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Activists call for 
Comcast and other 
providers to 
guarantee faster, 

When Pennsylvania shut down in mid-March because of the coronavirus 
pandemic, Bethlehem Area School District discovered that about 25% of its 
14,000 students didn’t have internet access at home.  It was a significant 
number, Bethlehem school leaders said at a news conference Wednesday. 
While the district provided hot spots for internet access so students could 
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complete lessons from home, administrators went to Northampton County 
officials to see if more could be done. 
 
The county announced Wednesday it is investing $850,000 into a program that 
will provide vouchers and pay for broadband internet access for families 
identified by districts in the county. RCN and Service Electric have partnered 
with the county for this program. Money the districts receive can also be used 
for technology, such as computers. “This will enable those children to continue 
their education during the pandemic,” said Tina Smith, county director of 
community and economic development. 
 
Bethlehem already issued 60 vouchers, which is providing internet access to 
125 students, said Mark James, Bethlehem’s supervisor of technology 
integration. Northampton Area Superintendent Joseph Kovalchik said almost 
230 students are receiving internet service through the program. – Allentown 
Morning Call  
______________________________________________________________ 
 
Pennsylvania voters are  closely tuned into the 2020 election, pessimistic 
about the coronavirus, the economy, and their own  personal finances — and 
currently giving Joe Biden the edge over President Donald Trump, according to 
a new poll.  
 
The Franklin & Marshall College survey released Thursday showed the former 
vice president and  Democratic nominee with a 6-point lead over Trump among 
likely voters, 48% to 42%. Seven out of 10 voters are “very interested” in the 
race. Voters continue to give Trump a slight edge  over Biden  on handling of 
the economy, 48% to 46%. Biden is favored by a majority of voters on other 
issues like the coronavirus (50%), the military (53%), foreign policy (52%), and 
racial issues (54%.) Fifty-two percent find Biden “honest and trustworthy,” 
while just 28% see Trump that way, according to the poll.  
 
An average of Pennsylvania polling compiled by Real Clear Politics has shown 
the race narrowing in the state, with Biden ahead by 3.8 percentage points, 
within the margin of error for some surveys. That average was 5.5 points when 
Franklin & Marshall released its August poll. “The race has tightened a bit,” 
pollster G. Terry Madonna said. “There’s no doubt about that.” The survey of 
625 registered voters, including  480 likely voters, conducted Sept. 14 to 20, 
has a margin of error of plus or minus 6.5 percentage points.  
 
The new poll comes as Trump visits Pennsylvania twice this week — in 
Pittsburgh on Tuesday and in Middletown, near Harrisburg, on Saturday. Biden 
delivered a televised speech Sunday from Philadelphia on the death of 
Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg and filling her seat. He was due 
to campaign Wednesday by “virtual bus tour,” seeking support from the state’s 
Latino voters. Trump and Biden are in a battle for a shrinking number of 
undecided voters in the state’s suburbs and exurbs. Just 8% of voters said 
they are undecided about the race, while 97% of Biden’s supporters say they 
have definitely chosen him, and 92% of Trump supporters plan to stick with 
him.  
 
The poll also  found far fewer voters interested in third-party presidential 
candidates than in September 2016. That year, the number of voters who 
ultimately cast their ballots for Green Party candidate Jill Stein was slightly 
higher than Trump’s narrow margin of victory in the state. Trump beat Hillary 
Clinton by just 44,000 votes in 2016, or 0.7%.  
 
Pennsylvania is increasingly seen as one of the states most likely to determine 
the winner this year. Almost half of voters, 49%, say Pennsylvania is headed in 
the wrong direction. That pessimism has been on the rise in previous F&M 
polls, but had not hit those same levels since September 2017, when it was 
48%. That poll three years ago captured sentiment following white nationalist 
violence in Charlottesville, Va. The linked issues of the coronavirus (25%), 
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personal finances (14%), and the economy (10%) accounted for half of all 
concerns voters listed as most important in the state in Thursday’s poll.  
 
Trump continues to be the dominant force in the race on both sides of the 
electorate: 84% of his supporters say their vote is about him, while 56% of 
Biden’s supporters say they are primarily voting against Trump. The president 
has falsely attacked mail ballots as being susceptible to widespread fraud, 
even as his campaign, the Republican National Committee, and the state 
Republican Party have urged voters to use them.  
 
