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Release #2022-05 Friday, February 25, 2022

Californians’ overall assessments of their local public schools
have slipped over the past decade.

by Mark DiCamillo, Director, Berkeley IGS Poll
(c) 415-602-5594

In its latest survey, the Berkeley IGS Poll repeated a series of questions about voter attitudes toward
California’s public schools that were included in a 2011 statewide survey of voters by the Los Angeles
Times Poll.

One of the main findings is that Californians’ opinions of their local public schools have declined
significantly over the past decade. Eleven years ago, 55% of voters gave the public schools in their
own local district a grade of either A or B. Now, just 35% offer such an assessment, a decline of 20
percentage points. Another 25% now give their local public schools a grade of C, while 25% grade
them as D or F, up 15 percentage points from 2011.

The segments of the voting population who are now most critical of their local schools include
parents who have a child enrolled in a private, religious or charter school, and Blacks. Republicans
and voters who are strongly conservative in politics also hold much more negative opinions than do
the state’s Democratic or liberal voters.

Californians hold divided views about whether standardized testing generally improves the quality of
education in the schools or hinders it. A little more than four in ten voters (42%) believe standardized
tests help education by providing teachers with information, allowing parents to see their children’s
progress, and providing a more accurate measure of student learning. However, slightly more (47%)
believe they hurt education by encouraging teachers to teach only what is on the test and failing to
account for social and economic differences and the different ways that students learn.

Views about standardizing testing are highly partisan, with majorities of Republicans and
conservatives more likely to see standardized testing as beneficial to education, while most
Democrats and liberals are more apt to believe that they hinder education.

Age is also a factor in voter evaluations, with more than twice as many voters under the age of 30
saying that standardized testing hurts education as say it helps. This contrasts with the views of



seniors aged 65 or older, a majority of whom see standardized testing as a generally positive thing for
education.

The poll also finds that voter opinions of teachers unions to be mixed and not a lot different from
what the Times Poll found in 2011. On the one hand, a 46% to 34% plurality of voters agrees that
teachers unions “strive to help teachers succeed in a very tough profession.” On the other hand, a
43% to 34% plurality sees the teachers unions as being “too focused on the needs of teachers rather
than the needs of students.”

The latest poll also finds Californians are strongly supportive of the state plan to phase in free
voluntary pre-kindergarten for four-year-olds by the year 2025. Two in three voters (67%) support
the plan and just 25% are opposed even after being told that the new program would cost an estimated
$2.7 billion annually when fully implemented.

IGS Co-Director, Cristina Mora, notes that “the findings show that public education in California
continues to be a site of partisan fracturing and contestation. Overall, Californians seem dissatisfied
with public schools, but there are important regional, age, and political differences as well.”

The results come from a Berkeley IGS Poll conducted among 8,937 registered voters in California
online in English and Spanish February 3-10, 2022.

Assessments of the local public schools have slipped over the past decade
Eleven years ago, 55% of voters in the Times Poll gave the public schools in their own local district a
grade of either A or B, 20% graded them as C, while just 10% offered a grade of D or F. Now, the
proportion of voters giving their local public schools a grade of A or B has declined to 35%, while
25% give them a C grade, and another 25% offer a grade of D or F.

Opinions about the schools vary quite a bit across different segments of the state’s voting population.
For example, parents of school-age children whose children currently attend a traditional public
school offer more positive assessments of the schools in their district, with 53% giving them a grade
of A or B. By contrast, just 25% of parents whose children currently attend a private, religious, or
charter school give an A or B grade to the public schools in their district.

In addition, a voter’s political orientation is a factor in assessments about the schools, with Democrats
and liberals offering more positive than negative grades, while Republicans and strong conservatives
are more likely to view the public schools negatively.

Black voters are also more critical of the performance of the public schools in their area than voters of
other races and ethnicities.

