pay through our real
estate taxes for schools. We should have a right to use
it for private school. ItÕs our money.Ó Finally, a few
people objected to designing a program that to them

was an echo of welfare. To a California woman,
vouchers for the poor reminded her of CaliforniaÕs
Medicaid program, MediCal: ÒIÕm very opinionatedÉ
I think theyÕre getting enough government assistance.
ThereÕs stuff that they could do to get off their butts
and get a job. So I want to know, is this going only to
MediCal kids? It should be merit based.Ó

Include Religious Schools

Experts predict that the Supreme Court will eventually
have to decide whether state-funded voucher programs
can include religious schools or whether this violates
the principle of separation of church and state. For its
part, the public seems quite permissive about and
comfortable with including such schools. More than 
3 in 4 Americans (78%)
would allow parents to use
the vouchers to send their
kids to religious schools;
only 14% would limit them
to nonreligious schools.
Again, most community
leaders agree with the
general publicÑ68% would
prefer that religious schools
be included in voucher
programs.

For one thing, to most
people, private schools mean religious schools. When
survey respondents are asked to think about private
schools in their communities, they visualize religious
schoolsÑnot elite prep schools serving the privileged.

FINDING THREE: First Impressions

Americans may want to learn more about vouchers, and they may even support the idea, but

there are crucial differences between the way the public envisions the approach and many of

the voucher programs now being tested. At this time, the publicÕs preferences are more instinc-

tive than well-considered. But most would expand a voucher program to include all families,

regardless of income, and to include religious schools. The public has almost no grasp of a

pivotal issue in the debate over vouchers: will increased competition spur the public schools to

improve? 

ÒI hesitate to exclude. If

low-income families need

the extra help, they should

be given it but so should all

families. If weÕre offering an

opportunity for people to

pick, everyone needs that

opportunity.Ó
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Two-thirds (67%) say they mean parochial schools or
Christian academies when they talk about private
schoolsÑonly 16% say they are thinking of nonreli-
gious private schools. 

Perhaps more significantly, Americans are a religious
peopleÑat the same time that they hold a strongly
ingrained ethic of religious tolerance. Some parents
would simply rather send their children to schools that
teach religion, cannot afford to do so, and hope
vouchers would make that possible. ÒI believe in reli-
gion, so IÕd rather send my child to a religious private
school than not,Ó said a Pennsylvania mom. Other
parents may be seeking out other aspects of religious
schoolsÑa reputation for discipline, uniforms and an
atmosphere of respectfulnessÑrather than specifically
looking for religious instruction. 

Not Bothered By Prayer

Though many years have passed since court rulings
struck down prayer in the public schools, public senti-
ment is far from resigned to the distancing of religion
from its schools. In a recent Gallup survey, 70% of
the public favored Òallowing daily prayer to be spoken
in the classroomÓ and 68% even favored Òteaching
creationism along with evolution in public schools.Ó10

These responses suggest that when it comes to educa-
tion, many Americans are far from enthusiastic about
strict separation of church and state. It is also possible
that many Americans have not worked through the
tension between their desire to help children acquire
religious values and their desire to teach them 
tolerance. ÒReligious schools should be included in
voucher programs, as long as they are held up to some
academic standards,Ó said a California woman. ÒIt
doesnÕt bother me that there might be prayer. I person-
ally think itÕs sad that we took religion out of schools.
IÕm for children learning about religion. As long as
weÕre not excluding any specific type of religious
school, as long as all types of religious schools are
eligibleÑthen it would be fair.Ó 

But it is not just religious values that attract people to
the principle of expanding vouchers to religious
schools. Hallways that are orderly, students that are
civil, classrooms where teachers are in controlÑthese
are the images that come to peopleÕs minds when they

start talking about why religious schools should be
part of the answer. 

Reciprocity 

Yet the publicÕs instinct would also be to place some
conditions on families and students before they could
benefit from voucher programs. Most Americans like
the idea of expecting a studentÕs family to contribute
at least something toward tuition, and they like the
idea of awarding vouchers to students who show they
are motivated and deserving. Both of these provisions
reflect a principle that has often guided the thinking of
Americans: reciprocityÑthe notion that programs to
help people work best when recipients are expected to
contribute to their own success. 

Americans think people are more likely to value
something when they have had to earn it. By a 64% to
28% margin, they believe parents should be required
to come up with some tuition money themselves, that
vouchers should not amount to a free ride. ÒThey 

If Typical Americans Designed Vouchers . . .
Suppose your state government decided to start a
school voucher program and you could have a say
over what it looked like.

General
Which would you want? Public

All families to be eligible, regardless of income 72%

— OR —

Only low-income families to be eligible 22%

To allow parents to use vouchers only for non-
religious schools 14%

— OR —

For parents to use the vouchers to send kids to 
religious schools as well 78%

To require parents to come up with some tuition
money themselves 64%

— OR —

For vouchers to cover the entire cost of tuition, 
as long as it was reasonable 28%



ON THIN ICE 19

[parents] would feel more vested,Ó declared a
Pennsylvania woman. ÒWhen you pay for something,
youÕre more invested in making it good. Maybe make
it on a sliding scale basis.Ó A California dad believed it
would force parents to be more responsible and pay
closer attention to their childrenÕs education: ÒWe as
parents are supposed to be responsible for education . . .
If youÕre using the voucher and paying some of the
tuition, youÕre going to take some responsibility.
TheyÕll take their childrenÕs education a little more
seriously. When you pay for something, you take care
of it a little bit better.Ó 

Motivated Students 

Some focus group participants also wanted to be selec-
tive and hand vouchers to hardworking kids, believing
they would be the ones who would take full advantage
of the opportunity. ÒI would rather see it go to kids
who are really excelling in school, so they could go to
a better program,Ó said a California man. In the survey,
62% support Òhaving more scholarships available to
hardworking students in weak public schools so they
can switch to private school.Ó Some participants also
wanted to protect the private schools from public
school kids who misbehaved or did not care. A
Westchester man suggested Òselecting kids for
vouchers by behavior. That would create an atmos-
phere where people could learn.Ó 

Follow the Money?

Voucher advocates would, in the words of one expert
interviewed for this study, Òstrap the money to the back
of kidsÓ: when public schools lose students through
vouchers, they lose funding. Their rationale is classi-
cally free market: school administrators will respond
like business owners who suddenly start losing money
to the competition across the streetÑthey will fight to
improve their products and services to hold on to their
customers and their customersÕ money.

Yet most Americans are equivocalÑsometimes
confused, sometimes uneasyÑabout applying compe-
tition and free market models to education. In the
focus groups, most participants had a difficult time
grasping the competition argument as it relates to
education. The discussions about school competition

were not particularly contentious; instead, they seemed
to present an entirely new way of thinking for many
participants. Most people are just not used to picturing
education as a product, students and their families as
consumers or schools as competitive organizations.

Results from this survey show that the public is
divided over a zero-sum funding mechanism for
vouchers: 38% would pay for a school voucher
program through new tax money, and 44% would 
do so by reducing the public schoolsÕ budgets.
Community leaders are similarly equivocal: 50%
would also like to see vouchers funded out of the
public school budget, but 21% favor new taxes and
almost a third (29%) are not sure. 

The public also is uncertain about the effectiveness of
the pressure of competition: about as many disagree
(47%) as agree (49%) with the belief that public
school teachers and administrators Òwill try harder to
do a good job if they see that they are losing more and
more kids to the private schools.Ó At the same time, a
majority also seems to believe that the public schools
would hold their own and improve after a few years 
of competition with private schools. Nearly 6 in 10
(57%) say the public schools Òwould fight to get better
and eventually improve in order to hold on to their
students,Ó while only 18% believe that public schools
Òwould become steadily worse as they lose more 

5%

49%

Split on the Effect of Competition
Do you agree or disagree with this statement?
Teachers and administrators working in the public
schools will try harder to do a good job if they see they
are losing more and more kids to private schools

Agree

47%

Don’t Know

Disagree
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money and more students.Ó Significantly, almost 1 in
5 (19%) believe that very little would change. 