A majority of those polled, 58%, said they favor the use of mail ballots while 
38% opposed them. And  59% said they are confident the state’s vote tally will 
be accurate if mail ballots are widely used, while 40% said they are not 
confident. There is a clear partisan split on that question: Just 32% of 
Republicans expressed that confidence, compared to 83% of Democrats and 
51% of independents. Madonna noted that 60% of the voters said they intend 
to vote in person on Nov. 3, while 37% will use mail ballots. “That does 
surprise me,” he said. “I thought more people would do mail-in ballots.” 
– Philadelphia Daily News  
______________________________________________________________ 
 
The general thinking in political science is presidential debates don’t much 
matter. This year, that thinking’s wrong. Like everything else in 2020, normal 
no longer applies. 
 
So, when President Trump and Joe Biden square off Tuesday for the first of 
three scheduled debates, more is at stake than usual. Especially for 
Biden. That’s because, due to COVID-19, he’s not been a visible candidate. 
No series of big events. No memorable encounters with a mix of voters. No 
daily dogging by the media.  
 
While Trump’s front and center 24/7, Biden’s relied, to a large degree, on 
staying home, and not being Trump. Maybe that’s enough. But the uniqueness 
of Campaign 2020 piles added importance on its first debate. And extra weight 
on Biden. He can, with a steady showing, cement his current lead. Or he can 
stumble, mumble and gaffe his way to tilting the race to Trump. 
 
Entering the campaign’s final weeks, Biden’s ahead in polling nationally and in 
states most needed to win. He’s up 7.1 percentage points in the average of 
national polls. The average of polling in top battleground states show he leads 
by 3.9 points, including a 3.8-point Pennsylvania lead. Not conclusive. Not a 
large lead. But illustrative of sustained stability.  
 
The first debate, at Case Western University in Cleveland, moderated by Fox 
News' Chris Wallace, will strengthen that stability – or blow it up. I shopped this 
around. “I agree that this is all about Biden,” says Robert Morris University 
political science prof Philip Harold, “People know what they are getting with 
Trump; the curiosity will be how Biden responds to the pressure.” He adds, “It 
will be must-see TV…the danger for Biden is that he will get agitated. Trump 
wins if he gets under Biden’s skin.” 
 
Robert Speel, Penn State associate professor of political science, thinks so, 
too. “The debates, especially the first one, will be more about Biden than 
Trump,” he says, “The Trump campaign has tried to portray Biden as too old 
and confused to be president…if Biden avoids drooling and forgetting his own 
name during the debate, he will surpass expectations.” (Let me just note we’re 
at a place in history where the notion of a civil, considered exchange of ideas 
to lead the nation isn’t even on the table.) 
 
There is, as you might imagine, lots of data about the power of presidential 
debates. And research compiled by Harvard’s Shorenstein Center on Media, 
Politics and Public Policy suggests findings can seem conflicting. For example: 
presidential debates usually have no dramatic effect on voters. They can 
increase voter knowledge; they can confuse voters trying to sort through 
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competing messages and assertions of fact; they reinforce partisan positions; 
they’re more useful than news coverage, talk shows, rallies or campaign ads; 
high-definition TV can affect perception of candidates, including pertaining to 
age; and there’s overwhelming evidence the first debate is the most important.  
 
Sort of a smorgasbord, eh? And who knows what strikes voters this 
time? What’s certain is hard partisanship on both sides. Veteran Harrisburg-
based Republican strategist Christopher Nicholas argues any debate pressure 
is on Trump. “Like all presidents, he’s not out in the real world. He only talks 
with staff and supporters,” Nicholas says, “Biden did all those Democratic 
primary debates, but Trump is totally out of practice. So, the onus is on him.” 
 
And long-time Philadelphia Democratic ad-maker J.J. Balaban suggests 
ideologies are so locked-in that debates won’t make a difference. “There is 
literally nothing Joe Biden could do in the debates, even strip or start talking 
about Corn Pop again, that’s going to prevent me and roughly 80% of my 
fellow-Philadelphians from voting for him,” Balaban says. He adds, “Donald 
Trump could pull out a pistol and start firing in the air and nearly 80% of 
Juniata County would still vote for him.” (I actually think pistol-waving would 
bump that Juniata number up.)  
 
COVID changes almost everything, including politics and campaigns. In the 
case of debates, more people staying at home likely means more 
viewers. That’s one more reason this first debate’s so important. And maybe 
the decider. – John Baer’s column in Harrisburg Patriot-News  
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