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Children’s Communication Strategies
1) This is an American issue — and it affects all of us.

The problems facing our children aren’t local, state, or even national issues. They're
American issues — and they impact all of us. The essential communication context
is the sense of ownership — that we are all responsible for the health, safety, and
happiness of the next generation. Because, in reality, how successful our children
are — from early childhood to middle school to high school and so on — determines
just how prosperous and successful our nation will be years from now. All
American parents want to make their children’s lives better than theirs, regardless
of how great their life is. This sentiment needs to reach all Americans — that how
successful we are in educating and keeping healthy ALL children will be felt not
just by the children, but by every American.

Our polling work consistently shows that when you try to break out children’s
issues as either local, state, or national issues, support is good, but not good
enough. In every poll we’ve done, when we address children’s issues as an American
issue — instead of a local, state, or national issue — support increases tremendously.
As you go forth and promote investments in early childhood, it is critical that

in order to get the most receptive audience, you relate what specifically you are
talking about to how it is an American issue that affects us all.

Words That Work

Kids ARE our future. They're an investment. And they’re our insurance. When
we're retired, they'll be the business leaders that keep our economy vibrant.
They're going to be the leaders that guide America through the 21st century.
They're the future entrepreneurs and non-profit leaders. They ARE our future.

And if kids are the future, we shouldn't give them the short end of the stick
today. | want today’s kids to be healthy, educated, and prepared for their
roles when we take a step back and let them grab the reigns. And it all starts
with our commitment to them now. We've committed to letting them lead us
tomorrow, so we must be committed to preparing them today.

For too many years, too many kids have slipped through the cracks. Too
many kids have not received the education that they have the right to expect.
And we all pay the price — not just they — all of us do. There are too many
children who cannot read or write, who cannot add or subtract, who cannot
figure out a tip, who cannot function in jobs that would provide them access
to the American dream because they were not educated well enough when
they were kids. And we all know one thing; If you don’t get the education as
a kid, it's pretty hard to get it as an adult.
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2) There's no excuse for inaction.

All of the tools are there. And today, Americans are tired of hearing why we can’t
get something done and they want to know how we can get it done. NOW. For

as important as politicians claim children are to the health and vitality of this
country, there sure are a lot of excuses about why we aren’t giving them everything
they need to be successful. And as you spread your message, be clear: There’s NO
EXCUESE for not getting anything done. For not giving children what they need.
For not setting up this country for a successful hand-off to the next generation
someday. No excuses. Period.

If you choose to invoke “no excuses,” Americans will respond to your message —
and favorably. We've seen it first hand. And they’ll respond favorably because they
know providing children — especially younger children — with what they need is
attainable. It doesn’t require an invention or years and years of development. We
know what works for kids and we need to provide them with it.

Below is an excerpt from a speech by Senator Hillary Clinton that we recently
dial-tested. In it, she talks about just how little it takes to insure a child. This
message — was a home run on both sides of the aisle. Why? Because it’s practical,
reasonable, and demonstrates just how easily attainable it is to provide children
with health coverage. She brings her message to the human level — $3.50 a day for
a cup of coffee — and points out that we can better ensure the health of our children
every day for the same amount. It’s tough to argue with that, especially when
Americans believe children are vital to the future.

You must absolutely resist any temptation to make this into a partisan fight.
Partisan politics will be ruinous to your effort. It’s not about blaming one side or
the other — solutions need to be non-partisan. Once the stink of politics attaches
itself to an idea, that idea is summarily rejected.

Words That Work

It's just wrong. You know, it's just absolutely wrong. Of all the people in our
country who should be insured, | believe children should be at the top of the
list. It costs $3.50 a day to insure a child. You know, you think about that;
You could go over and get a fancy coffee, get a nice dessert over at the
soda shop; you could insure a child. So we're going to work very hard to
get the children’s health insurance program reauthorized. And | hope even
to get it extended.

- Sen. Hillary Clinton
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3) Tell your audience the truth, and tell them the consequences.

For many of the people you are trying to reach, the crisis facing kids isn’t personal or
immediate. And when it’s not personal, it’s easy to ignore. But the consequences of
failed schools can lead to catastrophe — and that knowledge provides the emotion that
will lead to action. That is why you need to speak the idiom of consequences.

There is a world of compelling facts, figures, and statistics out there that most of you
could probably cite all day as to why we should be investing more in early childhood
development. But as you sift through the world of knowledge you have, be sure to
filter it for your audience. Take the one or two most compelling facts or statistics you
have, deliver them, and talk about the consequences of not turning the tide. People
will respond to hearing the positive impact of something, but hearing the negative
consequences will drive them to action.

