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Think of this as a clearinghouse of ideas that have worked 

for others. We hope you can find your own district in some of 

these stories, then borrow the ideas that worked. And if you 

like this edition, look out for more strategies and ideas in Part 

2, coming out in February! 

Thank you to the many subscribers who have taken the time 

to have a SchoolCEO Conversation, and a special thank 

you to everyone who shared the story of their bond election. 

These discussions give us the fuel to share ideas between 

school leaders. 

Enjoy!

David Allan
Executive Editor, SchoolCEO

After getting home from our honeymoon, my wife and I 

looked through our wedding photos. As we got to the end of 

the album, she said, “Now that I know how to plan a wedding, 

I kind of want to do it again!” For school leaders, this is a bit 

like passing a school bond—by the end, you finally know 

what you’re doing, but if you’ve done it right, you won’t need 

to do it again… at least for a while. 

In this edition of SchoolCEO, we present the first half of 

our special school referendum edition. We conducted a 

far-reaching study by interviewing 50 school districts who 

have successfully passed a bond or levy referendum since 

2016. We compiled their thoughts about what went right, 

what went wrong, and what they would do next time.  

Each campaign is unique. One school leader’s advice  

might directly contradict another’s. So you won’t find a  

step-by-step guide in this magazine, but instead a set of 

in-depth case studies of successful community outreach, 

advocacy building, and public relations.

In each campaign deep dive, we share the story of a single 

district and how they passed their bond. We’ve highlighted 

25 lessons throughout these deep dives. If you are looking 

for a quick fix of inspiration, head to Bond Bites (pg. 24), 

where you’ll find a buffet of short ideas for every stage of the 

bond process. 

Letter from 
the Editor



“ T h e r e  i s  n o  
p ow e r  f o r  
c h a n g e  
g r e at e r . . .

...t h a n  a 
community 

discovering 
what it cares about.”

- Margaret Wheatley



Video production students at Danvers Public Schools cre-

ated virtual reality tours of the district’s middle school. The 

tours help new students get acclimated—especially those 

with special needs who may have trouble transitioning into 

a new school environment. After the program’s success, 

students created a VR tour of the city’s downtown area for 

graduates transitioning into the workplace. 

(Education Dive) 

Danvers, MA

Kim Rosby, a kindergarten teacher at Meadowcliff Elementary, 

had an asthma attack while teaching. Ten-year-old Nevaeh, a 

student at the school, grabbed the teacher’s keys and located 

an inhaler in her car. After Nevaeh gave Rosby the inhaler, she 

helped calm the class while staff cared for the teacher. 

(WKRN) 

Little Rock, ARGood 
News 
in Public 
Schools
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Michael, a high school freshman, was being bullied for wearing 

the same clothes to school everyday. Two of Michael’s class-

mates noticed what was happening and texted each other 

after school one day to make a plan. The next day, they handed 

Michael a bag filled with shirts, shorts, shoes, and other clothing 

items—all from their own closets. 

(Fox News)

Paige Turney, a high school math teacher, stocks her class-

room closet with items ranging from deodorant to feminine 

hygiene products. Everything is free for students, parents, 

and teachers. “Kids have so many things to worry about, 

and self hygiene shouldn’t be one of them,” says Turney. 

“They should be coming to school and getting the educa-

tion they deserve.” 

(KNWA)

Memphis, TN Fort Smith, AR

Cole, a junior high student with Down syndrome, expressed 

interest in competing in cross country. Three of his class-

mates, who do not participate in the sport, immediately 

volunteered their time to join him during practice. “It’s really 

the highlight of my day,” says one student.  

(Montana Sports)

Manhattan, MT
Woodrow Wilson Elementary staff have implemented a 

share table program in the district, where teachers and 

PTO parents collect unopened food for students in need. 

The program not only helps feed kids, but also reduces 

food waste in the community. 

(KJRH)

Bartlesville, OK
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Passing 
a School 
Bond
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v

Passing 
a School 
Bond

We conducted in-depth interviews with the leaders of 50 school 

districts—all of whom passed a bond or levy between 2016 and 

2019. What we found is that there are no silver bullet strategies. 

Every district requires a campaign as unique as the communities 

they represent.  

So nothing here is prescriptive. Instead we want to share ideas, 

strategies, and perspectives that have helped lead these districts 

to success. In Part 1 of our two-part bond series, we dive into seven 

different school districts’ elections to get a firsthand look at how 

they planned, promoted, and ultimately passed bond and levy  

referendums. These proposals ranged from tens of millions to over 

one billion dollars—all funds to upgrade schools and improve  

learning opportunities for students. 

Our goal is to showcase great ideas and share the many lessons  

we learned along the way. Please steal, ignore, or adapt these  

takeaways as you see fit.  

 

Note: Each of the following districts and individuals remained in compliance with state 

laws restricting the promotion of bond or levy referendums. SchoolCEO confirmed with 

districts that activities which could be seen as promoting the bond or levy were  

conducted outside of work hours or otherwise complied with state mandates.

 -  S p e c i a l  E d i t i o n :  S c h o o l  B o n d s  -  P a r t  1

A study of winning 
campaign ideas
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Executive Director of Communications and  

Community Relations  Jenny LaCoste-Caputo  

Dallas

Austin

Round Rock

Round Rock  
Independent School District

ELECTION DAY

PROPOSITION

PASSAGE RATE

ENROLLMENT

NOVEMBER 6, 2018

$508.4 MILLION

65%

50,500

Campaign
Deep Dive #1
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Lesson 2: Community engagement  
is messy, but worth it.

The Round Rock team started the bond process all over 

again, shooting for a November 2018 election. This time, 

instead of assigning the planning process to administra-

tion, they embarked on what they called “a strategic plan 

refresh”—passing the power back to the community. In 

February of 2018, the team organized the first of several 

community planning meetings. “We basically invited anyone 

in the community who wanted to participate,” says  

LaCoste-Caputo. About 150 people, on average, turned  

out each time. 

After breakouts, brainstorms, and thousands of sticky notes, 

the district came up with a new strategic plan. “It wasn’t 

terribly different,” LaCoste-Caputo says, “but we knew it 

had community buy-in.” That April, many of those regular 

attendees became members of the district’s Citizen Bond 

Committee, or CBC—the group that would actually make 

the bond recommendation to the school board.

At first, LaCoste-Caputo found the CBC “frustrating, as a 

district administrator, because it felt like organized chaos.” 

The committee called the shots, taking the decision-making 

power away from district administration.

“From the outside, it could look a little disorganized, but in 

reality it was completely grassroots. They were making the 

decisions,” she says. “It made the process messier, it made 

it longer, but it was absolutely worth it. It’s their money! It’s 

their district!” What’s more, the CBC process showed Round 

Rock who their most pas-

sionate advocates were. 

“We really realized that 

people who showed up 

day in, day out had the best 

interests for the district at 

heart,” she says. 

The recommendation the 

CBC presented to the 

board looked a lot like the 2017 bond package—but with a 

few significant changes. For example, where the previous 

bond had proposed replacing an aging middle school with 

a fine arts campus, the new one asked only to rebuild the 

When Jenny LaCoste-Caputo entered her role at Round 

Rock ISD in September 2017, the district was still recovering 

from a major setback. That May, despite a history of suc-

cessful referendums, they’d lost a critical bond vote worth 

$572 million.

“It really shook the district,” LaCoste-Caputo tells School-

CEO. “There was a lot of concern about some pressing 

facilities needs”—buildings crowded by the already-large 

district’s rapid growth. “It was just a nonnegotiable that we 

would have to go out for another bond really soon,” she says. 

“The question was how soon.” As the district’s new Execu-

tive Director of Communications and Community Relations, 

it would be LaCoste-Caputo’s job to lead that charge.

 

“Cool,” she says with a laugh. “No pressure.”

Lesson 1: If you failed before, find out why. 

Why did that 2017 bond fail? One factor was timing. “It’s 

been kind of a foregone conclusion that May is a great time 

for a school bond election,” LaCoste-Caputo explains. 

“Hardly anything else is on the ballot, and if you really rally 

your supporters to go out there, you’ll pass it.” 

However, Round Rock’s supporters didn’t hit the polls that 

particular May. When they later surveyed the community 

about their feelings toward the district, “it all came back 

very favorable,” says LaCoste-Caputo. “We found that the 

majority of our community supported us, but they weren’t at 

the polls in May of ‘17.” 

