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In examining our nation�s domestic policies, it is interesting 
to consider what they say about us as a nation.  Indeed, 
the character of our nation is re�ected in how we provide 
for our senior citizens, the educational opportunities 
offered to our children, the quality of our health care, and 
the economic opportunities available to our workers for 
meaningful and well-paying jobs. Other social and moral 
issues such as abortion, embryonic stem cell research 
and same sex marriage also re�ect our character in very 
important ways, such as how we de�ne life itself and the 
institution of marriage.  Polls indicate that these issues are 
not important in the present election, however. We have and 
will address these issues in other lessons.  In this lesson we 
will focus on education, health care and the economy.  Our 
next lesson will focus on foreign policy issues.

Education

In American public schools, three of ten students will not 
graduate from high school.  Schools fail for a variety of 
reasons, from a failure to motivate students toward higher 
goals, low parental involvement, low attendance rates, 
poor discipline, and in some cases a lack of resources.  
Young people coming into the work force without a 
quality education are likely destined for a life time of low 
paying jobs, as they attempt to compete in a world of high 
technology and global competition.    

Bush and Kerry Education Proposals
School Accountability - During his �rst term, President 
Bush promoted the �No Child Left Behind� (NCLB) Act, 
which seeks to promote the accountability of schools by 
requiring elementary and middle schools to measure 
students� progress in math and reading.  Students from 
schools that consistently fail to accomplish stated goals 
are granted money for tutoring, and if space is available, 
given the option to transfer to another school within 
their district.  Bush supporters believe NCLB has been 
a signi�cant development in making schools more 
accountable for their performance, and highlighting areas 
of weakness.

Senator Kerry agrees with the goals and general program 
of NCLB, but accuses Bush of under-funding it by $27 
million during his term in of�ce.  Kerry proposes additional 
funding for NCLB, and wants to expand the measurement 
of school performance to include student and teacher 
attendance rates, and parental satisfaction. 

Early Childhood Development Programs � Both 
candidates propose increasing funding, and allocating 
additional funds for poor school districts.  
Financial Assistance in Paying for College � Bush 
proposes increasing Pell grants, a federal government 
program, which helps poor students pay for college.  
Kerry proposes a tax credit for every year of college on 
the �rst $4,000 of tuition. The credit would provide 100 
percent of the �rst $1,000 and 50 percent on the rest.
Vouchers � Bush supports vouchers in certain 
circumstances, where the government provides 
educational funds directly to parents, giving them the 
ability to choose which school their children will attend.  
Kerry is opposed to vouchers for private schools.    
Kerry�s Other Proposals � Provide incentives for 
teachers and principals to work in failing school districts 
by reducing their taxes.
    
Health Care

As the cost of health care increases, more Americans- 
currently 40 million (14% of our population)- cannot 
afford health insurance.  Making matters worse, 
a large sector of our population known as baby-
boomers, is reaching retirement age.  Government 
funded programs, such as Medicare, pay for most of 
the health care of senior citizens, but do not cover 
everything.  As the baby boomer generation retires, 
Medicare, with its present bene�ts and revenue 
sources, will go bankrupt.  In addition, American 
business is stressed by the dramatic increases in health 
care costs, negatively affecting the ability of companies 
to hire new employees and to pay higher wages to 
existing employees.
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In determining their vote for President, voters may consider many variables: political party, 

experience, personal character, popularity, even physical appearance.  Hopefully, at the heart of our decision 

is an informed opinion about the issues facing our nation, and each candidate�s proposals for addressing 

these issues.  Public policy issues are often divided into two broad categories: domestic (within our nation) 

and foreign.  In this lesson, we will examine the major domestic issues of this year�s presidential election, and 

discuss the policies proposed by President Bush and Senator Kerry. 
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President Bush proposes making health care and 
insurance more affordable for families and improving 
access to insurance through: 

� Expanded Health Saving Accounts (HSAs) providing 
government funds to low-income families and 
individuals to purchase health insurance.   