In addition, a larger proportion of voters in Orange County give their local public schools a grade of
A or B than do voters in other major regions of the state.
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Table 1
Grades that voters give to the K-12 public schools in their own local district

(among California registered voters)
A or B C D or F No opinion

Total registered voters
February 2022 35 25 25 15
November 2011* 55 20 10 15

Parent of a school-age child
No 31 25 23 21
Yes 45 24 28 3
Type of school
Traditional public school 53 24 21 2
All other types of school 25 24 45 6

Party registration
Democrat 40 24 19 17
Republican 26 26 36 12
No Party Preference/other 34 25 25 16

Political ideology
Strongly conservative 24 25 41 10
Somewhat conservative 34 27 29 10
Moderate 36 25 24 15
Somewhat liberal 38 24 19 19
Strongly liberal 34 24 18 23

Race/ethnicity
White 34 23 24 19
Latino 36 29 24 11
Asian/Pacific Islander 39 21 21 19
Black 24 26 34 16

Region
Los Angeles County 32 26 27 15
San Diego County 38 22 22 18
Orange County 50 21 14 15
Inland Empire 30 27 30 13
Central Coast 37 20 25 18
Central Valley 31 27 28 14
San Francisco Bay Area 35 24 22 19
North Coast/Sierras 34 32 23 11
* In this and succeeding tables the November 2011 survey referenced is from a Los Angeles Times Poll conducted among

1,400 California registered voters by the USC Dornsife College of Letters.
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Both voters overall and parents are divided when it comes to standardized testing
The latest poll also presented voters with two statements about standardized testing and asked which
they agreed with more.  The statements offered were as follows:

(1) “Standardized testing improves education by providing teachers with information, allowing
parents to see their children’s progress, and providing a more accurate measure of student
learning.”

(2) “Standardized testing hurts education by encouraging teachers to teach only what is on the
test and failing to account for social and economic differences and the different ways that
students learn.”

This question was also posed to the state’s registered voters in an identical fashion in the November
2011 Los Angeles Times Poll.

The results indicate that voters hold mixed views about standardized testing. Statewide, 42% of voters
side with the view that standardized tests generally improve education, while slightly more (47%)
take the opposing view and believe they hurt education. The results from 2011 are not a great deal
different, where 49% said these tests hurt education, while 38% thought they generally helped
education.

Parents of school-age children are almost equally divided on the issue, with 47% believing
standardized tests improve education and 46% seeing them hurting education. By contrast,
non-parents are slightly more inclined to think that they hinder education.

There were also differences in views about standardized testing by party and political ideology.
Majorities of Republicans and conservatives feel standardized testing improves education, while
Democrats and liberals are more inclined to feel they hurt education.

Age is a factor in voter evaluations. Voters under age 30 see standardized tests as hurting education by
a greater than a two-to-one margin (62% to 26%), whereas seniors age 65 or older think such tests
improve education by a 53% to 34% margin.

Women and Blacks are also more likely than men and voters in other racial or ethnic subgroups to
view standardized testing as hurting rather than helping education.
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Table 2
Which statement about standardized testing do you agree with more?

(1) Standardized testing improves education by providing teachers with information, allowing parents to
see their children’s progress, and providing a more accurate measure of student learning.

- or -
(2) Standardized testing hurts education by encouraging teachers to teach only what is on the test and

failing to account for social and economic differences and the different ways that students learn.
(among California registered voters)

Improves
education

%

Hurts
education

%

No
opinion

%

Total registered voters
February 2022 42 47 11
November 2011 38 49 13

Parent of a school-age child
No 40 48 12
Yes 47 46 7
Type of school of oldest child
Traditional public school 48 45 7
All other types of school 44 49 7

Party registration
Democrat 35 54 11
Republican 56 35 9
No Party Preference/other 41 47 12

Political ideology
Strongly conservative 57 33 10
Somewhat conservative 56 35 9
Moderate 46 42 12
Somewhat liberal 30 57 13
Strongly liberal 22 69 9

