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Annual survey data from Gallup and others and data on declining
public approval of school bond issues show the drop in public
confidence in education in the 1960s and 1970s. At the same tinme

public confidence in the state also declined,

as evidenced by

1957-1977 apnual survey data showing long term declines in "trusting”
and long term increases in "cynxcal" attitudes toward government.
Given the centrality of education in state activities, it is likely
that declining public confidence in education reflects the wider
decline in confidence in public authority. At ‘the same time,
declining confidence in education may dontribute to the declining

... confidence in the state. Since attifudes toward education are

probably more related to this general decline in confidence than to
purelP educational factors, actions to improve education will
probably change education's public standing very little. Further
research is needed, however, on the modern state's legitimacy and on.
the state's use of .its educational activities to compensate for

legitimacy lost elsewhere.
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Abstract- )
@ * 5 3
,' * ~
. Based on an extensive review of public ,opinion and related data
gathered over the past twenty years, the paper argues:

. (a) that there <is a substantial decline of confidence in this
- country's public education;,
. (b) - that this decline mirrors and reflects a much more en-
compassing and fundamental decline of confidence in the authority
of the state, and that it is thus more deeply embedded in the .
political life of the ébuntry than if it were "merely" an instance
‘ of dissatisfdction with the public school system as such; and .

. (¢) - that the decline ih confidence in public education in
turn tends to compound and aggravate the general "crisis of
’codf%dence" of the state in. this as well as other Western societies.

3
3
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1. INTRODUCTIOM - . '

Y LA

This paper argues, in brief,

(a) that’there is~-a substantial decline of confidence 'in this country's
. N ) . . IS . -~

public education; - <o . >
- < . " ' i

- s .

(b) that this décline‘mirfo;s and reflects a much more. encompassing

- - » »

and fundamental deecline of confidence in the public authority of the

~ * !

state, and that it is thus moféegnaemic to the political life of the

> country than if it were '"merely" an .instance of dissatisfaction with

.

,the public school system as such; and

Yy

(c) that the decline in confidence in public education in turn tends

to campound. and éggravate the general '"crisis of confidence" of the

state in this as ﬁé%} as other Western societies.

* Pl

4
Whether all of this, if it can be substantiated, amounts to
. sométhing that should be called a "crisis" may ultimately turn on a
question of semantics. The.paper does argue,-however,.that the

phenomenon of declining confidence in both education d4nd the state,

.,

and the.apparent interaction between the two, have developed to a point
where they should become a matter of serious concern g6 those who educate
and those whd are being educated, as well as to thofe who rule and to those

‘ A

who are being ruled in this country.
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2. DECLINING CONFIDENCE iN PUBLIC EDdbATION

.
~
.

. » . - . . \
. That public education has been facing, over the last decade
or so, a 1oss of credibility, prestige, aﬁ% confidence on the part of the
. e . : .
American public is'by now a rather commdnplace observation, expres¥ed

b

»in the most diversé circles for the most diverse reasons (Greene 1982;

Kirst 1981; Peterson 1981). The evidenée that there has been both a ~

sconsistent and significant decline seems incontrovertible, as. will be

reviewed instantly, and is hardly disputed or disputable. What obseévers

of public education in the. U.S. do disagree ove%g'however, are such .
i t. -

things as the "seriousness" of the decline, its likely future trend, and

»

both its meaning and its probable causes. That is, of course, as is,should
be. From the point of view of both scholarship and poi;cyqﬁklhg, it

is explaining and understanding a phenomeron that counts; and this is what

. ?

the major portion of this paper will be about. As a first step, howevery let

us briefl§ re-examine some of the evidence on the decline of confidence in

.
.

public eduycation. .
. . ~ / .

. . N

2.1 The Gallup poll data

The most readily available and most frequently cited evidence’

.

on public confidence in eduﬁftion is the annual poll conducted by the

-

Gallup organization which, over the past thirteen yearg, has provided

”

a fairly detailed measure of how the American public feels about their

schools. Unfortunately, the most .easily standardized and comparable

L)
. . M

question =-- asking respondents to rate the schools on a grade.scale from
A through F -- was not introduced into the poll until 1974, and we will look
more ciosely\at the response pattern since then. It 1is instructive, however,

to note that in the preceding S5th poll (1973),
i

respondbnts were asked to rate
. -




Table | summarizes the ratings on the A through F .scale for the

-3 - .
their own change in attitude t;wards.the public schools in régenﬁ-years,

ahd that more réspondent; (36%) indicated having become less favorable,

as against 32% who rated themselves as having become more favorable (with
the remaining'32% reporting no change oé no opinion) (Elam 1978, 153). The
preponderance of discouragement over encouragement, incidentally, is
particularly pronounced in cities over 50,000. Aqot?er, rather %iable probe
into the extent of satisf;ction and dissatisfaction with public education
goes back to polls in 1946 and 1567, and shows satisfied respondents )
outnumbering dissatisfied ones by more than four to one (87% to 13% in 1946,
7t% to 19% iny 1967; Gallupr 1972, 1, 597; III, 2069: <f also III, 1844 and

2036-2037).

4
However one may wish to calibrate these earlier findings with

the evidence we nave for the 19703, it seems that the last decade has

wn

. seen an increasingly more critical posture towards public §%hoo)s.
H

. .

-

period since 19764, The pattern is clear eﬁough: When one aggregates

"good" grades (A and B) and "bad" grades (C through F), a sixteen

percentage point'advantage of good grades over bad grades in 1974 turns

into its exact opppsite by 1981, with bad grades outweighing good gfades

by eighteen pércentage points (see also Figure 1). Just to be sure, we

have subjected these data to a somewhat more careful statistical treatment,
- ‘ <

using Friedman's two-way an;lysis of variance by ranks for the entire set

of AQta, and Kendall's tau for the rank-order compariSPn between 1974

and 1981, In both ¢zses, the differences over this seven-year time

span are statistically significant at the .0l level (Weiler and Gonzalez

1981, Appendix II).
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There.are, of course, a number of qualificaiions to be madé
with reg;rd‘to these data, notably withk regard to thé different ratings
given by different subsets of the population (parents with/without
children in school, etc.), but the overall picture is clear and striking
enough: A key soéial institution undergoes, over the span of seven years |,
- (and maybe longer}, a massive reversal in the degree to which it is publicly
respected and appreciated. Against this background, it seems both premature
and exaggerated‘to call the levelling off in the decline that appears in the
1981 Gallup poll "a vote of qualified confidence'" (Report on Edqpation’ .

