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Majority of Voters Indicate They Will Vote for Candidates Who Make Education a Top Priority;

Report to Reveal Mixed Support for No Child Left Behind

Poll to Be Released on April 1 Says Citizens Rank Public Education Second Behind the Economy and Jobs;

Americans Willing to Pay Higher Taxes to Improve Public Education
WASHINGTON – April 1, 2004 – A new national poll released today by Public Education Network (PEN) and Education Week reveals that education could become an important election issue over the next six months and that as American voters become more aware of No Child Left Behind and its provisions, opposition to the law has increased.

According to the study, Learn. Vote. Act: The Public’s Responsibility for Public Education, nearly 60 percent of all Americans say they are more likely to vote for a presidential candidate with public education as the centerpiece of his administration. The majority of every political and demographic group – including Republicans, Democrats, and Independent swing voters as well as blacks, whites, and Latinos – want candidates to place public education front and center in their agendas.

The report notes that more people are becoming aware of the No Child Left Behind law, and that the reviews are mixed. Today, about two-thirds of voters have heard about the law, which is now entering its third year of implementation, compared to little more than half of voters last year. But opposition to the law has increased 20 percentage points – from 8 percent of voters last year to 28 percent of voters today. About one-third of voters (36 percent) favor the law and another one-third (34 percent) are still not sure how they feel about it.

“Last year the basic instinct of voters was to support No Child Left Behind, but few really understood the law. Data from the poll shows that the more people know about the law, the less they seem to support it,” says Virginia B. Edwards, editor and publisher of Education Week.

The report reveals that voters are concerned about funding and provisions requiring special education students to take the same tests and perform to the same standards as students without disabilities. Many also are uncomfortable with provisions that hold students with limited English skills to the same standards as native English speakers. 

Education Remains a Top Priority

The poll indicates that public education remains a high priority for voters. Even among concerns about the economy and joblessness, terrorism, and health care, voters rank public education at the top of the nation’s to-do list. In fact, public education ranked only second behind the economy and jobs, and ranks ahead of terrorism, security, health care, prescription drugs, and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq in the list of voter priorities. 

The report also identifies what the public wants Presidential candidates to do once they take office. About 80 percent or more of voters say they favor a presidential candidate who would fully fund Head Start, reduce class sizes, protect the federal budget from education cuts and increase teacher pay – all areas that require additional resources, the study says.
A Committed Public 

“The title of this report says it all: Learn. Vote. Act. When citizens and communities learn more about schools and how their communities and elected officials are working to support them, vote for candidates who put education at the top of their agenda, and act to make schools better, good things happen for schools and young people,” says former U.S. Secretary of Education Richard Riley. 

The report reveals that Americans are deeply committed to and attentive to what happens in their public schools. Support for local public schools, as measured by a range of civic activities, is strong.  Voters say that their communities are active in improving public schools. The poll found that about three quarters of voters (72 percent) believe their community is “very active” or “somewhat active” in supporting public schools, and 68 percent say that their community takes a lot of responsibility for the quality of public schools. More than half (57 percent) say their communities have come together to work on a public education problem. Voters are more attentive to school improvement than they are actively involved. About 4 in 10 voters (38 percent) say they have personally done something to support their local school, and about one third (34 percent) say they have been involved in helping to make public schools better.  
"It is encouraging that Americans pay such close attention to public education," notes Sibyl Jacobson, president of MetLife Foundation, which provides funding for PEN's civic engagement initiatives, including the

poll and examines school issues through the annual MetLife Survey of the American Teacher. "This poll is a tool for civic and community leaders to use in identifying practical steps they can take to strengthen schools."

Leaders from all sectors of society will convene today at PEN’s Forum on Public Responsibility for Public Education to formulate strategies to increase public responsibility for public schools. The leaders will discuss developing a new measuring stick communities can use to identify the depth of their commitment to public schools, set goals for strengthening the infrastructure that supports quality schools and measure progress. Public Education Network and several local education funds will test this tool – a civic index for education – in five communities in 2004. 

Support for Increased Funding and Taxes
A majority of voters (59 percent) say the federal government has not committed enough money in their community to cover education, about the same percent who say federal funding is also insufficient nationally for public education. 

“Our young people – as well as our states – are bearing the brunt of damaging fiscal policies such as deficit spending, unfunded mandates, and tax cuts for the wealthy,” says Wendy Puriefoy, president of Public Education Network. 

Voters also want to make education funding more recession proof than any other public spending program. Nearly half (46 percent) of voters across every demographic group say they want to protect education funding from budget cuts. No other spending program comes close to the amount of support that education enjoys. 

Despite the financial pinch many families are feeling today, a majority of voters (59 percent) say they are willing to pay higher taxes to improve public education. As might be expected, voters are more open to supporting tax increases in ways that do not impact them directly. 

At the state level, raising taxes is not a matter of idle speculation. According to a December 2003 report form the National Association of State Budget Officers, 19 states increased taxes on tobacco or alcohol for fiscal year 2004, 9 states increased income taxes, and 13 states increased sales taxes.

Methodology

This national public opinion poll of 1,050 registered voters was conducted by the polling firm Lake Snell Perry and Associates during the week of January 26-30, 2004. The report includes analysis of a base of 800 male and female voters with an oversample of 125 registered African Americans and 125 registered Latino voters, also includes information from three focus groups of African Americans, Latinos, and whites, with and without children. The margin of error is +/- 3.5 percent. Tables and charts may not total 100 percent due to rounding.

Public Education Network (PEN) is a national organization of local education funds (LEFs) and individuals working to improve public schools and build citizen support for quality public education in low-income communities across the nation. PEN and its 89 LEF members work in 34 states and the District of Columbia on behalf of 11.1 million children in more than 1200 school districts, seeking to bring the community voice into the debate on quality public education in the firm belief that an active, vocal constituency will ensure every child, in every community, a quality public education.

Education Week is the newspaper of record for American pre-collegiate education.

MetLife Foundation, which provided funding for this project, was founded in 1976 by MetLife and supports national programs that increase opportunities for young people to succeed, give students and teachers a voice in improving education, develop partnerships between schools and communities, and strengthen relationships among parents, teachers and students.
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