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Working together for K-12 Public Education

If you want to know the opinions of Montana voters on K-12 public education issues, all you have
to do is ask!!! That is exactly what the Montana School Boards Association (MTSBA) and the
Montana Rural Education Association (MREA) have done. In order to ensure that legislators,
trustees, educators, parents and community members have access to information regarding the
views of Montana voters on critical issues impacting K-12 public education, MTSBA and MREA took
the initiative to gather critical information in preparation for, what will undoubtedly be, one of the
most challenging legislative sessions for K-12 public education.

In November of 2010, MTSBA and MREA commissioned Zogby International, a renowned U.S.
market research, opinion polling firm to conduct a telephone survey of 700 likely Montana voters.
The Poll solicited information on how Montanan’s graded their local schools, whether training
(professional development) was important for trustees, the imposition of forced consolidation,
budgeting priorities at the state level, Montanan’s views on increased income taxes or the
implementation of a sales tax, whether money intended for schools (i.e., $81 million in state land
revenue from coal leases on Otter Creek and $30.7 million from the Federal Education Jobs Fund
Act Jobs) should go directly to schools or help balance the state’s budget, whether those polled
were concerned about the decrease in K-12 funding from 51% to 34% since 1991, and
Montanan’s support for elected officials who support increased funding for K-12 education. This
publication is devoted to revealing the results of that Poll.

The Poll revealed overwhelming support for K-12 public schools and prioritization of funding for K-
12 public education. Montanans are clear that state funding for schools should be a priority. At a
time when Montana is faced with a budget shortfall of approximately $370 million more than
projected revenues over the coming two years, the Poll shows that the general public is standing
behind K-12 public education and that decreasing public education funding is not the solution.
Instead, likely voters believe that the state needs to invest additional resources in our state’s
public schools and that K-12 public education needs to remain a priority.

MTSBA and MREA advocate for the interests of public schools and the children served by
Montana’s public schools every day.- MTSBA and MREA know that by collaborating and working
together to represent the interests of every public school child in the state of Montana and
continually promoting enhanced student achievement, we can develop solutions to ensure
Montana’s constitutional requirement (Article X, Section 1 of the Montana Constitution) that “the
legislature provide a basic system of free quality public elementary and secondary schools” is
fulfilled. However, MTSBA and MREA cannot do it alone. Legislators need to be informed about
the wants, needs and preferences of Montana voters. Trustees, educators, parents and
community members need to be strong advocates for K-12 public education and make their
voices heard. Now is not the time for apathy. Get involved and become educated about what
matters to those in your communities and rally the troops. We need to be and remain united on
education issues that benefit all children.
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EDUCATION QUALITY

POLL QUESTION 1: If you had to give a letter grade to the K-12 public schools in

your community based on the quality of education children enrolled are receiving,
would you give them an A, B, C, D, or F?
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The two charts above compare how Montana voters graded the schools in their local communities versus the national
PDK Poll. Montana schools are graded higher by their local communities than the national average (1). A plurality of
Montana voters (61%) say they would give K-12 public schools in their community a letter grade of better than average

based on the quality of education children enrolled are receiving. A large portion (17%) gave their school a grade of A,
while only 3% of Montana’s would give their local school a failing grade.
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POLL QUESTION 2: Please tell us if you agree or disagree with the following

statement: “School districts should invest in training school board members to become
more effective in their positions.” ”

Do trustees need training to be effective?

Not sure
1%

Somewhat agree
Strongly disagree 31%
9%
Strongly agree
53%

Somewhat
disagree
6%

A strong majority (84%) of people polled said they agree with the statement: “School districts should invest in training
school board members to become more effective in their positions”. A majority of those (53%) say they strongly agree

with the statement. A small percentage (15%) disagree that public schools should invest in training for their volunteer
school board members.

CONSOLIDATION

POLL QUESTION 3: Which of the following do you think should be most responsible for
deciding whether school districts should merge or consolidate?
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An overwhelming majority of likely voters in Montana (82%) believe that the communities impacted by consolidation
should be the most responsible for deciding whether school districts should merge or consolidate, while just 12% say that
either the state legislature or executive branch should be responsible for such decisions.
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POLL QUESTION 4: Do you agree or disagree that some Montana public school
districts should be forced to consolidate?

Do you agree districts should be forced to
consolidate?
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Over half of Montana voters (52%) say that Montana public school districts should not be forced to consolidate. Of those
that do not believe that Montana public school districts should be forced to consolidate a large majority (29%) of the
respondents say they strongly disagree with the concept of forced consolidation.

POLL QUESTION 5: Which of the following would make you most likely to oppose forced
consolidation?