A Little Roundabout 

To some members of the public, subjecting public
schools to competition seems an oddly roundabout
means of improving them. Again and again in the
focus groups, participants were somewhat befuddled
by the competition argument, and sometimes even a
bit exasperated. Many had an almost knee-jerk reac-
tionÑÒWhy donÕt they just fix the public schools?Ó
As a mother in California said, ÒIf a state gives the
money for a parent to take his kid to private school,
the state admits that their system is wrong. That they
canÕt solve their problem.Ó Reaching her left hand all
the way behind her head and touching her right ear,
she continued, ÒItÕs like touching my ear that way.
Why donÕt they solve it by fixing the public schools?Ó
Those who grasped the competition idea doubted it
would raise all boats. A father in Dayton, Ohio,
remarked, ÒIn a capitalist society, if one person has a
better product, everyone is going to go there. But if
everybody wants to go there, what happens to the
people they push aside?Ó

The focus group in Phoenix, where there are a high
number of charter schools, was an interesting excep-
tion. There, some of the participants not only engaged
the competition argument, they enthusiastically raised
it themselves. ÒI love the idea of vouchers,Ó said one
dad. ÒItÕs going to break the stranglehold that the
teachersÕ union and the bureaucracy has. Schools are
going to sprout up like mushrooms; some of them will
be bad, some of them are gonna be good. TheyÕll be
competing for my dollar, and I will have a choice.Ó 

For-Profit Schools 

Turning over the operation of public schools to
private companies is another reform idea rooted in the
business world. Companies such as the Edison Project
may have garnered much attention among education
experts but, just as with vouchers and charter schools,
most people (86%) know very little or nothing at all
about them.

Unlike vouchers and charter schools, however, when
survey respondents were read a description of the idea
ÑÒsome school districts hire private companies that
specialize in education to run the public schools. The
company develops the curriculum, hires teachers and
tests the students. Its goal is to provide a quality
education while making a profitÓÑmost rejected it.
Only 37% favor it and 51% oppose it, with 35%
strongly opposing. Community leaders are more
dividedÑ45% favor the idea
and an equal number oppose it.
Not surprisingly perhaps,
support among business people
is higher (61% in favor).

In the focus groups, people
often felt it was inappropriate
for private business to be
involved with public schools
and were afraid that profitÑnot
educational excellenceÑwould
be the companiesÕ objective. A
California dad drew parallels from his experience:
ÒIÕve seen a lot of outsourcing at my job, and some of
the stuff they do is very disastrous. They will bring in
lower-level, untrained people. These guys are going to
get a lot less than public school peopleÑand theyÕre
going to teach our kids.Ó Almost half (48%) of the
public believes Òprivate companies would care more
about cutting costs than delivering a quality educa-
tionÓ; 36% believe they would Òwork hard to deliver a
quality education and make sure kids learn because
otherwise they lose business.Ó 

If Vouchers Gain Steam . . . 

It is clear that free market principles often fail to
resonate among Americans when it comes to the
public schools. Ordinary people have a hard time
visualizing how competitive pressures will lead public
schools to improve and how less money will lead
them to do better work. But voucher opponents can
hardly take solace: if vouchers were to gain steam,
the publicÕs intuition seems to be to give them wide
latitude, expanding them to all families, regardless 
of income, and to all schoolsÑreligious or not.

Most people are just 

not used to picturing

education as a product,

students and their 

families as consumers or

schools as competitive

organizations.
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Difficult to Get Across

Only 1 in 5 people (20%) know a lot or some about
charter schools, and half of parents (51%) donÕt know
if there are charter schools in their local area or not.
Despite the publicÕs lack of awareness, there is an
impressive variety of charter schools across the country
Ñso much so that defining Òcharter schoolÓ for a
survey question is a thorny task. Out of the many
topics discussed with focus group participants, the
charter school idea was the most difficult to get across.
A typical discussion of charter schools began with
general confusion over the difference between a charter
school, a public school and a private school. But once
the moderator went over some of the defining charac-
teristics of charter schools, participants became more
engaged. Facing this complexity, and taking a cue from
the focus groups, the survey focused on each salient
aspect of charter schools separately.

Drawn to Deregulation

When charter schools are defined by their relative lack
of regulation, most Americans seem drawn to the idea.
Almost 7 in 10 (68%) in the general publicÑand an
even higher proportion of community leaders (77%)Ñ
favor the idea of charter schools that Òare public
schools that have a lot more control over their own
budget, staff and curriculum, and are free from many
existing regulations.Ó Clearly, charter schoolsÕ
autonomy from centralized regulation appealsÑat
least at the gut levelÑto most Americans. This in part

is explained by the overall disdain for public school
bureaucracies, which is discussed below and in greater
detail in Finding Six. 

In the focus groups, charter schools for the most part
were lauded as innovative and energetic, liberated
from the burden of regulation. There was surprisingly
little wariness about deregulation, provided that
charter schools are held accountable in some way for
student performance. A remark by a satisfied father of
two charter school students sums up this feeling: ÒThe
charter school gave us a feeling like weÕre taking
control back. WeÕre giving our money to the govern-
ment, and theyÕre doing this mess. This is our way of
saying, ÔYou canÕt have our money like that anymore,
weÕre gonna do it our way.Õ Ó

The public knows even less about charter schools than vouchers, but the more people learn, the

more they like the idea. Most appreciate typical charter school features, such as less regulation,

special themes or educational approaches and community involvement. This appreciation stems

in part from the publicÕs dissatisfaction with the bureaucracies they associate with traditional

public schools. In the focus groups, people tended to assume that charter schools are ÒboutiqueÓ

schoolsÑsmall, specialized and similar to good private schools, but free of charge. 

FINDING FOUR: Charter Schools—So Far, So Good

Autonomy Appeals to Most
How much do you favor or oppose the following idea? 
Charter schools are public schools that have a lot more
control over their own budget, staff and curriculum,
and are free from many existing regulations

General Parents Community
% responding Public Leaders

Strongly Favor 35 37 34

Somewhat Favor 33 32 43

Somewhat Oppose 8 8 10

Strongly Oppose 10 8 5
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More Control over Hiring and Firing

In fact, the majority of Americans believe that with
less regulation, charter school students will benefit.
By a margin of almost 2 to 1 (54% to 28%),
Americans think that itÕs more likely that Òteachers
and principals in charter schools will be able to
concentrate on teaching kids instead of doing paper-
work,Ó rather than Òbe more likely to experience
mismanagement or fraud because there will be less
supervision.Ó And anti-tenure sentiments come out in
full force: 71% of the public approve of the fact that
Òcharter schools have a lot more control over hiring
and firing employees, including teachers.Ó

Special Themes

The fact that charter schools often specialize in a
particular theme or educational approach is also a plus
to most people. Fifty-six percent of the public approve
of charter schoolsÕ Òfocus on a special theme, such as
science or art,Ó while 33% disapprove. As a man in
Westchester said, ÒWhen I see arts-centered, or back-
to-basics, that touched a nerve with me. I think about
what I went through, and the arts saved a lot of people
from going bad and gave people something that they
didnÕt even know they can do.Ó On the other hand, a
father of a college-age daughter in Redwood City,
California, cautioned, ÒLetÕs say IÕd really like to see
my daughter in a science-based charter school. I could
ignore where her gifts really lay, instead of letting her
flourish in an atmosphere thatÕs well-rounded in all
aspects, which is what I think happened with my
daughter in her public school.Ó

