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THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION AND AMERICA’S FUTURE 

REPORT ON THE FIRST SIX PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES 
Child and Family Policy Center, on behalf of the Children’s Policy Coalition, December 2015 

 

For the first six presidential debates (four Republican and two Democrat), the Child and Family Policy 
Center coded all primary questions posed by moderators to the candidates. During these debates, there 
were a total of 310 questions raised, which CFPC then grouped into general subject categories. While 
candidates did not always respond to the questions posed nor did they limit their responses to the 
question subject matter (and sometimes interrupted to give responses to questions posed to others), 
these 310 questions shaped the bulk of the debate focus. 

Chart One below shows the results from that coding of questions. 

 
Chart One 

MODERATOR QUESTION TOPICS DURING FIRST SIX PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES  
(AUGUST THROUGH NOVEMBER 2015) 

Topic Area        No. of Questions Percent 

Foreign Policy, Terrorism, National Security     75  24% 
Candidate Qualifications, Character and Integrity, Electability, Faith  71  23% 
Budget, Debt, Entitlements, Economy, Business Regulation, Jobs   65  20% 
High-Visibility Social Issues (guns, marijuana, LGBT, vaccines, 
 Planned Parenthood)       34  11% 
Immigration         28    9% 
Poverty, Inequality and Discrimination      18        6% 
Environment and Global Warming        9    3% 
Higher Education Affordability          5    2% 
Health Care           5    2% 
Child Health, Safety, School Readiness and Educational Success     0    0% 
   

Total                     310             100% 

 
While candidates made frequent mention of their own children and grandchildren in their opening and 
closing remarks and spoke to the need to equip children for the future, missing from the questions were 
any about the status and well-being of the nation’s children and what should be done to ensure their 
growth and development into productive adults. A good share of the questions posed by moderators 
focused on specific statements or controversies around candidates and their character and electability; 
but at times in both Republican and Democrat debates, candidates themselves asked that there be more 
of a focus on substantive issues facing the country.  

Despite the fact that the federal government has substantial responsibilities in the areas of child health, 
child safety, education and addressing disparities in child well-being by socio-economic status, race and 
place, debate moderators failed to ask any questions in these areas. While there was some variation in 
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questions asked in Republican versus Democrat debates (see Chart Four), neither the Republican nor 
Democrat debate moderators raised child policy issues at all. 

In July 2015, with the Every Child Matters Education Fund, the Child and Family Policy Center 
commissioned a poll, conducted by Selzer & Company, of Iowa voters and their views on child policy 
issues. The first questions on that poll provided a list of issues facing the country and whether they 
should be priorities for the next president to address. Chart Two shows the responses voters gave to 
which of these issues were the most important (the top one or two) for them, with “improving the 
health, education, and well-being of children” coming out on top. 

 
CHART TWO 

IOWA VOTER OPINION SURVEY RESPONSES ON MOST IMPORTANT ISSUES 
FOR THE NEXT PRESIDENT TO ADDRESS 

For the following issues, which are the one or two most important issues for the President to address 
(percentages total more than 100% because some voters provided two responses)? 

Improving the health, education, and well-being of children    29% 
Creating jobs and improving the economy      23% 
Pursuing terrorists in the U.S. and abroad      20% 
Balancing the federal budget and reducing the deficit     20% 
Ensuring economic security for senior citizens      13% 
Promoting moral values in our country       10% 
Reducing the size and scope of the federal government       9% 
Protecting the environment          9% 
Reducing poverty           9% 
Reducing income inequality          7% 
Improving America’s standing in the world economy       3% 
 

Selzer & Company poll of 500 Iowa voters, July 2015 

 
The results from the poll present a very sharp disconnect between what issues voters are concerned 
about and what questions moderators have asked Presidential candidates. 

CFPC and the Every Child Matters Education Fund have been working with over thirty Iowa organizations 
as part of a Children’s Policy Coalition to raise child policy issues during the First in the Nation caucuses 
in Iowa. Securing America’s Future: Children and the 2016 Elections has been provided to all candidates 
and the media. It provides background on six key federal child policy areas (see Chart Three) and the 
current need for attention to them by Presidential candidates. Public dialogue and discourse, where 
candidates articulate and develop their agendas in these areas, is essential to developing public will to 
address them and effective policies to produce better results. 
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Chart Three 
SECURING AMERICA’S FUTURE QUESTIONS FOR PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES 

What actions will your administration take to: 

1. (Health) Ensure all children have health coverage and this coverage is effective in responding to 
their needs for healthy growth and development? 

2. (Early Learning) Close the “readiness gap” that appears before kids start school? 
3. (School Success) Ensure the U.S. has a strong primary and secondary education system that meets 

every child’s needs? 
4. (Safety and Permanence) Reduce the number of children who are subject to abuse and neglect, 

improve foster care, and ensure a promising future for those aging out of foster care? 
5. (Economic Security) Reduce poverty among children and otherwise ensure that all children have the 

resources and supports they need to become successful adults? 
6. (Equality and Opportunity) Ensure all children have equal opportunities for success and eliminate 

inequities that limit the in achieving their potential? 

 
In some instances, candidates have presented their agendas on some of these issues in their own 
speeches and on their candidate websites – and they also have responded to questions at their own 
campaign events about children’s issues, when they are raised. The Every Child Matters Education Fund 
has and is continuing to track and record statements made by candidates on child policy issues across 
these areas of concern, available through its recently launched Digital Dialogue campaign. The 
Children’s Policy Coalition will release later in December the Democrat candidates open-ended 
responses to these six questions and will release in January the Republican candidate responses.  

