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Is Public/Consumer/Voter Engagement Necessary

To Get Increased Investment And Finance Reform?

Background

Securing and maintaining public funding, whether general revenue, dedicated source or tax provision, is largely about political will.  The question is what influences political will?  The answer varies somewhat by context.  In a state where citizens have the power of initiative and referendum, the opinions of the public matter.  In a state where decision are made legislatively, the opinions of elected officials matter.  In both cases, there are constituencies that exert influence on the decision-makers, whether voters or legislators.  

Understanding public opinion can be useful in several ways in the overall effort to reform ECE finance.  First, understanding of public opinion can inform the design of policy initiatives, focusing on aspects that have greater support, e.g. preschool education or methods that are accepted such as tax credits that assist with a family expense rather than providing cash.  It can inform the construction of rationales for reform by using arguments that make sense to the public. It can inform advocacy by identifying the most effective messengers to decision-makers.

The Communications Consortium Media Center (CCMC) offers the following on opinions about child care finance:
“Various polls and focus groups have tested what methods of child care financing and assistance the public would support. Generally, the public supports increased revenues for child care from:

· So-called ‘sin taxes’ like tobacco or alcohol

· Portions of funds raised by state lottery systems, and 

· Higher taxes

The public also supports tax credits paid to working parents who have children in child care (Yankelovich, 1998) and additional credits to employers who make child care available to their employees (Gallup, 1998).  The public’s view of ‘vouchers’ is mixed. Some view vouchers positively while others see vouchers in the context of the larger education reform debate and oppose the concept.”   


· 
· 


If one looks at ballot initiatives and referenda, there is evidence of strong public support for education, and for early education.  In November 2002, Florida voters passed a constitutional amendment for universal prekindergarten for 4-year-olds with a 54-46 margin.  In the city of Portland, Oregon, voters approved (53 to 47) a measure to create a Children’s Investment Fund.  The five-year property tax levy will raise $10 million a year to finance child-abuse prevention, after-school and mentoring programs, and prekindergarten education programs, at a cost of 40.26 cents for every $1,000 of assessed valuation, it will cost roughly $60 a year for the owner of a home assessed at $150,000. 

Strategic Communication
Over the past 10 years, advocates for high quality early care and education have undertaken strategic communications campaigns to build political will and public support for increased public investment in early care and education.  These campaigns proceed from the assumption that public opinion influences elected and appointed policy makers and is a necessary component of an overall advocacy strategy.

The first step in any public education campaign is to understand public attitudes about early care and education and to test public opinion about a range of policy options.  This information can be used to develop appropriate messages and to identify messengers who will be most effective at reaching the target audience.  It is, of course, critical to have a clear understanding of the audience that the campaign is trying to reach.  

During these ten years, much effort has gone into testing public opinion through polling and focus groups.  While opinion has evolved over that time, in part as a result of effective strategic communications campaigns, the following generalizations can be made:

· The public is most likely to support increased investment in early care and education when it is linked to school readiness. 

· Policy solutions are most likely to be supported when they are voluntary, universal, located in neighborhoods, inclusive of both formal and informal arrangements, and seen as complementing the role of parents and providing parenting skills

The most effective messengers for a broad public campaign are parents, teachers, family doctors and nurses, scientists (who can emphasize the importance of brain development in the early years), law enforcement officials and business leaders. 

Public awareness campaigns are only one part of a full-fledged strategic communications efforts.  Those advocates who have succeeded in winning passage of ballot initiatives or other legislation that has increased public investment in early care and education, have a long-term, sustained advocacy agenda, a clear set of policy options, strong relationships with elected and appointed officials, and a communications strategy is integral to their advocacy plan.  That communications strategy may included polling and focus groups, message develop, the use of free and paid media, coalitions with a range of interest groups committed to improving educational and developmental outcomes for children, and the staff and financial resources to carry out a sustained campaign.

Attachment

· What the Polling Tells Us
Suggested Resources

· The Communications Consortium Media Center is an excellent resource on polling and public opinion in early care and education.
· The Ballot Initiative Strategy Center, associated with the Initiative and Referendum Institute, tracks initiatives across states in all issue areas. 

· Two issues of the Evaluation Exchange, Winter 2002 and Winter 2001, address strategic communication.
Further Discussion 

Listed below are questions that a community, region or state may find useful to guide their discussion: 

· Do we need to know more about the opinions of various constituencies that influence decision-makers as well as the opinions of the general public?

· What can we learn from the ECE ballot initiatives that have passed – or failed – in recent years?

· A case example of why we need sustained and effective communications:  the fact that four of the five quality improvement initiatives described in the section on direct and portable subsidies are no longer in existence.  What can we learn from these?
· Advocates often think that public information/engagement is about getting our message out to the public, about changing minds.  If we just talk louder….or make sure more people hear us…we’ll succeed.  But is this the best approach?  Should we be doing the opposite?  In other words, do we need to learn how to craft policy proposals that reflect what the public supports?

· What are the most important next steps in strengthening public/consumer/vote engagement in ECE finance reform?

This is one in a series of issue briefs that were developed for use in a broader discussion on Early Care and Education Finance Reform that was held on January 26-27, 2003 in Greensboro, North Carolina. These issue briefs were developed and written in collaboration with Anne Mitchell and Louise Stoney of the Alliance for Early Childhood Finance.  For more information, email gscobb@smartstart-nc.org.































































