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South Dakota voters praise education quality, support increased K-12 funding
PIERRE, SD – Despite a sluggish economy, more than 60 percent of likely South Dakota voters continue to support increased funding for the state’s public schools, according to a new poll released today. 
South Dakotans made a clear statement that education funding should be a top priority for the state, voiced concern that the share of the state budget devoted to K-12 education has dropped over the past decade and indicated they would support initiated measures to increase funding for K-12 education if legislative efforts continued to stall. 

When asked to prioritize how state government spends tax dollars, K-12 education was chosen as a top priority 70 percent of the time. Healthcare and social services were identified as the next most pressing priority, but finished a distant second-place to K-12 education. 

ASBSD Executive Director Wayne Lueders said the poll results show the commitment the state’s voters have to their public schools. 

“Even in difficult economic times, decreasing education funding is widely unpopular and South Dakotans believe our state’s public schools need to be a higher priority,” Lueders said. “School board members and the education community can view this as a welcome vote of confidence and show of support.” 

More than 80 percent of those polled were concerned that the percent of the state budget devoted to K-12 education has dropped from 39 percent to 31 percent since 1998. If given the opportunity, 77 percent said they would support an initiated measure to gradually restore the percentage to 39 percent without raising taxes. Fifty-five percent of likely voters said they’d support an increase in the state’s sales tax if they knew the increased tax revenue would be used for K-12 education. 

Support for greater state investment in K-12 education is one of many insights revealed by the 2010 ASBSD/Zogby Poll of South Dakota voters. Every two years, the state school board association works with Zogby International, a respected national polling firm, to gauge voter sentiment on a range K-12 education issues. About a third of the poll questions addressed public school funding. The remaining questions gathered public opinion on education quality, decision making and education policy issues. 

The 2010 poll, conducted September 9-11, included 500 likely South Dakota voters and has a margin of error of +/-4.5 percent. The results are featured in Public Views: K-12 Education in South Dakota, a publication from Associated School Boards of South Dakota. The full report can be accessed from ASBSD’s website at http://www.asbsd.org/page173.aspx.

[SEE THE HIGHLIGHTS SECTION BELOW FOR SUMMARIES OF ALL THE QUESTIONS ASKED AS A PART OF THE 2010 ASBSD/ZOGBY INTERNATIONAL POLL OF SOUTH DAKOTA VOTERS]

Those polled issued a strong endorsement for the quality of education in South Dakota. Nearly 85 percent are confident South Dakota students are receiving a quality education, and, when asked to give a letter grade to their local school, 77 percent gave a grade of an A or B. Likely voters rely less on test scores as a measure of education quality, poll numbers show. Instead, voters lean most on the quality of the teaching staff to determine whether a school is offering a quality education. 

South Dakotans said a lack of funding and difficulty hiring quality teachers were the most pressing challenges facing the state’s public schools – a sentiment Lueders believes closely aligns with the needs of South Dakota schools. 

“Voters are keenly aware of the challenges facing our state’s public schools,” Lueders said. “Our education system is strong, but underfunded. South Dakotans have sent a clear message that it’s time to make education a priority at the state level.” 

As lawmakers look for solutions to education funding problems, Lueders hopes state officials will keep in mind that South Dakotans believe strongly in local decision-making. According to poll results, more than 75 percent of voters say they trust school boards to make decisions that impact education in their communities. 

“We hope school board members take that as a sign of a job well done, and that lawmakers view it as a reason to support policies that allow for local decision-making,” Lueders said. 

TRENDS FROM THE 2008 AND 2010 POLLS

According to Lueders, one of the benefits of the multi-year polling project is the opportunity to examine trends in public opinion over time. Results of the 2010 polling were consistent with findings of the 2008 poll, with public opinion trending within a few percentage points each time. Fourteen of the poll’s 20 questions were asked in both 2008 and 2010.
Trends revealing a high opinion of education quality and local control are understandable, Lueders acknowledged, considering most data suggests that the state’s high student achievement levels have remained steady since 2008. 

Public opinion surrounding school funding was remarkably consistent with 2008 polling, a finding Lueders characterized as “particularly insightful” given the economic environment has changed dramatically since the 2008 polling was conducted. South Dakota, like most states, has been struggling to deal with declining revenue and budget shortfalls that were the result of a national economic recession. 

“It’s clear that, even in our slowly recovering economy, voters will stand behind their public schools,” Lueders said. 

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE 2010 ASBSD/ZOGBY INTERNATIONAL POLL OF SOUTH DAKOTA VOTERS

EDUCATION QUALITY
· 85 percent are confident that students are receiving a quality education. 

· Teacher quality and college readiness rank atop the list of factors that voters weigh when determining whether children are receiving a quality education. 

· When asked to grade schools based on the quality of education students receive, 77 percent gave schools in their community an A or B. 

· A lack of funding and difficulty hiring teachers are the biggest challenges their local school districts are facing.  

DECISION MAKING 

· 77 percent trust local school boards to make decisions that impact public schools

· 72 percent think local school boards should make decisions related to school consolidation.  

· South Dakota voters believe the primary function of school boards is to ensure a school district provides a quality education. 

· 85 percent agree that school districts should invest in training to help school board members become more effective in their positions. 

EDUCATION FUNDING

· 62 percent believe K-12 education funding should be increased and just 3 percent felt funding should be decreased. 

· 77 percent believe additional investments in K-12 education will result in a better education for students in their communities. 

· South Dakota voters overwhelmingly chose K-12 education when asked to prioritize how state government spends tax dollars. 

· 78 percent disagreed with the state’s recent decision to use one-time federal education aid to balance the state’s budget rather than send the money to schools directly. 

· 81 percent are concerned that K-12 education spending, as a percent of the state budget, has decreased in the past decade. 

· 77 percent would support an initiated measure to gradually restore the share of the state budget devoted to K-12 education to 39 percent without raising taxes. 

· 55 percent said they would support increasing the state’s sales tax if they knew the money would go to the state’s K-12 schools. 

EDUCATION POLICY

· 46 percent had an unfavorable view of the No Child Left Behind Act, but more than 70 percent thought it was likely that schools could meet the proficiency targets that are central to the law. 

· 70 percent believe a teacher’s salary should be tied to his or her student’s academic performance. 

· 52 percent do not believe the state should develop standards for voluntary pre-kindergarten education. 

· 62 percent believe it is a good idea for the state to adopt common core standards in math and English language arts. 

Associated School Boards of South Dakota is private, non-profit association that represents more than 850 local school board members, the districts they govern and students they serve. ASBSD’s mission is to advance public education by empowering school board leaders and advocating for a thriving public education system. 
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NOTES: Link to the full report: http://www.asbsd.org/page173.aspx.