Why oppose consolidation?
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Montana voters (72%) oppose forced consolidation upon learning that it either decreases student achievement or that it
does not save money. 14% said they would oppose forced consolidation if it strengthened union influence in public
schools.
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EDUCATION FUNDING

POLL QUESTION 6: When it comes to how state government spends your tax dollars, which
of the following areas do you think should be the highest priority?
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A majority of likely voters in Montana (61%) say that when it comes to how state government spends their tax dollars, K-
12 public school education should be the highest priority. Just one in nine (11%) say the highest priority should be social
programs for the aged and disabled and one in ten (10%) say the priority should be higher education, including vo-tech.

POLL QUESTION 7: From 1991 through 2010, the percentage of Montana’s total state bud-
get devoted to K-12 public education funding has decreased from 51 percent to 34 percent.
Knowing this, are you very concerned, somewhat concerned, not very concerned, or not
at all concerned that the percentage of the state budget spent on K12 public education
has decreased?

Concerned that the % of the state budget
spenton K-12 education has decreased.

Not sure
2%

Somewhat

Somewhat
unconcerned concerned
8% 35%
Veryconcerned
Not at all 44%
concerned
11%

A strong majority of likely voters {79%) say they are concerned about the decrease in K-12 funding from 51% to 34% since
1991, with 44% saying they are very concerned with such a decrease and 35% stating they were somewhat concerned.
Only 19% of Montana voters say they are unconcerned with this decrease.
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POLL QUESTION 8: If you had the opportunity to vote on a statewide measure that would
require the state to gradually restore the percentage of the state budget devoted to K-
12 education back to 51 percent, would you most likely support or oppose the initiated
measure?

Support an initiated measure to gradually
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Most voters polled (72%) say they would support a statewide measure that would require the state to gradually restore
the percentage of the state budget devoted to K-12 education back to 51%. Those who say they strongly support the
measure (47%) are almost triple those who strongly oppose it (16%).

POLL QUESTION 9: State land revenues from leases and other income are devoted to
support public elementary and high school education under the Montana Constitution.
More recently, state policymakers have used $81 million generated from coal leases on
the otter creek state lands to balance the state budget for all government spending. In
your opinion, should the state use this money to help balance the state’s budget, or should
this money go directly to local school districts?
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2 Not sure

A majority (55%) say that schools should receive money from land leases and other income under the Montana
Constitution. (33%) say that money should be used to balance the state budget.
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POLL QUESTION 10: Recently, Congress approved and the President sighed the
Education Jobs Fund Act, delivering emergency aid to save jobs in K-12 public schools.
Montana has received approximately $30 million under this program, but state
policymakers have used these funds to balance the state budget for all government
spending. In your opinion, should the state use this money to help balance the state’s
budget or should this money go directly to local school districts?

Where should funds from
Federal Jobs Act go?
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More than three quarters of likely voters (77%) say that schools should receive the money from the Education Jobs Fund
Act, while 16% say it should balance the state budget and 7% are not sure what should be done with the money.

POLL QUESTION 11: The staff for the Legislature estimate that the cost of

maintaining current levels of government service in Montana will be approximately $
370 million more than projected revenues over the coming two years. Which one of
the following options best represents your views regarding how to solve this issue?
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Only 2% of Montana voters believe that K-12 public education should be cut to address the current shortfall in the

Montana state general fund. Cutting all government spending (38%) and cutting all spending except public education
(35%) receive similar support. Sixteen percent say they would like taxes raised to the extent necessary to pay for the
projected costs of maintaining current levels of service in public education.
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POLL QUESTION 12: If you knew the money would be used to increase student
achievement by increasing graduation rates, reducing drop-out rates, eliminating
achievement gaps and increasing test scores, would you support or oppose
implementation of a 2% income or sales tax?
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During these difficult economic times, the majority of Montana voters (58%) said they oppose a 2% sales tax and 57% said
they would oppose a 2% increase in income taxes even if they knew the money would be used for K-12 public education.

POLL QUESTION 13: Please tell us which type of elected official you most support,
one who supports increased funding for K-12 public education, one who supports
decreasing spending in K-12 public education, or one who supports freezing
spending for K-12 public education?

70% oo
50% -
40% .
30% e
20%
10% : O R 5 e 1 e A e S
0% - | B B e
Increased Freeze funding irrelevantto Decreased  Noneof the Not sure
fundingforK-  fork-12 my support funding for K- above
12 education  education 12 education

While Montanans do not support an increase in taxes, most of Montana’s voters (59%) say they support an elected official
who supports increased funding for K-12 education. Only 19% support a candidate who would freeze funding for K-12
public education. One in 10 likely voters (10%) say the elected official’s position on K-12 education funding is irrelevant to
their support of the candidate.
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What does this all mean?

