
 
 

ELECTION 2012 DEBATE WATCH UPDATE: 
Moving America’s Children into the Spotlight1

 
 

How will the President of the United States represent the more than 74 million 
children in America who, due to their age, have no ability to speak for themselves 
at the ballot box? 

 
The first twenty Republican Presidential Debates have covered many topics, but of the 
over 1000 questions asked by moderators in these debates, fewer than two percent 
have focused upon federal child policy issues related to education reform, children’s 
health, child welfare and safety, addressing the needs of children with disabilities, early 
childhood development, or responding to child poverty.   This is despite the fact that the 
federal budget includes over $374 billion in investments in child health, safety, 
education, and security – over one-third of all public (federal, state, and local) 
investments in these areas. 
 
Chart One shows the breakdown of questions to candidates by subject area. 
 

CHART ONE: QUESTION AREAS FROM THE FIRST TWENTY REPUBLICAN 
PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES 

           #   % 
 
National Security, Foreign Policy, Defense   205 19.8% 
Candidate Electability/Record/Qualifications/Consistency 187 18.0% 
Jobs/Unemployment/Economy     186 17.9% 
Government’s Role Regarding Social Values/Family Values 107 10.3% 
Federal Debt/Bailouts/Subsidies/Earmarks   106 10.2% 
Immigration Policy         78   7.5% 
Health Care/Obamacare        65   6.3% 
Energy/Higher Education/Housing      53   5.1% 
Social Security/Medicare        33   3.2% 
Education/Child Health/Welfare/Poverty      17   1.6% 
Child Protection/Early Childhood/Children with Disabilities     0   0.0% 
 
     Total            1037   100.0% 

                                            
1 This is an update of a November, 2011 report, Moving America’s Children into the Spotlight: The 
Presidential Election as an Opportunity for Dialogue About America’s Future, which provided a content 
analysis of the first ten Republican Presidential debates. This update expands that content analysis to all 
nineteen Republican Presidential debates conducted between May 5, 2011 and February 22, 2012. 



While candidates themselves have been more likely to bring up child policy issues in 
their own responses than moderators have been to raise them, even the most astute 
listener to all debates would have almost no information on how candidates propose 
responding to the needs of the one half million children in foster care, the 15 million 
children who drop out of school, the 8 million children currently without health insurance 
coverage, or the millions of children without a consistent source of child care while their 
parents work.  Although polls show these issues are important to voters and ones voters 
feel the federal government has some responsibility to address, to date they have 
remained in the policy shadows. 
 
Voices for America’s Children is continuing to call on debate moderators to raise 
children’s issues as part of upcoming debates.  Voices further is calling upon candidates 
and the public to raise these issues as part of the 2012 federal electoral dialogue.  
Voices is planning release of a guide, Securing America’s Future: Children and the 
2012 Elections, in March, 2012, that will be used by child advocacy organizations 
around the country to educate the public and policy makers on key federal child policy 
issues that candidates for President and for Congress need to address. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: This update was compiled by the Charles Bruner and Brenda Chenchar at the Child and Family 
Policy Center, in partnership with Roy Miller at the Children’s Campaign and Roberta Heine at Voices for 
America’s Children.  The first report is available on Voices for America’s Children website, 
http://voices.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/Moving-Americas-Children-Into-the-Spotlight-report-
120511.pdf 
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