Getting the Community Involved 

Many charter schools are started by local community
groups that wish to provide an alternative to local
public schools. Almost 6 in 10 (59%) approve of the
fact that charter schools Òcan be started by groups of
teachers or parents in a local area,Ó while 28% disap-
prove. And when charter schools are started by groups
of teachers or parents, 51% of the public think that itÕs
more likely that Òmore schools will be started by
motivated people who care about the kids in their
community, so theyÕll do a good job,Ó versus 35%

who think itÕs more likely that Òtoo many people who
donÕt know what theyÕre doing will start opening
schools, and kids will suffer.Ó As one mother in
Dayton, Ohio, remarked, ÒWhen youÕre talking about
community groups running them, thereÕs that whole
thingÑgetting people involved. I like that. What I see
in the public schools is a bureaucracy saying, ÔThis is
what weÕre going to feed your kids, this is what weÕre
going to do with your kids.Õ Ó

Sounds Like a Free Private School

Most people like these different aspects of charter
schools. And many parents sound willing to make the
switch. Over half (54%) of parents who do not send
their children to charter schools would either seriously
consider it or definitely do so. However, since many
are still not sure what a charter school is, itÕs likely
that many would want to see one for themselves
before making a decision; only 8% would definitely
send their child to a charter schoolÑfar fewer than
the 23% who would definitely use a voucher to send
their child to a private school. 

8%

46%

Will Parents Choose Charter Schools?
If you had the chance to send your child to a charter
school, would you do so or not?

Don’t know/
It depends

21%

Would seriously
consider charter school

12%
12%

Would definitely 
do so

Would probably
not do so

Base: Parents who currently do not send their child to a charter
school (n=360)

Would definitely
not do so



ON THIN ICE 23

Many focus group participants did remark that charter
schools seem a lot like good private schoolsÑinde-
pendent, innovative, committed and small, so that
each student receives more attention. This remark
from a Redwood City woman was typical: ÒWhen did
they start this charter school idea? I want to know if
they have had some positive results with the charter
school, compared to private and compared to public,
because this really sounds to me like a free private.Ó 

Some Great, Some Lousy

Perhaps because of this assumption, there was some
suspicion that charter schools may try to keep Òdiffi-
cultÓ students out, either openly or covertly. As
another woman in Redwood City remarked, ÒThere
has to be some sort of standard, written or not. Would
they be willing to take problem children? I think it
would be good if they werenÕt picking the cream of
the students.Ó In Phoenix, parents knew more about
actual charter schools, and they acknowledged that the
schoolsÕ quality ranged from extraordinary to fly-by-
night. As a mother whose daughter is in a Mesa
charter school said, ÒEach school is its own entity. So
youÕve got to look at each school. . . . There are some
great ones and some really lousy ones. Some are
money makers. Some who are opening charters have
no educational background. . . . ItÕs a whole gamut.Ó 

But overall, most were enthusiastic or, at the very
least, open to the idea. As a man in Dayton remarked,
ÒIf they can do these changes in charter schools, why
canÕt they make them across the board in the public?Ó

No Magic Bullet

This does not mean, however, that citizens consider
charter schools the magic bullet of school reform. As
with vouchers, just about half of a cautious public
(51%) would want charter schools started in their
local area Òonly if they first show good results in
other communities.Ó And while a plurality (40%)

believes that charter schools in their local area "would
be an overall success as far as the quality of education
kids received,Ó 27% believe they Òwould not make
much difference,Ó 10% believe they would be an
Òoverall failure,Ó and about a quarter (24%) were
unwilling to venture a guess, answering ÒdonÕt knowÓ
or Òit depends.Ó The percentages among community
leaders are very similar. Therefore, while charter
schools are appealing, they still must make their case
to the public by demonstrating tangible results. 

And even then, there is not high confidence that
charter schools by themselves can help a whole
district. As one mother of a preschooler in Redwood
City remarked, ÒI think itÕs good, but I donÕt think itÕs
good for the kids who canÕt get in. ItÕs too bad that the
two groupsÑpublic schools and charter schoolsÑ
canÕt get together and form a happy medium.Ó Asked
to imagine they had to choose among four local school
board candidates with different reform agendas, only
8% would cast their vote for the candidate who wants
charter schools because they will Òbreathe fresh life
into the public schools.Ó (See Table Five)

27%

40%

Would Charter Schools Make a Difference?
If charter schools were started in your local area, do 
you think they would be an overall success, an overall
failure, or would they not make much difference as far
as the quality of education kids received?

Don’t know/
It depends

24%

They would not make
much difference

Overall failure

10%

Overall success
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Proponents of vouchers and charter schools believe
that if parents were given more options in choosing
schools, their skills as highly motivated consumers
would be tapped. After all, they reason, no one can be
trusted to care more about their childrenÕs education
than parents themselves. Give parents more choices,
and they will seek out information, comparison shop
and carefully choose the schools that are best for their
children. ParentsÑnot the school districtÑwould
have the responsibility of deciding which school is
best for their child. 

But there is an array of factorsÑnot just academic
excellenceÑthat influence parentsÕ choice of schools.
Parents are not justÑperhaps not even mainlyÑ
rational consumers making purchases of academic
quality. Often concerned about safety and proximity,
often lacking a handle on how to evaluate quality,
many are not able to or willing to assume the role of
savvy consumers demanding only top-notch academic
experiences for their children. 

The Right to Choose

The notion of having choice in schools seems inher-
ently appealing to parents, something they appear to
care deeply about. Nine in 10 (91%) say ÒParents
should have the right to choose the school they want
their child to attend,Ó with 79% strongly agreeing. A
father in Phoenix elaborated, ÒThere are some generic
disadvantages to public school. ItÕs one size fits all,
and the parents have little choice.Ó

But this immediate affinity for ÒchoiceÓ may not 
be what it first appears. Surveys have shown broad
endorsements of the ÒrightÓ of parents to choose 
but when pressed, the publicÕs response can be more
mutedÑsome are willing to concede at least a
measure of authority to administrators. While 54%
believe parents should have the right to send their
children to whatever public school they want, either
inside or outside their neighborhood, about 4 in 10
(39%) believe the district should have some control. 

FINDING FIVE: Will Parents Shop Around?

Regardless of whether Americans support or oppose ideas such as vouchers and charter

schools, the research suggests that large numbers of parents may not be able or willing to

behave as reform models predict. Most parents like the idea of having more educational

options for their children, but confronted with an expanded menu of schools, many may 

be driven by factors other than the search for academic excellence.

7%

79%

The Right to Choose
How much do you agree or disagree with the following
statement?
Parents should have the right to choose the school they
want their child to attend

13%

Don’t know

Strongly agree

2%
Somewhat agree

Somewhat/Strongly
disagree

Base: Parents of K-12 children (n=394)
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Careful Shoppers

On the face of it, many parents appear to be shopping
carefully for the right school for their child. Many
parentsÑmore than half (56%) in a recent Public
Agenda surveyÑsay theyÕve gone as far as inter-
viewing the principal or teachers of a new school
before their child began attending it. In the 1999 study
Playing Their Parts, Public Agenda found that more
than 7 in 10 parents (73%) say that one of the main
reasons theyÕve chosen to live in their neighborhood
is the quality of its schools.11

But Are They Reading the Contents Label? 

