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OVERVIEW: Education Reform

The need for improvement in America's education system will be an important campaign issue in the
2008 presidential election. Among the wealthy nations, America's educational attainment for high
school graduation is especially poor, with only 70%o of students graduating nationwide. Furthermore,
American teenagers are lagging behind other developed countries in a litany of academic subjects, from
reading and science to mathematics. Because the quality of our public schools is crucial to the health of
our economy, our competitive standing in the world, and the potential of millions of students
nationwide, McCain and Obama will be pressed to provide a new framework for their commitment to
better educat ion in America.

Since the signing into law of the 2001 education bill No Child Lcft Behind, the policy debate has
focused primarily on the validity of fedcrally mandated testing as a tool for increasing educational
attainmcnt in public schools. Critics arguc that mandated testing rcduccs thc amount of classroom time
that can bc uscd for tcaching traditional subjects like English and scicncc, whilc spcnding valuable time
prcparing studcnts for a test that has littlc practical valuc. It is also unclear if the fedcral govcrnmcnt has
fully funded the programs mandatcd in the law, leaving already cash-strappcd public schools to stretch
limitcd rcsourccs cvcn further. Also, schools that fail to improvc tcst scores up to fcderal standards facc
strict penalties, such as losing studcnts who would be allowed to enroll in othcr schools, which critics
arguc only rcdistributcs thc problcm without any actual solution.

The sharp increase in thc cost of highcr cducation, especially in public univcrsities, is also likcly to be an
important campaign issuc. Sincc 2003, thc cost of attcnding collcge has risen ncarly 40%o, and is a
conccrn for futurc college-bound students that have to balance their educational goals with mounting
student loan debt. The avcragc dcbt a college graduate incurs is ncarly $20,000, an cnorrnous obstacle to
those who would like to carn an undcrgraduate degree but do not have the financial resources to do so.
This raiscs cthical and political questions like: Do all Americans have a right to a quality education? Do
all Amcrican studcnts havc a right to try to attain thc highcst lcvel of education that they arc capablc of
achicving, including free or low-cost higher education?



OVERVIEW: Major Presidential Candidates' Positions on Education

Directions: This summary focuses on several significant issues within the larger campaign issue. For a
more comprehensive description and rationale for their positions, use the Websites of the McCain and
Obama campaigns cited in "Sources" below. After studying this issue through research and current
events discussion, decide how you feel about each candidate's position for the four education issucs. Go
to the Comparing presidential candidates chart to record your viewpoint on the candidates' education
policies. To help you decide, you can write an abbreviation next to each policy statement:

SA- strongly agree; A- agree; SD- strongly disagree; D- disagree; N- no opinion

Federal Govcrnment's Role in Education

John McCain supports:

Parents choosing where their children attcnd school, including charter and privatc schools, and

homc schooling.

Littlc change in thc current federal governmcnt's role in education, with improvements madc to

No Child Lcft Behind law.

Making math, science and computer scicnce national prioritics.

Barack Obama supports:

Incrcasing federal govcrnment support of public education and child welfarc: funding, pre-

school, carly childhood education, improved teachcr cducation, and collcge loans.

Thc basic goals of No Child Left Bchind Law, but maintains this law has had limited succcss
bccause of unfulfil lcd funding commitments, poor implemcntation by the U.S. Department of
Education, and problems with the dcsign of the law itsclf.

Making math and science cducation a national priority.

Financial Support of Education:

John McCain supports:

School vouchers: payments to parents of K-12 students who are attending private and charter

schools. (The definition of charter school varies state-to-state.)

Sending federal dollars directly to local schools, cutting back on red tape and saving

administrative costs.

Barack Obama:

Opposes school vouchers.



Supports significantly increasing federal funding for many educational and children's programs:

No Child Left Behind (if amended and re-authorized); student loans; early childhood and pre-

school education and child-care services such as Head Start; after-school and summer programs;

college scholarships and Pell Grants; teacher training and in-service programs.

Favors the creation of the American Opportunity Tax Credit, "ensuring that the first $4,000 of a

college education is free for most Americans, making two-thirds of tuition costs free for most

public and community college students."

Standards

John McCain supports:

No Child Left Behind law with somc changes, with more cmphasis on evcry child's pcrformancc

than group averages. This is only thc beginning of education reform.

Hich standards and accountability for all educators: tcachers, administrators and tcachcr-

cducation programs.

Barack Obama supports:

Rcforming No Child Lcft Behind by "improving thc assessmcnts uscd to track studcnt progress

to mcasure rcadiness for collcge and the workplacc and improving studcnt learning in a timcly,

individualizcd manner."

Improving "No Child Left Bchind's accountability system so that wc are supporting schools that

nccd improvement, rather than punishing them."

Programs to improve children's livcs & lcaming

John McCain supports:

Expanding virtual lcaming by rcforming the "Enhancing Education Through Technology
Program" to build new virtual schools and the dcvelopmcnt of online courses (mainly collegc).

Programs for states that commit to expanding online education opportunities: K-12 education,

advanced placcment courses, online tutoring, homeschooling'

Barack Obama supports:

Providing affordable, high-qualify child care for working families.

Expanding Early Head Start and Head Start programs.

A Zero to Five Plan: critical support for needy young children and their parents, with emphasis

on early care and education for infants, and urging states to have a similar program, leading to

voluntary, universal pre-school.

Programs to recruit, prepare, retain and reward America's teachers.
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Other Issues Important to You:

Use the candidate's web sites cited below to leam their positions.

Issue:

Summarize the candidates' positions on this issue:

Sources:

Obama-McCain Comparisons at:
hltp:irvrvu,.obanra-lnccain. itrfur'coniparc-oirama-ntcca iu-cclucation-issr.rc. trltl-r

M c C a i n c amp a i gn at : I r8p.4tvu w .i-q!rutc gij!.ql11]l I n f o rrrr i ngii.s lj U-q s

Obama campai gn at: h t {$. r/r'}, w:rv " hlrac kqb-anta. conf i ss ttc s

Google Election Tools for Teachers at:
http : /r r.r'rvu: g,{)o glc.call/cdLlc