A deeper problem, they 

realized, was a lack of 

community ownership. The 

district had told their com-

munity what they needed 

instead of first asking for 

input. “Everything seemed 

so neat and obvious that 

we didn’t do enough to 

make the community feel 

like they had buy-in,” LaCoste-Caputo says. “So we had to 

throw that beautiful plan out of the window.”

“We found that innovative programs are all well 

and good, but people wanted to take care of what 

they saw as the basics in this bond: address 

growth, address safety, do renovations where 

renovations were needed.” 
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Lesson 4: Leverage your advocates. 

“In Texas, it’s clear and specific that we as a district can-

not advocate for a bond,” LaCoste-Caputo says. “We can 

encourage people to vote, we can educate people about 

the bond, but we can’t advocate.” Add to that challenge the 

small but vocal opposition, who weren’t limited in how they 

communicated. Both issues demanded that the district take 

advantage of an outside force: their community advocates.

LaCoste-Caputo says Round Rock’s advocates emerged 

“pretty organically.” When the 2017 bond failed, “it took 

everyone by surprise,” she says. “They just assumed it would 

win. So our advocates were fired up and ready to help us.” 

And these advocates certainly pulled more than their weight 

in the bond campaign—particularly in keeping tabs on  

the opposition group’s campaign and where they were 

spreading misinformation. One such place was Nextdoor, a 

private social network built for neighborhood residents to 

post updates about break-ins or lost pets in the area. The 

problem was that district administration couldn’t log in to  

every neighborhood’s Nextdoor. “So the school district 

didn’t have access to share our own story or correct  

misinformation,” LaCoste-Caputo explains.

 But Round Rock’s detractors were posting on Nextdoor. 

“They were trying to push this narrative of distrust and 

mismanagement,” LaCoste-Caputo says. They bashed 

the bond package from all sides, denying the validity of the 

zero tax increase and the necessity of new facilities. Luckily, 

Round Rock’s advocates were on Nextdoor too, ready to  

defend the district—but many advocates weren’t sure of 

how to do so.  “Our ambassadors didn’t want to get drawn 

into this ugly, public back-and-forth,” says LaCoste-Caputo. 

So the district developed a new system. Advocates kept a 

finger on the pulse of the community, both on Nextdoor and 

beyond, taking note of spreading misinformation or festering 

concerns. Then, they reported back to the district.

“Basically they helped guide our content and what we knew 

we needed to address,” LaCoste-Caputo says. Based on 

advocates’ feedback, the Round Rock team created videos 

and other content to target specific community questions. 

traditional school. “We found that innovative programs are all 

well and good, but people wanted to take care of what they 

saw as the basics in this bond: address growth, address 

safety, do renovations where renovations were needed,” 

says LaCoste-Caputo. “They weren’t interested in what  

they saw as a fancy new school with a specific focus.” 

Even more important than these strategic changes was the 

community ownership the district had created. Because  

the CBC had built the bond package themselves, “they  

were completely invested in it,” LaCoste-Caputo says.  

“We knew they would be ambassadors for this bond.” 

Lesson 3: Building a positive brand  
is the ultimate campaign strategy. 

The process of building support for the district began  

long before the bond election was called. It started the  

moment LaCoste-Caputo first began revamping their  

communications strategy.

“We wanted to really leverage our reputation,” she says. 

“Coming from the outside, I knew nothing but positive things 

about Round Rock ISD. This is a great district—the 21st  

largest in Texas—and it’s growing. We’re nationally  

recognized on all kinds of levels.” 

When it came time to decide on a slogan for the campaign 

to educate voters on the bond, the Round Rock team 

decided to “really capitalize and focus on that reputation 

of excellence,” says LaCoste-Caputo. “We know we have 

a great school district. They’re banging down the doors to 

get in here—that’s why we need a bond.” The bond’s theme, 

“Building on Excellence,” spoke to the need to keep up the 

district’s impressive growth. “We have this strong foundation 

and we need to keep it going,” she says.

But an organized opposition to the district was working

hard to damage that stellar reputation, and based on the

results of the 2017 bond, they were succeeding, at least to

some degree. “This very small, but vocal, opposition had

really kind of shaken the confidence of district leadership,”

LaCoste-Caputo says. So from the get-go, she focused on 

telling the district’s great stories: “strengthening the brand, 

making sure people identified the brand with things that

were positive.”
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Whenever misinformation surfaced, 

the Round Rock team made short, 

informative videos that their  

advocates could repost.

The district realized that voters wanted 

C.D. Fulkes Middle School to become 

a traditional middle school instead of 

the visual and performing arts campus 

proposed in 2017. So the team not  

only adjusted their plans for 2018, but 

highlighted the change on social media. 
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Then, advocates could respond to negativity with links to 

official district communications. “We felt like it gave our 

advocates this arsenal of information, so they didn’t have 

to be the experts, and they didn’t have to get drawn into the 

conversation,” she says. Round Rock empowered their  

advocates to defend the district easily and accurately,  

“without repeating the negative, without getting into a  

back-and-forth conflict.”

“You’re not going to change the mind of the person who 

made the post. That’s not the point,” LaCoste-Caputo says. 

“The point is: Who are they influencing? You want to have the 

reasonable-sounding person weighing in.” And thanks to  

the advocates’ recon and the professionalism of the 

district’s communications, Round Rock could come out  

on top in just about every public confrontation.

Lesson 5: Keep communications personal.

When it came to educating the community about the bond, 

LaCoste-Caputo knew to deliver communications through 

familiar faces and channels, sharing the message as per-

sonally as possible. 

“We found that direct email is the best marketing outreach 

tool, especially when it’s personalized,” LaCoste-Caputo 

says. First, the emails targeted the concerns of each specific 

audience, telling families how the bond would affect their 

particular school. But they also came “from the principal, 

instead of from the superintendent or the district, because 

that’s who parents know,” she adds. 

Email isn’t the only way principals acted as the bond’s  

“standard bearers.” Once the district had crafted an official 

bond presentation, they didn’t just send central office  

administrators out to present it. “We trained all our princi-

pals,” says LaCoste-Caputo. “We gave them a step-by-step 

guide on how to to do their presentations, how to focus  

on their campuses.” Then, working with their PTAs, each 

principal would present the bond information to their 

respective school’s parents.

“I was just drawing on my experiences as a parent and who 

I’m more likely to pay attention to,” says LaCoste-Caputo. “I 

know what my kids’ principal looks like. Most people can’t 

name their superintendent.”

In fact, Round Rock worked to keep all their bond-related 

events personal and positive. Their informational meet-

ings, for example, were “a departure from 2017.” Instead of 

panel-style town hall meetings with open Q&As, they opted 

for a more conversational, one-on-one setup for questions 

and answers.

“In 2017, the district administrators looked like they were in 

front of a firing squad,” LaCoste-Caputo says. “They would 

mostly get the people who were upset coming to every 

single one. If media came, it wasn’t going to look good. We 

obviously wanted to have the chance to talk to our public 

and inform them about the bond, but that just doesn’t seem 

like the best way. It becomes this adversarial situation.”

So instead of town halls, Round Rock held “open houses.” 

They set up booths with poster boards and other informa-

tional materials for every major project in the bond, each 

managed by a subject matter expert. “So our maintenance 

director would be the one talking about the need for HVAC 

improvements,” she explains. “We might have our security 

director at the one about safety and security.” Attendees 

could rotate through the booths, talking face-to-face with 

Round Rock ISD employees, getting their specific questions 

answered in a low-pressure setting. 

“You could actually have a conversation,” says  

LaCoste-Caputo. “And the conversations that took place 

were super deep and meaningful, much more so than in a 

traditional setup.”

Want to learn more about advocates? 
Go to: schoolceo.com/advocates 
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“Our schools are so dang good that people keep  

moving here, and now we have a school that was built  

to accommodate 900 elementary students filled with 

almost 1300,” she tells SchoolCEO. “A lot of districts don’t 

want to share that information, because they don’t think  

it looks good, but it’s our reality. That’s a story that gets  

the media out here”—and it gave the Round Rock team  

a chance to talk, on air, about the bond.

“Of course, our opposition was doing the same thing, calling 

in with a negative spin—especially after we were getting 

positive media coverage,” she adds. “But again, that’s where 

that relationship building came in. While they might give the 

opposition airtime,  they’re always going to call us to make 

sure they have both sides of the story, because we have that 

credibility.” 

When Election Day finally came, the largest bond in Round 

Rock’s history succeeded—with a 65% pass rate. 

Now, as they did during the campaign, the Round Rock ISD 

team is working hard to keep their community involved in 

the bond process, sharing updates on their bond-specific 

website. “Every time our board votes to pick the designer on 

a new elementary school or approves the purchase of new 

school buses, we’re pushing that out,” she says.

