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• Parents disagree!
• Partisanship now looms especially large

Which 
parents?



Gallup poll: May 2020

7% of Democratic parents preferred fully 
virtual learning when school resumed in the 
fall of 2020; 40% wanted fully in-person. 





Gallup poll: July 2020

41% of Democratic parents preferred fully 
virtual learning when school resumed in the 
fall of 2020; 10% wanted fully in-person. 



Organizing parents is challenging





“An organization may be formed in a burst of 
member enthusiasm or purposive 
commitment, but enthusiasm tends to wane 
and commitments to falter.”

–James Q. Wilson (1973)
Political Organizations
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“Over the last two decades millions of Americans 
have withdrawn from the affairs of their communities 
... PTA membership dipped from more than 12 
million in 1964 to 7 million today. Obviously, the 
NEA has bucked this trend. Our growth has been 
strong and has been steady. In 1964 we numbered 
330,000. And now we are over 2.2 million strong.”

—Keith Geiger, NEA President (1990–96) 

Organizing parents is challenging



“The public schools are not meant to be theirs [parents] 
to control … they are agencies of society as a whole, and 
everyone has a right to participate in their governance. 
Parents and students have a right to participate too. But 
they have no right to win…

… In the end, [parents] have to take what 
society gives them.”

Chubb and Moe (1990)



















Lessons from the pandemic









Parents’ groups gaining ground?



• The pandemic energized some parents and mobilized 
them to participate in school board politics

• Yet school boards often remain insulated from parent 
pressure (i.e., incentives around collective bargaining)

• Greater transparency + more low-cost opportunities to 
participate (e.g., on-cycle elections, open CB)

• Choice can be helpful but not always a panacea for 
promoting equal access to high-performing schools

Conclusions