Words That Work

The implications are huge. Jobs are leaving this country, and American
employers say that students today lack the basic skills to do even the simplest
jobs. The U.S. economy will suffer. Crime will go up. Your children won't be
able to find a job. Your children won't be able to afford a house. We are
facing a crisis that will affect every American if we don't dramatically improve
public education.

If we don’t make changes and we if we don't improve, we'll be headed for
disaster. Our rankings in the world will continue to slip. Our economy will
continue fo suffer. Our kids will become less engaged, less inspired, and less
capable of leading us into a brighter future.

4) Principles matter.

It’s usually difficult for people who are so passionate about something to resist
walking into the weeds on their issue. In other words, when you jump into the
technicalities, legislation, and statistics about any given issue as it relates to
children, your audience will tune you out faster than they tuned you in.

With that in mind, when you are communicating your message, stay away from
wonky, technical language. Instead, draw upon key principles that state your
position, but will also be difficult for anyone to disagree with. When you start
with a principle, you catch your audience’s collective ear, get their heads nodding,
and get them engaged. Then, and only then, can you tip-toe down the path of
details, ever so cautiously. People don’t want to hear bill names or legislation
unless they really have to. So spare them what is essentially Washington-speak.
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Words That Work

It's essential that all American students learn the skills that prepare them for
life. That's why we are guided by the principle that ALL students, no matter
where they are from, no matter what their family status or income, should
have a specific core curriculum of English, math, reading, and science.

Words That REALLY Work

Healthcare is not just a right for the rich or a benefit for the poor. Every
child from every family should be covered or have the ability to buy into a
healthcare plan.

Words That Don’t

My plan expands SCHIP so that middle-class families can be covered or buy
into the same plan.

5) We can either invest now or pay later.

This is a simple argument with a simple choice. We can put money into schools
and education today, or we can expect a lesser educated workforce 15 years from
now. We can make sure children get healthcare today, or we can deal with the
effects of childhood obesity and the lack of preventative medicine when today’s
kids become young adults.

Americans will go with the smarter option here — and you can get them to pressure
politicians to do the smart thing as well. People realize that, just like paying a
credit card bill, you can’t keep putting everything off until tomorrow. And with
children, we need to make the smart investment, we need to make it early on, and
we need to make it now.

Words That Work

We are very proud in this country of that phrase, “the American Dream.”
And yet for so many hardworking Americans, it seems like the possibility of
reaching it just gets further and further away. We should commit ourselves
now and demand that the people we elect commit themselves to restoring not
just the concept of the American Dream, but the actual ability of Americans
to achieve it. The way that we do that is to invest in the next generation - to
invest in the future — to make certain commitments now that will pay such
great dividends 20 or 30 years from now. We complain about parents who
have left their kids behind; let's not let another generation slip by. Let's make
the difference right now; let's start today.

Taking this a step further, it’s important to point out that we’re not spending
on children, we're INVESTING. Spending may come across as reckless to some,
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while “investing” has smart, savvy connotations. Most people “spend” on a daily
basis, and they also “invest” on a limited basis. And if you ask people what they
feel better doing, it’s investing. Investing is forward-looking: It involves planning,
thinking, and figuring out how tomorrow can be better than today. Here’s a
passage that talks about education and just how important and smart it is:

Words That Work

Education is an investment. It's an investment in our children, in our country,
and in the future. When dollars are dedicated to educational pursuits it is
more than just an expense, it is an economic development strategy. Too
often, education is thought of as a mere allocation of money, as a line in

a ledger or a budget item to be funded. That kind of thinking is just plain
wrong. Education investment, when done in a smart, measured way, is one
of the soundest investments we can make.

6) Be bold and be strong.

In our research, one thing has become increasingly clear over time: Stronger
language works. Recent research shows the strongest, boldest, most active
language on behalf of children consistently worked best. And in many ways, it’s
a direct response to the talking-point nature of politicians today, whose answers
seemed more rehearsed than well thought out.

You're not going to get anywhere today by “asking” or “requesting” that more
time, effort, and money be invested in children. While that is the best approach
when recruiting volunteers to help kids, when you’re dealing with politicians or
anyone in Washington, start demanding. Children’s lives are too important to take
lightly, and your language and messages need to reflect just how serious you are
about renewing the focus on children.

Words That Work

What's the difference between a group of seniors standing with politicians
and a group of kids standing with politicians? The seniors are probably at
a bill signing, while the kids are probably at a campaign event. That's the
sad reality today, isn't ite Because it's easy — too easy - for politicians to
talk about how children are our future; about the need to improve schools,
or give parents tax credits, or provide healthcare for children. But what
happens when it's all talk and no action?