But there seem to be serious limits to the consumer
model of parental involvement in education. Based on
a number of Public Agenda studies, there is mounting
evidence that however sincerely parents want the best
for their children, their skills in evaluating schools
repeatedly come up short. One limit simply has to do
with the level of knowledge and information that
parents have at their fingertips. Are parents now criti-
cally assessing their schoolÕs performance, comparing
it, for example, with that of other schools? According
to Public AgendaÕs 1999 study Reality Check, many
are not. Only 39% of parents know a lot about how
their childÕs school ranks academically with other
schools in the district.12 (See adjacent chart)

Additionally, many parents donÕt know about the
qualifications of the teachers working with their kids.
Even as most parents rely on teachers and trust them
to do whatÕs best for their kids, only 24% of parents
say they know a lot about their teachersÕ qualifica-
tions.13 And many parents may not be prepared to
assess teachersÕ work in the classroom, with the vast
majority (89%) saying ÒtodayÕs teachers often use
very different techniques to teach their subjectsÓ than
in their day.14

Short on Specifics

Studies suggest that parents donÕt have very concrete
definitions of what their children should learn or how
they should be taught. In Public AgendaÕs Playing

Their Parts, only 25% said they would be very
comfortable helping to plan their schoolÕs curriculum;
few (27%) were eager to weigh in by proposing
changes to how teachers teach in their classrooms;
only 31% were keen to help make hiring decisions on
new teachers or principals.15

In fact, parents often turn to relatives, neighbors and
acquaintancesÑpeople they knowÑto seek advice.
The Internet is often invoked as the embodiment of
the information revolution facilitating consumer
empowerment, but even its users seem compelled to
hearken back to old-fashioned methods. ÒI live in one
district, but I take my kids to another because the
schools near me are not rated good on the Internet,Ó
said a California mom. ÒBut the thing that bothers me
is every year you still have to ask around the school
ÔWho is the best teacher for the next year?Õ Ó

What Do Parents Know?
% of public school parents who know ”a lot“ about:

How child compares
with others 
internationally

How child compares
with others in the
United States

How child compares
with others in his
or her state

How child compares
with others in his
or her grade

Qualifications of
teachers

How school ranks in
district

Curriculum and 
academic goals

Availability of
rigorous courses 45%

0 100

59%

39%

24%

52%

24%

15%

5%

Source: Reality Check 1999, Public Agenda
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“We Played Ball Together” 

Parents also exhibit a persistent preference for schools
that are close byÑanother signal that factors other
than quality and academic performance matter to
them. About half (49%) of parents say it is very
important for kids to go to school in their own neigh-
borhood, and an additional 35% say it is somewhat
important for them to do so. For some, a neighbor-
hood school fosters feelings of community and
belongingÑsentiments far removed from a
consumerÕs rationalist ethic. ÒNeighborhood schoolsÑ
we knew each other, we played ball together,Ó said a
Dayton, Ohio, man with nostalgia. ÒIt just seems to be
not as family oriented anymore. We donÕt have our
neighborhoods.Ó A man in Phoenix was also nostalgic
for the neighborhood school, and even felt that the
expanded choices available to parents amounted to
cheating the kids of community ties: ÒWhen I was
growing up, your next-door neighbor went to the same
school. Now your next-door neighbor might have a
school thatÕs 10 miles away. You donÕt interact or
anything. WeÕve got two boys across the street that go
to private, weÕve got three down the street that go to
charter who carpool together. The losers are the kids.Ó

As most parents these days work, a schoolÕs physical
locationÑis it within driving distance? is it on the way
to work?Ñmay also matter. Parents also may feel
more secure when schools are nearby, knowing they
can get to their kids quickly in an emergency. ÒI canÕt
imagine sending my kindergartner on a big bus to
another school system. I cannot imagine not being able
to walk to my daughterÕs school,Ó a Dayton mom said. 

Not Always the Best

Would parents take the initiative, do the necessary
research, and go out of their way to send their kids
outside their neighborhood to the best school they can
find? Taken together, one could imagine that even as
parents want the best for their children, a whole
constellation of attitudesÑtrust in professionals, lack
of information, sentimental and practical preference
for neighborhood schoolsÑwould mitigate the drive
for getting the best possible academic training for
their children. Indeed, when a forced-choice question

pits a good neighborhood school against an even
better school that is pretty difficult to get to, 4 in 10
(40%) parents say they would opt for the school in
their neighborhood and pass on the better school.

The public itself is somewhat confident that parents
would choose wisely. A little more than half the
public (54%) says that most parents using vouchers
would learn as much as they can and carefully choose
the best possible school, while 37% suspect most
parents would be poorly informed and choose their
school for convenience, not academic excellence. 

Will There Be an Exodus?

It is interesting to speculateÑespecially given
parentsÕ current lack of knowledge about such
programsÑabout the number of parents who would 

�

Convenience Is a Factor
Suppose you had to choose between sending your
child to a good school conveniently located in your
neighborhood, or to a better school that was pretty 
difficult to get to. Which would you choose?

40%

54%

Better school pretty
difficult to get to

Good school 
conveniently located

100

0

Base: Parents of K-12 children (n=394)
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actually opt out of the traditional public school system
for the best of reasons: a better school for their child.
Places such as Cleveland and Milwaukee have not
experienced the wholesale departure of students from
their public school systems, yet privately-funded
scholarship programs report overwhelming demand 
by parents for spots. Voucher and charter school 

advocates may argue that only a few parents have to
leave the public schools for good things to happen;
voucher opponents may argue that even a limited
exodus of the best parents and kids would be cata-
strophic. Whatever the outcome, it is important to keep
in mind that the story will be far more complicated
than a rational consumer analysis would suggest.
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Faith in Diplomas?
Which statement is more accurate for the students
graduating from your local public schools?

General Parents Community
Public Leaders

A high school diploma is no 
guarantee that the typical 
student has learned the basics 43% 38% 49%

— OR —

A high school diploma means 
that the typical student has at 
least learned the basics 52% 58% 45%

Some observers believe the general public and parents
are basically satisfied with their local public schools.
They cite surveys, such as the Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup
polls, showing that while the public may give the
nationÕs schools poor grades, they give their own
communitiesÕ schools better grades, and parents are
even more positive. Attitudes toward the nationÕs
schools are less reliable, observers argue, because
they are driven by media images and stereotypes; atti-
tudes toward local schools are more reliable because
they are based upon firsthand experiences and obser-
vationsÑand here the news is heartening. WhatÕs
more, how can public support be questioned, they ask,
when surveys routinely show citizens willing to pay
more in taxes on behalf of the public schools?16

Our Schools, Their Schools

Anyone taking comfort in such conclusions may be
enjoying a false sense of security. Beneath a surface
layer of satisfaction, people are disappointed with the
public schoolsÑthose in their own community as well
as those across the nation. WhatÕs more, attitudes
toward paying more in taxes for the public schools
may be far more complicated and equivocal than 
they appear.

Local schools get better grades than the schools across
the nation, but these grades are nevertheless far from
stellar. It is true that in the latest Phi Delta
Kappa/Gallup Poll, Americans are twice as likely to
give their own communityÕs public schools grades of
A or B as they are to give the nationÕs public schools
grades of A or B (49% versus 24%). But this still
leaves local community schools with grades that 
are lackluster: 45% of Americans give their local
schools grades of C, D or F.17

Some Groups Especially Concerned

Moreover, evaluations drop off steeply when survey
questions introduce comparative criteria, asking
people to judge their local schools against a standard
they are familiar with. Ask survey respondents
whether graduation means the typical high school
student has mastered the basics, and the resultsÑeven
on these elemental criteriaÑare far from heartening.
More than 4 in 10 (43%) say a diploma from their
local public high school is no guarantee the typical
student has mastered the basics. ÒI just think itÕs a

FINDING SIX: No Gold Stars for the Status Quo

Despite their lack of knowledge and mixed reactions to vouchers and charter schools, people

are hardly endorsing the status quo. They have serious concerns about the public schools, even

those in their own communities. Though most are not ready to dismantle the system, public

frustration runs high, especially when it comes to school management and the slowness of

reform. At this time, the publicÑmore pragmatic than ideological in this domainÑseems to be

keeping its options open.
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nightmare,Ó said a Westchester dad. ÒI get people
coming through my office who are pretty much func-
tionally illiterate with high school diplomas. I couldnÕt
imagine having graduated from a high school in my
day without being able to write a full sentence.Ó Some
may still take comfort from the fact that 52% of the
public and 58% of parents believe a local high school
degree does guarantee the basics, but other groups in
the community are far less sanguine.