Research 1981, 3).

2.2 Confidence in the institution of schooling

A number of other measurest tend to confirm the pattern that

emerges from the annual Gallup polls,‘even\though the data are somewhat
less neatly laid out. In Gallup's own regular "confidence in institutions"
poll, people's confidence in education shows again a consistent, though
less dramatic decline in the number of those who have "a great deal or

"quite a lotY of confidence in'education, and an increase in the number of

na

those who.have only "some', 'very littl:"

or no confidence (Table 2 and

Figure 2).

>

Data gathered by the National Opinion Research Center (NOij
on confidence in the leadership of different public institutioms, prov;de

» further and even twore striking evidence in the same géneral direction.
3
Although the surveys catch mcre ups and.downs in the public mood, the overall

trend is well reflected in the decline, between 1973 and 1978, of those

. o
who express '"a great deal" of cdnfidence in the leadership of public

.

] : 4
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educatfog (frod 37% in 1973 to 28% in 1978) and in the increase of

?
)

those (6l% to 708) who have Jonly some" or "hardly any" confidence ‘ .
(NORC 1978, 103-106;'/ef. Figure 6, which is based on a "Percentage . .

Difference Index" (BDI) constructed from the NORC data). . -

~

-

-

A éiﬁi}arly striking piece of evidence from public opinion .

data comes from California, where the Fields poll has conducted its own .

‘\

"confidence in institutions" survey over the yeams. The results,

presented in Table 3 and Figure 3, provide yet another signal of the
. ) - )

erosion of confidence #n public sghooling.

. .

2% Other measures of decline ’ ' .

If, “as these data seem to show, public education does face a ‘ ’
problem of public confidence, it should show not only in méasurbs of
public opinion, but also in some of the indicators of public behavior.
One such indicator reflects the public's (or at least the voting publicis) ’
willingness to approve public schoo} bonds in bond elections. By all
accounts, this should be a fairly.robust measure: since school bond
suppor;erﬁ'are more likely to turn out and vote, appfoval rates would

public at large. Even so, hbwgver, the data show a considerable decline

in the percentage of school bond issues d%proved by the American voters

I
between fiscah‘years'1957—38 and 1976-77 (see Table 4 and Figure 4). Here

. \
-P \ - -
again, the data were subjetted to an analysfs of variance, which confirmed .

tend to overestimate the favorable disposition toyards schools in the ,‘
L
the overall impression that the difference between the different periods 1

represented in the data was highly significané (Weiler and Gonzalez, og.cic.)?J

In other words: The trend in attitudfhal support for the public schools i ¢
\ ‘ : '
Ly ‘
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which was discussed earlier appears to have both a correlate and an v

Y

“~

antecedent reaching back into the 1960s in the overall pattern of the

. R
public's reaction to proposed schoel bond issues.

N

. -

* N ] A Y
. * ' The Gallup poll backs up this trend: While in 1969, the a
ﬁr‘) . . . ¢
- advocates and oppenents of tax increases for local schools were of about '

<

equal strength (45%Z vs. 49%), in 1981 the opponents of tai increases

outnumber the advocates by a clear two-to-one margin (60% vs. 30%). While
it is true (and 'not surprising) that parents with childven in publié
schools look slightly more favorably at the issue of raising.the schools’ .

t

tax revenue (36% for ¢s.58% against in 198l), the difference to parents

)

Vo of private school children (35% vs. 57%) or to,§dult; with no children‘in
"school (é7% vs. 60%, with d laxrger "gon'i know" ;hare of 13%) is néwhere
near significant enougﬂ to'giplain this massive sh}fg away from §upporE'
*  for the schools (Phi Delta Kappa 1981, 37).° ‘ 3
( . . ' L ~ .
& To be sure, education continues to be felatively high on the
list of. soeial activities which Americans consider to bexin neaed and worthy
of publ%c éunding (cf. Curredt Opinion 1976; Ladd et al. 1979; Margin‘
1981, 56); also, there are areas xf government expendit&re where the
decline of public support has’beenng good deal more precipitous than )
. for edutation (e.g., welfarg; cf. Copverse'ec al. 19§0t 387). But the fact
> o«
remains that what was onée a high and splid level of public appreciation
. of, and support for, its school system appears to have suffered from ¢

»
-5
considerable erc¢sion over the last decade or more.

But what does this erosion mean? Is it something that geflects

]
uniquely upon our schools and ihdicates a.particular disillusionment with

ERIC | SR P R

e
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either the quality of education or with the capacity of the school system
to’ improve the quality of individual and collective life? Cr does the
erosion of public confidence in education reflect something much ‘ T
bfogd%r than the schools -- something'whiQh may have to do with . )
changés in more diffuse and encompassing orientacions towards public
{nstitutions? »

Obviously, both cthe theoretical question of how to.account for

the batférns which we have discussed in this preceding section, and .
the em%&ently practical policy question of what can be done "to galvanize . - |
renewed public supportﬁ'(Kirst 1981, Qg) require more clarity and insight

into exactly what the nature and ;he causes 'of the apparent problem‘ . -
of public education in this country would‘seem to be, It is only‘after‘

we have obtéined more of an answer to this question than se;ms pégsently .
availa$1e that we can deal with the issue of whether the decline in

support for American public education would deserve to be called a

~ -

"crisis". N

.
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3. DECLINING CONFIDENCE IN THE STATE

k]

