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More Americans give the country’s public school system poor grades 
than high grades, but the percentage that thinks a public education 
nowadays is worse than it used to be has not changed much over the 
past thirty years.

Nearly four in ten Americans give the public school system a low mark 
of D or a failing grade of F, and just 28% give the country a grade of 
A or B. 32% give the country a C.  

GRADE ON U.S. PUBLIC SCHOOLS
A 5%
B 23
C 32
D 26
F 12

But there is no consensus as to how the public schools of today are 
educating children compared to the past -- and those views have 
changed little over the past thirty years.  34% of Americans say 
public schools today give children a better education than they 
received when they were in school, but about as many say the education 
today is worse.  24% think it’s about the same.

PUBLIC SCHOOLS TODAY VS. WHEN YOU WERE EDUCATED?
NY Times Poll CBS/NYT Poll

All 2/1983 6/1978
Better 34% 36%   35%
About the same 24 20   16
Worse 38 36   41

Older Americans are more likely than younger people to think today’s 
education is worse than it was when they went to school.  Men, those 
with higher educations, and higher income Americans are also more apt 
to say public schools are worse today.

PUBLIC SCHOOLS TODAY VS. WHEN YOU WERE EDUCATED?
All Under 45 45 and older

Better 34% 34%   35%
About the same 24 32   17
Worse 38 32   45



In some areas for-profit private companies run the school districts, 
and are responsible for developing the curriculum, hiring teachers and 
testing students.  Slightly more Americans oppose rather than support 
such a system; 50% oppose it, and 42% favor it. Parents are more 
closely divided, with 45% in favor and 46% opposed.

PRIVATE COMPANIES RUNNING SCHOOL DISTRICTS
All Parents children < 18

Strongly favor 12% 16%
Somewhat favor 30 29
Somewhat oppose 23 19
Strongly oppose 27 27

The Public Agenda Foundation Poll asked about this type of arrangement
in 1999, with similar results.  

Parents of children under 18 were asked how likely they would be to
send their own children to such a school.  Just under half said they 
would do so or consider it; about the same percentage said they would 
probably or definitely not do so.

LIKELY TO SEND CHILD TO SUCH A SCHOOL?
(among parents of children under 18)

Definitely do so 14%
Seriously consider it 32
Probably not do it 31
Definitely not do it 18

____________________________________________________________________
This poll was conducted among a random sample of 1,048 adults nationwide, interviewed 
by telephone December 17-22, 2009.  Phone numbers were dialed from random digit dial 
samples of both standard land-line and cell phones.  The error due to sampling for 
results based on the entire sample could be plus or minus three percentage points.  
The error for subgroups is higher.  

This poll release conforms to the Standards of Disclosure of the National Council on 
Public Polls.
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q14 (Using a grade of A, B, C, D and F, where A is excellent and F is very poor and using 
any of the grades in between,) 
How would you grade the U.S. on the quality of the public schools in this country?

  ** TOTAL RESPONDENTS **
                                     *** GENDER ***
                             Total    Men    Women      
                               %       %      %        
A                              5       5      5
B                             23      21     26
C                             32      31     33
D                             26      28     25
F                             12      14      9
DK/NA                          2       1      2

q88 In general, do you think the education most children are getting today in public 
schools is better, is about the same, or worse than the education you received?

Feb1983*
%

Better                        34      32     36 36
About the same                24      24     25 20
Worse                         38      42     34 36
DK/NA                          4       2      5 8
*NY Times

q89 Some school districts hire private companies that specialize in education to run 
public schools. The company develops the curriculum, hires teachers and tests the 
students. Its goal is to provide a quality education while making a profit. Do you favor 
or oppose this idea? 
IF FAVOR/OPPOSE, ASK: Would you say strongly or somewhat?

June1999*
Strongly favor                12      14     10 13
Somewhat favor                30      29     30 24
Somewhat oppose               23      24     22 16
Strongly oppose               27      24     28 35
Don't know                    8       9     10 12
*Public Agenda Foundation trend

q90 If you could send your child to a school that was run by a private  company, do you 
think you would definitely do so, seriously consider doing it, probably not do it, or 
definitely not do it?

  * PARENTS OF CHILDREN UNDER AGE 18*
Definitely do so              14      15     12
Seriously consider doing it   32      42     24
Probably not do it            31      23     37
Definitely not do it          18      14     21
It depends (vol.)              3       3      4
Don't know                     2       3      2



Unweighted Weighted Margin of error
Total Respondents 1048 3 pts.

Total Men 442 493 5 pts.
Total Women 606 555 4 pts.


