Making the Case for Tax Reform in Illinois 

BACKGROUND

Illinois has a public education crisis.  Illinois has the biggest per-pupil spending gap in the nation, and the academic achievement gap between students in wealthy communities and those in poorer communities is one of the worst in the nation.  Class sizes are growing, teachers are being laid off, schools are crumbling and overcrowded, and core programs as well as sports, music and art are being cut.  Illinois’ over-reliance on local property taxes to pay for education creates these funding disparities.  It also hurts communities, as escalating property taxes drive away businesses and push housing costs out of reach.  In addition, state revenues are not keeping up with the cost of existing services that children and families need.  Illinois has faced three years of multi-billion-dollar deficits that the governor and lawmakers addressed by cutting funding for vital programs, increasing fees and sin taxes, sweeping excess balances from state funds and temporarily decreasing payments to the state pension system.

In fall 2003, a number of organizations came together to form the A+ Illinois campaign to advocate for a comprehensive, long-term solution to education-funding problems and the structural deficit caused by the current tax structure.  The coordinating organizations represent child advocacy, unions, business, the farm bureau, Urban League, tax reform and others.  What is unique this time around – and a key part of our hoped-for success – is the involvement of the human services community.  A comprehensive solution will improve the tax structure and raise more money for all critical services, from education to human services.

A+ Illinois faced a number of challenges from the start.  Chief among them: the governor pledged not to raise taxes during the 2002 election.  He initially framed the state budget deficit as an issue of wasteful spending, even calling legislators “drunken sailors” for their spending habits.  State legislators are reluctant to raise taxes because it could be used against them in a future campaign.  And there is widespread disbelief that more money will truly fix education quality and improve academic outcomes.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

With funding from the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Voices for Illinois Children joined with the Chicago Urban League to commission focus groups and a statewide survey to explore voters’ attitudes toward restructuring the funding of public education.  Six focus groups were held in Chicago, suburban Chicago and Peoria in November 2003.  The poll of 600 registered voters was conducted in January 2004 and has a margin of error of +/- 4.0 percent.  The survey questionnaire and focus group discussion guide were developed by a bipartisan team – Overbrook Research (R) and Lake-Snell-Perry Associates (D) – with significant input and consultation from coalition members.  The research cost $80,000.

The key findings relating to message and framing the issue follow.

1. Voters are aware of the geographic inequalities – both in education quality and resources – caused by the current school funding system and want to see the problem fixed.  In focus groups, when asked about the state of public education, the first response was often: “It depends on where you live.”  In the survey, when asked to choose the highest priority for improving public education, more voters (24 percent) selected “closing the funding gap between rich and poor districts” than any other proposal.

2. Voters are willing to pay more in taxes if they have confidence that the money will really go to education.  In the survey, support for a specific proposal (to decrease property taxes, increase the state income tax and broaden the sales tax) increased with exposure to information and messages about the proposal.  A question gauging reaction to the proposal was asked three times, and support increased from 56 percent favor / 36 percent oppose to 66 percent favor / 28 percent oppose.  But believability is very low when we simply assert that the additional funds will really go to education, via a dedicated trust fund.  This is an ongoing communication challenge.

3. Focus on specific consequences of problems with the current school funding system and of the funding proposal.   Illinois voters recognize and accept that property taxes fund public schools and are not generally troubled by this fact per se.  The key is to focus on the consequences of reliance on property taxes: unequal funding ($5,000 per student in some districts and $18,000 in others) and enormous achievement gaps between rich and poor districts.  Voters are very troubled by these consequences.  When discussing the funding proposal, voters need to hear that additional funding will cut class sizes, update materials and books, and will be directed to districts that have the least funding.  It is not enough to simply state that the proposal will generate $2 billion for schools, or that the minimum per-student funding will increase by $1,000 per child.  What the money will buy is more important than the amount of money itself.
4. Voters react favorably to arguments using community, democracy and investment frames.  Keep the discourse positive and elevated.  The best arguments emphasize that with better education, people are more engaged democratic citizens, get better jobs and contribute more to society as working (and taxpaying) adults.

5. Teachers are the best messengers.  Half of the survey respondents (49 percent) gave extremely high trust scores to the opinion of “a teacher you know personally.”  This is much higher than for any of the other eight messengers tested, which included teachers’ unions, school boards, the Illinois Farm Bureau, police chiefs, the governor and others.