The contention of, this paper is, as will be recalled, that

|
|
|
\
|
|
!
! , 3.1 The modern state and its crisis of confidence
l the problems of public education are in large measure not its own, but

B rather reflect a éuch wider problem that is endemic to modern societies
in gener%l, and to this country, in particular. This problem, I will
argﬁe, has to dq with the erosion of confidence in public authority
in general, and manifests itself both in growing cynicism vis-a-vis

L3

the state and its agencies and in the progressive loss of confidence in
public institutions which are sponsored, supported, authorized by, or

»

-otherwise idéqtified with the state. (It should be noted thét, when we

talk in this context about ''the state' , we are referring not to the
¢ . ’ *

particular American entity of a state in the uniom, but in the more

- & ¢

theoretical sense of the totality of pubIIE authority in a given

. society, regardless of the level -- national, state, or local -- at which
it may manifest itself.)
L Ay
¢ There is, of course, no+hing strikingly new about this observation.

? Various empirical indicators have shown for some time noy a persistent trend

. .
of declining confidence in the state and its institutions, and weLwill

review some of these data shortly. At the same time, and in part connect;d
to the appearance of this trend, a major debate has developed in more
theoretical terﬁs on the problem of credibility, governability, ag@
legicimacy which the modern state is alleged to face. Contributions to this

debate derive from a considerable variety of sources and theoretical’

T
positions, and it would go cohsiderably beyond the scope of this
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paper to attempt even a summary overview. While some of the earlier
phases of this debate had their center of gravity in Western Europe, . " 4
it now extends throughout the advanced industrialized world. Clearly,
Habermas' early thesis on the "legitimacy crisis" of the modern state

(1975) has played an important role in initiating this debate, as has

Governability of Democracies" which was prépared under the auspices
of the Trilateral Commission (Crozier etial. 1975). On the European éide,

-~ arguing from a very different set of premises -- the "Report on the ‘l
the entire 1975 convention of the West’ German Politiqgl Science Association i

N / .
was devoted tc the legitimacy problem of the modern democratic state .

(Kielmannsegg 1976; Ebbighdusen 1976), reflecting é<1éQEIﬁ;hgrintensfty " “

A

of concern which somewhat preceded comparable. discussions in this ) 9
»

country. In the meantime, however, the debate on the issue of legitimacy ‘'

N ' ’ -
has picked up in Northedmerica as well, stimulated by a cowsiderable '
variety of inphts: from Alan Wolfe®s incisive anglysis of "the limits of

legitgmacy" and of the incompatibility between capitaliism and democracy
(1977), through a number of instructive symposia osrganized around the

. X » - \ .
legitimacy question (Vidic and Glassman 1979; Denitéh 1979; Lindberg et al.

1975), to Freedman's detailed observations,on "crisis and legitimacy" inﬁ

the administrative processes of American government (1978)."
- f - . %

.

* <

.

[ 4 . ey .
While the premises and theoretical propositions vary considerably
across these contributions, they do have in common a very basic concern with
the nature of the modern sEate's authority and wi;h the challenges which

the exercise of that authority faces. Whethenighe explanation of the "crisis" -
re]

focuses on governmentaf "oveEload" (iindberg 1975; Douglas 1976; Rose 1980),

‘

v

on the decline and the shortcomings of existing modes of representation

\( .
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through_parties and parliaﬁents (Berger 1979; Wolin 1980), or on the
A 4
contradictions inherent in modern capitalism and its relationship

to the state (Offe 1976; Wolfe 1977) -- one of the key symptoms of the

'. * . -J
problem is the state's loss of ‘credibility and confidence among those
N .

whose continued support Would allow the state to go on navigating
<
between the equally hazargpﬁs extremes of»disintegration and coercion.,

RO :

3.2 Indic;tdré of declining confidence

P ; Against the background of this theoretical reflection, it
’ . . . . ~ N

o shguld_bewinsc;uccive—tekieek—af‘least‘atfsome-of—the»%ﬁpirieal~indieacersf—wﬁ— N —

N . . . . . X .
of trust and confidence in American politicsg! Fortunately fog our purposes,

the perseverance of American 'public opinion researchers and a long-

i

standing interest of political Scientists in the question of "regime
{ ’ -

support' have provided us with a rather rich data base. There is a wealth

. " " J
of studies looking at:the question of confidence at one point in time,

RN .
inquiring both into the internal .structure of confidence-related beliefs,

.éhe into their corrvelates (e.g., Sniderman et al, 1975; Citrin et al,

$975; 'Sniderman 1981). For our purposes, however, data gathered ovér'a

. " ' span of time are more useful to ascertain such developmental trends as

+

. may exist in Americans' perceptions of the state and its credibility.
We are therefore primhrily dratving here on data which, since 1952, have been

* compiled by the Center for Political Studies (CPS) at the Ugivé}§ity of
. Michigan as pasl of its Yegular opinion surveys.at ghe time of.national
elections (W. Miller et §l: 1980). As necessary and appropriate, we
) will draw on suppleéenta;y ha;a as we go aloﬁg. Terﬂ{;ologically
speaking, th; attigudes we are interéséed in ape normally classified~in ’

the data as "confidence" or "trust" in government, or as Fheir opposites,
r)

£y

, - Ly
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s AN . -
--"a compléte raversal in—the distribution of trust and cynicism across the -

~ 11 -

Jcynicism" or "alienation'" (for-the debate on the finer points of this

terminology, see'Sniderman 1981;~Easton 15753 Parry 1976). .

The principal-finding,frﬁm these dgca is stark and simple: .
-
Over the decade of the 1960s and 1970s, American's trust in their govefn@ént
has declinedoconsistently and dramatically. The percentage of those whom ’ . . ",
the CPS measures classify as "crusting' has aecliped from SSZ?in 1958 .o
l
|
l
l

to 19% in 1978, while those sonsiaeréd "cynical" towards govermhent

have increased from 11% to 52% over the same period (Table S ‘and Figure 5)' .
¢ .

