
certificates. It is not a matter of in-
dividual preference; it is part of every
teacher's job. On the other hand, teach-
ers in such a school need not develop
"chip-on-the-shoulder" attitudes in ex-
ercising their "rights." There is no
room for the persecution complex in
this pattern of democratic action.

Our schools can exercise their func-
tion in modem society most fully by
being committed to democratic values

in every phase of their human relation-
ships, in every phase of their instruc-
tional programs. Only in such an
environment will children and youth
develop the qualities of behavior needed
for the maintaining and extending of our
democratic tradition. Only in such an
environment will teachers gain the daily
insight into democratic processes which
thev need for their actions in our w ider
areas of social conflict today.

Wiat e t hZ d&
HELEN CROSSLEY and GEORGE KERRY SMITH

Surveys reveal former pupils' lack of knowledge and interest in public
affairs. Some survey results are given here by Helen Crossley, on the
staff of the Opinion Research Center, University of Denver, and
George Kerry Smith, chief of the Information and Publications Serv-
ice, U. S. Office of Education, Federal Security Agency, Washington,
D.C. It is their contention that the problems in "areas of ignorance"
will be easier to approach and solve when they are first clearly defined.

ONE DAY LAST SPRING a radio in-
terviewer went around the streets of
New York asking passers-by whether
they had any "scruples."' Numbers of
people replied that they'd had some last
week but were all out now. Others re-
ferred the interviewer to the delicatessen
down the street.

There is much evidence that the aver-
age American will give a public-opin-
ion interviewer almost any kind of an-
swer rather than admit his ignorance.
And the opinions he expresses are not
necessarily based on any knowledge of
a given subject.

1 Allen Funt, "Candid Microphone," Broadcast,
May 20, 1948.
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How Much Do We Know?
A tabulation was recently made of

the answers to opinion poll questions
asked during the last five years by na-
tional polling organizations. On the av-
erage, less than fifteen percent of the
respondents said they had no opinion
on the controversial questions put to
them. During the same period, those
who could not answer correctly ques-
tions indicating factual knowledge of
various kinds amounted to nearly fiftv
percent of the sample populations.

Since no comprehensive study has yet
been made defining just what consti-
tutes public "ignorance," it would be
difficult to say just how much more
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the public should be expected to know
about public affairs than they actually
do know. Nevertheless, it cannot be de-
nied that the general level of public in-
formation on many political and social
issues is much lower than it should be
in a country whose government is "of
the people, by the people, for the peo-
ple."

For example, most Americans, to be
competent Americans, ought to know
about the Bill of Rights, which guaran-
tees their basic political and religious
freedoms. Yet only twenty-one per-
cent of the adult population could give
a reasonably accurate description of the
first ten amendments, according to a
survey by the National Opinion Re-
search Center released in August, 1946.

Other surveys have revealed that less
than half the adult population can name
one or both of their Senators; that only
four in ten have a reasonably clear
understanding of the nature and pur-
pose of a tariff.

Moreover, many Americans have but
hazy ideas of nations beyond the seas.
Before the question of Palestine came
before the United Nations, half the
adult population was unaware that Pale-
stine was administered by Great Britain
on mandate from the League of Na-
tions. While in 1946 an NORC survey
found that eighty-four percent of the

public knows that the United States
is a member of the United Nations,
few can name the main purpose of the
UN organization.

There is need for a great deal of re-
search to define such "areas of ignor-
ance," and to measure the extent of in-
formation held by the public on various

subjects. Further research might show
how Americans compare with people
in other countries in awareness of poli-
tical and social problems. Nevertheless,
whether the American people are more
or less ignorant than their foreign coun-
terparts, they are badly informed on
many important issues of the day.

Granted that so much public ignor-
ance is perilous in a country whose
people are ruled by consent of the ma-
jority, the questions for educators to
weigh must be these: To what extent
are the schools responsible for the ignor-
ance? What can they do about it?

What Does Education Do?
First of all, the more schooling a per-

son has, the better informed he is about
national and world affairs. Survey re-
sults invariably show the clear correla-
tion between education and informa-
tion. For example, a 1944 NORC sur-
vey asked people to name the Senators
from their states. The results are given
below.
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Named Both Named One Named
Senators Correctly Neither

Total cross-section 31% 22% 47%

By Education:
Attended college 57% 25% 18%

Attended high school 30 25 45

Eighth grade or less 18 17 65



The influence of the schools can
clearly be demonstrated in the inter-
dependence that binds interest and
knowledge closely together. As pupils
learn more, their interest increases; as
they become more interested, their
knowledge increases. So far so good-
but, unhappily, the interdependence be-
tween apathy and ignorance is equally
binding.