For LaCoste-Caputo, the bond’s success is the perfect 

extension of the district’s theme: One Family, One Future.  

“As a community, we all collectively share the same future,” 

she says. “What’s more of an investment in the future than  

an investment in public education?”

Lesson 6: Get the media on board. 

Before coming to Round Rock ISD, LaCoste-Caputo spent 

15 years in journalism, serving as the education editor for 

the San Antonio Express-News. “I’ve covered a lot of school 

bond elections,” she says, “and I know what the media is 

looking for. They want angles.” So as the district team went 

about their bond campaign, she kept that focus on angles in 

the back of her mind. “We thought of every piece of content 

that we created for all channels as a pitch to the media as 

well,” she says. 

Of course, that’s nothing new. LaCoste-Caputo was building 

district relationships with the media long before the cam-

paign hit full swing. “I’ve got credibility with them,” she says. 

“When they ask for information about the district, I respond. 

They know they can count on me.” Why work to build that 

trust? “It’s building capital so that you can take a withdrawal 

when you need to,” she says. “When you call or email them 

with that story pitch, they’re way more willing to listen to you 

because you have that relationship.”

If there was ever a time to cash in on that capital, it was for 

this bond. So LaCoste-Caputo did. And she gave the media 

what she knew they wanted—an angle. 

Round Rock keeps their  
messaging, One Family,  
One Future, top of mind.
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Superintendent  Joelle Magyar

Brecksville-Broadview Heights 
City School District

ELECTION DAY

PROPOSITION

PASSAGE RATE

ENROLLMENT

MAY 8, 2018

$44.5 MILLION

56%

4,000

Campaign
Deep Dive #2

Columbus

Brecksville-Broadview 
Heights

Cincinnati
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Two years ago, Joelle Magyar, superintendent of Brecks-

ville-Broadview Heights City School District, found herself 

gearing up for a seemingly impossible challenge.

“Most of the time when people are looking at a bond issue, 

it takes years of planning,” she tells SchoolCEO. But just 

months before the district would need to file for a bond, 

administrators realized a unique opportunity. A bond that 

passed 27 years ago was coming to maturity. “If we just 

extended the bond life, we could generate $45 million,” she 

says. “It wouldn’t cost the taxpayers any additional money.” 

The BBH team discovered this option in June of 2017;  

Magyar’s window was rapidly closing. “As the bond falls and 

the millage goes down, it doesn’t generate as much money,” 

she explains. If the district wanted to take full advantage of 

the opportunity, they would have to get moving—and fast. 

By November of that year, BBH had filed for a May 2018 

bond worth $44.5 million. Magyar and her team had just five 

months to plan, promote, and pass it.

Lesson 7: Activate recent voters. 

Magyar knew there wasn’t much time to educate her com-

munity about the bond, so she focused her resources on 

one segment of her community: active voters. 

“We did some research analyzing our community’s voting 

habits,” she says. “We didn’t look at how they voted; we just 

looked at who actually comes to the polls. We really wanted 

to target our messaging to those voters.” 

To find their target audience, the BBH team focused on the 

community’s last five elections. “People who haven’t voted, 

or who have only voted once—we didn’t really concentrate 

on them,” Magyar says. Those who had voted upwards of 

three times, though, became part of the district’s target 

demographic. “Those were the people we called, the people 

we sent direct mailers to, because we knew they were going 

to the polls,” she says. 

Targeting this subset of the community meant that BBH’s 

campaign was smaller, more focused, and more reliant on 

grassroots efforts. “I don’t want to say we didn’t market it, 

because we did—clearly, it passed,” Magyar tells us. “But 

we took a lower profile approach to it.” For example, neither 

the district nor its volunteer support groups put up any signs 

about the bond measure.  “At least in my district, if there  

are signs that say to vote, it could remind the voters who 

typically don’t come out to vote against it,” she says. 

Ultimately, focusing on likely voters—not the community at 

large—allowed BBH to garner great results while expending 

fewer resources. “There’s no point in spending all that extra 

money blanketing your community with a ton of information 

when only 50% of them ever even vote,” Magyar explains. 

“Instead, we worked through our community, through our 

teachers, through our people to get it passed for us.”

Lesson 8: Face-to-face meetings  
grow advocates.

During the campaign, coffee talks quickly became one 

of Magyar’s most successful communication channels. 

“Parents and community members volunteered to host me 

at their homes and invited 10-20 people,” she says. “I could 

give them information, and they had the opportunity to ask 

me questions right there in person.”

Magyar had initiated coffee talks in her first year, during a 

campaign to pass a levy. That year, she did seven; in 2018, 

she held 20 between January and May. And they were a hit, 

she says—“we had to turn people away.”

“It’s a great way to get to know your community,” she adds. 

“You have parents you’ve never met before opening up their 

homes to you, and then you’re having these very intimate 

conversations in their family rooms or on their front decks. 

What I learned is that people enjoy that. They enjoy the 

intimacy of those conversations.”

Getting to know the entire community is particularly 

 important in Brecksville and Broadview Heights, where 

only 30% of households have kids attending school at BBH. 

According to Magyar, “most of the coffee talks ended up  

being with people who don’t have kids in the schools.” Se-

nior citizens hosted coffee talks to see what their tax money 

was supporting; parents with kids in pre-K got together to 

look at this investment in their children’s future. “That ended 

up being a great way to put a face to the community and 

build that support,” she says.
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Lesson 9: Speak to your audience’s needs.  

The coffee talks did more than just build relationships; they 

allowed Magyar and her team to tailor their messaging to 

each community group.

“If I was talking to a group of parents, that message might 

look a little different than when I went to the senior citizens 

center,” Magyar says. “Unlike our parents, seniors weren’t 

so concerned about the intricate details on what the school 

building would actually look like, what the classrooms  

would look like, what the activities were—they were more 

concerned about how this was going to impact their  

pocketbooks. So we’d highlight more of the financial  

pieces of the messaging with them.” 

But in order to tailor her talks to each specific group, 

Magyar needed to understand their unique needs. “Before 

I would schedule these coffee talks, I would ask, Who’s my 

audience? I would know going in who 

was sitting in the room,” she says. “You 

really just have to know your audience 

and drive your messages based on the 

questions that are being asked of you.” 

BBH also made sure to understand the 

best ways to reach their community year-round. “We  

sent a survey to every resident—we have about 10,000 

households in both communities—and asked, Where do  

you get your information about our schools?” says Magyar. 

“What we found was that it wasn’t necessarily from  

our website,” she explains. “Instead, 52% of the people  

in our community said they got their information from  

three of our local publications. So I reached out and asked 

if I could have a monthly column in each, and they were all 

kind enough to agree. We utilized those columns to give out 

information about schools and about the bond and levy to 

squelch any rumors that people were hearing.”

Magyar was also in tune with her community’s concerns—

including uproar about the bond’s proposed consolidation of 

four cherished neighborhood elementary schools into one.

“Parents were very hesitant at the thought of closing their el-

ementary schools to build one or two brand new buildings,” 

she says. “Many parents had gone to those schools. They 

moved back so their kids could go to those schools. There 

was this whole cultural heritage piece we had to figure out.” 

Most of the buildings in BBH were upwards of 60 years 

old—and the district hadn’t passed a bond in nearly 15 

years. The BBH team knew that to ease their community’s 

apprehensions, they’d have to open their eyes to the possi-

bilities of a brand new facility. “So we packed a school bus 

with about 50 adults—community members, business lead-

ers, parents, teachers—and we took them to a recent new 

build in a local district down the street,” Magyar says. The 

tour of the “brand spankin’ new” building was open to any-

one who wanted to attend—and not all of them were in favor 

of the bond measure. 

“Some of it was taking 

some of the naysayers 

on purpose,” she says. 

“Probably half of that bus 

wasn’t in support.” 

But the tour had exactly the effect Magyar had hoped. 

“Once parents and community members saw what a new 

building could look like, they said, Yeah, forget our communi-

ty schools. We want our kids to be educated in something like 

this,” she tells us. “I had the support of all 50 by the time we 

left that trip. Allowing this group from the community to walk 

through and put their eyes on what a new build looked like—

that was the catalyst to spark the support we had for going 

forward with the bond issue.”

For Magyar, it all comes back to understanding your audi-

ence. “You need to know your community, and know what 

they know,” she says. “Ours didn’t know what a new build 

looked like, so I had to create that experience for them.”

