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Summary of Public Opinion Survey:

Business Leader Attitudes on California Education System
Key findings

· Business executives rank education with health care as a top priority.

· Executives are very critical of the quality of public schools.

· They are especially critical of high schools.

· They believe major reform is needed.

· Business leaders insist schools provide well qualified workers and feel that is not currently happening, especially high schools.

· Specifically, they would like schools to teach life skills, not just the basics, and rate communications, work ethic, and personal responsibility on par with reading and above writing and math.

· Executives want more accountability in schools.

· They believe some business practices can be applied to schools, including personnel practices.

· Teachers are a valuable asset and should be treated like professional employees.

· Business leaders are open to increased funding, even tax increases, as long as it is tied to accountability and specific reforms.
Methodology

Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research conducted a statewide Internet survey among 1,342 business executives in California from January 29 to February 14, 2007.  The responding business executives were representative of business size and sector in California as a whole.  The margin of error is 2.6% at the 95% confidence level.  

Funding
This study was made possible by the generous support of the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.

Discussion of survey findings

(See the attached slides.)

1. Asked to choose among seven problem areas affecting California business, executives selected education at the very top of the list, alongside health care.  What makes this choice even more stunning is that health care has been the subject of intensive media coverage and political conversation, while there has been virtually no discussion of education policy.

Public school quality was chosen by 89 percent of business leaders as an issue they were extremely or very concerned about, the same percentage as health care access and affordability.  The second tier issues of concern were workforce quality and taxes, followed by illegal immigration, workers compensation and environmental regulations.

2. Business leaders were highly critical of public school performance – more critical than recent surveys of voters and parents.  Graded on the familiar A to F scale, the mean score for K-12 schools was a “D.”  There was no measurable support among the business respondents for giving public schools an “A” grade.

3. One of the major surprises from this survey was the strong demand by employers for job readiness skills.  Business leaders raised major concerns about nonacademic skills that seriously affected graduates’ job readiness.  While reading led the list of priority skills important to employers, this was closely followed by personal responsibility, work ethic and communication skills.  Writing, problem solving and math skills were next in priority.

These nonacademic skills are rarely the subject of public discussion or policy debate, but are clearly uppermost on the minds of business leaders.

While it could be argued that these job/life readiness skills are not the province of schools, but should be fostered at home, in fact the everyday routine at school should hone these skills.  Whether it is arriving at class on time, exercising self-discipline, or completing assigned tasks, school serves as an excellent model for workplace activities.

.

4. By a very strong plurality, business executives chose as the main purpose of a high school education “providing skills to students so they can be productive workers in the California economy.”  More than a third of executives selected this statement of purpose, outpacing the need to provide basic education (21%), an expanded curriculum (20%), college preparation (14%) or citizenship (8%).

5. More than three-quarters of business leaders believe that schools need major reforms.  This is perhaps unsurprising, given that executives rated schools very high in importance and low in quality.  No measurable support was indicated for keeping the system as it is today.

6. When asked about top reforms to implement in the education system, business leaders by a substantial plurality chose a combination of essential skills and job readiness skills, reflecting their earlier stated priorities.  Also ranking high were more technical and vocational schools for non-college bound students, incorporating best business practices into management of school districts and clearly tracking and evaluating teacher performance in improving student performance. 

7. In the qualitative surveys, business leaders time and again pointed to teachers as a key determinant in student performance.  When asked about reforms specifically affecting teachers, business executives indicated a “tough love” balance of higher salaries tied to student performance, easier dismissal processes and better teacher mentoring and training.

The top need regarding teachers was to ease the process for principals to fire incompetent or underperforming teachers (73% strongly support), followed closely by the need to pay teachers more for increased student performance (64% strongly support) and increasing requirements for teachers to achieve tenure (64% strongly support).  Also in the top tier of teacher reforms was more mentoring of new teachers and firing of underperforming principals (55% and 54% strongly support).

8. Business executives demonstrate overwhelming support (92%, with 63% supporting strongly) for increasing revenues to schools as long as the new revenues are tied to implementing the top reforms identified by these executives.

9. Executives, by a three-to-one margin are also open to raising taxes to increase school revenues – as long as those revenues are tied to implementing reforms.

10. But there is no blank check.  By a two-to-one margin, business leaders reject the hypothesis that money alone is the answer to improving public schools.  They strongly agree that main problem with schools is lack of accountability throughout the education system, and that inefficiencies and underperformance outweigh lack of funding.
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