American people! ‘ ‘. '

N A —

. e
When A. Miller (1974) looked at the trend that had become apparent
"in these data already by 1970, he noted "the strong trend of increasing

political cyn%sism" and spoke of "a situatign of widespread, basic

. .

discontent and political aliatation....in the U.S. today" (951-952).
He proceeded to relate this phenomenon to the public reactions¥to ’ . .

~ -

.
.

political issues and public policy (a relationship to which we will ’ ~
return in a later part of this paper) and generated a rather lively and

instructive debate in the discipline (cf. Citrin 1974). One of the points

? . .
of contention in this debate was whether the lqvel of cynicism that had been

reached in 1970 was such that it should cause concern from the point of view
v . AN

. . "
of basic support for the American pé%itical system. However one may assess
. *

the merits which the argument may ha&e Jhad at Fhe time, it should be noted

’

that, in 1970, the "trustihg" respondents Still outnumbered, if ever so slightly,

|

their cynical fellow citizens. Eight years, and one Watergate, later, the

overall confidence curvé has dropped by again’as much as it did over the
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.period which Miller studied, and';ﬁe cynics now outnumber the trustful.

. " by better than two and a half to one.

,

s

" While this 0verall’pattern°is clear -and unequivoba} enough,

a few related observations -are in order. First of all, the data coatain

-

a number of other measures which tend to confirm what we' have seen on the

:confidenpe/cynicisg dimension. This is especially Erué for two closely 3
‘ .

“
reldted measures, "external political efficacy” and "goverrment responsiveness'.

¢ .

On the first. of these, where data are only avilable since 198, the decline is

‘virtually isomorphic,with that on the trust measure (with,a PDI of +2 in __ __—

~ e

1968 and of ;i§~1§;i978; W. Miller et al 1980, 278). On government
O .
responsiveness, the decline ranges from a high of 44 in 1964 to

* ‘ 4 low of 9 in 1976 and a slight upswing to 17 in 1978 (ibid., 283). The

1] "

decline in people's trust in the government thus seems to- reflect a more
- \j .

\ »
general orientation tgwards'the state and its institutions -- one which is °

characterized not only by a conspicuous lack of confidence, but also
X - < . .
by serious and increasing doubts as to whether the state is either willing

or capable of adequately responding to the needs of" society. Looking at N

.some of the more sanguine interpretations of this phenomenon in the
o -
» .

literature, one must ask whether the breadth and extent of this ‘constantly
‘increasing dissatisfaction can still be subsumed under "vigilant ékepticism".
(Ciﬁniﬁ 1974, 988) or seen as "a mechanism of sccial control, on balance

favoring conformaé},to the norms of democratic politics" (Sniderman 1981, 162).

-~ - ,

¢ ~
. -

. O
The debate on just how much of a "crisis of confidence'" this

pattern of .public opinion over the last twenty years represents has

' IV e :
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" social'institutions'(ibid. 27). Somewhat ironically, these soothing

RS ) : ’

méanwhile generated a good, deal of‘ﬁémeptum, as in the argument between

~ '

Patrick Caddell and Warren Miller in the pages of Public Opinion (1979).

Given the datd we havé discussed here and a good deal of?additional

'evidence on which he draws,.1it {s diff
L 3

idult to find fault,with Caddell's

. f
cbnclusion that the Americanspeople
A

are losfng’ faith in the ability of,iur
to be responsive or to solve their
s .

of today, governmental instituations

institutions or their, leaders eijthe

problems" (ibid., 58)/§ndffﬁé£; "a

—

. " have sg,littIE‘Erediﬁility that it is impossibie for many people‘ i

o

to believe them on anything.“JQibid.) Whethgf calling ai} this a "g;isis"
or something else may ultimately be a question of semanticé choice.:

Miller*s response to Caddell’'s argument and evidence,, however, largely
- - ©n . . A »
liniting itse{f as, it does to the relafively minor changes between °

. -,

1976 and 1978 and £6 the quesﬁion of parrisan correlates of conﬁideﬁce,
wouldy Hardly seem to do jusgice to the obvious magnitude of the problem

-~ his upbeat invocation of "the Booseveltian spirit" (ibid., 60) not- o

-

withséanding. Similar doubts must be allowed when, facéﬂ with ‘the same

kind of data which we have just reviewed, Everett Ladd editorializes

)

that Americans “"are just about a$ dissatisfied as they should be", and that

. IS

"they are not saying anything that is very alarming” or that could not be

,remedied by taking care of “'spotty parformance by leadeks and central

btatements are found on the same page as a big pie chart }eporting'the

result of a CBS News/New York_fimes poll of July 1979, in which an
» . R ’
overwhelming 86% of the respondents had agreed with the statement '"that

4 -~ 3

there is a mpral and spiritual crisis, that is, a crisis of confidencq, in this

country today".

. ’

-
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Interestingly enough, orientations which also have to do with
’ -+ ’ . .
trust, confidence, and satisfaction, but at a personal and inter-personal level

as

%ather than: involv1ng the "govevnment", show little if any decline Qver the

The "trust in people" index in the CPS data shows the percentage of the

Y

»
-~

least trustful rise sllghtly from 21% in 196& to 247 in 1976, while the

years.

most trustful .group declines equally modest;y from 3SA to 35% (W. Miller et als

1980 293). Similarly, people's assessment of their own ability to’influence

the course of political events (asq%easured by thé "internal political

«efﬁicacy" index) remains remarkably stea
level) over the entire 1952 to 1978 period:
‘of =17 in 1952 and ending up, in 1978,

"general satisfactiom with life"

at 416 (ibid.,

}

dvy fa a

dy {at moderately negative

& >

2739 . And where

v -y

starting out at a PDI level

is concerned, without any reference to the

]
Y

e

role of government, a varfety of survey data concur in presenting a
pigtu}e of not more than @grginal changes, at least over the period
1,
of the 1970s(cf. Public Opinion 1979, 36-37). S .
. 7 '

~

Thﬁs, it does seem that dissatisfactioR® and loss of confidence
a;e not in the .nature cf a diffu%é feeling of genéral malaise, but are
inStead rather focused on the state and its institutions, and tend to
reflect an increa51ngly skepcical and disillusioned citizgnry in 1ts 2
perception of public authority. It is this increasingsskep.lcism in the

public's attitudes towards the state which provides an important explaﬂatory

dimension for our concern with the loss of public confidence in education.