The research findings have shaped A+ Illinois’ work and its messages.  Our main strategy is to lead with education in messages about the proposal because of the strong voter support, while working toward a solution that improves the structural deficit so human services and other critical supports for children and families benefit.  This strategy aims to ensure the continued support from the human services community and also is the right thing to do, because so much of what influences a child’s learning ability happens outside of school.  
Voter awareness of the geographic disparities inherent in the current school-funding system informed the message on billboards we placed around Chicago: “A child’s education shouldn’t depend on where she lives.”  And because voters found teachers to be the most believable spokespeople, the campaign used an award-winning teacher to be the messenger for an outreach effort that used automated phone calls in order to increase members in our database.

Because many of our written materials (and even the campaign’s name) focus on education, we must continue to engage and involve the human services community so that they remain confident that any solution will benefit them.  This is challenging.  The human services organizations that have joined A+ Illinois have reluctantly endorsed the “lead with education” messaging strategy and would prefer more overt talk about human services.  And the representation of the human services community in A+ Illinois is not as broad as it should be – current members represent low-income residents, working families and housing, but important and powerful stakeholders from the fields of health, child care, early childhood education, people with disabilities and senior citizens are not represented. 
WHAT HAPPENED
The spring 2005 legislative session did not see approval of comprehensive reform, but the debate progressed further than perhaps most expected.  The A+ Illinois campaign backed a proposal, House Bill 750, which would raise the income tax from 3 percent to 5 percent, decrease the portion of property taxes that fund education by about 25 percent, broaden the sales tax base to include services and provide relief for low-income workers through tax credits.  A Democratic senator formed a subcommittee and held hearings on school-funding reform across the state.  The Senate president made the issue a top priority and challenged fellow lawmakers to be leaders in improving education.  Citizens from across the state talked with their legislators and attended state capitol rallies and other events.  
A compromise measure, House Bill 755, was introduced by a Republican senator and hotly debated in the closing days of the session.  However, A+ Illinois did not support HB755 because it didn’t address increasing overall state revenues so that all services for children and families would benefit; it solely raised funds for K-12 and higher education and did not include structural reforms to the state tax system.  Any reform bill would not have cleared all hurdles anyway – the House speaker refused to call the bill for a vote, and the governor had pledged to veto any tax increases.

There is good news, though.  The governor has increased funding for K-12 education by more than $630 million in the last two years.  Key legislators will continue to champion the issue, and the A+ Illinois campaign is not only holding together but is growing in strength.  The state’s second-biggest teacher’s union is providing significant financial support for a new poll and advertising.  An important business group comprising the Chicagoland and Illinois Chambers of Commerce, the Illinois Manufacturer’s Association and others has expressed support for some type of comprehensive reform.

WHAT’S NEXT

Our campaign strategy is focusing on building grassroots and outreach efforts at the community level in a dozen key legislative districts.  Our messages will shift somewhat to acknowledge the recent funding increases, emphasize the urgency to end the status quo and address the widespread belief that more money alone won’t improve education quality and provide better academic outcomes for children.  We hope to do some advertising next year and will develop strategies for the 2006 elections, in which the governor, all state senators and two-thirds of the representatives are up for re-election.

A+ Illinois is reaching out to the business community and others to strengthen our coalition. The diversity of the coalition – especially the involvement of the human services committee – is what makes this effort different than past school-funding reform campaigns and gives it a real chance at success.  We must strive to avoid becoming a “circular firing squad” that goes after each other in disagreement over the details of proposals and strategies instead of remaining united against our common foe: a structurally imbalanced tax system that generates insufficient revenues to fund all the many supports that children and their families need.
The coalition work is labor intensive and costly.  The A+ Illinois campaign has financial and in-kind support from its coordinating organizations as well as foundation grants, providing a yearly budget of around $1.8 million.  Voices for Illinois Children and another organization act as fiscal agent for several grants specifically given to A+ Illinois.  The campaign itself has a full-time manager, two full-time organizers and a freelance writer who are housed at a partner organization, while member organizations provide substantial staff support.  In addition to the initial communications research, the campaign hired the services of a public relations firm for a period of time in 2004.  The campaign’s committees – communications, legislative advocacy and community organizing – meet regularly to plan and share tasks.

For more information contact Julie Parente at 312-516-5551 or jparente@voices4kids.org.
Voices for Illinois Children
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