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Public Opinion
Updated 2018

• What does public opinion polling indicate about issues in K–12
education in general, besides charter schools?

• What does polling currently indicate about public opinion regarding
charter schools?

• How does public opinion change when Americans are provided with
different information about charter schools?
• Is public opinion about charter schools well-informed?

• Does public opinion differ in locations with high concentrations
of charter schools?
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Passionate advocates and critics often engage in heated debates over the performance,
financing and political implications of charter schools. But to what extent does this expert-level
debate reflect a similar divide in opinions among the general public?
Polls show that support for charter schools grew steadily from 2008 to 2013 and remained
stable from 2013 to 2016, with about one-half to two-thirds of Americans expressing support
for charter schools. However, recent polls show that support has declined somewhat since
2016. Furthermore, there are many signs that public opinion on this issue is not necessarily
stable or well-informed. Nearly a quarter of Americans neither support nor oppose charter
schools, and according to one survey, many Americans are misinformed about charter schools.1
This lack of opinion and information perhaps makes sense given that very few people have any
direct experience with charter schools. Nationwide, about 6 percent of all public school
students attended a charter school in 2015–16.2 Six states did not have any laws permitting
charter schools at all in January 2018.3 However, as we discuss below, even in cities and states
with higher proportions of charter schools, support and opposition are fairly similar to nationwide patterns.

What does public opinion polling indicate about issues in K–12 education
in general, besides charter schools?
Polls consistently indicate that education is a priority for Americans, who are generally dissatisfied with the state of public schools in the nation as a whole. However, polls also indicate that
the general public is divided in their support for various proposals for change in education and,
as we discuss further below, that most people oppose cutting funding for public schools. These
views provide some context for understanding the mixture of support and opposition that
people express for charter schools and the opposition they express when survey questions
frame charters as a threat to traditional public schools’ funding.
Pew Research Center’s January 2018 nationally representative survey found that 72 percent of
American adults think education should be a top priority for the president and Congress.
Terrorism was the only topic that more Americans thought should be a top priority.4 This poll
did not specifically distinguish K–12 from higher education.
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Education is a high priority for Americans
Percent of Americans who think each of the following should be a top priority for President
Donald Trump and Congress
Terrorism 73%

Education 72%
Economy 71%

Health care costs 68%
Social Security 67%

Medicare 66%

Environment 62%
Jobs 62%

Poor and needy 58%
Reducing crime 56%

Race relations 52%

Transportation 49%
Drug addiction 49%

Budget deﬁcit 48%

Inﬂuence of lobbyists 47%
Military 46%
Climate change 46%

Global trade 38%

Source: Pew Research Center, “Economic Issues Decline Among Public’s Policy Priorities: Environment, Transportation,
Addiction Rise on Public’s Agenda,” Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, January 25, 2018.

Gallup’s June 2018 nationally representative survey found that 25 percent of Americans
expressed very little confidence in the nation’s public schools and only 12 percent expressed a
great deal of confidence. That lack of confidence was nearly unchanged from 1999, when
24 percent of Americans expressed very little confidence in public schools and only 14 percent
expressed a great deal of confidence.5

Americans express little confidence in public schools

Percent of Americans who say they themselves have a great deal, quite a lot, some or very little
confidence in public schools
A great deal

12%

17%

Quite a lot

Some

44%

Very little

25%

Source: Gallup, “Confidence in Institutions,” Washington, D.C.: Gallup, 2018.
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Phi Delta Kappa International (PDK), an organization of educators, conducts an annual poll of
Americans about K–12 education. The PDK poll has found that in 2018, 19 percent of Americans
gave an “A” or “B” grade to public schools in the nation as a whole, down from 24 percent of
Americans in 2017 who gave an “A” or “B” grade to public schools in the nation as a whole.6
However, people continue to have more positive feelings about the schools in their communities. In 2018, 43 percent of Americans gave the schools in their communities an “A” or “B”
grade, a trend that has remained consistent for years.7 People may rate their local schools more
highly than schools nationally for a number of reasons, including that they have more immediate experience of their local schools than of schools nationally and may therefore be less
willing to disparage local schools or that they may be more focused on, and aware of, the
positive aspects of their local schools.
While polls indicate dissatisfaction, they also indicate divisions over proposals for change and
inconsistencies in public opinion on a range of issues in K–12 education besides charter
schools. For example, polls found the following:
• In 2014, 42 percent of the general public said that elementary schools in their community are not changing quickly enough. But equal numbers said that the elementary
schools in their community do not need to change. Likewise, 49 percent of the general
public said that secondary schools in their community are not changing quickly
enough, but 32 percent said the schools in their communities do not need to change.8
• In 2017, 84 percent of Americans believed standardized tests should be administered
in public schools and 58 percent were confident that standardized tests do a good job
at measuring how well their children are learning. Yet nearly half of Americans—49
percent—did not think that standardized tests measure the aspects of education that
are most important to them personally.9
• Although support for the Common Core State Standards Initiative has increased since
2015, the name “Common Core” still provokes negative reactions. In 2017, when the
initiative was described without being named to Americans, 61 percent supported its
use in their states. However support dropped to 41 percent when the term “Common
Core” was mentioned in the question.10
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What does polling currently indicate about public opinion regarding
charter schools?
The PDK poll found that support for charter schools remained relatively stable from 2009 to
2014. During that period, about two-thirds of the general public favored and one-third
opposed charter schools.11 Those who answered “I don’t know” had to volunteer their answers.