“You need to know your community, and 

know what they know. Ours didn’t know 

what a new build looked like, so I had to 

create that experience for them.” 
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Lesson 10: Don’t lose the relationships  
you build during the campaign. 

That May, despite the major time crunch, Magyar and the 

BBH team passed their bond with a 56% approval rating. 

Today, as construction projects get off the ground, they’re 

working to keep their community involved.

For one, they’ve continued to hold coffee talks—albeit not 

quite so many. “We don’t want people to think that we’re 

just wanting to have those intimate conversations when 

we need something,” Magyar says. “It’s really important to 

model that you’re transparent, that you want people to feel 

that they can talk to you even when you don’t need mon-

ey.” Magyar also provides frequent construction updates 

through The Buzz, a bond-specific newsletter named for the 

district’s mascot, the Bees. 

Magyar also works to keep the personal relationships she’s 

built with her community strong. “Everyone who helped with 

the bond in any way, shape, or form got a personal note from 

me, along with a small token of our appreciation,” Magyar 

says—paid for with raised funds, not public dollars, of 

course. “And not through the mail—I went out and person-

ally delivered all those to their homes.” It all goes back to the 

intimacy that made the coffee talks so special.

Going forward, BBH’s focus is the same as it’s always been: 

giving students a great education. “We’re in the business of 

kids,” says Magyar. “We’re only as good as our kids are in the 

community, and one of the business models for a school dis-

trict is: How do you sustain your community? How do you get 

kids to come back and want to have their kids raised here? It’s 

by giving them a great experience in their schools.”

BBH continues to check in with their 
community after the bond’s passage.
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The following graphs show the change over time in state 

funding for, and district expenditure on, capital projects 

from 1992-2017. A few states aren’t pictured—eight U.S. 

states don’t fund capital outlay at all. Generally, state 

funding doesn’t seem to have recovered from the 2008 

economic downturn. In the last five years, district  

expenditure on capital outlay projects seems to be  

on an upward trend. 
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The following graphs show states’ average per-pupil funding for capital outlay 

projects. You’ll notice a common dip that trends with the 2008 economic 

downturn, highlighted in blue. Unfortunately, in most states, funding for  

capital outlay has failed to bounce back. 

The effect of the 2008 economic 
downturn  on capital outlay funding 

*Data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Annual Survey of School System Finances
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The “accordion effect.” Coordinating community 

input with the bond proposal takes time and effort. “We 

go out to the community, come back to the board and get 

some feedback. Go back to the community; come back 

to the board—back and forth. I call it an accordion effect.” 

Eventually, the district lands on a revised proposal that the 

community feels confident supporting. - S u p e r i n t e n d e n t 
D r.  G u st av o  B a l d e r a s ,  E u g e n e  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t , 
O R

Feedback helps identify issues early.  
Toward the beginning of Richland School District Two’s 2018 

bond campaign, opposition formed against the rebuild of 

an existing school. But as it turned out, naysayers weren’t 

actually against the build; they just didn’t want the school to 

be renamed. Bethel Hanberry Elementary’s namesake was 

important to the community. So to put the bond back on 

track, the district addressed the miscommunication—they 

weren’t even planning to rename the school.  

-  C h i e f  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  O f f i c e r  L i b b y  R o o f, 
R i c h l a n d  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t  Tw o ,  S C 

Actively recruit the team you need.  
“I personally called everybody who ended up on the com-

mittee in a key role. I told them why we needed to be active 

as a group, what we were hoping to accomplish, and that we 

obviously valued them within our community in whatever 

key role they might be able to serve.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t 
S h aw n  H a u g h n ,  B l o o m - C a r r o l l  L S D ,  O H  

Make the bond a community issue. “I don’t 

think it would have been successful if we hadn’t brought our 

community along on investigating the issues. It wasn’t out 

of the clear blue sky that we were asking for a $90 million 

bond referendum; this was a solution to a need that they 

understood.” - D i r e c t o r  o f  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  M e r r y 
G l e n n e  P i c c o l i n o ,  A i ke n  C o u n t y  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t , 
S C 

Invite naysayers to the table. When Superinten-

dent Robbie Binnicker started assembling Anderson School 

District One’s bond planning committee, he actually invited 

a few community members who were against the bond. “We 

didn’t just invite ‘yes people.’ We clearly had some people 

who were certainly not always in favor of what the district 

did, and it was really helpful for us to hear their concerns.” 
- S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  R o b b i e  B i n n i c ke r,  A n d e r s o n 
S c h o o l  D i st r i c t  O n e ,  S C

Give the community real decision-making 
power. “I did most of the legwork for the committee, but 

we really tried to let them make the decisions,” says  

Superintendent Kerr at North Lake School District. Then, 

whenever the community asked about the items in the mea-

sure, he was able to truthfully say that the proposition was 

community-driven. “That worked very well for us.”  
-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D av i d  Ke r r,  N o r t h  L a ke  S c h o o l 
D i st r i c t ,  O R 

Ask for input from a variety of community 
groups. Spokane Public School’s bond planning commit-

tee consisted of parents, realtors, teachers, business lead-

ers, architects, consultants, and bankers. “If it’s just people 

who are from a certain segment, then you’re at a high risk of 

failing the bond. It’s got to be very representative.”  
- S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  S h e l l y  R e d i n g e r,  S p o ka n e 
P u b l i c  S c h o o l s ,  WA

Bond Bites 
An assortment of bite-sized ideas for your next campaign

C o m m u n i t y 
I n p u t
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Use tangible examples. The cost impact of  

Laingsburg’s 2019 bond was confusing, so the team broke it 

down: the average taxpayer would pay an extra $9.42  

a month. “We equate that to one pepperoni pizza.” 
-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  M a t t  S h a st a l ,  L a i n g s b u r g 
C o m m u n i t y  S c h o o l s ,  M I 

Find your “why.” Over a decade ago, North Lake 

School District had trouble passing their referendum; it 

failed 2:1. So for their 2019 bond, Superintendent David Kerr 

focused on communicating the need. “The key thing was our 

why,” says Kerr. “We kept coming back to: Why are we doing 

this? Why do we need this?” In 2019, the bond referendum 

passed nearly 2:1. -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D av i d  Ke r r, 
N o r t h  L a ke  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t ,  O R  

Train volunteers on a consistent message. 
“We printed our messaging on palm cards. So everyone had 

that messaging, and we also did some verbal training with 

leaders so they understood how to reframe things through 

the message.” -  D i r e c t o r  o f  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  V i c k i 
G n e z d a ,  Wo r t h i n g t o n  C i t y  S c h o o l s ,  O H

Avoid “fear factor” messaging. “We lead with the 

learning, because here’s the thing: if you lead with the fear 

factor, then if it doesn’t pass, you better do what you said 

you’d do. If that’s closing the school or canceling buses, all 

those things are detrimental to student learning. So I think 

you have to work from a positive supposition standpoint.” 
-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  J a m i e  W i l s o n ,  D e n t o n  I S D , 
T X

Tie bond messaging into the district’s larger 
story. “Making a strong connection to the district’s overall 

vision showed us that this is part of a bigger picture. The 

bond isn’t totally unrelated. This was not something we  

decided to do six months ago; it was very strategic,  

purposeful. We’ve done our homework.” 
-  C h i e f  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  O f f i c e r  L i b b y  R o o f, 
R i c h l a n d  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t  Tw o ,  S C 

Highlight the bond’s benefit to the  
community. “For me, it was 99% explaining how the 

community would benefit—not just students.”  

-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  T i m  T h r o n e ,  Ox f o r d  
C o m m u n i t y  S c h o o l s ,  M I 

Promote the district’s positive momentum. 
“Our superintendent has worked really hard to rebuild the 

trust and transparency that exists within the district and the 

community. So I think lots of citizens saw these new facilities 

as continuing that forward momentum to allow us to make 

academic gains on our report card. We saw a lot of over-

whelming support for the levy, and I think that’s really, hon-

estly why.” -  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  C o o r d i n a t o r  K ay l a 
P a l l a s ,  Wa r r e n sv i l l e  H e i g h t s  C i t y  S c h o o l s ,  O H 

Spotlight the district’s responsible choices. 

“The general message was, The district has been a very 

good steward of the taxpayers’ resources. We’re one of the 

lowest-funded school districts in the state of South Carolina, 

yet we’re always going to be in that top 10% when it comes 

to academics. We get a lot of bang for our buck.” 