Race/ethnicity
White 42 47 11
Latino 42 48 10
Asian/Pacific Islander 45 44 11
Black 31 56 13

Gender
Male 47 42 11
Female 37 52 11

Age
18-29 26 62 12
30-39 36 53 11
40-49 43 48 9
50-64 47 43 10
65 or older 53 34 13
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Voters hold mixed views of teachers unions
The latest poll repeated a question series about teachers unions asked in the 2011 poll. The results
indicate that opinions of teachers’ unions remain mixed. On the one hand, a 46% to 34% plurality of
voters feel “they strive to help teachers succeed in a very tough profession” applies well to teachers
unions, while a similar plurality (43% to 34%) sees the unions as being “too focused on the needs of
teachers rather than the needs of students.”

Four other statements posed to voters about teachers unions yielded these results:

• “They’re too powerful.” (41% feel this statement applies well, while 34% do not).

• “They are resistant to reforms that would improve schools.” (38% think this statement applies well
vs. 34% say it does not).

• “They know the best way to improve education because they represent teachers who are in the
classroom every day.” (38% applies well vs. 42% do not).

• “They work to help improve the schools.” (39% applies well vs. 42% does not).

In each case relatively large proportions of voters have no opinion.

Table 4
Comparing voter opinions about teachers’ unions - now vs 2011

(among California registered voters)
Statement applies to teachers’ unions

Well
%

Not well
%

No opinion
%

They strive to help teachers succeed in a very tough profession

February 2022 46 34 20

November 2011 45 40 15

They are too focused on the needs of teachers rather than the
needs of students

February 2022 43 34 23

November 2011 49 37 14

They are too powerful

February 2022 41 34 25

November 2011 52 36 12
They are resistant to reforms that would improve schools

February 2022 38 34 28

November 2011 45 37 18

They know the best way to improve education because they
represent teachers who are in the classroom every day

February 2022 38 42 20

November 2011 46 41 13

They work to help improve schools

February 2022 39 42 19

November 2011 44 43 13
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Strong support for state plan to offer free voluntary pre-kindergarten for 4-year-olds
Beginning this fall, California plans to phase in a program that would offer free voluntary pre-school
to four-year-olds, so that by 2025 all four-year-olds will be eligible to attend.

When asked their opinions about this, voters offer strong backing to the plan, with 67% in favor and
just 25% opposed. Majorities of voters across each of the major regions and demographic subgroups
of the state are supportive even after being told that the program would cost an estimated $2.7 billion
annually when fully implemented. The only major subgroups opposed to the plan are Republicans
and strong conservatives.

Table 3
Voter opinions of the plan to phase in free voluntary pre-kindergarten for 4-year-olds at a cost

to the state of $2.7 billion annually once it is fully implemented in 2025
(among California registered voters)

Favor
%

Oppose
%

No opinion
%

Total registered voters 67 25 8
Parent of a school-age child
No 67 25 8
Yes 69 25 6

Race/ethnicity
White 63 30 7
Latino 74 17 9
Asian/Pacific Islander 67 24 9
Black 80 10 10

Region
Los Angeles County 70 22 8
San Diego County 68 24 8
Orange County 58 35 7
Inland Empire 62 29 9
Central Coast 70 24 6
Central Valley 61 30 9
San Francisco Bay Area 75 18 7
North Coast/Sierras 57 34 9

Party registration
Democrat 84 9 7
Republican 36 57 7
No Party Preference/other 67 23 10

Political ideology
Strongly conservative 34 60 6
Somewhat conservative 46 47 7
Moderate 67 23 10
Somewhat liberal 86 6 8
Strongly liberal 91 4 5
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About the Survey
The findings in this report are based on a Berkeley IGS Poll completed by the Institute of
Governmental Studies (IGS) at the University of California, Berkeley. The poll was administered
online in English and Spanish February 3-10, 2022, among 8,937 California registered voters.
Funding for the poll was provided in part by the Los Angeles Times.