Support for charter schools outweighs opposition, 2009–14
Percent of Americans who say they favor or oppose the idea of charter schools after hearing
the following statement, over time:
“Charter schools operate under a charter or contract that frees them from many of the state
regulations imposed on public schools and permits them to operate independently.”
64%

33%

3%
2009
Favor

66%

68%

70%

30%

29%

29%

3%

4%

3%

1%

2011

2012

2013

2014

68%

70%

28%

27%

4%
2010
Oppose

Don’t know/refused

Source: PDK International, “Annual PDK/Gallup Poll of the Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public Schools,” Arlington, Va.: PDK
International, 2009–2014. http://pdkpoll.org/timeline.

Unfortunately, the PDK poll has not asked respondents whether they favor or oppose charter
schools since 2014, so we are unable to track more current responses. But other studies
indicate there may be a decrease in support for charter schools. In a poll conducted by Politico
and the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health in 2017, in a forced-choice question,
55 percent of Americans indicated they favored charter schools in their community and
37 percent indicated they opposed charter schools in their community.12

blic's views

Although this is a significant decrease from the 2014 PDK poll, in which 70 percent of Americans favored charter schools, these findings must be interpreted with caution since the PDK
poll and the Politico/Harvard poll used different question wordings. The PDK poll asked:
“Charter schools operate under a charter or contract that frees them from many of the state
regulations imposed on public schools and permits them to operate independently. Do you
favor or oppose the idea of charter schools?” The Politico/Harvard poll asked: “As you may
know, charter schools are an alternative to public schools. They operate independently of local
school boards and districts, though they still receive taxpayer funding. Do you favor or oppose
the idea of charter schools in your community?” As discussed later, the wording of questions
about charter schools can influence responses.
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However, a poll conducted by Education Next has consistently asked the same question about
charter schools from 2008 to 2018 and shows that support for charter schools may be
dropping. The Education Next Institute publishes a journal and other content about education.
It is sponsored by the Program on Education Policy and Governance at Harvard University.
Education Next describes itself as partaking “of no program, campaign, or ideology.”13
The Education Next poll asked: “As you may know, many states permit the formation of charter
schools, which are publicly funded but are not managed by the local school board. These
schools are expected to meet promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations. Do you support or oppose the formation of charter schools?” The Education Next poll
found that support for charter schools peaked around 2014, when 55 percent supported
charter schools, but three years later, in 2017, only 39 percent of Americans supported them.14
Strongly
support

41%

44%

Somewhat
support

36%
6%

39%

Somewhat
oppose

41%

24%
8%
18%

6%
10%

13%

7%
11%

6%
10%

26%

25%

32%

27%

26%

16%

14%

12%

16%

17%

18%

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

6%
10%

Neither support
nor oppose

Strongly
oppose
18%
8%
20%

22%

21%

9%

9%

18%

18%

25%
15%
21%

33%

34%

21%
14%
21%

32%

34%

21%

19%

17%

12%

15%

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

27%

29%

Source: Education Next, “Education Next—Program on Education Policy and Governance: Trends in the EdNext Survey;
Question Wording and Data over Time,” Cambridge, Mass.: Education Next Institute, 2018. https://educationnext.org/files/
ednext-poll-question-wording-over-time-through-2018.pdf.
Note: Respondents from 2008-2016 were asked if they Completely support, Somewhat support, Somewhat oppose or
Completely oppose charter schools. Respondents from 2017-2018 were asked to respond as listed in the graph.