-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  R o b b i e  B i n n i c ke r,  A n d e r s o n 
S c h o o l  D i st r i c t  O n e ,  S C 

M e s s a g i n g 
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This is very important. We need to know why the school needs this bond, directly and indirectly. 



People listen to advocates over  
administrators. “We wanted our parents to be the face 

of this campaign. Sometimes the message is just received 

differently when it’s coming from other parents as opposed 

to coming from school administration or the school board. 

There tends to be more buy-in. It’s not the information that 

influences people to vote; it’s relationships that influence 

people’s opinions and their actions. So the school district’s 

job was to make sure the information was accurate.  

The campaign committee’s work—run by the community, 

not the district—was to really get out there and  

influence people.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  P a u l  M i e l ke , 
H a m i l t o n  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t ,  W I

Don’t forget feeder schools. Not only did  

Round Rock include informational materials specific to each 

school campus during presentations, the team also brought 

information for each campus’s feeder schools. Parents of 

elementary students learned how the bond would affect 

their current schools as well as schools their children  

would attend in the future.  -  E xe c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r  o f 
C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  a n d  C o m m u n i t y  R e l a t i o n s  
J e n ny  L a C o st e - C a p u t o ,  R o u n d  R o c k  I S D ,  T X

Students are fantastic advocates. “We had a 

stellar broadcast student produce two really good videos 

for us,” says Superintendent Matt Shastal at Laingsburg 

Community Schools. The district shared those videos on 

Grandparents Day, on social media, and on their website. 

On top of that, several students wrote letters to the editor 

of the local newspaper, and others stood up at dance or 

theatre performances, putting in a quick word about the 

bond proposal. “I think you get a ten-fold return by having a 

student deliver that message.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  M a t t 
S h a st a l ,  L a i n g s b u r g  C o m m u n i t y  S c h o o l s ,  M I

Kick off the campaign with a bang. “We had a 

levy kickoff rally with activities for children, like face painting. 

We also handed out levy T-shirts to volunteers and people 

who showed up. We also did an information session just 

giving people the basic facts.” Then, the Bloom-Carroll  

team sent out small postcards with consistent, concise 

messaging. They posted on Facebook to communicate with 

a younger audience and used endorsements, influencers, 

and community coffees to help spread their message. 
-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  S h aw n  H a u g h n ,  B l o o m - C a r r o l l 
L S D ,  O H  

Each community prefers a different level  
of communication. While community members 

 in Hamilton School District expect information, they are  

also conscious of spending. So instead of working with the 

architectural team to build glitzy postcards and videos,  

the Hamilton team opted to work in-house. “I don’t know  

if that works in every community; I know that it works in  

this community. They want good value for their dollar.”  

-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  P a u l  M i e l ke ,  H a m i l t o n 
S c h o o l  D i st r i c t ,  W I 

Keep it personal. “We wrote a personal, handwritten 

letter for each person we thought supported us in the last 

election, reminding them to vote. We had a lot of people  

tell us it was a really important piece for them.”  
-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  J o h n  F a t t a l ,  C o r u n n a 
P u b l i c  S c h o o l s ,  M I  

Offer one-on-one meetings. “I included my phone 

number and email on the fliers that went out, so they could 

contact me at any time—which happened. I then had the 

opportunity there, one-on-one, to answer those questions 

that maybe wouldn’t have been asked had I not included 

the phone number or email.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  S t ev e 
S e i d ,  C l a r ke  C o m m u n i t y  S c h o o l s ,  I A  

C o m m u n i c at i o n 
C h a n n e l s
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Invite No voters onto campus. When a  

community member questioned the district’s  

overcrowding, Superintendent Steve Seid showed  

them the state of classrooms with a personal tour.  

“They could actually come in and see.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t 
S t ev e  S e i d ,  C l a r ke  C o m m u n i t y  S c h o o l s ,  I A

Nip rumors in the bud. “ Negative information and 

misinformation can spread so quickly, so I really went after neg-

ative criticism. We had such a short window of time,” explained 

Director of Communications Merry Glenne Piccolino. As rumors 

popped up, Piccolino created an entire section of the district’s 

website devoted to correcting false information. After posting 

factual information, she sent out targeted social media ads to 

address the rumors, leading her audience back to the district’s 

website for the truth. -  D i r e c t o r  o f  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s 
M e r r y  G l e n n e  P i c c o l i n o ,  A i ke n  C o u n t y  S c h o o l 
D i st r i c t ,  S C 

Address the opposition directly, offline.  
If Superintendent Dr. Paul Mielke heard about anyone  

spreading incorrect information, he gave them a call.  

“I did a number of individual phone calls,” he explains.  

These conversations weren’t meant to change voters’ 

minds; the goal was to make sure people were making  

informed decisions. -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  P a u l 
M i e l ke ,  H a m i l t o n  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t ,  W I  

Lay the groundwork for correcting  
misinformation. “I had over 200 individual  

appointments with specific people who I knew carried a lot 

of weight in the community—people with a voice in terms 

of the media or editorial boards. I wanted to make sure that 

everyone understood the truth about what we were doing. 

Then, if they ever heard anything that was contradictory to 

what I told them, they could reach out to me personally in-

stead of following an assumption.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r. 
C h r i s  H i m s e l ,  N o r t h w e st  A l l e n  C o u n t y  S c h o o l s , 
I N

Prepare for opposition in the planning 
phase. Superintendent Dr. Paul Mielke asked his team at 

Hamilton School District to put together a FAQ sheet. “We 

asked people to write down questions others in the com-

munity were asking about the bond,” says Mielke. “We had 

a pretty extensive list, probably 30-40 questions, and all the 

facts.” Parents used the FAQ when they heard questions  

or misinformation in the community. “They made sure 

friends and neighbors had accurate information.” 

 -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  P a u l  M i e l ke ,  H a m i l t o n 
S c h o o l  D i st r i c t ,  W I

Start with staff. Visalia Unified initially struggled to 

pass a bond, failing two referendums one after the other. 

“What we heard back from the teachers was: You never 

asked us. You never told us. How can we be good promot-

ers when we don’t know the timing or the items on the list?” 

says Robert Gröeber, assistant superintendent at Visalia. 

So when the district went back to the ballot in 2018, they 

touched every school site, engaging parent-teacher asso-

ciations to make sure that they were running a grassroots 

campaign. -  A s s i st a n t  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  o f  
Ad m i n i st r a t i v e  S e r v i c e s  R o b e r t  G r ö e b e r,  
V i s a l i a  U n i f i e d  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t ,  C A 

Fa c i n g 
O p p o s i t i o n
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Go to the community with updates.  
“Because we have a more senior population, we still believe 

there’s a huge contingent that wants you to come to them. 

They still want a colored mailer highlighting the projects and 

events that we’re doing. So we do those all the time—even 

when we’re not running the campaign—to give updates on 

the projects.” - S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  S h e l l y  R e d i n g e r,  
S p o ka n e  P u b l i c  S c h o o l s ,  WA  

Create great experiences year-round.  
“Bond elections aren’t won or lost once you call them. 

They’re won or lost everyday with the experiences our com-

munity has in our schools: the way our teachers respond to 

our parents and our kids, the ways that we interact, and the 

choices we make fiscally. It’s really about building trust with 

the community all the time, then explaining the needs when 

the time comes. The culture and content within the school 

system between elections is really the most important part.” 
-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  J a m i e  W i l s o n ,  D e n t o n  I S D , 
T X 

Keep open communication channels.   

Administrators at Worthington City Schools meet monthly with a 

group of identified “key communicators,” regardless of what’s on 

the ballot. “They share information with us that they’re hearing, 

and we share information back with them. Then we ask them 

to make sure they go out and share that information within their 

groups of influence. It’s such a great group to go back and forth 

with, building trust.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  Tr e n t  B ow -
e r s ,  Wo r t h i n g t o n  C i t y  S c h o o l s ,  O H

Treat the vote with the gusto of a sporting 
event. On Election Day, Bloom-Carroll’s campaign com-
mittee chartered an airplane. Yes, you read that correctly: an 
airplane. “We had an airplane flying around the community 
with the message, Support B.C. Schools. Vote Yes. We treated 

it like a major sporting event.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  S h aw n 
H a u g h n ,  B l o o m - C a r r o l l  L S D ,  O H  

Mine plus nine. “There was a group of hardworking 

levy supporters led by our levy chair who did ‘mine plus nine.’ 

They tried to make sure that each person could identify nine 

other Yes voters and then get them out to the polls.”  