In summary, what does all of this mean and how is this information going to help us in
advocating for K-12 public schools and the funding necessary to comply with Montana’s
constitutional requirement that “the legislature provide a basic system of free quality public
elementary and secondary schools,” in accordance with Article X, Section 1 of the Montana
Constitution?

The Zogby Poll results clearly show that Montanans support public education, Montanans support
funding for public education, and they support public officials that support K-12 public education.
The Zogby Poll focused on three main areas impacting public education: (1) the quality of
education in Montana, (2) forced consolidation, and (3) funding for education.

The Quality of Education in Montana:

Based upon the results of the Poll, 61% of Montanans graded their local schools as an “A” or "B”
when it comes to the quality of education provided to children enrolled in those schools. Compare
this to the National PDK Poll where only 47% of those polled gave their local schools an “A” or
“B.” This is significant in light of the Zogby Poll revealing that 84% of those polied believed that
school districts should invest in training for school board members so that trustees can become
more effective in their positions. We know from research collected at the national level that
effective school boards can make a positive difference in student achievement. Based upon the
results of the Poll, Montanans are, in large part, pleased with the quality of education in their
respective local communities. However, as we all know, enhanced student achievement is a
moving target that needs to be continually refined and reassessed in order to ensure that
Montana students continue to excel in a global environment.

Forced Consolidation:

As many of you know, there has been much discussion about forced consolidation of schools.
Although some have sought to portray forced consolidation as a panacea, the research shows
consolidation does not save money and does not benefit kids. The results of the Zogby Poll show
that Montanans believe that local school boards and affected communities are in a better position
than the state in deciding whether school districts should consolidate. A majority of Montanans
further agree that Montana public schools should not be forced to consolidate and 72% of those
polled would oppose forced consolidation if it decreases student achievement or does not save
money.
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Funding for Education:

The Zogby Poll exposes Montanans opinions on K-12 public education and the verdict is clear -
Montanans believe that K-12 public education should be the highest priority when it comes to how
state government spends tax dollars. In fact, 79% of those polled stated that they are concerned
that from 1991 through 2010, the percentage of Montana’s total state budget devoted to K-12
public education funding has decreased from 51% to 34%. Despite the decreases in the
percentage of the state budget to fund K-12 public education, Montanans are generally opposed
to raising either income taxes or the imposition of a sales tax to fund schools. Instead, they want
to see policymakers reprioritize spending and ensure adequate funding for K-12 public education.

Some have claimed that funding for K-12 public education has increased at the same or even
greater pace as funding for other state programs. However, the rhetoric does not match the
reality in this case. The chart below, generated from a spreadsheet provided by the Legislative
Fiscal Division, shows that K-12 public education continues to fall behind as a state general fund
priority, with the rest of government growing at a dramatic pace. We always hear that funding
for K-12 public education competes head-to-head with funding for public health and human
services and for prisons, i.e., the trifecta of state funding - educating, medicating and
incarcerating.

The chart below shows that from 2000 to the present, the percentage of the state general fund
devoted to K-12 public education has decreased significantly while the share of funding for
government agencies other than Corrections, Health and Human Services and Higher Ed has
taken off, growing from 15.71% of the state general fund in 2000 to 29.10% in 2010.
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Information concerning the 2011 Legislative Session

The 2011 Montana Legislative Session will convene at 12:00 p.m. on January 3, 2011 and will run
for 90 Legislative days. The session is scheduled to end on April 22, 2011. The key dates during
the session are -

Wednesday, February 9, 2011 AA- Day at the Legislature

Friday, March 4, 2011 Transmittal Deadline

Monday, March 14, 2011 MTSBA - Day of Advocacy

Friday, April 22, 2011 Projected 90th (last) Day of 2011 Session

Both the Senate (2'8-22) and the House of Representatives (68 - 32) will be Republican
controlled. ’
Senate Officers ~

President, Jim Peterson

Pro Tempore, Bruce Tutvedt

Majority Leader, Jeff Essmann

Majority Whips, Taylor Brown and Chas Vincent
Minority Leader, Carol Williams

Minority Whip, Kim Gillan

House Officers -

Speaker, Mike Milburn

Pro Tempore, Janna Taylor

Majority Leader, Tom McGillvray

Majority Whips, Gerald Bennett, Keith Regier, Cary Smith, Wendy Warburton
Minority Leader, Jon Sesso

Minority Caucus Leader, Betsy Hands

Minority Whips, Chuck Hunter, Margaret MacDonald
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