The Education Next poll also shows that, although over the past few years an increasing
percentage of people oppose charter schools, many Americans do not necessarily have strong
opinions about charter schools. The PDK and Politico/Harvard surveys gave respondents the
options only to “favor” or “oppose” charter schools, but more nuanced results emerged in the
Education Next surveys that offered respondents the opportunity to give less polarized
answers than just “favor” or “oppose.” The Education Next poll allowed respondents to give
answers on a five-point scale, ranging from “completely support” to “completely oppose.” In
addition, it allowed respondents to indicate that they neither support nor oppose charter
schools. Given the broader range in response options, most shy away from completely
opposing or supporting. For example, in 2018, only 29 percent of people expressed strong
opinions about charter schools: specifically, only 15 percent completely supported them and
14 percent completely opposed them.
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The 2018 Education Next survey yielded results for blacks, non-Hispanics and Hispanics that
differed only somewhat from the general public views reported above.15 It found that public
school parents’ opinions about charter schools were comparable to the general public’s views.
One notable subgroup difference is among public school teachers. The 2018 Education Next
poll found that slightly more than half of public school teachers—55 percent—oppose charter
schools, significantly more than the general public or other groups.

Views of subgroups differ somewhat from those of the general public
Percent of Americans who say they favor or oppose the formation of charter schools after
hearing the following statement, by subgroups, 2018:
“As you may know, many states permit the formation of charter schools, which are publicly
funded but are not managed by the local school board. These schools are expected to meet
promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations.”
Somewhat
support

Strongly
support

Somewhat
oppose

General
public

15%

29%

21%

Black,
non-Hispanic

14%

32%

17%

Hispanic

12%

37%

Parents
Teachers

15%

6%

27%

22%

24%

14%
9%

22%

32%

Neither support
nor oppose

Strongly
oppose

21%
28%

11%
13%

31%

18%
18%

12%

Source: Albert Cheng, Michael Henderson, Paul E. Peterson and Martin R. West, “Education Next—Program on Education
Policy and Governance—Survey 2018,” Cambridge, Mass.: Education Next Institute, 2018.

The 2017 Politico/Harvard poll asked whether charters or traditional public schools provide a
better education. More—although still less than half of—Americans believe that students
receive a better education at a public charter school, and a third believe students receive a
better education at a regular public school. Nearly a quarter of Americans do not know or
Support
refused to answer the question.16 Since many Americans doCompletely
not fully understand
what charter
Somewhat
Support
schools are and do not have experience with charter schools, these opinions may result more
Oppose
from speculation about the quality of education in charter Somewhat
schools than
from empirical data or
information about the quality of education. To learn more about
the
views
of charter school
Oppose
and traditional public school parents, please see the Families
section,
and to learn more about
Neither
Support
nor Oppose
the effects of charter schools on student achievement, please
see the Student Achievement
section.
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More Americans believe students receive a better education at a public
charter school than at a regular public school
Percent who say on average they believe most students receive a better education at a public
charter school, most students receive a better education at a regular public school or they do
not know
Public 45%
charter school
Regular
32%
public school
Don’t know/
23%
refused
Source: Politico/Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, “Americans’ Views on Domestic Policies in President Trump’s First
100 Days,” Boston, Mass.: Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, April 2017.

How does public opinion change when Americans are provided with
different information about charter schools?
More people express opposition to charter schools when survey questions frame charters as a
threat to traditional public schools’ funding.
Most Americans reject reductions in federal funding for public education and favor proposals
to increase funding. In 2017, the nonpartisan Pew Research Center asked a nationally representative sample of adult Americans if they were making the budget for the federal government
this year, would they increase, decrease or keep spending the same for a variety of programs.
Sixty-seven percent of Americans said they would increase funding for education. There was
only one area, veterans’ benefits, in which a higher proportion of Americans—75 percent—
would increase spending.17
In this context of support for education funding, when survey questions frame charter schools
Public
as taking
money
away from traditional public schools, support for charters falls even more. PDK
45%
charter school
asked in 2002 and 2005 whether people would support or oppose charter schools if doing so
meant reduced funding for traditional public schools. Opposition far outweighed support.18 A
2017 Politico/Harvard
poll found similar results.19
Regular
public school

32%

Don’t know/
23%
refused
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People are skeptical about charter schools when asked to consider impacts
on traditional public schools’ funding
Percent of Americans who say they favor or oppose charter schools in their community if
funding them means reducing the amount of funds for the regular public schools, by year
2002

2005

Don’t know
5%

Don’t know

Don’t know

7%

Favor
30%
Oppose
65%

2017
6%

Favor
30%

Favor
28%
Oppose
64%

Oppose
65%

Source: Lowell C. Rose and Alec M. Gallup, “The 34th Annual PDK/Gallup Poll of the Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public
Schools,” Arlington, Va.: PDK International, 2002; Lowell C. Rose and Alec M. Gallup, “The 37th Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup
Poll of the Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public Schools,” Phi Delta Kappan 87, no. 1 (September 2005): 41–57; Politico/Harvard
T. H. Chan School of Public Health, “Americans’ Views on Domestic Policies in President Trump’s First 100 Days,” Boston, Mass.:
Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, April 2017.

