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Stability and Change in the U.S. Public's Knowledge of Politics

Abstract
The U.S. public's current knowledge about politics is compared with levels of knowledge in the 1940s and
1950s. Fourteen questions asked by Gallup on various surveys from 1945 to 1957 were included on a larger
survey of political knowledge conducted by telephone in 1989 with a randomly selected sample of 610 adult
U.S. residents. On 8 of the 14 items, the percentage answering correctly in 1989 was higher than in the earlier
surveys (by 4-15 points). One item showed an increase of 1 percent, two were down 1 percent, and three
others declined by 5 percent, 9 percent, and 10 percent. When level of education is controlled, however, levels
of knowledge appear to have declined for most of the items. A reanalysis of some of the original Gallup data is
used to estimate the effectiveness of schools in transmitting political information in 1989 compared with the
earlier years.
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