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Voters not swayed by Cuomo's education efforts

By Cara Matthews and Jon Campbell 

8:16 PM, Mar. 5, 2012   

ALBANY -- Half of New York voters believe the state's new teacher-evaluation system will improve education and 57 percent think it is fair to teachers, according to a Siena Research Institute poll released Monday.

But just 22 percent said Gov. Andrew Cuomo's overall body of work has improved public education and 27 percent said education has become more of a problem, the poll found. A plurality -- 45 percent -- said it has had no effect.

Last month, the governor forced an agreement between the state Education Department and New York State United Teachers on a revamped system that links student performance to evaluations. Cuomo had threatened to put his own system in place if education and union officials didn't resolve an ongoing battle over the regulations.

"Clearly voters do not see the issue of teacher evaluations as being the 'be all and end all' to improving the quality of education for New York's public school students," Siena pollster Steve Greenberg said in a statement.

Although the public has viewed Cuomo as a leader in brokering the evaluation agreement, "education is one key area where voters are not giving the governor high performance grades," he said.

Billy Easton, executive director of the union-backed Alliance for Quality Education, said the state's newly imposed property tax cap and cuts to education aid in recent years are "unfortunately undermining" Cuomo's education agenda.

"The poll reflects growing concern about the direction of education policy in New York, particularly as it relates to the dramatic classroom cuts that have resulted from the state budgets and the state-imposed cap on local school budgets," Easton said in a statement.

Cuomo's personal approval rating dropped slightly since last month -- from 74 percent to 69 percent, according to Siena. His job-approval rating went from 61 percent last month to 57 percent. The disapproval rating went from 37 percent to 42 percent.

At least two-thirds of voters in every part of the state have a favorable view of the governor.

"Cuomo continues to have favorability and job performance ratings that would be the envy of any politician," Greenberg said.

Asked about Cuomo's job performance on seven issues, a plurality of voters said his efforts have not had any effect on five of them: pride in New York, the state's business environment, economic conditions, quality of infrastructure and quality of public education.

Forty-one percent of voters said the governor has improved ethical standards in state government, compared with 39 percent who said he has had no effect. Fourteen percent said his efforts have exacerbated the problem. Forty-one percent said he has improved the state's fiscal condition, 40 percent said he has not, and 15 percent said he has made it worse.

The Siena poll also revealed that support for legalizing non-Indian casinos in the state has dipped several percentage points. Forty-eight percent of voters said they were in favor of legalization and 49 percent were against it, while the split was 52 percent in favor and 44 percent opposed in February.

Voters are strongly behind the governor's proposal for a new, less generous pension tier -- 66 percent to 29 percent -- and building a convention center in Queens -- 64 percent to 32 percent. New state employees would have to contribute more toward their pensions under Cuomo's plan.

Forty percent of voters said the governor should veto redistricting lines proposed by the Democratic-led Assembly and GOP-controlled Senate. Thirty-one percent had no opinion and 29 percent said they should be approved.

Redistricting is done every 10 years based on the U.S. Census, and maps released by the Legislature have been widely criticized.

While Cuomo is still riding high in popularity, the Assembly and Senate continue to struggle in that area, the poll said. Thirty-seven percent of voters said they had a favorable opinion of the Assembly and 49 percent did not. As for the Senate, 42 percent had a favorable view and 46 percent did not.

State Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli and Attorney General Eric Schneiderman have even lower personal favorability ratings -- 25 percent and 21 percent, respectively. In both cases, however, the majority of voters said they didn't know or didn't have an opinion -- 52 percent for DiNapoli and 55 percent for Schneiderman. Nearly 60 percent said DiNapoli is doing an excellent, good or fair job as comptroller, as did 64 percent for Schneiderman.

Siena polled 808 New York voters by phone between Feb. 26 and 29. The poll has a margin of error of plus or minus 3.4 percentage points.
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