Hart Research Associates conducted a poll of parents in 2017 for the American Federation of
Teachers (AFT), a union of educators. The AFT has resolved to emphasize solidarity between
teachers at charters and traditional public schools.20 But its poll of parents emphasized competition for funding between charters and traditional public schools. When it used this framing,
the AFT’s poll elicited negative reactions in proportions roughly similar to those in PDK’s poll
and the more recent Politico/Harvard poll. When asked if they approve or disapprove with a
proposal that would reduce spending on regular public schools and use the funds to increase
spending on charter schools, 43 percent of parents strongly disapproved while only 13 percent
strongly approved.21 While this polling question may be provocative, it indicates that support
for charter schools does not hold stable when charters are framed as a threat to traditional
public schools’ funding.

Is public opinion about charter schools well-informed?
In a 2017 poll conducted by the Associated Press–NORC Center for Public Affairs Research,
many Americans—58 percent—said they have heard or read only a little or nothing at all about
charter schools. The rest said they have heard or read about charter schools a lot or some.22
Many Americans are misinformed about charter schools, according to the 2013 Education Next
survey and the 2014 PDK survey. For example, polling conducted by two different organizations
indicates considerable misinformation about whether charter schools are public (they are), how
they are funded (by taxpayers), whether they can charge tuition (they can’t), whether they can
hold religious services or teach religion (they can’t) and whether they can select students based
on academic ability (they can’t).23 The 2013 Education Next survey found less but substantial
misinformation on many of these topics, including among parents and teachers. Moreover,
Education Next found that a substantial number of respondents admitted they did not know
the answers to these questions, as the chart below demonstrates.
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Unfortunately, these questions have not been asked in surveys since 2014, so it is not possible
to know if the public is still misinformed about charter schools. However, since nearly a quarter
of Americans in 2018 do not know if they support or oppose charter schools, there is reason to
believe Americans may not understand what charter schools are.

Many Americans are misinformed about charter schools
Percent of Americans who say they think the following statements are true or false based on
what they know or have heard about charter schools, 2014
True
Charter schools can
select students on
the basis of ability
Charter schools
can charge tuition
Charter schools are
free to teach religion
A charter school is
a public school

False

Don't know / refused

68%

57%

48%

50%

29%

40%

48%

48%

3%

3%

4%

2%

Source: William J. Bushaw and Valerie J. Calderon, “Try It Again, Uncle Sam: The 46th Annual PDK/Gallup Poll of the Public’s
Attitudes Toward the Public Schools,” Arlington, Va.: PDK International, 2014.
Note: Some charter schools in some states can in fact use certain nondiscriminatory selective admissions practices if they are
oversubscribed. For more detail on charter admissions and lotteries, please see the section on Families.
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Many parents, teachers and other groups are misinformed about charter
schools
Percent of Americans who respond yes, no or don’t know to each of the following questions, 2013
“To the best of your knowledge, can charter schools hold religious services?”
Yes
Public

19%

Teachers

19%

Parents

19%

Black,
non-Hispanic

17%

Hispanics

16%

No

20%

Don’t know
61%

39%

42%

25%

56%

18%

64%

27%

58%

“To the best of your knowledge, can charter schools charge tuition?”
Yes

Public
Teachers

24%

Parents

25%

Black,
non-Hispanic

26%

Hispanics
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28%

23%

No

22%

Don’t know
50%

47%
34%

29%
42%

26%

48%

31%

45%
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“To the best of your knowledge, when more students apply to charter schools than there are
spaces available, can the school pick the students they want to admit or must they hold a
lottery?”
Pick Students They Want
Public

19%

Parents
Black,
non-Hispanics
Hispanics

30%
33%

Teachers

19%

Don’t know
52%

40%

18%
13%

Must Hold Lottery

36%
35%
31%

27%
46%
52%
50%

Source: Michael Henderson and Paul E. Peterson, “Education Next—Program on Education Policy and Governance—Survey
2013,” Cambridge, Mass.: Education Next Institute, 2014.
Note: Numbers may not add up to 100 percent due to rounding.