Strong majorities of professors (73%) and employers
(59%) say a diploma from their local high schools is
no guarantee students have learned the basics. More
than 6 in 10 employers (64%) say most high school
graduates do not have the skills necessary to succeed
in the workplace; 55% of college professors say the 

students they get do not have what it takes to succeed
in college.18

Private Schools Have the Edge

The survey also asked people, in a series of questions,
to compare their local public schools with their local
private schools. Respondents were asked which
schools do a better jobÑin general and on specific
criteria. The publicÕs disappointment with their local
public schools again clearly comes through: a 52% 
to 19% margin believes the local private schools are
better overall than the public ones. ÒI would choose
the private school, hands down,Ó responded an
Arizona mom when asked where she would send her
child if money were not an issue. 

Just as importantly, people believe the private schools
outperform the public schools in precisely those areas
that are most important to them. They say private
schools are better at teaching the academic basics
(private schools get the nod by a 53% to 20% margin
here) and are better at maintaining discipline and
order (by an overwhelming 74% to 9% margin). One
might have expected the public to credit the public
schools with Òteaching kids to get along with people
from different backgrounds.Ó But perhaps surpris-
ingly, people split even on this dimension, 38% to
38%.

Not Focused on Elite Schools

Nor are people thinking about elite prep schools 

when they make these comparisons. Most (67%) 

are thinking about Catholic parochial schools or

Christian academiesÑinstitutions with typically far

more modest means and cachet. 

More Money, Same Track?

Citing opinion surveys that routinely show the public
is willing to pay more in taxes for public education,
many educators and elected officials would recom-
mend investing more money in a system they believe
is fundamentally on track but needs more resources 
to do its job right. 

19%

52%

Public Schools Vs. Private Schools
In your local area, is it the public schools or the 
private schools that:

…Generally provide a better education?

Public

Private

20%

53%

…Do a better job teaching academic skills?

Public

Private

9%

74%

…Do a better job maintaining discipline and order?

Public

Private

38%

38%

…Do a better job teaching kids to get along with people
from different backgrounds?

Public

Private

0 100
Base: People who have private schools in local area (n=879)
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The publicÕs thinking, on the other hand, is far 
more complicated and conditional. First, survey data
routinely show the public supports increased govern-
ment spending for a great variety of causes and
purposes, from education to health care to fighting
crime.19 Such results should also be interpreted
cautiously. One might imagine the agitation that
would ensue if taxes were actually raised each time a
survey suggested they could be.

“Where’s the Money Going?”

More importantly, when people start talking about
educationÕs problems it is often clear that their
analysis is that the problem is not too little money, but
how that money is spent. ÒThe money is misappropri-
ated in a number of ways,Ó complained a Redwood
City, California, man. ÒWhereÕs the money going?
WeÕve got an overload of administrators. ItÕs not the
teachersÕ faultÑitÕs the enormous bureaucracy weÕve
got going on. All these people sitting behind desks in
offices who donÕt teach but make tons of bucks. ItÕs a
horror.Ó In the survey, more than 3 in 4 (77%) believe
that Òtoo much of the public schoolsÕ money is wasted
on bureaucracy and fails to get into the classroom.Ó

This attitude suggests that support for adequate public
school funding is coupled with the notion that schools
are not using money efficiently and not focusing 
their resources where they belongÑin the classroom.
Teachers often sound a very similar refrain,
complaining about top-heavy bureaucracy and often
believing that even if school systems drew more
money, little of it would get to the classroom. 

No to Abandonment, No to the Status Quo

But Americans are interested in more than simple effi-
ciency. They are also keenly interested in changing
the direction of the public schools. 

Most people (62%) believe the system requires major
change. Few people are satisfied with the state of the
nationÕs public school systemÑonly 19% say the
nationÕs public schools are doing pretty well. Few are
ready to abandon it altogetherÑonly 16% say there is
so much wrong with the nationÕs public schools that a
whole new system is needed. 

Nor does the public believe the problems in the
schools are limited to the toughest areas: fully 82%
think the problems are widespread, affecting schools
across the nation; only 14% say most of the problems
are limited to the inner city. Interview people in virtu-
ally any community today about their public schools
and they will bring up problems with drugs, with
behavior and discipline, with unmotivated students.

And the Winner Is . . .

For some time now, opinion studies conducted by
Public Agenda and other respected survey firms have
shown that the American public believes that higher
standards and improved discipline promise to set
public schools on the right path. In this survey, after
listening and answering many questions about
vouchers, charter schools and school funding, respon-
dents were asked a bottom-line question: if Òyou were
voting in a local school board election, which of the
following four candidates would you be most likely 
to vote for? Candidate 1, who believes charter schools
will breathe fresh life into the public schools;
Candidate 2, who believes school vouchers give parents
the power to choose the best school for their children;
Candidate 3, who believes if the public schools finally
got more money and smaller classes, they can do a
better job; or Candidate 4, who believes the real
answer is higher standards and better discipline?Ó

Few Ready to Abandon Public Schools
Which comes closest to your view about the nation’s
public schools?

The nation’s public schools: General Public

Are doing pretty well and need little change 19%
— OR —

Have some good things about them, but 
they need major change 62%

— OR —
Have so much wrong with them that we need
to create a whole new system altogether 16%
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The biggest vote getter was Candidate 4, the higher
standards and discipline candidateÑwith nearly half
(47%) of the general public choosing that candidate
over the others. Support for a candidate espousing
these policies is nearly twice as strong as that for the
closest competitorÑ24% would vote for Candidate 3,
the more money, smaller classes candidate. Although
these findings might seem conclusive, a note of
caution is warranted: at this point, the public is gener-
ally uninformed about vouchers and charter schools, 
so itÕs hardly surprising that these ideas are not as
enticing when compared to other, more familiar
measures.

Schools Too Set in Their Ways

The public schools yet enjoy an abiding loyalty. Even
in Milwaukee and Dayton, cities whose school
systems had been under stress and performing below 

par for many years, people in the focus groups
evinced a resilientÑeven tenaciousÑcommitment to
fixing their public schools. But people also harbor
doubts about the systemÕs ability to fix its problems.
ÒThe sad thing is,Ó reflected a Milwaukee parent,
Òthat weÕre talking about these same schools in our
community that havenÕt improved for a long time.
Over 20 years, weÕve been living with these prob-
lems.Ó The public does not have an image of a
nimble, responsive public school system, capable of
responding to the challenges they believe it faces:
about 6 in 10 (59%) say the public schools are too set
in their ways and too slow to improve.

Is the publicÕs loyalty born of a deep-seated, ideolog-
ical commitment to the notion of public schools as
assimilating societal institutions critical to their democ-
racy? The survey data are virtually contradictory on
this point. Nearly two-thirds (64%) say America needs
a strong public school system to stay a healthy democ-
racy, compared to 26% who say it can remain a healthy
democracy even if most of its children go to private
schools. Yet when asked how our society would fare if
most students were attending private schools instead of
public ones, only 9% say we would be worse off as a
society. Nearly 9 in 10 (85%) say we would be better
off or that it would make little difference.

Keeping Their Options Open

Americans rarely rush to dispense with institutions
even when they are critical of their performance. ÒTry
harder,Ó they seem to be saying to the public schools.
ÒWe want you to succeed. Here are areasÑstandards
and disciplineÑthat we think are particularly crucial.Ó
But Americans are also a notoriously pragmatic people.
This study shows they are not yet ready to place their
hopes on vouchers and charter schools, but it also
shows they have only begun to hear about these ideas
and they are curious about how successful these poli-
cies will be in communities that try them. They are, in
a fundamental sense, keeping their options open.