We need to hold our leaders accountable, to ensure they actually stand up
for kids. The simple reality is: Kids can't vote. So in any political calculation,
politicians don't have to worry about whether a 7-year-old child will vote
for or against them. But now, think about seniors. They recently won a great
battle and got a prescription drug benefit which cost billions of dollars.
Why? Because seniors can directly hold their leaders accountable.
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7) For now, we need to focus on progress.

This is a prime example of how switching a single word can produce completely
different — and more promising — results. When you communicate, tell your
audience you want to make progress. Don’t promise success, or even mention it
really. Success won’t be believable to some, and you don’t want to diminish your
audience any. Americans love progress, and it has defined our country since day
one. You can do this because progress is not an absolute. And it isn’t the end

all. If people are seeing progress, they’ll believe there is success at the end of the
road, even when you don’t talk about success. Americans will have a difficult time
agreeing on the definition of success, but the concept of progress is much easier to
demonstrate, prove and agree upon.

8) Focus on the future by referencing the past.

One thing that’s evident in the research we’'ve conducted, especially when it comes
to children’s issues, is that people don’t mind taking a step back to the tried-and-
true ways of yesterday. They want to get back to basics when it comes to children.
And they know it works — we used to be first in the world in nearly everything.
Now all we hear about is how the U.S. is lagging behind in math testing and on
science scores. This is especially true when talking about education reform. No
parent wants the system to “experiment” with their child. They DO want the hard
learned lessons of the past to be applied to their children.

Words That Work

| remember a time when promises meant something. When goals meant
something. When a president could say that we would put a man on the
moon, and then we went out and did it.

| remember when we talked and acted and voted as though the very survival
of our country, and our way of life, depended on it. | don’t know why that's
not still the case. Why we no longer feel invested or accountable for what
happens around us.

Education is a perfect example. We usually know which schools are failing,
which children are at risk. We know that something needs to be done — that
we're literally losing a generation of American minds — and yet ... we fail to act.
Our leaders fail to inspire us to act. Educators work 15 hours a day just to keep
their heads above water, yet no one is offering them assistance or solutions to
get ahead. It's time for a change. It's time to get back to basics. The system is
broken. Let's fix it.

So talk about today’s kids in the context of yesterday’s kids. Today’s children

have a whole range of issues to deal with that kids didn’t deal with even 15 or 20
years ago. Times have changed, but one thing that hasn’t are people’s memories of
their childhood. They remember going to school, looking at the chalkboard, and
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learning about the core subjects. If you can connect to their childhood, you can
advocate for a need to refocus on today’s childhoods.

Words That Work

We need significant change in this country and it begins with early childhood
development. | want my parents fo have an access to prescription drugs, | want
them to have to have health care, and | want their social security to be secure,
but | am not going to support that at the expense of the next generation. This
country has always been about the future, it's always been the place that people
came to and struggled, so the next generation could have a brighter future.

9) Demand accountability.

When you're talking about reform or reinvestment or renewing the focus on
children, you also need to assure your audience that this isn’t going to be a
runaway spending train or bureaucrats out of control. People need to know that if
they’re going to invest in children through tax dollars or effort or any other means,
that multiple parties are going to be held accountable to get the right results. And
if they fail, they’ll be held accountable.

Words That Work

For so long we've heard about education reform. For decades people have
talked about the challenges of our schools, but no one has acted. The only
people who are going to make the necessary changes and get it done for
our children are the people in this room and people in other rooms all across
America.

We all know deep down that politicians don’t act, don’t move, don't actually
do anything unless we put pressure on them. We've seen a lot of significant
changes when people organize and force the politicians to act. Together, we
need fo make a statement that we're unwilling to accept the status quo, that
we're unwilling to accept schools that do not succeed — that we demand more
for our children NOW so that they will be more prepared and more successful
as adults.

10) Failure is not an option.

Failure is unacceptable. We didn’t tolerate education failure 50 years ago, but
somehow we've become a little too comfortable with failure today. Americans may
no longer see the need to be first in everything, but they also never want to see the
day when we are last. Never. The fear, and threat, of failure is a motivating factor.
And today, more than ever, we cannot fail our children at a young age or any age.
Too much is riding on it.
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Words That Work

If we're going to make a fundamental change in education, we have to declare
now and forever that failure is not an option and do it on the national level.

We can't allow children to fall behind because they come from single parent
families, or neighborhoods that are struggling, or rural regions far from our
own. We can't allow children to fall behind because they have the misfortune of
having parents who don't care or who aren’t engaged.

For generations, our schools worked because as a society, we insisted on it. We
refused to accept failure. We can’t accept failure now.

Big Ideas for Children: Investing in Our Nation’s Future | 235






[ )
a0m

1T
FIRST FOCUS

1110 Vermont Ave, NW, Suite 900, Washington, DC 20005
T: (202) 6570670 | F: (202) 657-0671

www.firstfocus.net