)

-s ' |
.
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4. CONFIDENCE AND THE CRISIS OF LEGITIMACY . g
\ﬂ" ‘ *

2

a . . N .

4.1 The nature of the crisdis ~ . .
I3 A . .

The data péesenﬁed in the ‘earlier part of this paper have
%hgwn that there is a decline of confidence in public education, and that

. “ . R
the decline is considerableg‘consistent,‘§nd (for all we can tell) continuing.

Is that a "cri8is®? To some extent, of course, the answer depends on semantics,

s
-

- < . . o .
but not entirely. "Crisis! does have, whatever its parameters are defined

'
B .

to be, a conpotationipf severity and®ultimacy which counsels caution in
we
using it. The fact that a sizeable and increasing portion of the American
y . . ' ’
pab}ic has, over the last decade or so, become disenchanted with their
s . s .
- o

schools has to Be taken very seriously by everyhody who’cares about the
¢ : . .

sqcial health of this country and of its educational 'system. But it does

not, in and of itself, qualify as a "crisis''. People have a way of getting
y

dissatisfied with public ﬁolicies in other areas -~ housing, public

transport, medical care, etc. -- aid some of‘that dissatisfdction
[
has tended to become fairly intense and rather persistent. We will need

k]

td look a little later into the possible cumulative effect df policy
dissatisfaction, but at this point it should be clqar that dissatibfaction

with any given policy hardly deserves the alarming connotation of "crisis".

2

%
Nor has this ever been our argument. As will begrecalled from the

introduction to this paper, we have argued that it is at lédst conceivable

23

that the decline of public confidence in education is but a reflection
1Y

of a much more encompassing and pervasive erosion of confidence in public
authérity and public institutions, and that this general erosion may well
"spill over" into the realm of attituded towards specific institutions which,

Y

like schools, are gponsored and sustained by public authority. )

R

T wy : . R

L &
t
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‘ r It is against the background of this argument that we have .
'
' reviewed, in the preceding section, some of the evidence on public R 1 .

trust in the institutions and activities of the state. As we have seen, the
picture that emerges from that review is striking enough. For as far

back as we have fairly good data, there has been a constant and, seen

over the entire span of the last t?b decades, dramatic loss of confidence’

in government.

3
¥

L
. . . » . .
For the moment,;ﬁe will leave it to our learned colleagues .

-~ L

in political science to figure out why this remarkable decline occured.
Given the state of the discipline, the answers are likely to reflece

quite a spectrum of theoretical positions on the nature of the modern

> .

state and on the challenges to its legitimacy. What is of more immediate

. ) @
intérqst to this paper, however, is the,pemarkable pgrallel between
" what Pappened over the last ten or fifteen years to the ﬁub};c's
confidence in education and what the)data show about the general erosion’
+  of trust in public aufhority. In fact, if one compareé Figure 1

A
@Fhe distribution of good grades and bad grades for 'schools over time)

and Figure 5 (the percentages of 'cynical an;TXttusting" respondents . '
. in the Michigan. surveys since 1958), the general complexion ‘of the curves

-~ at‘least for the 1970s, where we have data on both -~ is remarkably

similar. The data for California alone, where the combined percentages
9

for high and moderate supporters of public education and the
percentage of low supporters have tome close to parity by 1981, are of the

same nature (see Figure 3).

At .this point, I hasten to reiterate the severe limitations

in the kind of evidence we have been examining. Even though all of these

O ‘ ‘ 2‘. .
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data yere g;thereé by resﬁectable and réspected polling ;nd public opinion
research organizations, we know that survey data provide a linited

view of reality ;t best: Iﬁig is one reason whvy other indicators, such

as the approval rate of scgaol bond issues, provide useful collateral evidence;
in the case of trust in government, Ehe relationship with behavi;ral measures
such as self%reported voter turnout or the éPS "electoral participation

index" £s much less clear, and will reqﬁire some further examination

.

(cf. W. Miller et al. 1980, 317<328).

N ’ 4

At the same time, however, where the evidence from survey data
is so consistently unequivocal, and where the parallels betweert confidence
data for educ§cion and for public authority in general are as striking as
they appear to be, we should be prepared to take matters rather seriously.
This would seem to be all the more justified where, as I suggest we do,
we have the makings f a fairly compelling theoretical argument to back up
and make sense of the empirical evid%nce. .

We have alréady referred to the.extensive theoretical literature
which, from a variety of perspectives, has emerged in recent years around
the question of the legitimacy of the modetn state and about the
various reasons why that legitimaéy might be in jEOpany. This is not the
place to review this literature in greater detail; suffice it to suggest
that the strength of much of the theoretical argument‘on the erosidn of

*

legitimacy in the modern State is such that findings of the kind of the
Michigan data on political cynicism appear hardly surprising. .If
indeed, as some of the theoretical propositions suggest, the state is

losing Progressively its capacity to satisfy its citizens' expectations

(not just in terms of material benefits, but also in terms of moral

2

oo




. -ty
leadership), or if its mechanisms.of representation become increasingly

-

impermeable and sclerogic, or if there 15 indeed an inherent contradiction

»

-

between capitalist norms of production and accumulation and democratic

norms of participation and equity -- then it would not besat all surpris-

ing that an attentive populace should become progresi}vely more cynical

in its views of the state and its institutions. By the same tokén, itc -

ol

should not be too difficult fo sustain the tﬁ%oretical argument that .
public education is a prime candidate for sharing in this more general

disillusionment. After é;l, given the impertance of edﬁcation as the

-

prime societal mechanigm not only for the socializatdon of the young,

but also for the alldcation of social status and of the rewards that go

>

with it, it seems reasonable to suggest that, among all gf the state's

activities, its involvement in sponsoring and sustaining public educafion
&

“ f « 4
4

is seen as a particularly crucial and central function. Looking at the

relative salience of different policy issués on the public's agenda in

[y

five Western nations, Barnes and Kaase foupd concerns over education . \

rank .at or near the tog in all of them, and shatfhg first place with

¢

s \ . C .
crime control in the U.S., with a salience score gf 4.1 on a five-point

~

14
scale (Burnes and Kaase 1979, 413). .

