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As the omicron variant roils school reopening plans, local educational leaders are again faced with tough
decisions about COVID-19 policy. Do they open for in-person learning in the face of the omicron wave?
What happens if too many teachers or students have COVID-19 to safely open? What policies around
masking should be required for schools operating in person? And should they consider vaccination or
booster requirements for teachers or students?
Some of these questions can be answered in part by science—evidence is overwhelming that full
vaccination including a booster shot offers extremely high levels of effectiveness against the currently
circulating strains, so of course we should do everything possible to encourage vaccination. 1 The
evidence on masking for children in school is more ambiguous, but government agencies recommend
wearing high-quality masks to reduce transmission of the virus. 2 But both claims ignore the persistent
political divisions that govern common COVID-19 protocols. 3 People on the left tend to argue for
stronger mandates of health and safety protocols in schools, while those on the right tend to argue that
such mandates infringe on important personal freedoms for teachers and students. In short, both during
the omicron wave and after it ebbs, the partisan divide over COVID-19 mitigation strategies like
masking and vaccination ensures that any attempt to enforce these strategies will be politically fraught,
at least for the near future. And politics matters, regardless of what the science says.
Our research team analyzed data from the Understanding America Study, a nationally
representative panel of US households administered by the University of Southern California Dornsife
Center for Economic and Social Research, to gain insight into parents’ positions on various masking and
vaccine policies available to educational decisionmakers. 4 Specifically, we asked a nationally
representative sample of approximately 1,500 parents of K–12 students in October 2021 (before
omicron but during the long-lasting fall delta wave) the extent to which they support (1) mask mandates
for all unvaccinated students and teachers, (2) mask mandates for all students and teachers, (3) vaccine
mandates for all teachers, (4) vaccine mandates for students 12 and older, and (5) vaccine mandates for
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all students. In reporting here, we treat parents who “support” or “strongly support” a policy as in
support and parents who “oppose” or “strongly oppose” a policy as not in support.
Overall, mask mandates had wider support than vaccine mandates, with 60 percent of US parents
supporting universal mask mandates in schools and 64 percent supporting mask mandates in schools for
the unvaccinated, compared with 50 percent supporting teacher vaccine mandates, 43 percent
supporting vaccine mandates for students 12 and older, and only 38 percent supporting vaccine
mandates for all students. (At the time of this survey, vaccines were not yet approved for children ages 5
to 11, so results could have evolved after those approvals were granted.) These findings are
disappointing from a public health perspective, as vaccinations are far more effective at combatting
COVID-19 than masks are. 5 Although the survey was not set up to determine exactly why these divides
exist, research suggests that US vaccine hesitancy is mainly tied to people’s concerns about vaccine side
effects and to the belief that they do not need the vaccine because, for example, they do not believe
COVID-19 is a serious illness. 6 Each of these common reasons for vaccine hesitancy has been a frequent
subject of political punditry throughout the pandemic.
Unequal pandemic experiences along racial and ethnic lines have also been widely reported, with
some arguing that current vaccine hesitancy among people of color can be traced back to these groups’
historic mistreatment in the US medical system. 7 Contrary to these arguments, we found that white
parents supported each COVID-19 mitigation policy at lower rates than parents of color. Only 56 percent
of white parents supported mask mandates for unvaccinated students and teachers, compared with 72
percent of Hispanic, 76 percent of Black, and 87 percent of Asian parents. 8 Similar patterns held for the
other mask and vaccine policies we asked about, with racial gaps commonly exceeding 15 percentage
points. Mask mandates held majority support among all groups (except a universal mandate among white
parents, which 48 percent supported), and vaccine mandates for teachers and students 12 and older had
majority support among Asian, Black, and Hispanic groups, suggesting these policies might be particularly
tenable compared with vaccine mandates for all students, especially in areas with lower white populations.
However, it only takes a few angry parents who oppose mask or vaccine requirements to make things
unpleasant for education leaders trying to implement these policies. The findings also suggest that
proponents of these policies may have the most to gain from outreach specifically to white parents,
because support for masking and vaccine policies in schools is currently lowest for this group.
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FIGURE 1

US Parents’ Support for Mask and Vaccine Mandates, by Race/Ethnicity
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Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the Understanding America Study, a nationally representative panel of US households
administered by the University of Southern California Dornsife Center for Economic and Social Research.
Note: NH = non-Hispanic.

FIGURE 2

US Parents’ Support for Mask and Vaccine Mandates, by Political Identification
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Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the Understanding America Study, a nationally representative panel of US households
administered by the University of Southern California Dornsife Center for Economic and Social Research.
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Perhaps to the dismay of the medical community, any discussion of mask and vaccine policy in schools
must account for political affiliation, especially because school board meetings have become proxy
battlegrounds for larger political fights.9 Although the racial differences described above persisted, even
controlling for political alignment, we found that political identity was an even stronger predictor of
parents’ support for school masking and vaccine policies than race and ethnicity. Every mask and vaccine
policy in the survey enjoyed majority support among Democrats, but none did among Republicans, with the
share of Democrats in support of any given policy two to four times the share of Republicans in support.
For both political groups, mask mandates were more widely supported than vaccine mandates, but
the difference was more pronounced among Republicans, where vaccine mandates were supported by
vanishingly small shares of parents (22 percent or less). Among parents who identified as neither
Democrat nor Republican, mask mandates had majority support but vaccine mandates did not.
Given these survey findings, educational decisionmakers in areas that aren’t majority Republican
should feel relatively comfortable issuing mask mandates but be prepared for substantial pushback
against vaccine mandates (perhaps a major reason why many places issuing vaccine mandates for
teachers or students have stalled out or rolled them back as the deadline has drawn near). 10 Given the
extremely low rates of support for these policies among Republicans, public health advocates might
focus resources on convincing Republicans of the value of vaccination—a successful campaign among
Republicans could yield more vaccinations than among any other group.
Parents are an essential stakeholder group to consider when designing and enacting school policy.
We find majority support among US parents for masking in schools but not for vaccine mandates.
Support among white parents for any of the mask or vaccine policies we asked about is lower than
among parents of color. Unfortunately, we found political identification was the strongest predictor of
support for these policies, with 60 to 87 percent of Democrats in support of each policy compared with
14 to 38 of Republicans. Until these policies become less politically divisive, it seems likely that COVID19 mitigation efforts will continue to be a contentious issue in schools.
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