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We know what’s needed:  fewer cuts, more revenue. How do we make our case?

Tip #1:  Don’t Say “The Problem Is the Budget Deficit”—It’s The Economy!

· Focus on people’s needs in the worst economic downturn of our lifetimes, not the state’s budget

· Do say:  “In these hard times, Texas schoolchildren and their families need more help, not less.”

Tip #2: The Solution Is A “Balanced Approach”

· We won’t be taken seriously if it sounds like we’re saying “no cuts.” Everybody believes there will be cuts. We have to meet people where they are.

· Why a balanced approach? Relying on cuts alone will not meet people’s urgent needs and will fail to invest in the future—our state’s schoolchildren

· In these hard times we’re past either/or choices; as a practical matter, we’ll need to do everything—use our reserves (Rainy Day Fund); maximize federal assistance; make some cuts; and create new revenue. That’s a practical, balanced approach.

Tip #3:  Understand And Take Advantage Of Public Preferences On Taxes (whether you agree with them or not)

· The most widely accepted revenue raiser is to “cut corporate/business loopholes”
· People also respond favorably to taxes on alcoholic beverages or cigarettes

· The point is that the public does support some taxes

· Also use the polling data showing Texans strongly support higher taxes for public schools.  

Tip #4: Be Very Clear About Impacts Of Cuts On Services People Need!

· Frame the discussion in terms of maintaining spending at a level that meets people’s needs.

· A balanced approach is needed to maintain the services people depend on.

· In public education, describe specific cuts that pull the rug out from under schoolchildren and their schools. 

· Describe real-world damage in local communities that legislators represent—number of layoffs, number of students losing after-school tutoring, number of teachers who won’t receive a mentor’s support, number of students who won’t have adequate science labs.

Tip #5: Include An Optimistic And Forward-Looking Theme

· Talk in terms of the importance of supporting things that will promote future economic growth.

· If we don’t invest in education and children’s health care now, we will be poorly positioned to take advantage of our opportunities when good times return. 

Tip #6:  Words Matter, So Enforce Message Discipline
· What you say can be less important than how you say it.

· Polls show people respond better to “maintaining adequate funding for education and health care” as a priority than to “avoiding cuts in programs such as education and health care.”

· Similarly, “making sure that families struggling because of the recession” are helped often polls better than “preserving the safety net for families.”
Messaging Traps To Avoid
· Don’t talk about the budget too much in terms of numbers of dollars. Talk about the human impact of cutting specific vital services. Yes, it makes sense to say 230,000 kids will lose health coverage. But it’s not advisable to focus on how many billions of dollars the state shortfall amounts to, or what percentage that is of the entire budget.
· Don’t get bogged down in the budget numbers. People often have little idea of the magnitude of numbers and suspect that everybody knows how to manipulate them. Keep it human.
· Don’t talk about “program cuts.” Talk about strengthening education, protecting working families, preserving/creating jobs. Again, it’s about the human impact, not the abstract budget dollars. 
· Stress Jobs, jobs, jobs. Example: Support K-12 and college funding because it helps people get good jobs. You don’t improve our kids’ future chances by laying off their teachers.  Jobs = strong messaging.   
· Don’t spend your time on why taxes are good. Just say that in this kind of economy—with the worst economic crash in 70 years causing a steep drop in state revenue—nearly every state has had to respond with a balanced approach—not just cuts but also new revenue. 
· Also say:  The worst thing a state can do in an economic downturn is to weaken basic public services that a strong economy needs, like education, health care, public safety. Strong schools are especially critical to our children’s future and to our economic recovery.  For our economy to thrive we need to have a well-trained workforce, providing our kids the tools to do the well-paid jobs of tomorrow.   
· Say “do what’s right,” not “do what’s fair.” People have lots of different ideas about what’s fair. Stick with talking about a revenue system that meets our needs and invests in the future, not about one that is more “fair.” (But you can talk about specifics, like closing corporate loopholes.)
· Don’t get sucked into arguing the pros and cons of government. If the claim is made that tax dollars are just wasted by government, your answer should be along the lines of:  “middle-class working families are struggling, and taking away health care and educational opportunity only makes it worse.”
· Don’t say “fund government programs.” Say “invest in our state.” Don’t say “government programs.” Say “basic public services.”
· Don’t give a list of cuts you would make, and don’t just say you oppose all cuts. Just say:  “It’s not either/or.  It’s always right to prioritize spending, see what works, see what doesn’t, and make adjustments. But to get out of the deep hole the recession has put us in, we need a balanced approach, not just spending cuts.”

· Don’t let your sound bite be “we need to raise taxes.” Say instead:  “We need a balanced approach that includes revenue.”
· If you have time for more, add: “…because that’s how we can meet people’s needs today and make sure we are positioned to make a strong economic recovery. If we cut our kids off from health care, if we fail to support public education, if we put college out of reach, we will undermine the future economic prosperity of everyone in our state.”     

Quick List of What to Say…
“Our goal should be to maintain adequate funding for education and health care and to help families struggling because of the recession.”

“We need to support K-12 and college funding because it helps people get good jobs. You don’t improve our kids’ future chances by laying off their teachers.”

“If we don’t invest in education and children’s health care now, we will be poorly positioned to take advantage of our opportunities when good times return.”

“The worst thing a state can do in an economic downturn is to weaken basic public services that a strong economy needs, like education, health care, public safety.”

“In these hard times, Texas schoolchildren and their families need more help, not less.”

“We need to invest in our state and basic public services.”

“It’s always right to prioritize spending, see what works, see what doesn’t, and make adjustments. But to get out of the deep hole the recession has put us in, we need a balanced approach, not just spending cuts.”

“A balanced approach is how we can meet people’s needs today and make sure we are positioned to make a strong economic recovery. If we cut our kids off from health care, if we fail to support public education, if we put college out of reach, we will undermine the future economic prosperity of everyone in our state.”     

“One idea for new revenue is to cut corporate/business loopholes”

“Do what’s right!”
Polling Data to Use

Source: Texas Poll, October 2010

· 88 percent of Texans agree that Texas public schools need more money from the state. Only 10 percent disagreed (2 percent said they didn’t know).

· 68 percent said they are willing to pay higher taxes in order to get more funding for public schools.

· 82 percent said they favor higher taxes for increased teacher salaries (versus only 14 percent opposed). In fact, a majority in all age, ethnicity, and gender groups support higher taxes for higher teacher salaries.

· The findings on support for smaller classes were nearly as strong. Some 71 percent of Texans favor paying higher taxes to lower class size, while only 24 percent oppose that option. Again, a majority in all age, ethnic, and gender groups favor higher taxes for smaller classes.

· Supporting higher taxes to provide new school buildings were 68 percent of those polled.

· The Texas Poll also asked respondents what they think of the job our public schools are doing. The result:  59 percent say our schools are doing an excellent or good job, compared to 40 percent who say fair or poor. The positive result is higher for residents with children in the public schools: 63 percent say the schools are doing an excellent or good job, while 35 percent say fair or poor.
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