� Tax credits to small businesses to provide health 
insurance for their employees.

� Allowing small businesses and individuals to form 
groups for purchasing insurance, to achieve 
volume discounts on insurance premiums.

� Cover the Kids campaign to provide an additional 
2.6 million children with health insurance 
through Medicaid, which provides health 
insurance to the poor.  

� The Medicare Drug Prescription Drug Bene�t, 
which helps the elderly pay for medication, and 
encourages private insurance participation.   

� Restrictions on the amount of money patients can 
receive in suing doctors and HMOs.  Substantial 
increases in lawsuits increase health care costs 
for everyone.

� Better deployment of technology within the health 
�eld to lower costs.

Senator Kerry�s proposes making insurance more affordable 
for families and increasing insurance coverage through: 

� Allowing all Americans the ability to purchase the 
same insurance that covers federal government 
employees and members of Congress.  

� Providing government rebates to corporations and 
insurers for unexpected catastrophic medical 
expenses, which should lower insurance premiums.

� Lowering prescription drug prices by extending the 
purchasing power of Medicaid in purchasing large 
quantities of medication to other private groups.  
Also would allow the importation of less expensive 
drugs from foreign nations.  

� Increasing federal government money to Medicaid to 
provide insurance coverage to more low-income 
families, and all children presently not receiving 
health insurance.  

� Tax credits to small businesses to help them pay for 
employee health insurance

Kerry plans to fund health care programs by increasing 
taxes on wealthy families, and by instituting savings 
programs within the medical industry.  
Key differences in health care policy ideas between the 
candidates are that Kerry would bring more low-income 
people directly into government run programs like 
Medicaid; whereas Bush proposes giving low-income 

families �nancial assistance to buy their own insurance.  
Kerry�s plan of letting the government bargain for 
medication prices for the private sector would give the 
government more control over pharmaceutical prices.  
Some analysts fear this will lead to pharmaceutical 
prices that are too low to encourage the research and 
development, which lead to better medicines.  Kerry�s 
proposals would likely help more people receive 
insurance coverage more quickly, and would likely cost 
substantially more than Bush�s proposals.    

These policy differences in health care and education 
highlight a philosophical difference where Senator Kerry 
is more willing to promote a larger government role and 
control in addressing problems, while President Bush 
is more willing to provide incentives to individuals and 
private sector companies to address problems and achieve 
shared goals.  It is common in public policy issues for 
Democratic candidates to advocate a more activist role for 
government, than Republicans who tend to advocate more 
of a market and personal choice based approach.      

Part II   Economic Policy

The economic policy of the federal government is 
important because it affects our standard of living in 
the quality and quantity of jobs available, the income 
families and companies may keep after taxes, the de�cit, 
and the amount of resources government has to invest 
in health care, education, welfare programs for the poor, 
defense and other shared goals.     

When George Bush entered of�ce in 2000, the economy 
was heading into a recession and continued to worsen.  
Increasingly, families found it hard to make ends meet 
and more dif�cult to save for college and retirement.  
The recession ended in 2001; however, the recovery was 
very slow until the fall of 2003. Many companies moved 
American jobs overseas for cheaper wages, and there was 
little job growth at home.  In the last year, the recovery has 
strengthened and the economy has produced almost 1.5 
million new jobs, although there are fewer jobs now than 
when President Bush took of�ce.  Presently 36 million 
Americans live in poverty, which is 13% of the population. 

Kerry and Bush Economic Policies
Job Creation - Kerry proposes a tax credit for 
manufacturing companies to create new jobs, and will 
host a jobs summit to discuss additional strategies.  
Bush proposes spending $250 million to assist 
community colleges in training 100,000 workers.  To 
assist the unemployed with job search expenses, Bush 
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wants to establish re-employment accounts of 
$3,000/worker.  Bush also proposes a new public/
private partnership of $100 million in grants for 
low-income students studying math and science.  