Given this centrality of education in the public's concern with
the policy perfo;mance of tpe state, 1t does not seem té be dnreasonable
to extend our theoretical argument tpis one step further and suggest that
public‘édugacion may well be a particularly likely candidate‘for sharing = -
the stite's prqplems of credibilicy §nd legitimacy. On. that basis,
the apparent parallel in our data on coniidence in education and

»

on confidence in gdvernment may begin not only to make more sense, but

‘alsc to indicate a much more pervasive and encompassing problem than

r* ‘ 2\)
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merely dissacisfaccion with a particular policy sector If indeed bur
observations on the loss of credibility of public schooling do reflect

such a -brecader decline’'in the credibility of the state and its

-

activities,<che notion of "crisis" may become somewhat less inappropriate

than we guggested a while ago.’ ' J'ﬁ\

. \ :" R
Let me briefly suggest another way of elaborating this argument.

If we were to look at a range of institutioms, we would posit that the
level of oublic conéidence in a gi;en institution should, among othen
things, be a function of how "public: or how closely identified with the
state it is seen as being. Poil data on confidence in particular
instituzions and their 1eadership over the last decade provide some

first clues for pursuing this notion further. Figure 6, which is based on
the NORC General *Social Surveys, shows that there is covsiderable
decline in the ratglof confidence in some of the most immediately
"statal" institutions, Egtably Congress and the Executive Branch as well
as public education. However we would clearly need to look for further

- 11

explanations in order to account for the similarly drastig loss of confidence in
’ ~

organized labor and television and for the remarkably steady performance
of as clearly "statal" an institution as the military (for related data,
see Public Opinion 1979, 30L32;4G&llup Opinion Index 1979, 1; Gallup 1981,

~

25;-249).

. .

4.2 Policy dissatisfaction and cynicism

we have so far argued that there is ?.Clan interdependence

w\-! )

in the "crisis of confidence" bétween education and the state. Beyond this,

. RS -—

g

»

however, there is a further step in our argument which, to the extent

that it can be sustained, would add another eleQEnE‘or degree of R

R
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seriousness- to the phenomenon we are discussing. This argument, in short,

suggests thﬁt dissatisfaction with public education is not just a

1

réflection of:a broader crisis of qpnfidence.in public authority,
but may well contribute to it and thereby engender further cynicism

towards the state.

\ -
»

Qur argument derives in paxt from the work of A&. Miller who,

Vs *

in tryingsto shed light on the first phase of the decline in political
‘trust (1964 to 1970), examined '"the impact that reactions to political

issues and public policy have on the formation of political cynicism"

(1974, 9525. His analysis, based on a total of eight different policy issues,

concludes that 'the widespread discontent prevaleat in the U.S. today

-

arises, }ﬁ¢part, out of dissatisfaction with the policy alternatives "
that have been offered as solutions to contempaorary problems" (ibid., 970).
While Miller's article generated a rather lively discussion, his

"policy dissatisfaction theory" was not seriou$ly challenged (cf. Citrin

.

1974, 974). Based on an entively different set of‘dgta, gatheved in 1972,
&

\

. Ve
Citrin et al. (1975) report strong positive asSEEiations between the
assessment of goveramental perfbrmance in a number of policy areas aund

scores on an index of political alienation, which remain statistically

signifiéant even after income or satisfactior with one's present standard
of living is controlled for. The correlation (Pearson r) betweéen alienation
and dissahisfaétion with government performance in education 1is, at .40,

éne of the highest, exceeded only by the coefficients for dissatisfaction

s .

in the areas of employment, the war in Vietnam, and ecology (1975, 19-21).

”




, of these counts, the indicatious in contemporary American society relsuch

\

"21“ . ‘ \ ;‘.5’3
Again, not too much ought tg be-made of these findings in aqdi

’,

of chembelyeé, but they do .iend furthe; credibility to éur suggeétion
that, beyond merely reflecting a ;ore genegglized‘fgeling'of dist;usc

in publi¢ authority, a decliqe in public satisfaction with the scth{s ;
may well be an imporEant contributing factor to sustaining and'exa;erbating -
the state's "crisis 6f confidence"..,Two conditions would seem:;o add”™

té this probability: (a) an extended, and possibly aggravating,

pgriod of dis§a:isfactioh with the state's performance in as.critical

and salient a policy area as education; and (b) a situation where

dissatisfaction would accumulate across several policy areas. On bpth

that the reinforcement of the "crisis™ appears as a distincw possibility:
There is §et another dimension to the study of policy

dissatisfaction which, while going beyond the scope.of this paper,

will eventually des;rve closer attention. I am referring to

the relationship between policy dissatisfaction and protest behavior,

where some recent work has identified rather strikiné levels of

association for the U.S. as well ié&f nﬁmber of other‘Wéstern countries. R

The Barnes/Kaase study of five Western nations identifies policy

dissatisfacti;n as one of the strongest predictors of "p?otest poqencial"-

overall, and the U.S. as showing the strongest degree of association

of all fiQe countries (Barnes and Kaase 1979, 438; cf. also the Michigan -

data on the change in 'protest approval' over time, in W. Miller’

et al. 1980, 298—502). Probing further into the relationship between‘

policy dissatisfactigh, cynicism and protest should cast some useful further

light both.on the likely effects of discontent in such critical policy areas

S

as'education, and on the behavioral correlates of growing political cynicism.
ey
26 . ,
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of this phenomenon, and?have had much less to do withithe kind

in the U.S., ..... it is difficult to wonceive of the trend in trugt
continuing to.decline at the same rate it has.from 1964 to 1§70" (1974, 971).
The inconceivable.has happened, however; confidence in government, after

a hrief levelling off between 1970 and 1972, has continued its downward 9

slope just as precipitously since thn as it did before.