-  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  D r.  J o h n  K r o n o u r,  N o r t h e a st -
e r n  L o c a l  S c h o o l s ,  O H 

Provide transportation to the polls. “If a voter 

didn’t have a vehicle, we had people on the committee who 

would reach out to them and say, I can give you a lift to the 

polls. That happened multiple times. And if voters know that 

somebody believes in this effort strongly enough that they 

would come pick them up, that has the potential of helping 

them decide how to vote. Without that, the bond might not 

have been as successful.” -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  S t ev e 
S e i d ,  C l a r ke  C o m m u n i t y  S c h o o l s ,  I A 

There’s value in acting quickly. “One of the 

things that we wanted to do was to move dirt as soon as the 

referendum passed,” says Superintendent Robbie Binnicker. 

The district received positive comments when the commu-

nity saw construction teams around campus only a few days 

after the referendum passed. -  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  R o b b i e 
B i n n i c ke r,  A n d e r s o n  S c h o o l  D i st r i c t  O n e ,  S C

E l e c t i o n  D ay 
&  B e y o n d

Keep the conversation going. Tweet your ideas 
using #bondbites and tag @School_CEO 
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Bryttani Bartlett
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to improve your district’s online image.

apptegy.com/brand
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By this time, though, administrators had already connected 

with thousands of stakeholders through the strategic plan-

ning process. “A natural reward of that engagement was  

that the community was ready to jump on board for other 

initiatives,” says Campbell. 

“They’d committed to our vision 

and our goals. So when building 

needs surfaced, we launched 

the facilities planning com-

mittee with guiding principles 

aligned with our goals.” 

Campbell wanted as many people involved in the planning 

phase as possible, to “build the compelling why,” which 

inevitably circled back to students’ needs. So they recruited 

over 100 parents, community leaders, public officials, staff, 

and scholars for the facilities planning committee. The more 

people involved, the more the community “ripened” to the 

idea. “It’s ripening the environment for a bond and getting 

all hands on deck. Everybody has a role to play—not just a 

small group of people,” says Campbell.  

After touring various school campuses, the facilities  

committee recommended an unprecedented, almost 

half-billion dollar bond—three times the size of the district’s 

2007 initiative. “A lot of people couldn’t believe we were 

asking for that amount of money,” says Campbell. Still, the 

bond had been informed by the community, so the board 

approved it. 

To Campbell, community engagement is a piece of  

branding. “We always have community voice,” she tells us. 

“People have to be involved.” It’s this trust that helps build  

a strong brand, “one that people believe in,” she adds. 

“You’ve got to make sure there’s a group of folks out there 

in your corner who can spread a supportive message to 

influence public opinion.”

“Just a couple big ideas,” says Dr. Tammy Campbell,  

Superintendent of Federal Way Public Schools in  

Washington, as she answers the phone. “I don’t think you  

win a bond just on the campaign. You have to have the  

confidence of the voters.  

You have to have a vision.”

When Campbell came into the 

district in 2015, her first move 

as superintendent  

was to engage 3,000 stake-

holders in the district’s  

strategic planning effort. “The first thing I wanted to do was 

show the community that we had a vision for improving 

schools, and that we wanted to include them in it,” she says. 

The goal wasn’t to pass a bond. The goal was to unite the 

community around a common vision, mission, and set of 

goals that would collectively make an impact for students. 

In Federal Way, however, passing any kind of referendum 

issue is especially difficult. “We don’t have a lot of industry 

here,” Campbell tells us. “So when you do any kind of  

bond or levy campaign, taxpayers typically pay more  

than surrounding districts.” 

Luckily, Campbell understands how to rally the community 

around their schools. In 2017, their $450 million bond passed 

at almost 62%. Then, just three months later, they asked the 

community for another $33 million: a four-year replacement 

levy for staff and educational programs. It was approved by 

over 58% of voters. 

 

Lesson 11: If the community buys into  
your vision, they’ll buy into your bond. 

When Dr. Campbell joined Federal Way, overcrowding was 

already a critical issue in many elementary schools. As 

the district grew, they reduced class sizes in already aging 

facilities. So besides new buildings, they would need major 

system repairs and enhancements in security. The district 

would need to go out for a bond. 

“You’ve got to make sure there’s a  

group of folks out there in your corner 

who can spread a supportive message 

to influence public opinion.”
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Lesson 12: An organized campaign  
is an effective campaign. 

“We had a very systematic approach,” Campbell explains. 

“Each person had responsibilities every week in terms of 

messaging that would be sent out, and they coordinated all 

of this up until the actual election.”

Like many states, Washington doesn’t allow district  

employees to campaign for a bond during work hours. 

“That’s why you need a separate committee,” Campbell 

says. “District employees can join that committee, but they 

have to raise the funds to run that campaign outside of work 

hours on their own personal time. All of that is separate.” 

The volunteer committee—the Citizens for Federal Way 

Schools—worked backwards from Election Day to design  

a communications plan that would build momentum.  

Members of the citizens committee joined administration 

to present to local organizations like Kiwanis and Rotary 

clubs. And while the district certainly couldn’t campaign for 

Yes votes, the outside committee coordinated messaging 

around the facts of the bond. 

From there, the volunteer committee utilized strategic  

communication channels: social media, sign-waving,  

doorbelling, Vote Yes mailers, and other promotional  

print materials.

Back on the district side, Federal Way’s Chief of Communi-

cations and Strategy, Kassie Swenson, made use of  

the district’s internal communications—folding bond infor-

mation into monthly and quarterly newsletter updates and 

sharing on social media. The team worked in every school, 

posting “Vote Today” and “Don’t Forget to Vote” signs on 

school reader boards and passing out handy, one-page 

informational flyers. Outside of school, Dr. Campbell  

presented to firefighters and police officers, even speaking 

at City Hall’s televised meeting for the entire community  

to see. “I always think face-to-face is best,” she admits.  

“But it’s not always efficient or possible, depending on  

the size of your district.”  

In those presentations, the team didn’t hide from questions 

either. “You want to have people ask questions, because 

there might be rumors out there—misinformation—and it’s 

hard to respond to that unless you’re right there,” Campbell 

says. In general, she kept conversation focused on the 

positive. “We talked about the long-term commitment to 

Federal Way—if it’s going to be a thriving city, it needs to 

have robust schools, and part of that is investment in good 

infrastructure,” she says. “We talked a lot about how kids 

would benefit. We didn’t talk a lot about what would happen 

if the bond didn’t pass.” 

The messaging Our Community, 
Our Investment, Their Future stays 
focused on students. 



33 SchoolCEO         FALL 2019 /

The district breaks down bond details 

into digestible pieces. 

Posts by Federal Way 
Public Schools

Coordinate Communications

Federal Way shares the listening process 

on social media, inviting others to take part.

Here are a few ways the 2017 FWPS Bond will benefit our scholars and  
community. The 2017 Bond Proposition:
· Benefits all schools and is fiscally responsible
· Offers more capacity at our elementary schools and reduces  
overcrowding
· Supports modernized, technology-rich learning environments to prepare 
students for college and career
· Positions the district to accomplish big, bold goals in a strategic plan

Learn more here: www.fwps.org/bond
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Posts by Citizens 
for Federal 
Way Schools 

Citizens for Federal Way Schools 

shares video testimonials from key 

community members.

The citizens’ campaign supports 

and amplifies the district’s work. 

In this letter, Superintendent Campbell thanks YOU - our parents, families and 
community - for your overwhelming support of FWPS scholars! The EP&O levy is 
passing and our scholars will continue to receive the necessary staffing and 
programs to support their journey to a bright future!



Posts by Citizens 
for Federal 
Way Schools 

Lesson 13: What happens after the vote  
lays the foundation for the next bond. 

 “We are keeping the community informed with regular 

updates,” Swenson tells us. The Federal Way team is effec-

tively running a separate campaign that utilizes newspapers, 

quarterly publications, the district’s website and social  

media, postcards, one-pagers distributed at community 

events, and large signs installed on school campuses.  

The team even created a subscription e-newsletter for 

monthly project updates. “We know our community  

accesses information in different ways,” Swenson explains. 

“So we’re always open to hearing if there’s another way  

we can provide updates.” 

The Federal Way team has continued to listen, even after the 

vote. They host bond update meetings and invite students to 

provide input, ensuring that designs reflect the needs of all 

of the district’s stakeholders.

Their informational work has already paid off. Again, just 

three months after successfully passing their half-billion 

dollar bond referendum, Federal Way asked the community 

for another $33 million for a four-year replacement levy to 

fund teacher salaries and support additional programming. 

The levy passed with almost 60% of the vote, saving 300 

jobs in the district. 