Taxes - Kerry would take away the Bush tax cuts on 
families earning more than $200,000 / year; however, 
would maintain the tax cuts Bush and Congress 
enacted for middle income families.  Kerry would 
reduce corporate taxes from 35% to 32.5%.

Bush promoted and signed into law comprehensive 
tax cuts including: increasing the child tax credit, 
reduction of estate taxes, reduction in income tax 
rates, reductions in dividends and capital gains taxes, 
and reductions in corporate taxes.  Going forward, 
Bush advocates that all cuts be maintained.  The Bush 
tax cuts save a middle class family of four between 
$1,600 and $2,000 per year.   

Social Security � is the federal government program 
that provides elderly people with retirement income.  
Given the aging baby boomers, analysts agree that 
the program will have to change bene�ts and / or 
increase tax revenues from younger workers to avoid 
bankruptcy.  Bush proposes that younger workers be 
given the option to invest part of their social security 
taxes in a personal account, in exchange for smaller 
government guaranteed bene�ts.  Kerry opposes any 
privatization of social security accounts. 
Government De�cit - occurs when the government 
spends more than it collects in tax revenues.  Both 
candidates propose slowing the rate of increase in 

government spending for most programs except for 
defense, homeland security and education.  In general 
Senator Kerry proposes more spending and increasing 
some taxes on the wealthy, while President Bush 
proposes less government spending and maintaining 
all tax cuts.   

Differences in the candidates� economic policies 
again point to some philosophical differences.  In 
general, President Bush is more aggressive in lowering 
taxes to promote economic growth, believing that 
families and companies�not the government� may 
best determine how to spend their money.  Senator 
Kerry believes that government should be more 
active in promoting economic growth through more 
government spending, especially on programs that can 
help the economy such as healthcare and education.   

We have seen how differences in the candidates� 
domestic policies often re�ect differences in their 
beliefs in the role of government.  Senator Kerry and 
most Democrats promote a more activist role for 
government, and are willing to promote modestly 
higher taxes to pay for it.  President Bush, and most 
Republicans, promote lower taxes, a more limited role 
for government and allowing more choices for families 
and companies.  As we approach the age where we can 
vote, we can learn more about the different domestic 
policy options by watching to see which policies are 
implemented, and assessing whether they help achieve 
our shared goals of economic opportunity, improving 
education and increasing access to health care.  n

Vocabulary

Baby-boomers � The generation of people born after WWII (1946 and 1964). 
Medicare � Federally funded health insurance, established in 1965, for elderly Americans; a similar program, called Medicaid, 
assists low income families with medical expenses.  
Private sector � Any business or industry not owned or operated by the government. 
HMO � Health Maintenance Organization; private health care providers who offer medical insurance to individuals and families 
for a fee..
Recession � A period of general economic decline, typically de�ned by low production and job growth.
Tax credit � A reduction in the amount of taxes owed.  In the case of the �low-income tax credit,� where there may not be any tax 
owned to the government, the individual or family actually receives a check from the federal government.
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Teacher Guide

Lesson Goals
	Identify and understand the major 
domestic policy issues of the presidential 
election including education, health care 
and the economy  

	Understand each candidate�s views on 
the major domestic policy issues on the 
forefront of  this election

	Learn about which policy issues are the 
most important to voters and why 

	Help students appreciate the relevance 
of domestic policy issues in their lives

	Offer students resources to further 
investigate domestic policy issues

	Present students with opportunities to 
participate in the campaigns

This lesson has 2 parts. Each part will require 
about 10-15 minutes of student reading, 
and 20-30 minutes of re�ection (discussion 
questions/writing assignment). 
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Domestic Policy and Election 2004: A Look at Issues that Hit Home

PART I:  
Discussion Questions and/or Writing Options 
1.	 In looking at each candidate�s proposals for education, how are they similar and 

how are they different? In your opinion, which candidate offers the best policies 
for improving the quality of education in America? Do you have other ideas for 
improving education, not mentioned by either candidate?

