286,249 New Jersey students from 802 Schools Voted in the 2008 Student/Parent Mock Election

It was perfectly natural for readers to ask who won the 2008 Student/Parent Mock Election.

Newspapers throughout the state carried the election results, but they went far beyond reporting that President-elect Barack Obama beat Senator John McCain 68% to 29% during statewide voting October 20-30 at hundreds of New Jersey schools.

The Mock Election, which was administered in New Jersey by the New Jersey Press Foundation, became one of the best local news stories during the days leading up to the General Election.

All of the online and printed news stories following the Mock Election included reports from local schools. Most newspapers sent photographers to schools to capture the image of students putting their votes into homemade ballot boxes.

Reporters interviewed students and teachers as they prepared for the Mock Election, participated in debates on the campaign issues and as they explained why voting is so important.

"We recently discussed elections in class and we encouraged them (the students) to go home and talk about it with their parents," said Joanne Jocas, in an Associated Press article printed in many of the state's newspapers on October 31.

Jocas, a teacher at Thomas P Hughes Elementary School in Berkeley Heights, said the students "came back eager to vote, so it was fun to see them get into it."

"Students need the opportunity to evaluate and discuss the issues and candidates before being set to the task of casting their vote," said Megan Lehman, a social studies teacher at Governor Livingston High School in Berkeley Heights, when Bruce Shipkowski of the AP interviewed her. 

Reporters for the Gloucester County Times caught up with a student from nearby Neshaminy Middle School, who said he thinks the Mock Election is a good idea "because it shows the students what the voting process is like."

Josh Bomse, a seventh-and eighth-grade social studies teacher at Neshaminy said the national election has become a hot topic of conversation, "especially since the eighth grade covers a whole unit on American civics."

A set of curriculum guides and teaching materials was sent to hundreds of teachers that participate in Newspaper in Education programs. NJPF distributed the materials to newspapers throughout the state.

"Teachers used the materials to give students specific information about the candidates’ issues," said Antonette Bomentre-Walter, Manager of Educational Services for the Burlington County Times. "They found the activities especially helpful in understanding the issues as they appeared the paper every day."

Not only did New Jersey's students accurately predict who would win the Presidential election, they also were on the mark by their selection of incumbent Senator Frank Lautenberg as the victor over Dick Zimmer.

And they came close to a perfect record by accurately selecting 12 of the 13 winners of the state's Congressional races.

John Mooney's report in The Star-Ledger included a graphic describing how students answered the question: "Which issue would government spending help the most?"

The economy received the most votes as the top issue facing the nation and the next president. Healthcare and the environment were a distant second and third on the list.

Eve Glasengreen, a student at Round Valley School in Clinton, said she didn't follow the lead of her parents in making her voting decisions. She said they probably agreed with her, not the other way around. "I don't want to be brainwashed or anything; I want to have my own reasons, too," she told Mooney.

That quote captured the purpose of the Mock Election, according to Tom Engleman, program director of NJPF. 

"The idea behind the foundation's sponsorship of the Mock Election was to show students how to use newspapers as a primary source of in-depth information about the issues facing the nation," Engleman said. "We wanted to show students how to look beyond the sound-bytes and the TV commercials and make up their own minds about the issues based on newspaper reading and classroom discussions."