The Public Weighs in: Standards, Discipline
Suppose you were voting in a local school board
election. Which one of these four candidates would 
you be most likely to vote for?

% of general public responding

Candndidate 1:
“Charter schools will
breathe fresh life into
the public schools”
— OR —
Candidate 2:
“School vouchers give
parents the power to
choose the best school
for their children”
— OR —
Candidate 3:
“If the public schools
finally got more money
and smaller classes, 
they can do a better job”
— OR —
Candidate 4:
“The real answer is
higher standards and
better discipline”

8%

24%

47%

0 100

16%
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It may seem odd that an organization that conducts public opinion researchÑand promotes it as an important
component in policymakingÑwould advise leaders to step back, take a deep breath, and view survey results

with a skeptical eye.

ThatÕs because not all survey situations are alike. Surveys are most useful when they plumb public attitudes in
areas that people have thought about, worried about, chewed over in discussions with family and friends, or at least
observed from a distance for some reasonable length of time. Surveys tend to be mushyÑto use the technical term
beloved by researchersÑwhen they get into areas that people havenÕt focused on and may not understand clearly. 

“Yeah, I Saw Something about That . . .”

For educators, elected officials and other opinion leaders, such topics as vouchers, charter schools, for-profit
schools, and even the concept of Òsystemic educational reformÓ are daily intellectual fareÑgenerating controversy
and passion among leaders nationwide. Policy makers have spent nearly a decade debating these ideas. To greater
or lesser degrees, they have read about such issues, absorbed the pros and cons, learned Òwho the players are,Ó
familiarized themselves with the research, and thought through their own positions with some care. 

Many leaders have made public statements or issued position papers on these ideas. Others have organized advo-
cacy groups, lobbied legislatures and, in some instances, taken their cases to court. 

But while leadership debate on these issues is thriving, most citizens have only the vaguest notion what terms like
ÒvoucherÓ and Òcharter schoolÓ mean, much less how these ideas might affect their own lives. For most people,
these issues are not much more than words in a newspaper headline. ÒOh yeah,Ó focus group participants are wont
to say, ÒI saw something about that . . .Ó

Does this mean that these ideas are dead in the water, that people prefer
sticking with the status quo? Not at all, this study strongly suggests. 
When it comes to public education, large numbers of Americans are 
frustrated with business as usualÑsurprisingly open to different ways 
of approaching the problem.

But at this point in the discussion, neither the advocates of alternative solu-
tions nor the defenders of public schools have the publicÕs full authorization
for their agenda. Voucher and charter school advocates need to wrestle with the publicÕs sense that while such
approaches may have merit, they represent a partial solution at best. Public educationÕs defenders should recognize
peopleÕs frustration with business as usualÑtheir belief that too many public schools seem fully prepared to accept
poor achievement and troublesome behavior as inevitable. 

Informed Consent

On Thin Ice cannot tell us how Americans will eventually come out on this debate, but it does offer these two
additional admonitions for leaders in Washington and around the country.

¥ DonÕt take the polls literallyÑand donÕt assume that a sentence or two about an unfamiliar concept will be the
silver bullet that makes the results more trustworthy. Polls can alert leaders to questions that need answers and
concepts that need explanation, but they canÕt yet predict how Americans want their educational systems 
organized. Most Americans just donÕt know. 

An Afterword by Deborah Wadsworth

Voucher and charter school advocates

need to wrestle with the publicÕs sense that

while such approaches may have merit,

they represent a partial solution at best.
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¥ Recognize the importance of informed consent. Partisans may be tempted to use the publicÕs lack of focus and
understanding to their own advantage. Some reformers will want to promote their own ideas Òfor the publicÕs
own good.Ó Some public school defenders may try to stonewall and just wait the situation out. Either course
would be a disservice. Americans have a right to weigh these fundamental choices carefully. And chances are that
a more inclusive debateÑone that takes account of peopleÕs questions and concernsÑwill improve the prospects
for success, regardless of the eventual outcome.

A Special Mission for Journalism

The news media have an especially important challenge that wonÕt be met by recycling partisan slogans or chan-
neling reportersÕ energies into meticulous tracking of court battlesÑassuming that everyone understands whatÕs
really at stake. These issues may not be Òhard news,Ó but journalists must find ways to help the public absorb these
ideas and their implications. People need a clear explanation of how these ideas might work, why people support
or oppose them, and what the unanticipated consequences might be. But journalists can do even more:

¥ Journalists can be the publicÕs eyewitnesses in the experimental communities, showing how well pilot projects
are working as they unfold in real-life situations.

¥ Journalists can take the lead in thinking through questions that advocates may not
raise. For example, are there enough private schools or charter options in most
communities to give families a workable choice even with vouchers? Will public
schools really improve without the stimulus of competition? Will these alternatives
move us backward or forward in achieving equal educational opportunity? 

¥ Journalists in communities with school choices can give parents the detailed informa-
tion they need to make thoughtful, appropriate decisions, documenting how local
schoolsÑpublic and privateÑcompare with one another, and exploring the strong 
and weak points of each.

Indefensible Options

While Americans are often highly critical of Washington, complaining that its leaders are out of touch with the
realities of their daily lives, education decisions are primarily localÑwith state and district leadership that is closer
to the people and more thoroughly interconnected with their lives. In such a situation, it seems indefensible to
decide the kinds of important questions raised in this study without full public participation. On the one hand, it is
indefensible to make Americans live with a public school system that doesnÕt deliver what they expect and believe
that they need. It likewise is indefensible to disassemble the public education system without giving ample oppor-
tunity for citizens to absorb and weigh the possible consequences.

The operational question is whether we can find ways in our communities to exchange information, ideas and
concerns and make thoughtful decisionsÑwhatever those decisions may be. To do so, policy makers, educators
and journalists need to set aside their differences and invite, even encourage, citizens to take part in this process.
We have a duty to help people understand whatÕs at stake and allow them to make informed choices that reflect
their own judgments and aspirations for the future.

Public educationÕs defenders

should recognize peopleÕs frus-

tration with business as usualÑ

their belief that too many

public schools seem fully

prepared to accept poor

achievement and troublesome

behavior as inevitable.
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How much do you know about (Insert Item)? Would you say you know very little, some or a lot?
[Volunteer response: “nothing/don’t know”]

GENERAL VOUCHER CHARTER COMMUNITY
% responding PUBLIC PARENTS COMMUNITIES COMMUNITIES LEADERS

School Vouchers
Very little/nothing 63 66 60 61 N/A
Some 29 25 34 29 N/A
A lot 8 9 6 11 N/A

Charter Schools
Very little/nothing 81 79 81 52 N/A
Some 16 17 17 29 N/A
A lot 4 4 3 19 N/A

For-Profit Schools

Very little/nothing 86 88 83 80 N/A
Some 12 10 14 11 N/A
A lot 2 2 3 9 N/A

†Specifically, respondents were asked about “school districts hiring private companies that specialize in education to run public schools.”
Note: “Voucher Communities” consists of parents of school children in Milwaukee, WI, and Cleveland, OH; n=103
Note: “Charter Communities” consists of parents of school children in metropolitan areas in Arizona and Michigan; n= 105

General Public: n=1200     Parents: n=394     Community Leaders: n=833

TABLE ONE: Knowledge of School Vouchers, Charter Schools and For-Profit Schools

Would you say that you need to learn more about (Insert Item) before you can have an opinion about

it, or do you feel you know enough already?

GENERAL VOUCHER CHARTER COMMUNITY
% responding PUBLIC PARENTS COMMUNITIES COMMUNITIES LEADERS

School Vouchers
Need to learn more 80 81 75 80 42
Know enough already 18 18 25 20 53

Charter Schools
Need to learn more 89 89 83 68 54
Know enough already 9 8 15 32 40

For-Profit Schools†

Need to learn more 85 87 86 75 N/A
Know enough already 12 12 12 25 N/A

SUPPORTING TABLES
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TABLE TWO: Attitudes Toward School Vouchers

Do you think each of the following is likely or unlikely to happen? Is that very or somewhat?