2.	 In trying to improve access to healthcare, do you prefer Bush�s policies of providing 
more incentives to families and businesses, or Kerry�s proposals of providing more 
direct government assistance?  Why?  
 
Which aspects of the Bush and Kerry health care plans do you think would be most 
effective in lowering costs and increasing access to insurance?

3.	 What are some of the advantages and disadvantages of the Democratic tendency to 
promote an activist government in addressing problems and achieving goals, and 
advantages / disadvantages of the Republican tendency to promote more individual 
choice and market-based programs? 

PART II:  
Discussion Questions and/or Writing Options 
1.	 Assess for your class which economic issue they may be most interested in.  Then 

lead a class discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of each candidate�s 
proposals for that issue.

2.	 Ask students to debate the relative merits of higher taxes and more government 
spending on targeted programs, versus lower taxes and families and companies 
keeping more of their income.  You could connect this discussion to one speci�c 
domestic issue. 

3.	 As a class, rank the domestic issues according to importance, encouraging students to 
explain why an issue is more important than others.     

4.	 Ask each student to choose one domestic policy issue and write out a speci�c policy 
recommendation.  The policy statement should include the goals he/she hopes 
to accomplish, a speci�c outline of the recommended policy, and the potential 
disadvantages of the recommendations.  

5.	 Focus on the issue of fairness in taxation.  Is it fair to tax wealthy families at a higher rate 
than middle-income families? Challenge students to give speci�c reasons for their views.

6.	 Ask students to vote on which candidate offers the best policies for achieving our 
goals of economic opportunity, quality education and access to health care.

7.	 If you were voting, how much emphasis would you place on candidates� image and 
personality versus their positions on the issues? 
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Extended Learning Activities  
1.	 Poster project: Design issue posters, which re�ect the 

opinions of each candidate on the domestic policy issues 
discussed in the lesson.  Display the posters around school to 
help others understand what is at stake in this election.

2.	 Organize a debate on one of the domestic policy issues 
covered in this lesson.  Each side needs to research 
carefully the strengths and weaknesses of each candidate�s 
position.
 

3.	 Mock election: Divide the class into two teams�one 
Democrat and one Republican.  Each team will design a 
campaign for their candidate, utilizing their candidate�s 
strongest ideas as selling points for the campaign.  The 
campaign must be positive and stick to the issues, but may 
utilize any multimedia format (posters, computers, video, 
music, etc.) as per the teacher�s approval.  Around school, 
display campaign materials throughout October.  On 
November 2, pass out ballots to all students and tally their 
votes.

4.	 George Bush and John Kerry are not the only presidential 
candidates on the ballots in many states.  Ralph Nader is an 
independent candidate for president.  Research his stand on 
the domestic policy issues covered in this lesson.  Write a 
�ve-paragraph essay noting the similarities and differences.
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Internet Resources  

Of�cial website for the Kerry-Edwards campaign, provides 
Kerry�s positions on the major domestic issues, and offers 
opportunities to volunteer:
http://www.johnkerry.com/index.html

Of�cial website for the Bush-Cheney campaign, provides 
Bush�s positions on the major domestic issues, and offers 
opportunities to volunteer:
http://www.georgewbush.com/

Directory to Conduct More in-depth Research on the Major 
Issues:
http://dir.yahoo.com/government/u_s__government/politics/
elections/presidential_elections/2004_presidential_election/
issues/

In their own words� audio and quotes from each candidate on 
important issues:
http://www.npr.org/politics/issues2004/

Snapshot Comparisons of Bush and Kerry�s Positions on the 
Major Issues:  
http://www.usatoday.com/news/politicselections/nation/issues/
campaign-2004-issues.htm

For the Latest Polling on the Presidential Election:
http://www.pollingreport.com/

Election coverage for youth, by youth:
http://www.youthradio.com/politics/2004election_youthviews.
shtml


