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Gaining Voter Support
How increasing participation from Baby Boomers can win critical votes for your organization’s next referendum
Conditions

The following conditions apply to this report:

1. The information available to you must remain within your own organization.

You may not share it with individuals or other entities outside of your own organizational setting.  

2. You should not directly contact school officials or school districts identified in this report.  If you have questions, please contact LERN.  
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Overview:
   This report details the following- - 

· The evidence that community education participants vote in significantly higher percentages for overall school district funding than the general public.

· Why programs should be targeting Baby Boomers.

· A strategy for how to improve referendum voting support for community education programs. 

Why target Baby Boomers?  
What is new since 2004 is that Baby Boomers have demonstrated conclusively that they:

· Do not consider themselves to be “seniors” or golden agers.

· Have significantly different learning interests from the World War II generation (age 76 and older) and Silent Generation (age 61-75).

· Will not respond in significant numbers to programs aimed at adults designated as seniors.

· Are now decreasingly responsive to general community education brochures that mix Boomer courses with those oriented to Gen X, families, working people and those in the younger generations. Thus, it will become increasingly difficult to reach substantial numbers of Baby Boomers with a general community education brochure.

· Will respond to courses, promotions and language specific to Baby Boomers. 

Millions of Baby Boomers are now over age 50 and are now voting in much larger percentages than adults under the age of 50.

Providing services for senior citizens (those ages 61 and up) is still important and valid.

But as the numbers of people in these generations decline, the voting public of people ages 50 and up will increasingly become dominated by Baby Boomers until around 2030.

Thus, obtaining the support of Baby Boomer voters is increasingly important for public organizations. 

The Role of Community Education in passing
School District funding referendums

Purpose of the Study
   The purpose of the study was to demonstrate that participants in community education programs vote in significantly higher numbers for school district referendum (bond, mill levy) issues, even when those school district issues have little or nothing to do with community education.

Implications
   The implications for school districts are enormous.  It means that an important if not central value of community education is in generating direct and concrete support, as expressed as votes, for larger school district funding. 

Why community education participant support is important
   As many school officials understand, some 74% of voters in their district have no children in school.  Gaining support from voters who do not have children in school is essential to passing school district funding requests. 

   Furthermore, adults most likely to vote are adults aged 50 and older. So even while parents of children in school are likely to be supportive of school district funding issues, parents of children in school are often younger and possibly less likely to vote on such issues.  Even with parents voting, school district funding is still dependent on the votes of adults without children in school. 

Community education is unique
   Community education in public schools provides a unique benefit to the school district in that community education is perhaps the only way for adults without children to experience and benefit from the services of the school district.  By providing classes, courses and other activities for adults without children in the community, community education delivers a unique service that engenders greater support from these adults for larger school funding issues.  

Documenting voter support
   Anecdotal evidence has been gathered and talked about for years as to the importance of community education in generating positive voter support for school funding. However, this is the first statistical study to attempt to quantify and document that community education participants vote more favorably than the general public at large in school district funding referendums.  

Study 
   The study asked a number of Community Education participants how they voted for the most recent school district funding issue. A common term for this approach is “exit polling,” a valid scientific research tool that is used commonly after elections of all types to examine who voted how.  The results of the voters’ responses were then compared with the percentage of voters overall voting for the school district funding.

   It did not matter whether the referendum passed or not.  In either case, we compared the two percentages (how community education participants voted versus how the general public voted overall).  

Procedure
      A random list of participants from the community education program was sent to the Learning Resources Network, LERN, a national association in lifelong learning serving community education programs across the United States and in 20 other countries. 

   A letter and post card reply card was sent to the community education participants.  The survey consisted of one question for each referendum ballot on the school district referendum.  

   “In the (name of school district) referendum on (date), 



Did you vote:  ____ yes        ___no             ___did not vote
   The responses were anonymous and there was no way (nor desire) of tracking an individual’s reply.  Postage was paid. The study was privately funded by LERN and did not involve any taxpayer funds.  

Why this approach is valid
   The reason why the comparison of the two voting percentages is a valid comparison is that all other factors are equal. That is, other factors such as the economy, local district politics, state funding and other issues cannot be attributed for the variance.  

Why participants vote more favorably
   The reason why community education participants vote more favorably for school district funding than the general public is because they are served by the community education program.  

      Other reasons can be discounted.

· There is no evidence that people participate in community education ‘because’ they support the schools.  No study or even opinion poll has even hinted at this cause-effect.

· Attitude, or psychographics, is far less important in general than demographics and behavior, according to direct marketing experts.  