GENERAL VOUCHER COMMUNITY
PUBLIC PARENTS COMMUNITIES LEADERS

Likely Unlikely Likely Unlikely Likely Unlikely Likely Unlikely
Very/ Very/ Very/ Very/ Very/ Very/ Very/ Very/

% responding Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat

Since many parents would want to use 
school vouchers, more private schools 
would open up

40

33

9

13

44

34

7

11

43

22

17

77

36

43

4

10

There will be more segregation because many 
parents will send their kids to schools where 
there are students from similar backgrounds

35

30

14

16

35

30

14

16

32

28

12

26

25

42

9

16

School vouchers will rescue many kids from 
failing public schools and give them a chance 
to fulfill their potential

32

32

14

14

37

33

14

12

42

36

7

12

27

34

12

19

Parents and students who care most would 
take advantage of vouchers, and the cream of 
the crop would leave public schools

37

27

14

17

37

26

14

18

51

20

14

14

43

41

3

9

The private schools would lack the space 
to take in all the public school students 
who wanted to use the vouchers

35

27

13

17

39

27

14

16

41

27

10

19

27

41

6

20

Private school kids would look down 
at the kids with vouchers coming from 
public schools

30

27

16

20

32

28

16

19

32

31

16

18

11

30

17

32

Private schools would turn away children 
with vouchers who are more difficult to 
teach or who are handicapped

28

27

18

18

28

29

18

18

33

25

19

15

29

35

10

18

The PRIVATE schools would get worse 
because some of the voucher students they 
take in will be badly behaved or unmotivated

18

28

21

25

22

28

22

22

20

29

25

24

7

27

21

35

There would be chaos and confusion 
because there would be less control 
of who goes to what school

21

23

23

27

21

23

27

26

25

24

24

22

10

23

27

31

Note: Percentages in tables may not equal 100% due to rounding or missing answer categories. Rounding may also cause slight discrepancies
between numbers in the text and numbers in the tables.
Note: “Voucher Communities” consists of parents of school children in Milwaukee, WI, and Cleveland, OH; n=103

General Public: n=1200     Parents: n=394     Community Leaders: n=833
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TABLE THREE: Attitudes Toward Charter Schools

Overall, would you say you approve or disapprove of the following aspects of charter schools?

GENERAL CHARTER COMMUNITY
PUBLIC PARENTS COMMUNITIES LEADERS

% responding Approve Disapprove Approve Disapprove Approve Disapprove Approve Disapprove

Charter schools have a lot more control over 
hiring and firing employees, including teachers 71 19 72 15 76 21 76 9

Charter schools can be started by groups of 
teachers or parents in a local area 59 28 61 27 68 29 63 19

Charter schools often focus on a special theme,
such as science or art 56 33 54 36 60 31 N/A N/A

Which do you think is more likely to happen . . . 

GENERAL CHARTER COMMUNITY
% responding PUBLIC PARENTS COMMUNITIES LEADERS

. . . When charter schools have more control  
over hiring and firing their employees?

They will be better able to hire good teachers  68 72 70 74
and fire bad ones

— OR —
They will be more likely to mistreat their 16 13 19 10
teachers or fire them unfairly

. . . When charter schools are started by groups 
of teachers or parents?

More schools will be started by motivated  51 49 43 52
people who care about the kids in their 
community, so they’ll do a good job

— OR —
Too many people who don’t know what they are 35 36 47 25
doing will start opening schools, and kids will suffer

. . . When charter schools are free from a lot of 
the regulations and day-to-day supervision 
that regular public schools face?

Teachers and principals will be able to concen- 54 51 60 61
trate on teaching kids instead of doing paperwork

— OR —
There will be more mismanagement or fraud 28 30 27 16
because there will be less supervision

Note: “Charter Communities” consists of parents of school children in metropolitan areas in Arizona and Michigan; n= 105

General Public: n=1200     Parents: n=394     Community Leaders: n=833
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General Public: n=1200     Parents: n=394     Community Leaders: n=833

TABLE FOUR: Attitudes Toward the Public Schools

Would you say you agree or disagree with each of the following? Is that strongly or somewhat?

COMMUNITY

GENERAL PUBLIC PARENTS LEADERS

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree
Strongly/ Strongly/ Strongly/ Strongly/ Strongly/ Strongly/

% responding Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat Somewhat

Going to a good school can make 
all the difference to a child's 
education

74

16

4

5

77

14

5

3

49

45

1

4

Parents should have the right to 
choose the school they want their 
child to attend

69

19

5

5

79

13

3

4

42

33

7

14

Parents are the most important 
reason kids succeed or
fail in school

66

20

5

8

66

19

5

8

50

45

1

4

Too much of the public schools' money is 
wasted on bureaucracy and fails to get 
into the classrooms

58

20

5

9

59

17

7

8

41

33

4

17

It would be much better if each public  
school had more control over who to 
hire and what to teach

48

26

8

13

51

24

7

13

27

34

9

21

Most school problems can be  
overcome with dedicated teachers 
and principals

48

27

11

13

51

24

12

12

15

52

6

25

Too many public school teachers are 
going through the motions

41

24

11

16

46

21

10

18

27

41

9

18

More scholarships  to hardworking 
students in weak public schools 
so they can switch to private school

38

24

16

17

43

26

13

16

19

22

29

24

The public schools can learn a lot from 
private companies about how to run 
themselves efficiently

35

29

14

14

38

32

12

11

30

36

10

18
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TABLE FIVE: Overall Comparison of Reform Proposals

Suppose you were voting in a local school board election. Which one of the following four candidates

would you be most likely to vote for?

GENERAL VOUCHER CHARTER COMMUNITY
% responding PUBLIC PARENTS COMMUNITIES COMMUNITIES LEADERS

Candidate 1, who believes 
charter schools will breathe 8 7 16 14 10
fresh life into the public schools

— OR —

Candidate 2, who believes school
vouchers give parents the power 16 20 27 14 20
to choose the best school for 
their children

— OR —

Candidate 3, who believes if the 
public schools finally got more 24 26 18 27 19 
money and smaller classes, they 
can do a better job

— OR —

Candidate 4, who believes the
real answer is higher standards 47 43 38 43 40
and better discipline

Note: “Voucher Communities” consists of parents of school children in Milwaukee, WI, and Cleveland, OH; n=103
“Charter Communities” consists of parents of school children in metropolitan areas in Arizona and Michigan; n= 105

General Public: n=1200     Parents: n=394     Community Leaders: n=833
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ENDNOTES

1. ÒYour Assignment: Fix New YorkÕs Schools,Ó The New York Times, 6/19/99, p. A15.

2. Sara Mosle, ÒTalking to the Teacher,Ó The New York Times Magazine, 9/12/99, p. 57.

3. For example, Gallup Organization (sponsored by Phi Delta Kappa). Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the
Public’s Attitudes toward the Public Schools. ÒDo you favor or oppose allowing students and parents to choose
a private school to attend at public expense?Ó 1993: Favor, 24%; 1999: Favor, 41%.

4. For example, National Public Radio / Kaiser Family Foundation / Kennedy School of Government Survey on
Education, 1999. ÒTo pay for this/these change(s), would you be willing to raise your taxes by $500 per year?Ó
Willing to raise taxes by $500, 55%.

5. Gallup Organization (sponsored by Phi Delta Kappa). Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the Public’s
Attitudes toward the Public Schools. 1995-1999. 