What is not clear from this polling is whether and how misinformation about charter schools
affects people’s choices about schools and politics. Are parents less likely to send their children
to charter schools if they believe that charters can hold religious services? How do voters who
believe charter schools can charge tuition evaluate political candidates’ positions on education?
Would better information about charter schools change some people’s opinions? Or are
opinions shaped by other beliefs, experiences or pieces of knowledge?

Does public opinion differ in locations with high concentrations of
charter schools?
The concentration of charter schools differs from state to state and city to city. But survey
results from places with many charter schools do not differ much from national survey results.
As with national polling, support outweighs opposition in most of the local polls discussed
below, although the charter-heavy state of Michigan presents a more complex picture.
• In 2017–18, about 10 percent of public school students in California attended a charter
school.24 A poll conducted in 2018 found that more parents would prefer to send their
child to a public school over a private, religious or charter school if location and money
were not an issue. Only 13 percent of parents said they would send their youngest child
to a charter school.25 In 2011–12, 6.7 percent of public school students in California
attended a charter school.26 In a 2011 statewide poll in California conducted by the
University of Southern California and the Los Angeles Times, 52 percent of Californians
said they felt favorably and 12 percent said they felt unfavorably toward charter
schools. The remainder of the general public in California said they had not heard
enough about charters to say.27
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• In 2016–17, 93 percent of New Orleans public school students attended charter
schools, and in 2017, 61 percent of the general public in New Orleans agreed that
charter schools improved the education there, while only 17 percent disagreed.28
However, public school parents in New Orleans were much more supportive of charter
schools than nonparents. Seventy percent of public school parents agreed that charter
schools improved the education, compared with only 50 percent of those without
children in the public school systems. In 2014, 92 percent of New Orleans public school
students attended charter schools.29 Compared with local polls in other areas with high
charter concentration, a survey of city residents conducted by Tulane University in 2014
found that public support for charter schools in New Orleans was relatively weak. The
survey posed the following question: “Next year, the Orleans Parish School Board, also
known as the OPSB, will have five public, district-run schools. The rest of the schools in
New Orleans will be independent, public charter schools. Do you agree or disagree
with converting OPSB’s remaining district-run schools into charter schools?” In
response, 46 percent of the general public there favored converting traditional public
schools into charter schools, 34 percent opposed converting them into charters and
19 percent of the general public was uncertain.30
• In 2015–16, 9.8 percent of Michigan public school students attended a charter school.31
In 2014, the Detroit Free Press published an investigation of Michigan charter schools
and found “wasteful spending, conflicts of interest, poor performing schools and a
failure to close the worst of the worst.”32 A subsequent statewide poll of likely voters in
Michigan, published in the Detroit Free Press, found that 73 percent of likely voters
favored “a moratorium on opening any new charter schools until the Michigan Department of Education and the state legislature conduct a full review of the charter school
system.” Furthermore, 31 percent of likely voters in Michigan said there was too little
state regulation of charter schools, 26 percent said there was about the right amount
of regulation, 14 percent said there was too much regulation and 29 percent were
undecided or refused to answer.33 In 2016, a survey conducted by the Mackinac Center
for Public Policy, a nonprofit that “advances the principles of free markets and limited
government,” found that more favored than opposed charter schools among likely
voters. The Mackinac Center for Public Policy contracted Marketing Research Group to
interview 800 likely voters in Michigan. The sample came from a list of registered
voters who voted in general elections and newly registered voters. The data were
weighted to reflect racial distribution. Fifty-five percent of likely voters in Michigan
strongly or somewhat favored “charter schools as independently run public schools
with more control over their budgets, staff and curriculum.” Nineteen percent neither
supported nor opposed or did not know if they supported or opposed charter
schools.34
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• In 2012–13, 36 percent of students in the Kansas City, Missouri, school district attended
a charter school, but laws prohibited charter schools in surrounding districts.35 In a
2013 survey of public school parents in the larger Kansas City metropolitan area
conducted by the nonpartisan research organization Public Agenda, the author of
these materials, 63 percent of parents generally favored charter schools, 19 percent of
parents generally opposed them and 18 percent said they did not know, although they
were not explicitly given that response category.36
• In 2013–14, 7 percent of New York City public school students attended a charter
school.37 In a 2013 citywide poll in New York City conducted by The New York Times,
56 percent of the general public said they supported and 34 percent said they
opposed creating more charter schools. Ten percent did not give an answer.38
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