? ' »
One of the main arguments of this paper has been tlat
attitudes towards public educatiod. have been riding on the coattails
> Ty
of intra-educational Qgctors which are'usually cited in‘eiplaining
the declining standing of our schools in the public eye (e.g., Kirst

1981, 52). To be sure, people, especially parents, are bound to

be preoccupied over declining SAT scores and vandalism in‘écheols; but the ]

(2

" point is thit, even if SAT scores rose and the vandals started behaving

~

them;élves, it would be very unlikely to make much differgpce in the

overall public éssesgment of the gublic education enterprise. It is :
just not conveivable that, at a time when cynicism about public authority

is gt‘an all-time high (and, fér all we know, rising), as kefntral )
and, fundamentally, as political an institution as educaé%gn cou}d bounce

back to new heights -- or even modést elevations == of public confidence

and esteemn. . i .

- k4
i
- 22 - .
5. CONCLUSION L4 -
Looking at the decline in political trust between 1964 and
1970, A. Miller suggested in 1974 that "in'a system as stable as that .
i ;
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I haye also referred to and, at least in part, concurred in .
the argument that policy dissatisfaction in such key areas as education
has been one oflthe-con;ributépg factors to the more general "crisis of
confidénéZ" in public authority. This is probably true, but -- as is
the case for most interpretations of correlational findings -- only

partly so. I would strongly suggest that we allow the reverse

JAncerpretation to take its share of credit for the kinds of associatiqm

between policy dissatisfaction and cynicism that we have referred to earlier. °

A
X

In other words: while dissatisfaction with.certain policies may have r~

.congribu:ed to the piéé'of political cynicism, the general crisis of -confidence .

in the authority and legitimacy of the state has most probably also
& *

- » .
affected the way in which Americans look at particular public institutions.

Inqhifiés into these lihkages which go beyond cross-sectiopal analysis

would thus be a matter of particular importance.

If it is true, or to the extent that it is tfrue, that what
we are fécing is not just a problem or a crisis of education, but a much

more pervasive erosion of credibility of public authority -- "authority

hath been broken into pieces", in the words of a l7th-century gentleman :

»

&
from The Whitehall Debates (gs quoted by Schaar 1969, 276) -- then what is

s
T -~

there to do? ’

1 hazt already argued that whatever we may be able to do

- H

about public educatidn pet se -- and there is undoubtedly a great deal

that should and could be done to make it a better institution, regardless

e a— @

of public‘opinion -~ is not likely to make an important difference in the

public'standing of the institution as long as the overall level of political

Ll
S
[

cynicism persists.

| 25
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of the legitimacy of the state. By way of suggesting a first set ofsitems

PR . v
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» Thus, our agenda ©f inquiry gets redirected at the broader issue

'] ’

» ! . -

for thig ageﬁda, let me point out the fcllowing: ’ '
» R .
. Y 7/ . X |
> . .

(1) We do need to understand better the nature and the
causes of the loss of legitimacy of the modern state. This is, as I have

pointed out before ang elsewhere (Weiler 198la, Weiler and Gonzalgz 1981),

- . ]

) -
in no 'small measure a task of further developing our theoretical P

’

compfehension of the nature of the state in adyanced industrial
societies.« It is also in a very fundamental sense ; task fo; comparative.
inquiry, aimed at identifying goth the commonalities Qnd the differences’
éf the problem in different societies, and deriving from that further insight .
into the generic nature of th® legitimacy issue. One subset of this task :
is, of course, to thquiré further into how public perceptions 6f‘the

state and its inscitucions form and change over éime, and to shed some more

light on the caugal dynamics in what we have suspected to be a reciprocal

relationship between policy dissatisfaction and cynicism. : . ‘h\\

(2) Thg other éask I would like to suggest against the
background of this éaper has to do with the study of educational policy, i.e.,
of the state's behavior in the realm of education, within the conceptual context ,
of &he legitimacy issue. Much of my Currént work 1is centered on this
issue, and more specifically on the proposition that educational policy
(as policy in other areas) can best be understood and analyzed as a

', i.e., as an attempt by the state

means of ''compensatory legitimation'
. [ ]

to make policies in such a way as to maximize their contribution to

replenishing the d%aining pool of. its own legitimacy. In looking at educational

policy in this as well as in other countries, we have found this proposition
. . Q -

‘ : 2y
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e to open up some imgortant and useful perspectives on different aspects of
public policy in education (Weiler and Gonzalez 1981; Weiler 198la; 1981b;
«* .
198lc). Without going into any detail on this work, let me point out

. .

that we have found it particularly useful to conceive of three types of

~

policy behavior as strategies of compensatory legitimation:

.- . (a) Legitimation by legalization: Analyzing the increasing role of
legal norms and judicial involvement in education as an attempt to
marshal what is seen as the most intacé (from the point of view‘;f iegitimac&)
aspect of public authority =-- its legal framework and judicial institutions =--

as a means of compensatory legitimation (see Weiler 1981b).

(b) Legitimation by expertise: Consideriné policy-related expertise

(primarily in the- form of evaluation, experimentation, and planning)

as a sourcétqf both prestige and conflict managemenh potential and thus

as.a major in;trument of compensatory legitimation in a modern ;tate where
both policy expertise and the capacity to contain ‘or manage policy

conflict is increasingly, questioned (Weiler f981a, 16=25).