6. National Public Radio / Kaiser Family Foundation / Kennedy School of Government, Survey on Education,
1999. Half the sample was asked,ÒDo you favor or oppose the government offering parents money or ÔvouchersÕ
to send their children to private or religious schools, or public schools outside their district?Ó Favor, 42%;
Oppose, 54%; DonÕt know, 4%. The other half of the sample was given the additional answer choice, ÒÉor
havenÕt you heard enough about that to have an opinion?Ó Favor, 31%; Oppose, 36%; DonÕt know, 33%. 

7. National Public Radio / Kaiser Family Foundation / Kennedy School of Government, Survey on Education,
1999. Half the sample was asked, ÒThe charter school program exempts some public schools from certain state
regulations and permits them to function independently from the local school district as long as they meet state
standards for student achievement. Do you favor or oppose such a program?Ó Favor, 62%; Oppose, 29%; DonÕt
know, 9%. The other half of the sample was given the additional answer choice, ÒÉ or havenÕt you heard
enough about that to have an opinion?Ó Favor, 25%; Oppose, 12%; DonÕt know, 63%.

8. The Values We Live By: What Americans Want From Welfare Reform (Public Agenda, 1996). 

9. Assignment Incomplete: The Unfinished Business of Education Reform (Public Agenda, 1995), p. 13, 37. 

10. Gallup Organization/CNN/USA Today Poll, June 1999. 

11. Playing Their Parts: Parents and Teachers Talk About Parental Involvement in Public Schools (Public Agenda,
1999), p. 37. 

12. ÒReality Check,Ó Education Week, Quality Counts ’99, Vol. XV111, Number 17, 1/11/99.

13. Ibid

14. Playing Their Parts (Public Agenda, 1999), p. 37.

15. Playing Their Parts (Public Agenda, 1999), p. 13.

16. See endnote 4.

17. Gallup Organization (sponsored by Phi Delta Kappa). Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the Public’s
Attitudes toward the Public Schools, 1999.

18. ÒReality Check,Ó Education Week, Quality Counts ’99, Vol. XV111, Number 17, 1/11/99.
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19. For example, on crime: Princeton Survey Research Associates (sponsored by Pew Research Center), 1997. ÒIf
you were making up the federal budget this year, would you increase spending for combating crime, decrease
spending for combating crime, or keep spending the same for this.Ó Increase, 62%; Keep the same, 29%;
Decrease, 7%; DonÕt know, 2%.

For example, on education and health care: Gallup Organization, 1998. ÒI am going to ask you several addi-
tional questions about government spending. In answering, please bear in mind that sooner or later all govern-
ment spending has to be taken care of out of the taxes that you and other Americans pay. As I mention each
program, tell me whether the amount of money now being spent for that purpose should be increased, kept at
the present level, reduced, or ended altogether. 

ÒHow about Federal money to improve the quality of public education?Ó Increased, 77%; Kept at present level,
15%; Reduced, 5%; Ended, 2%; DonÕt know, 1%. 

ÒHow about improving medical and health care for Americans generally?Ó Increased, 77%; Kept at present
level, 16%; Reduced, 4%; Ended, 1%; DonÕt know, 1%.
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METHODOLOGY

On Thin Ice is based on one telephone survey and one mail survey, both conducted within the continental United
States during the summer of 1999. The telephone survey is a survey of 1,200 adults aged 18 years or older, plus an
oversample of 208 parents of school-age children who reside in Milwaukee, Cleveland, Michigan and ArizonaÑ
areas with strong school choice programs. The mail survey is a survey of 833 community-based political, civic and
business leaders. The surveys were preceded by five focus groups conducted in sites across the country, as well as
17 telephone interviews of experts in education policy.

The Survey of the General Public

A total of 1,200 telephone interviews with adult members of the general public were conducted between June 11
and June 24, 1999. The interviews averaged approximately 28 minutes in length. The interviews were conducted
using a random sample of households and a standard, random-digit-dialing technology whereby every household in
the region covered had an equal chance of being contacted, including those with unlisted numbers. The margin of
error for the 1,200 members of the general public is +/Ð 3 percentage points; the margin of error is higher in
comparisons of percentages across subgroups.

In addition to the national random sample interviews, oversample interviews were conducted with 208 parents of
children in school grades K-12 living in areas with school vouchers or a concentration of charter schools. This
oversample was drawn from the city of Cleveland, the city of Milwaukee, and metropolitan areas in Arizona and
Michigan with the highest concentration of charter schools. These interviews were conducted between June 17 and
June 21, and averaged approximately 30 minutes in length. These areas were targeted after extensive research and
consultation with experts in the field. 

The Survey of Leaders

A questionnaire, comparable to the telephone survey of the public, was mailed on June 24, 1999 to 4,100 leadersÑ
political, civic and businessÑat the local level. A reminder postcard was sent out on July 8, followed by a second
mailing of the questionnaire on July 15. July 30 was the final day to accept data. The process netted 833 completed
questionnaires, for an overall response rate of 20%. Of those, 334 are CEOÕs or presidents of businesses employing
more than 50 employees. The remaining 499 respondents are broken down as follows: 206 are leaders from the
political sector (including mayors; county clerks or supervisors; state representatives); 293 are civic leaders
(including presidents of colleges or universities; ministers, priests, rabbis; heads of nonprofit organizations that
employ 5 to 25 employees; editorial writers). Survey results are weighted, with each of the three sectorsÑpolitical,
civic and businessÑaccorded an equal weight.

Leadership samples were supplied by Dun and Bradstreet, the United States Conference of Mayors, the National
Conference of State Legislatures and the National Conference of Editorial Writers.

The Questionnaires

The questionnaires were designed by Public Agenda, and all interpretation of the data reflected in this report was
done by Public Agenda. As in all surveys, question order effects and other non-sampling sources of error can
sometimes affect results. Steps were taken to minimize these, including extensively pre-testing the survey instru-
ments and randomizing the order in which some questions were asked.

Both the general public and the leadership surveys were fielded by Robinson and Muenster Associates, Inc., of
Sioux Falls, South Dakota.
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The Focus Groups

Focus groups allow for an in-depth, qualitative exploration of the dynamics underlying the publicÕs attitudes
toward complex issues. Insights from these groups were important to the survey design, and quotes were drawn
from them to give voice to attitudes captured statistically through the survey interviews. Additional follow-up
interviews were conducted with those who responded to the telephone survey. 

A total of five focus groups were conducted in April and May 1999 in five cities: Elmsford, New York; Dayton,
Ohio; Phoenix, Arizona; Redwood City, California; and Milwaukee, Wisconsin.



ON THIN ICE 43

Mary Jean Collins
National Field Director
People for the American Way

Chester E. Finn, Jr.
President
Thomas B. Fordham Foundation

Roger Hertog
President and Chief Operating Officer
Sanford C. Bernstein & Co., Inc.

Henry M. Levin 
Director 
National Center for the Study of Privatization in
Education, Teachers College

Bruno Manno
Senior Fellow, Education
The Annie E. Casey Foundation

Jay Mathews
Education Reporter
The Washington Post

Frank B. Murray
Director
Center for Educational Leadership and Policy
University of Delaware 

Sean McGinty
Vice Principal
Somerville Charter School

Wendy D. Puriefoy 
President
Public Education Network

Diane Ravitch 
Professor, New York University 
Senior Fellow, Brookings Institution

Michael Rebell
Executive Director and Counsel
Campaign for Fiscal Equity

Peter Relic
President
National Association of Independent Schools

Benno C. Schmidt, Jr. 
Chairman of the Board
The Edison Project

Fritz Steiger
President
CEO America

Uri Treisman
Director
Dana Center for Mathematics and Science Education,
University of Texas, Austin

Reg Weaver
Vice President
National Education Association

Annette P. Williams
Representative, 10th District
Wisconsin State Assembly 

APPENDIX

Experts Interviewed
Interviews were conducted by senior Public Agenda staff in person or via telephone in the spring of 1999 with the
following individuals.
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