
 
 

 
 

NATIONAL DELIBERATIVE POLL® REVEALS CITIZENS’ INFORMED VIEWS 
ON HEALTHCARE, EDUCATION 

-Participants move toward local control, parental involvement as key factors in improving schools- 
-Respondents cite number of uninsured Americans as healthcare system’s biggest problem – 

National PBS broadcast to feature results November 10 at 9:00pm ET 
 

Arlington, VA— In September and October 2005, more than 1,000 adult Americans engaged in a 
national scientific experiment to see what the public would think about education and health 
care--if people became more informed about the issues and talked about them together. For five 
weeks, participants engaged online in weekly small group dialogues with trained moderators, 
discussed balanced briefing materials and posed questions to experts from different points of 
view.  Citizens also participated in 15 face-to-face deliberations, hosted by PBS stations and civic 
partners that mirrored the online process.   
 
Participants in By the People’s online Deliberative Poll® moved toward local control and parental 
involvement as key factors in improving the nation's schools. However, they also lessened their 
support for vouchers, preferring to put more money into improving the public schools to lower 
class sizes and increase teacher pay. They also became less supportive of “No Child Left Behind” 
and statewide reliance on standardized tests.  
 
Respondents also thought that the number of Americans without health insurance was the single 
most important problem facing the system and they were willing to support policies that would 
require at least some sacrifices on their part to deal with it. They were also very concerned with 
the cost of health insurance and prescription drugs. However, they were less concerned with 
issues such as medical malpractice, quality of health care for those with insurance and medical 
errors and mistakes.  
 
The online experiment, part of Deliberation Week organized by By the People, was conducted by 
Stanford University's Center for Deliberative Democracy in conjunction with the public opinion 
research firm Polimetrix of Palo Alto, CA. Polling of participants at the face-to-face deliberations 
was handled by local conveners with assistance from Yale University’s Institution for Social and 
Policy Studies and the Guild Group Inc.  Results will be featured on By the People, a national 
program produced by MacNeil/Lehrer Productions and anchored by Ray Suarez, senior 
correspondent for The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer, to be distributed by PBS on November 10, 
2005, at 9:00pm ET.   
 
*Deliberation Week events took place in Albuquerque, NM; Baton Rouge and Hammond, LA; 
Bowling Green, OH; Charlottesville, VA; Cleveland, OH; Detroit, MI; Kansas City, MO; 
Kearney, NE; Muncie, IN; New Haven, CT; Pittsburgh, PA; Rochester, NY; St. Louis, MO; San 
Diego, CA; and Seattle, WA. 
 



 
 
LOCAL VS. NATIONAL PERCEPTIONS 
Answers to the national survey questions revealed some interesting differences among the cities 
participating in face-to-face citizen dialogues during Deliberation Week, as well as between 
locals and the national online participants.  These differences suggest the distinctiveness of local 
challenges and perceptions.   
 
On the topic of healthcare, local communities, like the national online participants, thought that 
the cost of healthcare and the lack of insurance coverage were the two most important questions, 
but most of them ranked cost above the problem of insurance, while the online participants 
thought the opposite.  
 
When asked to what extent their own Congressional representatives and state legislators reflected 
their priorities, local participants were for the most part more out of synch with the national than 
with the state officials.   On education, both the online and face-to-face dialogue participants 
graded the nation’s schools lower than the schools in their own communities.   Participants in the 
local sites varied considerably on whether the state or the locality should control testing.  On this 
issue, the rural community of Kearney, NE, whose participants were approximately half 
randomly-invited educators, strongly favored local control.  On “No Child Left Behind,” in 
general local sites were more favorable than the national online deliberators, with the marked 
exception of Kearney. 
 
 
NATIONAL ONLINE RESULTS:  EDUCATION PRIORITIES 
When the online participants were asked which of several measures would be the single most 
important factor for improving the nation’s schools, the top three answers--quality of teachers, 
academic standards, and parental involvement-- were the same before and after deliberation.  
However, there were large changes in the percentage naming each of these three.  Before 
deliberation, teacher quality was the most popular response, named by 34% of participants.  But 
after deliberation, it became the third most frequent response, chosen by only 18% of 
participants.  There was a big increase (14% to 25%), on the other hand, in the number of 
participants naming "parental involvement" as the single most important factor.  The proportion 
naming academic standards did not change significantly, moving from 33% before to 28% 
afterward. In addition, participants came to see class size as a more important issue.  It was 
named as the single most important factor by only 3% before, but by 12% afterwards. 
 
PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT AND LOCAL CONTROL 
A follow-up question asked which factor was second most important. When these are combined, 
participants who mentioned "parental involvement" as either the single most important  or the 
second most important factor in improving the nation's schools rose from 27% before 
deliberation  to 45% after.  
 
There was also increased support for local control of education, with the percentage saying that 
tests for student achievement should be set at the state level decreasing from 62% to 56%, and 
the percentage saying such decisions should be made by local school boards in each community 
increasing from 31% to 38%. 
INCREASED FUNDING 
Participants became more supportive of increasing funding to public schools, at least for certain 
purposes-- even if that meant raising taxes.   Before deliberation, 58% of participants supported, 
and 32% opposed, increasing funding for public schools to reduce class sizes, even if that meant 
increasing taxes.  After deliberation, the percent supporting such a measure increased to 63%, 



 
 
while the percentage opposing decreased to 23%.  Similarly, the percentage of participants who 
supported boosting funding for teacher pay increased from 59% to 66%.  
 