· Income level, age or other factors do not play a factor.  The 1995 Dilman study at Washington State University, for example, demonstrated that people of all ages, income levels, and ethnic background value continuing education and lifelong learning. 

Conclusion
   The study indicates that there is conclusive evidence that community education participants vote in a significantly higher numbers in favor of school district funding issues, and that the votes of community education participants play a critical role in the passage of school district referendums. 

   Community education programs can be operated on a break-even basis if the programs follow LERN’s guidelines for financially self-sufficient operations.  Thus community education programs can and do provide votes for local school districts that translate into millions of dollars of funding.  

Recommendations
 1. School districts without a community education program should initiate one.

 2. School districts with a community education program should continue to maintain and support the program.

 3. Community education programs should not engage in specific vote advocacy. 

 4. School superintendents should work with community education directors to target by ward/precinct and demographics areas and types of voters for community education classes and services, thus being more strategic in developing voter support. 

 5. Classes and courses for adults over age 50 should be strengthened and expanded.  You are able to obtain information and consulting from LERN on how to target baby boomers, those adults age 50 – 60, who are now joining senior citizens as a critical voter support audience for public schools.

LERN is the foremost authority on how to accomplish these objectives and is available to any school district, superintendent, or community education program with information, consulting, and management services.  

Survey Results
Austin Public School District 492 November 4, 2003, Referendum

Austin, Minnesota                                  Laura Kuehl, Austin Community Education 

The survey was mailed to 267 participants in the Austin community education program.

The number of responses was 66, or a 25% response rate.  As is noted later, the response rate is statistically valid and significant.

Community education participants responding voted as follows:




Yes                   47     78%   (of those voting)




No                    13      22%   (of those voting)



Did not vote      
  6       91%   (percentage of respondents voting)

Overall voters in the referendum voted as follows:



Yes                  3,152    57%




No                   2,390




Total                5,542

Analysis

   Community education participants voted in significantly higher numbers in favor of the Austin referendum. The difference was 21% (78% to 57%). 

Statistical Validity
   A commonly used statistical variation formula provided to us by statistics professor Dr. John Boyer of Kansas State University was used to determine the extent to which the results are valid.  The formula is + or - twice the square root of p (p-1) divided by n, where p is the percentage voting in favor and n is the total number of respondents.  

   Using the formula, there is a possible error of 11% in the results. That means the worst possible difference would be 67% to 57%.   There is an equal possibility that the actual statistical difference is 88% to 57%.  Thus, the survey results are statistically valid.  

Did community education win the referendum?
   Some 2,000 adults of voting age participate in the community education program. Using the survey results, it can be estimated that 1,800 of them voted, and provided 1,404 yes votes and 396 no votes.   Thus, community education participants provided 1,008 more yes than no votes.  The overall referendum passed by 762 votes.  The case could be made that community education votes won the referendum.  

What if… no community education?
   Without that 21% differential in support provided by community education participants, the votes would have been 2,774 yes and 2,768 - a statistical draw which could have been a defeat for the referendum.

Other survey responses
   LERN also surveyed community education participants in other school districts, with similar results.  Taken together, the cumulative numbers also provide a much smaller error range.  

Conclusions
   The survey results provide sufficient documentation to support the importance of the community education program in delivering votes for school district referendums. 

   To disregard the role of community education is potentially disastrous.  The results also indicate that the school district could further enhance its overall community support by strategically growing the community education program by recruiting more participants in certain precincts/wards (or demographic groups) where increased voter support is desired.  
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Survey Results
Forest Lake Public School District November 4, 2003, Referendums

Forest Lake, Minnesota                         Dan Poepard, Forest Lake Community Education 

The survey was mailed to 283 participants in the Forest Lake Community Education program.

The number of responses was 53, or a 19% response rate.  As is noted later, the response rate is statistically valid and significant.

Community education participants responding voted as follows.

Operating levy referendum:




Yes            
  40     82%   (of those voting)




No                   
  9      18%   ( of those voting)



Did not vote     
  4       92%   (percentage of respondents voting)

Technology referendum:




Yes                    34        69%




 No                     15         31%



Did not vote        4        92%

Overall voters in the referendum voted as follows.

Operating levy referendum:




Yes                  3,662    42%




No                   5,121     58%




Total                8,783

Technology referendum:




Yes                   3,140      38%




No                    5,179       62%




Total                 8,319

Analysis
   Community education participants voted in significantly higher numbers in favor of the Forest Lake referendum. The difference was 40% on the Operating levy (82% to 42%) and 31% on the Technology levy (69% to 38%).