Still, the current information on candidate positions on many of the pressing child policy concerns 
recognized by voters is sparse and certainly cannot be garnered from the first six debates that 
candidates have had – where there is a critical opportunity to raise such issues to prominence and 
candidates have, at times, sought to raise these issues. 

During the first Republican presidential debate, for instance, former Governor Jeb Bush raised one of 
these issues very clearly as a national concern, when he stated (in response to a different question) that 
only 30 percent of youth leaving high school are either college- or career-ready. Despite 310 questions 
being asked during the presidential debates, not one has in any respect been a follow-up to this 
statement – although the future prosperity of American society is dependent upon much better 
preparation of youth. During the first Democrat debate, former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton also 
emphasized the need to invest in children and their development, even talking over three interruptions 
by the moderator seeking to end her remarks, but there were no subsequent questions around any of 
the issues she raised in those statements. And, in the third Republican debate, Senator Marco Rubio 
defended his call for an increase to child tax credit in the context of a question on what it would do to 
the federal budget. In these three examples, presidential candidates all showed their willingness – and 
own attention – to addressing issues facing children as part of their campaigns. (See excerpts at end.)  

Fortunately, there will be four more debates, two Republican and two Democrat, before the February 1, 
2015 Iowa caucuses. In addition, there will be a forum in January on issues related to poverty and 
inequality in South Carolina for Republican candidates and a Brown and Black Forum for Democratic 
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candidates in Iowa. Moderators of those debates and forums have the opportunity to correct the 
neglect in addressing children’s issues by raising critical child policy issues and concerns. 

 

Chart Four 
MODERATOR QUESTION TOPICS DURING FIRST SIX PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES –  

REPUBLICAN AND DEMOCRATIC 

Topic Area        Republican Democrat 

Foreign Policy, Terrorism, National Security     40  35 
Candidate Qualifications, Character and Integrity, Electability, Faith  51  20 
Budget, Debt, Entitlements, Economy, Business Regulation, Jobs   50  15 
High-Visibility Social Issues (guns, marijuana, gays and lesbians, vaccines, 
 Planned Parenthood)       24  10 
Immigration         21    7 
Poverty, Inequality and Discrimination        7  11 
Environment and Global Warming        4    5 
Higher Education Affordability          1    4 
Health Care           1    4 
Child Health, Safety, School Readiness and Educational Success     0    0 
   

Total                     199             111 

 
 

Referenced Excerpts from Debates 

First Republican Debate Transcript – August 6, Cleveland 

BAIER (Moderator): And do you agree with your old friend [Marco Rubio]? (Follow-up question related 
to whether or not opposition to the Common Core is from only “a fringe group of critics.”)  

BUSH: …I think the states ought to create these standards. And if states want to opt out of Common 
Core, fine. Just make sure your standards are high.  

Because today in America, a third of our kids, after we spend more per student than any country in the 
world other than a couple rounding errors, to be honest with you, 30 percent are college- and/or career-
ready. If we are going to compete in this world we're in today, there is no possible way we can do it with 
lowering expectations and dumbing down everything. Children are going to suffer and families' hearts 
are going to be broken that their kids won't be able to get a job in the 21st Century. 
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First Democratic Debate Transcript – October 14, Las Vegas 

COOPER (Moderator): Just for the record, are you a progressive, or are you a moderate? (Question 
Coded Under – Candidate Qualifications, Character and Integrity, Electability, Faith) 

CLINTON: I’m a progressive. But I’m a progressive who likes to get things done. And I know how to find 
common ground, and I know how to stand my ground, and I have proved that in every position that I’ve 
had, even dealing with Republicans who never had a good word to say about me, honestly. But we 
found ways to work together on everything from... 

COOPER: Secretary... 

CLINTON: ...reforming foster care and adoption to the Children’s Health Insurance Program, which 
insures... 

COOPER: ...thank you... 

CLINTON: ...8 million kids. So I have a long history of getting things done, rooted in the same values... 

COOPER: ...Senator... 

CLINTON: ...I’ve always had. 

 

Third Republican Debate – November 10, Milwaukee 

BAKER: Senator Rubio, your tax plan includes a large expansion of child tax credits to raise off (ph) the 
tax incomes for low-income parents. A similar tax credit that you previously proposed in the Senate was 
estimated to cost as much as $170 billion a year, according to the Tax Foundation. Isn’t — isn’t there a 
risk you’re just adding another expensive entitlement program to an already overburdened federal 
budget? (Question Coded Under – Balancing the Federal Budget and Reducing the Deficit) 

RUBIO: The most important job I’m ever going to have, the most important job anyone in this room will 
ever have, is the job of being a parent. Not the job of being president, or the job of being a senator, or 
the job of being a congressman. 

The most important job any of us will ever do is the job of being a president (sic), because the most 
important institution in society is the family. If the family breaks down, society breaks down. You can’t 
have a strong nation without strong values, and no one is born with strong values. They have to be 
taught to you in strong families and reinforced in you in strong communities. 

And so when we set out to do tax reform, we endeavor to have a pro-family tax code, and we endeavor 
to do it because we know how difficult it is for families in the 21st century to afford the cost of living. 

It is expensive to raise children in the 21st century, and families that are raising children are raising the 
future taxpayers of the United States, and everything costs more. In 35 out of 50 states, child care costs 
more than college. 
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There are millions of people watching this broadcast tonight that understand exactly what I’m talking 
about. They don’t know how they’re going to make that payment every month, and if they can’t make it, 
they can’t work, because someone needs to watch their kids during the day. They don’t know how 
they’re going to save for their kids’ future, to go to college. 

And so, yes, I have a child tax credit increase, and I’m proud of it. I am proud that I have a pro-family tax 
code, because the pro- family tax plan I have will strengthen the most important institution in the — in 
the country, the family. 