But the team isn’t resting on their laurels. “What we are doing 

right now is laying the foundation,” Campbell explains. “Our 

next bond will be passed based on the way the community 

feels informed.” 

With construction in full swing, Federal Way Public Schools 

is doing just what you’d expect them to do: looking forward.   

 

After the election, Federal Way 
keeps voters engaged and informed. 
The listening process continues 
even after the vote. 
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Austin, Texas, is one of the fastest-growing cities in the 

United States, and its community has a history of supporting 

school referendums. So when only two of four propositions 

in Austin Independent School District’s $892.2 million bond 

referendum passed in 2013, administrators were shaken. 

Local media speculated the failure might be due to sticker 

shock, a proposed performing arts center, or even  

unpopular consolidation proposals.

While the root of the problem is difficult to nail down, there’s 

no question that reaching such a large, diverse community is 

a formidable logistical challenge. In total, the district serves 

over 80,000 students on 129 campuses. More than half of 

families in Austin ISD—around 52%—are economically 

disadvantaged, and more than a quarter of students are 

English learners. Across the district, students speak over  

90 languages at home. 

Though the district had sought out feedback in the previous 

campaign, the input they’d received hadn’t necessarily  

been representative. “Folks that are more affluent had no 

problem engaging us around questions or answers that  

they needed,” says Celso Baez III, Assistant Director of 

Community Engagement and External Communications  

for Austin ISD. “Some of our communities of color don’t have 

the luxury or time to dedicate to meetings and aren’t waiting 

with bated breath for our next tweet or Facebook post,” he 

explains. “So we had to go to them.” 

In the years leading up to the bond, administration has 

revamped their communications and engagement  

practices to reach their greater community more equitably. 

Administrators are paving a path forward to address  

community hurt and facilitate healing. 

Just four years after those two propositions failed, Austin 

ISD ran and passed a separate bond, this time with only one 

proposition to the tune of $1.05 billion—the largest funding 

ask from a government entity in central Texas history. This 

time, they focused on listening. 

 

Lesson 14: Listen equitably.  

The way the district had been engaging families, at specific 

hours and on specific platforms, meant that some voices 

were being excluded. Even though Austin ISD used  

fairly typical bond planning processes—conducting an  

extensive facilities study of all 129 campuses, creating  

a bond committee and volunteer group, and holding  

community workshops—this time, they focused intently  

on how they were collecting input. 

“What we tried to do,” Baez explains, “was look at our en-

gagement practices and really question ourselves: Are we 

equitably engaging in a way that really reaches our folks who 

aren’t typically engaged, are historically marginalized, and 

have the least amount of power?” 

 

Baez considered how to hear the perspective of  

typically disengaged families. “We tried to design  

community engagement activities in a way that folks really 

felt we were doing things with them, and not to them.  

That was key,” he says. “We could say until we’re blue in the 

face that we engaged every corner of the district, but if we 

didn’t make folks feel like they genuinely and authentically 

engaged with us, like they were heard, then it wouldn’t be 

effective. Because there’s a lot of residual hurt that has yet to 

heal based on our city’s segregated past. We know there is 

rampant distrust in public education across the country, and 

we knew that any process that would lead toward the bond 

would move at the speed of trust. We needed to address our 

school district’s trust deficit. So we didn’t go in there, bull in a 

china shop, trying to rubber-stamp things.”

Of course, this didn’t mean the district neglected deadlines 

or goals, but it did mean finding ways to be more present in 

the process. “We tried to approach the process in a way  

that humanized the school district and mirrored what we 

teach our kids everyday around social and emotional 

learning —to really empathize and listen actively to our  

communities,” says Baez. “That’s what built the trust in  

our master plan, the trust to get over 72% of the vote in 

November.” Once the district developed a plan, the focus 

transferred to educating the community about the impacts 

of the 2017 bond .
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          Lesson 15: Communicate with all families.
  

To get started, Austin ISD leaned on communications 

structures already in place across the district—principals, 

parent support specialists, and the community engagement 

team—especially in the most economically disadvantaged 

schools and neighborhoods.

“We put together a toolkit that just about anybody could 

use,” Reyne Telles, Executive Director of Communications 

and Community Engagement, explains. This toolkit included 

talking points, a script, and a video—all of which Telles 

asked his team, along with key administrators and princi-

pals, to present twice. “Principals were to present to their 

PTAs, their staffs, and their advisory councils,” he adds. “So 

we utilized our district as a large organization to reach as 

many people as possible.” They also hosted nontraditional 

engagement hours for parents and community members 

working two or more jobs or keeping atypical work hours. 

For community presentations, the district provided detailed 

resources, but also let speakers take some ownership of the 

process. “We did a slide text of what could be said,” Telles 

explains. They provided different versions of the slides spe-

cific to a presenter’s expertise or interests, some as scripts, 

some as bullet points. “We weren’t pigeonholing a presenter 

into something that made them feel or seem uncomfortable 

when they were in front of an audience.”  

Of course, proper engagement often meant meeting 

community members where they already were. “Soccer is a 

big game in Central and South America,” says Telles, “so we 

had soccer tournaments to engage adult soccer fans. When 

players signed up, they were given information on the details 

of the bond.” 

Another night, the team presented bond information at an 

arcade and bowling alley popular among African American 

families in the community. By figuring out where the district’s 

audiences gathered in the city, Telles’s team was able to 

reach families of color more effectively. 

Welcoming the broader Austin ISD community to the  

table also meant bridging a language gap. “Depending  

on the audience, we would have two meetings going on 

simultaneously: one in English, one in Spanish,” Telles says. 

For Spanish speakers, the district provided headsets to 

listen to an interpreter. “It was the exact reverse of that  

when the majority population spoke Spanish; then English 

speakers got headsets,” he adds.  

The district also added bond-specific episodes to their bi-

weekly television program, Breaking Down the Barriers. This 

show provides information for all families, especially families 

of color, in regards to programs and initiatives available in 

the community. In these special episodes, they broke  

down the bond in great detail, making the entire project 

more accessible. 



Because the district had engaged the community up front, 

they were prepared to face any opposition. When a PAC 

formed against the bond, the district simply doubled down 

on the truth. “They felt like the slogan itself, without a tax 

rate increase, was disingenuous,” saysTelles. “We were very 

transparent that the tax rate would remain flat. Families 

could still see an increase in their taxes based on the rise of 

home values.” 

The district also predicted certain questions and concerns, 

and provided paper and digital copies of FAQs. “We weren’t 

afraid to put it out there whenever we heard there was crit-

icism or a communication question,” Telles says. Generally, 

the district maintained a positive message throughout the 

campaign. “When you look at our communications plan, it 

says not to spend a lot of energy on the people whose minds 

you won’t change anyway,” Telles says. “It’s really getting the 

support of people you know are cheerleaders for the district 

and our schools.”

In November of 2017, 72% of Austin voters approved the 

measure. If you ask Telles about the district’s success, he’ll 

give credit to having a master plan and to listening to the 

community. “At the end,” he says, “it all comes down to trust 

in the organization.” 

The listening process didn’t stop after the vote. Visit 

Austin ISD’s website and you’ll see opportunities to submit 

comments and ideas, or to attend workshops. The district 

also employs Historically Underutilized Businesses to fulfill 

bond-funded construction, showing a commitment to mi-

nority- and women-owned businesses. 

To maintain community trust, Austin ISD keeps voters 

well-informed. Not only does the district send out quarterly 

newsletters related to the bond, but they also maintain a 

webpage for each construction project, including biweekly 

drone videos to show progress. The district is also sure to 

invite members of the voting community, even those without 

kids in school, to celebrations like groundbreakings or  

ribbon cuttings. Again, for Austin ISD, it’s all about  

engagement, giving the entire community ownership  

of the district’s schools. 

AISD’s television and internet program, Breaking Down 
the Barriers, featured the 2017 bond, making project 
information more widely accessible to school families 
and the general community.
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Beyond location alone, the district also needed to commu-

nicate with different generations and demographics. Luckily, 

having served 17 years as a school superintendent, Carlson 

is no stranger to bond elections. He’s led different cam-

paigns across states, even sharing his experience at a state 

conference with bond expert Dr. Don Lifto. 

Lesson 16: Recruit an all-star team in your 
schools and beyond.

To Carlson, a successful campaign is all about who’s  

delivering your message. “When it comes to a bond or tax 

initiative, there’s an inverted pyramid,” he explains. In most 

cases, people would be listening to the superintendent. But 

in the case of a bond, the opposite is true. “They’re listening 

less to me because I’m the professional educator, and  

more to the bus driver or the food service worker or  

the custodian.”