The Berkeley IGS Poll is administered by distributing email invitations to stratified random samples
of the state’s registered voters. The latest poll also included an oversampling of registered voters in
the City of Los Angeles, administered using the same methods, to enable the poll to examine
specific issues of interest to voters in that City and to the Times. After the completion of data
collection, the \results were weighted to realign the Los Angeles City sample to its actual share of
the statewide voter population.

Each email invited voters to participate in a non-partisan survey conducted by the University and
provided a link to the IGS website where the survey was housed. Reminder emails were distributed
to non-responding voters and an opt out link was provided for voters not wishing to receive further
email invitations.

Samples of registered voters with email addresses were provided to IGS by Political Data, Inc., a
leading supplier of registered voter lists in California and were derived from information contained
on the voter registration rolls. Prior to the distribution of emails, the overall sample was stratified by
age and gender to obtain a proper balance of survey respondents across major segments of the
registered voter population.

To protect the anonymity of survey respondents, voters’ email addresses and all other personally
identifiable information derived from the original voter listing were purged from the data file and
replaced with a unique and anonymous identification number during data processing. In addition,
post-stratification weights were applied to align the sample of registered voters responding to the
survey to population characteristics of the state’s registered voters.

The sampling error associated with the results from the survey are difficult to calculate precisely
because of sample stratification and the post-stratification weighting. Nevertheless, it is likely that
findings based on the overall sample of registered voters are subject to a sampling error of
approximately +/-2 percentage points at the 95% confidence level.

Detailed tabulations reporting the results to each question can be found at the Berkeley IGS Poll
website at https://www.igs.berkeley.edu/research/berkeley-igs-poll.
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Wording of questions reported in this release
Thinking about the public schools attended by children who live in your neighborhood. Using a
grading scale like they do in the schools, where A is excellent, B is good, C is fair, D is poor and F is
failing, how would you grade the public schools in your own local school district?

Beginning this fall, California plans to phase in free pre-kindergarten for four-year-olds, so that by
2025 all four-year-olds in the state will be eligible to attend voluntary pre-school. This new program
will cost the state an estimated $2.7 billion annually once it is fully implemented. Do you favor or
oppose the state’s plan to offer free, voluntary pre-kindergarten schooling to all of its four-year-olds?

In California every public-school student between grades 2 through 11 must take standardized tests in
several subjects each year. Which of the following two statements about these tests do you agree with
more?

(1) Standardized testing improves education in California by providing teachers with
information, allowing parents to see their children’s progress, and providing a more
accurate measure of student learning.

(2) Standardized testing hurts education in California by encouraging teachers to teach only
what is on the test and failing to account for social and economic differences and the
different ways that students learn.

The following are phrases that some people might use to describe teacher unions. Please indicate how
well you feel each phrase describes your view of teacher unions? (SEE RELEASE FOR WORDING OF STATEMENTS)
(ORDERING RANDOMIZED)

About the Institute of Governmental Studies
The Institute of Governmental Studies (IGS) is an interdisciplinary organized research unit
that pursues a vigorous program of research, education, publication, and public service. A
component of the University of California system’s flagship Berkeley campus, IGS is the
oldest organized research unit in the UC system and the oldest public policy research center
in the state. IGS’s co-directors are Professor Eric Schickler and Associate Professor Cristina
Mora.

IGS conducts periodic surveys of public opinion in California on matters of politics and
public policy through its Berkeley IGS Poll. The poll, which is disseminated widely, seeks to
provide a broad measure of contemporary public opinion, and to generate data for subsequent
scholarly analysis. The director of the Berkeley IGS Poll is Mark DiCamillo. For a copy of
the detailed tabulations to this report or a listing of past poll reports issued by the poll, please
visit https://www.igs.berkeley.edu/research/berkeley-igs-poll.
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