(3) Legitimation by participation: Predicated on the notion that

eiiscing systems of representétion have become fdulty and inadequate and that
alternatives‘or supplementary mechanisms of participatory interest articu-

. lation become necessary to bolster the legitimacy of a state which

is increasingly seen as unrepresentative and unresponsive (Weiler 198la, 25-32).

L]
-

' i .

Thesé are, as I have said, analytical propositions, ‘which have
soifgr demonstrated at least a considerable heuristid utility. At the

same time, however, there is reason, primarily on theoretical grounds,

s

capable to have more than a marginal effect on the overall crisis of *

legitimacy of the moderd state.
7

o
o~
<
.
’

to doubt whether compensatory devices such as these are at all ] . }
|
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. That, however, is .yet another story. .
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"TABLE 1

RANKING OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS, 1974-1981

L
1974 1975 1976 1977 ° 1978 1979 - 1980 981
A 18% 132 13% 1% < 9% 8% 10% " 9%
B 30% 30% 29% 26% 27% 26% 25% 27%
C 212 287 287 28% 307 30% 297 . 34%
D 6% 9% “10% 1% 1% 11% 127 13%
F 5 7 6% 5% 8% 7% 6% %
.Don't . . . . . o
207, 13% 14% 19% 15% 18% 18% 107
know
L 3
Source;

Elam 1978'(f0r 1974-1978); Phi bDelta Kappan

Js

1979; 1980; 1981.

Y
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~C and belown

B and above °

~

1 3 -

‘1975 1976 ° 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981

1974
Fig. 1: Uisteibution of "good" and "bad" grades far public:échools, 1974~1981
*Source: As for Table 1. ’
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-"_ TABLE 2. DPUBLIC CONFIDENCE IN EDUCATION, 1973-1979

: 1973 1975 1977 1979 .
A great deal Y 221 .. 227 - 237
Quite a Lot 9% . T 21 0%
Some 27% 251 25% 30%
Very ltttle ‘ 9% 15% . 16% 14%
“None . 2% % . 1 1%
No ?plnion Wz 3% &% © 2%

Source: Gallup Opinton Index 1973; 1977; 1972‘
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60 1

50 1

40 -

L
\
"A great deal" and
"Quite a lot™"
. "Some'", "Very little",
’,a”. + and "None" ;
L 4 ”(”
f"”
1973 ‘ 1975 1977 1979 1980

-

Fig. 2. ' Confidence in institutions:

Source: As for Table 2; for 1980 data: Gallup 1981, 246.
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The public schoolé, 1973-1980
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TABLE 3 -

CONFIDENCE IN INSTITUTIONS: THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS (CALIFORNIA)

N7 L 1ers 1981
A lot 237 b 12
Some s17 st 397
Not much 25% 38i 47%
No opinion |4 2% 27
"Confidence Index"* 90 40 30

A

*based on the ratio of positive to negative opinions
(disregarding "some" category)
{ B
- Source: Exr 1973 and 1975: Current 0pin10n.1975,‘1980;
r 1981: California Opinion Index 1981, October.
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TABLE &4 . ) . .
RESULTS OF U.S. PUBLIC SCHOOL BOND ELECTIONS, 1957-58 TO 1976~77 |

_ Fiscal % Approved Based ' 7% Approved Based
Year on- Number on Dollar Value .
1957-58 ' 71.8% T 72.8
1958-59 7.2% A 79.6 .
1959-60 67.3% 67.1
. 1960-61 74.3% 75.9
' ’ o 1961-62 72.2 63.8
. ' 1962-63 72.4 69.6 ° .
1963-64 72.5 : 71.1 .
' » ' 1964-65 6.7 79.4
1965-66 " 72.5 74.5
) 1966-67 " 66.6 692
1967-68 , ' 67.6 62.5
1968-69 56.8 43.6 -
1969-70 53.2 49.5
1970-71 '46.7 41.4
1971-72 47.0 44.0
©1972-73 56.5 - 56.6 '
1973~74 56.2 53.0
1974-75 46.3 46.0
1975-76 50.8 46.1
6 54.0

1976-77 55.

Source: U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, National
Center for Education Statistics, annual reports on Bond Sales for

Public School Purposes. Cited in Digest of Educafion Statistics,

1980. Edited by W. Vance Grant and Leo J. Eiden. Washington, D.C.: -
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1980.

"*0riginal data not available. Estimafes based on predicted
regression values, .
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TABLE 5
*TRUST IN GOVERNMENT INDEX, 1958-1978 .

T\ 1958 1964 1968 . 1970 1972 1974 1976 1978

"Cynical" 117 19% 26% 367 36% 50% 53% 52%

. Intermediate’ 257 18% 247, 25% 24% 247, 237 26%
"Trusting" 58% 617% 487 38% 387% 24% 227 19%
Not Scored 6% 2% 3% 1% 27 2% 27 3%
N ' 1822 1450 1348 1507 2285 2523 2870 2304

PDL* 47 42 22 2 2 =25 -31 -33

v

Source: W. Miller et al. 1980, 268

-

#Percentage Difference Index (PDI) is a summary statistic indicating the percentage difference
between high and low scores. Negative PDI indicates higher pééfentage of low scores.
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. ' Fig. 5. Trust in governmwent index, 1958-1978.
Source: W. Miller et al. 1980, 268.
vl *Percentage Difference lndex (PDI) 1is a summary statistic indicating the percentage differente ESJ-

between high and low scorgs. Negative PDI indicates higher percentage of low scores.




who have "hardly any" confidence. Negative PDI means that thd}latter percentage is higher.
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Fig. 6. Confidence in “institutional leadership, 1973 and 1978 (Petcentage Difference Index*) » l
Source: NORC 1978 .
- |
*Difference between percentage of respondents who have "a greap deal" of confldence and percentage of respondents
O |
|

*%1973 data not available. - . : .. .