Statistical Validity
   A commonly used statistical variation formula provided to us by statistics professor Dr. John Boyer of Kansas State University was used to determine the extent to which the results are valid.  The formula is + or - twice the square root of p(p-1) divided by n, where p is the percentage voting in favor and n is the total number of respondents.  

   Using the formula, there is a possible error of 11% in the Operating Levy results, and 13% in the Technology referendum. That means the worst possible difference would be 71% to 42% in the Operating levy referendum, and 56% to 38% in the Technology referendum.   There is an equal possibility that the actual statistical difference is actually higher or better.  

    Thus, the survey results are statistically valid.  

Could community education win future referendums?
   Even in the worst case scenario, if all of the voting adults in Forest Lake had been participants in the community education program, both referendums would have passed.

   A switch in votes of just 729 for the Operating levy referendum and only 1,020 for the Technology referendum would have resulted in the referendums passing.

What if… no community education
   Without that 40% and 31% differential in support provided by community education participants, the votes would have been even worse.

Other survey responses
   LERN also surveyed community education participants in other school districts, with similar results.  There were 208 responses from 751 mailings, or a 28% response rate. Overall, some 79% of community education participants voted Yes, and 21% No, with a 7.3% error or statistical variance range.  Taken together, the cumulative numbers also support the statistical validity of the study.  Taken together, the cumulative numbers also provide a much smaller error range.  

Conclusions
   The survey results provide sufficient documentation to support the importance of the community education program in delivering votes for school district referendums.  To disregard the role of community education is potentially disastrous.

   The results also indicate that the school district could further enhance its overall community support by strategically growing the community education program by recruiting more participants in certain precincts/wards (or demographic groups) where increased voter support is desired.    
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Survey Results
LeSueur-Henderson School District 2397 November 4, 2003, Referendum

LeSueur, Minnesota                      Arlys Graf, LeSueur-Henderson Community Education 

The survey was mailed to 263 participants in the LeSueur-Henderson community education program.

The number of responses was 62, or a 23% response rate.  As is noted later, the response rate is statistically valid and significant.

Community education participants responding voted as follows:



Yes                   44     88%   (of those voting)




No                     6     23%   ( of those voting)



Did not vote  

 12    81%   (percentage of respondents voting)

Overall voters in the referendum voted as follows:



Yes                  1,199   60%             




No                       810   40%




Total                2,009 
Analysis
   Community education participants voted in significantly higher numbers in favor of the LeSueur-Henderson referendum.  The difference was 28% (88% to 60%). 

Statistical Validity
   A commonly used statistical variation formula provided to us by statistics professor Dr. John Boyer of Kansas State University was used to determine the extent to which the results are valid.  The formula is + or - twice the square root of p(p-1) divided by n, where p is the percentage voting in favor and n is the total number of respondents.  

   Using the formula, there is a possible error of 10% in the results.  That means the worst possible difference would be 78% to 60%.   There is an equal possibility that the actual statistical difference is 98% to 60%.  

    Thus, the survey results are statistically valid.  

Did community education win the referendum?
    The overall referendum passed by just 389 votes.  The case could be made that community education votes won the referendum.  

What if… no community education
   Without that 28% differential in support provided by community education participants, the votes in favor would have been much fewer, and the votes against much higher, which could have been a defeat for the referendum.

Conclusions
   The survey results provide sufficient documentation to support the importance of the community education program in delivering votes for school district referendums. 

   To disregard the role of community education is potentially disastrous.

   The results also indicate that the school district could further enhance its overall community support by strategically growing the community education program by recruiting more participants in certain precincts/wards (or demographic groups) where increased voter support is desired.    
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Targeted brochure wins referendums

New brochure strategy gets registrations plus votes

  Here’s a double whammy of a strategy:

· Generate more registrations;

· Generate local votes for your organization’s next referendum.

  Have separate brochures for:

· Seniors, those adults age 61 and over;  and 

· Baby Boomers, those adults age 45-60.

  Two reasons:

· Each generation responds to a marketing appeal, like your brochure, that is tailored with images and language meaningful to that generation.

· People age 50 and up vote in huge numbers.  Your organization’s next referendum (community college; public school; parks & recreation department) depends on the votes of people age 50 and up.

Prime Times

   The Fox Valley Park District in Aurora, Illinois, created a short but attractive brochure just for its senior adults called “Prime Times.”  Only 8,000 copies of the brochure, which is just 20 pages in length, are printed each time.

   Yet the results are phenomenal.