A stubbornly human but closely re-
lated factor is, simply, this: people have
a strong tendency to seek out the kinds
of information they need to confirm
their already-jelled attitudes. In other
words, people warm up to ideas that are
congenially familiar and shy away from
the new as uncongenial and perhaps ir-
relevant.

What About Sex?
A telling example of the relationship

between interest and knowledge, as well
as between apathy and ignorance, can
be found in the different information
levels between men and women. Psy-
chologists have not discovered any par-
ticular difference in the sexes' native in-
telligence, but public opinion polls have
noted a marked difference in the sexes'
political and social knowledge. Rela-
tively speaking, women have a deep
concern for home life and for a wide
variety of cultural interests; generally
their knowledge of cultural subjects is
substantially greater than men's. The
men, however, know far more about
political and social subjects.

In general, the public research polls
point valuable lessons for educators.
As Elmo Roper has said, "Education
gives people an appetite for information
and a facility for picking it up." It is
gratifying to see the results confirming
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our opinion of the effect of education
on information: the better educated, the
better informed.

But in view of the critical situations
now facing our country, there is no
room for self-congratulation, even on
the part of well-educated citizens. And
as far as the relative political and social
ignorance of women is concerned, the
school's effectiveness has yet to be
strong enough to break thrdugh the
political and social isolationism of a
great sector of the American public.
If the public research polls revealed
nothing beyond the fact of women's
apathetic interest, this warning alone
signals the curriculum planners. A fresh
approach is needed.

Girls in school must be reached, must
be helped to feel a sense of belonging
to the community, must be given to
realize that what happens in Washing-
ton, D. C. or in Berlin may well in-
fluence their daily lives, and their chil-
dren's lives, profoundly and perman-
ently.

Let's Keep Learner Interest
Opinion research experts have not

only measured the effects of education
on general information, but they have
also given their opinions on why the
schools fall short in the instances where
they do.

Let us sum up their opinions briefly:
By and large our schools avoid con-
sideration of controversial issues or they
fail to provide instructional materials
appropriate for youth's age level. In
consequence, schooling manages to drain
off the natural interest that crackling
headlines and broadcasts arouse in pu-
pils' minds. To the extent that schools
ignore the critical events of the day,

79



then to that extent they fail to instill in
pupils the desire to understand basic
issues and to discover and digest neces-
sary information.

The American Institute of Public
Opinion puts it in these words:

"Public opinion would be more articu-
late and fewer areas of ignorance found
if our schools were not made so boring.
. . Education has been made so uninter-

esting that the average man in later life
tends to associate that which is education
with that which is merely dull."2

In discussing the previously men-
tioned all-important connection between
interest and information, Hvman and
Sheatsley 3 emphasize a subject close to
the heart of every teacher: the import-
ance of motivation in learning. "The
widest possible dissemination of mate-

2 William A. Lydgate, What America Thinks.
New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1944,
p. 151.

a Herbert H. Hyman and Paul B. Sheatsley,
"Some Reasons Why Information Campaigns Fail,'
Public Opinion Quarterly, XI, 3 (Fall 1947) 412-23.

rial may be ineffective if it is not geared
to the public's interest," they write.
With lack of interest an inexorable rea-
son for public ignorance on important
issues, the least the schools can do is to
meet the challenge head on.

The problem has many facets. Basic-
ally, it involves developing a curriculum
related to the child's needs and interests
in such a way that he feels himself a
participating member of his immediate
group. Simultaneously, he must grow
into participating membership of a
wider society through awareness of
those important events and issues that
have relevance to his maturity. His
awareness needs to be sharpened by the
acquisition of skills which will enable
him to hack his way through the under-
brush of propaganda, distortions,
charges, and countercharges which per-
sistently block his way to a clear view
of the world about him.

But at least the problem will be the
easier to approach if only we can de-
fine it well enough in advance.

THE RIGHT TO FIND OUT, referred to on page 112 of this issue of

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP, is an analysis of the criticisms of Building

America. This pamphlet, issued by the California Library Committee on

Intellectual Freedom, is available to ASCD members. If you wish to secure

a copy of "The Right to Find Out," send a stamped, self-addressed number

lo envelope to the ASCD office, i2or Sixteenth Street, N.W., Washington

6, D.C. There is no charge.
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