STANDARDIZED TESTS, “NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND” AND VOUCHERS 
Participants became less enthusiastic about standardized testing in their community’s public 
schools, with the percentage saying there was too much emphasis on standardized testing 
increasing from 58% to 65%, and the percentage saying there was not enough emphasis 
decreasing from 14% to 9%. Support for "No Child Left Behind" dropped from 39% to 31% and 
disapproval increased from 53% to 59%. Opposition to vouchers to pay for private schools with 
public money increased from 56% to 61%. 
 
 
NATIONAL ONLINE RESULTS: HEALTHCARE PRIORITIES 
The top priority for health policy, both before and after deliberation, was dealing with the number 
of Americans without health insurance (45% before, 49% after, selected it as the most important 
problem). The other most important problem, both before and after, was "the cost of health 
insurance" (29% before and 30% after, selecting it as the most important). When the top two 
priorities are considered, the cost of prescription drugs becomes important, rising from 29% to 
38% as either first or second most important. 
 
REMEDIES 
Participants moved in the direction of supporting major changes in the healthcare system, 
particularly those that might address the uninsured. When asked "would you be willing to pay 
more than you do now for healthcare if this meant that many more Americans would have health 
insurance coverage" the percentage answering yes went up from 52% to 62%. Support also 
increased for the U.S. adopting a "single payer" system "where a government entity accepts all 
healthcare fees and pays out all healthcare costs for everyone." The number supporting this 
option rose from 51% to 57% after deliberation. 
  
Another option which increased in support was the idea of the government requiring all 
individuals to find at least minimal coverage, perhaps funded by a tax credit. Support rose from 
37% to 43% and strong opposition dropped from 37% to 25%. Deliberators also liked the idea of 
offering uninsured Americans on a voluntary basis “income tax deductions, tax credits or other 
financial assistance to help them purchase private health insurance on their own." Support for this 
proposal rose from 57% to 66%. 
 
However, support for other options went down or remained stagnant. For example, support for 
the notion that the government should require employers to provide coverage for their workers 
declined with deliberation, from 51% to 44%. And support for the notion that the U.S. must 
increase funding for Medicare and Medicaid, even if this meant increased taxes, was high but 
unchanged (58% before deliberation and 59% after). 
 
KNOWLEDGE AND TOLERANCE 
Participants were asked information questions about the two issues and they became more 
informed overall, as judged by an index for all information items. Some questions showed a 
dramatic increase.  For example, the percentage able to identify the number of Americans who 
are uninsured-- 45 million-- rose from 30% to 50%.  Deliberators became more tolerant of those 
with different points of view. Those agreeing that "people with views very different from mine 
often have good reasons for their opinions" went up from 67% before to 75% after deliberation, 
and the percentage disagreeing decreased from 21.2% before to 8.5% afterwards. Those who 



 
 
agreed with the statement that "People like me don't have any say about what the government 
does" went down, from 52% to 38% with deliberation. 
 
ABOUT THE ONLINE POLL 
981 adult Americans completed pre and post-experiment questionnaires. 360 participated in three 
or more one-hour discussions and the remaining 621 were part of a control group that did not 
deliberate. There were 150 discussion group meetings (thirty groups meeting for five weeks). The 
project was conducted online with a nationally representative sample who discussed the issues 
using voice rather than text (employing microphones for interaction), and software designed to 
facilitate group discussion.  All of the changes are statistically significant comparing participant 
views at the beginning of the experiment with those at the end. Nearly all are statistically 
significant when deliberators are contrasted with those of the control group who did not 
deliberate.  The Center for Deliberative Democracy at Stanford University employs Deliberative 
Polling® to study informed public opinion. Polimetrix is a public opinion research firm in Palo 
Alto, CA. that employs Web surveys, large-scale databases, and cutting edge statistical 
techniques.  
 
ABOUT THE POLLING IN DELIBERATION WEEK CITIES 
In these sites – Rochester, New Haven, Albuquerque, St. Louis, and Kearney, NE, on education, 
and Kansas City, Pittsburgh, Charlottesville, Baton Rouge, and Seattle on health – participants in 
Deliberation Week were drawn wholly or in part from among citizens who had been invited to 
previous By the People events and had expressed interest or actually attended.   Some partners 
recruited additional participants through local organizations or randomly, to reflect the diversity 
of their area.  Kearney's sample included a randomly invited group of local educators.   Bowling 
Green and Muncie consisted of new randomly invited samples.   Some sites convened close to 
150 participants.  Others intentionally gathered smaller groups.  In Bowling Green, Deliberation 
Week included four community dialogues in different locations that led up to a summit.  Local 
coalitions are engaging legislators in ongoing discussions with citizens and planning follow-up 
activities.  More information about sample selection, methodology, and significant results can be 
found at www.pbs.org/newshour/btp. 
 
By the People is a three-year-old project in citizen engagement organized by MacNeil/Lehrer 
Productions, with major funding by the Flora and William Hewlett Foundation, with additional 
funding from the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.  It 
seeks to energize and enhance the national conversation on important issues of the day through a 
series of national and local broadcasts and events that demonstrate the relevance of national and 
global policy issues to local concerns.   
 

#   #   #
 

* To reach contacts from any of the 15 local Deliberation Week sites, contact Anne Bell at 
703/998-2810 or Shermaze Ingram at 703/998-2175. 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/btp
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