· Registrations increased substantially, with more than 1,000 participants now involved.

· The park district referendum passed by a substantial majority.

The Brochure
   Here are some of the positive elements of the brochure:

- A four-color photograph on the cover with two seniors in an active activity.

- All the photographs on the inside, and there are plenty, are of seniors participating.

- The inside type is all black ink, which is easier for older adults to read. No fading colored ink to make them squint.

- The type size is all readable, 10 point or bigger.

- All the classes are relevant for older adults. There are no classes for young working adults, for children, or any other audience. The message is clear: this is for you.

- Only 20 pages, so that the printing costs are not enormous.

- Only 8,000 copies distributed, so that the printing costs are not enormous.

Generating Votes
   Your program clearly does not advocate directly or ask your participants to vote in favor of a particular referendum. 

 Here’s the strategy. When an adult takes a class from your program, they are more likely to view your entire organization favorably because they are now receiving services from your organization. Therefore, they are far more likely to vote in favor of a referendum than other voters in the general public. The strategy is to serve enough voters with your classes that you have enough votes to win a referendum. 

   The Fox Valley Park District is ‘lucky’ in that it can obtain the names and addresses of all adults who voted in a particular election. So they make sure they mail the Prime Times brochure to seniors who vote.

   You can also target voters by ward or precinct, mailing brochures to those wards or precincts where you either get favorable votes, or do not get favorable votes, depending on your strategy.  Of course mail just to those areas where enough seniors live.  In some cases you may want to offer classes in a ward or precinct that is underserved by your program, so that seniors can have easier access.  

   Amy Larson of Fox Valley Park District told LERN,

“I do believe you are on track with your theory on the older vote. We have always had a strong senior group, and when the referendum idea was first formed, Prime Times was developed as a strategy to engage this group in more activity for precisely the reason that we would need their support.  In our area, the older voters often defeat school referendums. A 71% approval rating is almost unheard of. In Illinois, most referendums fail.”

   The next step for all programs is to design and distribute a separate brochure for Baby Boomers, who are now beginning to vote and influence local elections in large numbers.  The number of voting Boomers will soon outnumber the number of voting seniors. Do a separate brochure for Boomers now. 

Developing a referendum strategy
based on Community Education participation

Simply by creating a program of courses for Baby Boomer adults, you should see increased favorable supportive votes for your referendums.

However, you can become more strategic in your voter support strategy if you wish. The rationale behind targeting specific areas for community education programming and promotion is that people will tell others and your supportive participants will help influence others.

Here’s how:
1.  Identify Baby Boomers over the age of 50.   
These are people born in 1946 and after. Sources for identifying baby boomers include census data, renting mailing lists, voter registration lists (in some communities) and carrier routes of baby boomer participants in your community education program.  

At this time we suggest the best sources are:   

· Baby Boomer participants in your community education program.

· Rented mailing lists of adults 50-60 in your community.
2. Map your two lists.
You have a list of Baby Boomers aged 50-60 currently participating in your community education program.  Create a map by precinct/ward or other voting districting with dots for every one of your Baby Boomer participants.  

  This is your current strength.  While we don’t know how each one of these people voted or will vote, we can assume that they are supportive because of our exit polls. 

   Now create a map by precinct/ward or other voting districting with dots for Baby Boomers aged 50-60 for the general public.  This is the voting audience you are targeting. 

Map voter support. 
Over the general public map of Baby Boomers, write the level of support (56%, 43%, etc.) for each voting area (precinct, ward, etc.)  

· Analyze your maps. 

Now you can compare your maps and find out where you are strong, where the Baby Boomers live, and the voting areas that are supportive.  

· Create a strategy. 

Consider one of two strategies:

· Boost support in areas where you are strong.  By looking at the maps of where your community education participants are, and the voting percentages, you can see where you are getting support.  One strategy is to boost programming in areas where you are strong. That includes:
- Holding more courses in the area, since people near your course 


locations are more likely to attend a class close to home. 


- Promote more in these areas.

· Target areas where you are not strong.  Another strategy is to look at the maps and see where there are a lot of Baby Boomers, previous votes have not been very supportive, and your community education program is not strong. Your strategy here is the same:

- Hold more courses in the area.


- Promote more in these areas. 

   You may need to do some needs assessment if registrations do not increase in these areas, because there may be some course content, educational level, or predisposition away from attending community education classes in these areas.  If so, then go with the first strategy of boosting registrations in areas where you are strong. 

By strategically determining where to hold your classes and where to promote your courses, you should be able to generate more support by voting area.   
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