To find what Carlson calls “key communicators,” the district 

looked for formal and informal leaders from different voting 

groups. The team consulted school board members, col-

leagues, and other community members. Then, to recruit, 

they paired with an influential member of the targeted 

individual’s community to make the ask. Generally, recruits 

were more likely to accept when asked by someone they 

knew beforehand. 

Carlson was also mindful of district staff. “What we did,”  

he tells us, “was make sure from an internal standpoint that 

we were getting out to each employee group, making sure 

they had the correct information, and answering any of  

their questions so that, in the end, they could be our  

key communicators.” 

When the planning process came to a close, the district had 

accumulated quite a team of supporters. “We really ended 

up with two PACs—a northern and a southern one,” Carlson 

tells us. Two separate PACs meant two separate campaigns 

with unique messaging. 

Wickenburg Unified School District #9 covers an astounding 

916 square miles—an area that could hold the entirety of 

New York City three times. And if the district’s geography 

weren’t challenging enough, Wickenburg also faced  

statewide budget cuts in 2009. 

“At that time, 85% of the capital money for schools was cut,” 

Dr. Howard Carlson, Wickenburg’s superintendent, explains. 

“So districts suddenly weren’t able to take care of their 

repair and maintenance needs or replace equipment.” 

In the years following the cuts, Wickenburg’s oldest facilities 

and equipment began to deteriorate. “We started to talk 

about the health and safety needs of the district,” Carlson 

says. “We had buses breaking down, stranding kids in the 

middle of the night coming home from a football game. We 

had air conditioning that was 21 years old.” 

Something had to be done, so Carlson and his team started 

discussing a bond. Because of the district’s size, the team 

would need to consider two very separate communities. 

“The northern part of the district is a group that, in large 

part, is not as affluent,” Carlson tells us. The southern part, 

however, is home to a large population of retirees. Residents 

of the local retirement community are generally college-ed-

ucated and tend to have more expendable income. 

Because of the differences between these two communi-

ties’ needs, Carlson knew that a one-size-fits-all strategy 

wouldn’t work for Wickenburg. “You really run two 

different campaigns based on the geographic scenario 

you’re dealing with,” he explains. “By and large, those groups 

are separate entities. We were working with different people 

and tailoring different messages based on the two areas.” 

Find Dr. Don Lifto’s Q&A on page 46.

“You can’t treat all groups in your  

district equally; rather, you have  

to treat them equitably.”  



Lesson 17: Differentiate messaging. 

Carlson’s team took their time developing the campaign’s 

core messaging. “We tried to show how the bond would 

benefit our kids,” he explains. They focused on safety, even 

calling the measure a “Health and Safety Bond.” 

“Obviously, that was branding,” Carlson says. “There’s no 

such thing as a health and safety bond in Arizona, but we 

used that as a marketing strategy to categorize it and give it 

meaning.”

This core message became a compass to formulate mes-

saging that better fit each of Wickenburg’s local communi-

ties. Instead of guessing what each community valued, the 

district conducted surveys. “You have to make sure you’re 

looking deeply at the data in order to ultimately get your 

message out,” Carlson explains. They found that messaging 

that garnered a positive response in the northern part of the 

district effectively bombed in the southern section. 

“The tax piece was definitely an overarching item to focus 

on in the northern part of Wickenburg,” Carlson explains. 

“In the southern part, the message was more balanced.” 

With a higher population of educated residents with more 

expendable income in the southern section, messaging 

was focused less on the bond’s tax impact and more on an 

opportunity to support students. This group, Carlson says, 

was also more likely to care about problems that affected 

students—like a bus breaking down with kids on board. 

Carlson also kept various demographic groups, like retirees 

and parents with young children, in mind. “We then differ-

entiated and broke down the different groups in the district 

demographically and developed marketing strategies for 

each,” Carlson explains. 

Ultimately, the district ended up delivering messages  

specific to retirees, families, and the greater Wickenburg 

community. “As an example, retirees were most concerned 

about taxes. So, we talked about taxes with them,” says 

Carlson. “For families, it might have been related to  

the fact that we want to keep their kids in a good  

learning environment.” 

Still, targeted messaging was only the starting point in 

Wickenburg’s communications strategy. Throughout the 

campaign, Carlson was also conscious of ways different 

groups receive information. 



Lesson 18: Vary communication channels. 

“In this day and age, we need to understand that you have 

multiple generations out there,” Carlson explains. “From 

Baby Boomers all the way down to Generation Z, the bottom 

line is that each of those groups consumes and gathers 

information in different ways.” 

For Carlson, distinguishing between these groups is vital 

for any bond effort. “You have to differentiate,” he says. 

“You can’t treat all groups in your district equally; rather, you 

have to treat them equitably.” That way, various groups in 

your community are getting the same information, but from 

different platforms. 

“It was a matter of looking at how each of those groups  

consumes information, and then making sure we used  

the proper channels to get them the information that they 

needed,” Carlson explains. For retirees, the district focused 

on print media. They shared videos on social media to  

engage younger families. To reach the broader community, 

the Wickenburg team connected with service groups like 

local Rotary clubs and chambers of commerce.

Wickenburg also targeted key communicators in every 

sector, asking community leaders to give informational 

presentations on the district’s behalf. “We understood  

that those groups relate more to their own people than  

to someone from the outside,” says Carlson.  

The district’s job, then, was to prepare materials for those 

community presenters that were factual, accessible, 

and easily understood. “Bottom line, we were producing 

information that could be used publicly by the district, and 

then the presenter could speak to it from there,” Carlson 

says. Sometimes, this meant adjusting materials to fit the 

community’s needs. 

To engage Wickenburg’s Hispanic community, for  

example, the district translated materials into Spanish.  

Presentations were also given by key communicators  

from within this community—“individuals who were  

well-respected,” explains Carlson, “because we wanted to 

make sure we had key communicators who were a part of 

this committee and the PAC.”

At Wickenburg, adjusting communication tactics to fit  

the community’s needs isn’t limited to a referendum  

campaign. “It’s not just bonds, levies, or overrides,”  

Carlson says. “It’s a shift in how districts should com-

municate. They now have Facebook and Instagram and 

Twitter, but they are not strategically looking at how the 

messages might differ between a 45-year-old and a 

23-year-old.” 

It goes back to making sure all stakeholders can connect 

with the district, he explains. “Because that’s how you 

provide equity.” 

   

    

The district isn’t afraid to ask  
community members to share posts, 
reaching a broader audience. 
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Powering Your 
School’s Identity 
Build your school's brand with an ADA 
compliant school marketing strategy.

 

A simple tool to define your identity
Thrillshare brings everything you need for school marketing and 

school communications together into a single mobile app. Write a 

story once and send it across your website, mobile app, Facebook, 

Twitter, text messages, and voice calls. We make it easy to share 

your stories, so you can control the conversation around your brand.

T H R I L L S H A R E

MOBILE APPS WEBSITES ALERTS www.apptegy.com
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Dr. Don Lifto wrote the book on school tax elections.  

Actually, he’s written two. The most recent, School Tax 

Elections: Planning for Success in the New Normal, analyzes 

every aspect of school bond and levy campaigns in detail. 

 

Lifto’s career has centered on school referendums.  

He’s presented at over two dozen conferences  

since 1993, including national conferences for the  

School Superintendents Assocation (AASA), the  

Association of School Business Officials (ASBO), and the 

National School Boards Association (NSBA). He’s been 

published over 20 times in national education journals, and 

he consulted dozens of districts before becoming director  

at Baker Tilly, a leading advisory, tax, and assurance firm. 

Before consulting, Lifto gained his initial experience with 

bond and levy referendums as an educator. He served as  

a superintendent in Minnesota in rural, suburban, and  

intermediate districts for 25 years. 

 

We sat down with Lifto to talk about changes in school tax 

elections, basic advice for school districts, and controversial 

bond election strategies. 

 

How have bond elections changed since you 
started your career?
The key strategies to win are similar, if not almost identical, 

to what they were 30 years ago. You’re still trying to under-

stand the demographics you’re dealing with, find out who 

supports you, and get your supporters in the door for the 

vote. Good campaigns are still canvassing—calling people 

or doing Internet-based canvassing—basically trying to sort 

the universe into Yes voters and No voters, and those who 

are undecided. 

 

The biggest things that have changed are not the strategies, 

but how you execute them. For example, now, if we call you 

as part of the canvassing process, before you pick up the 

phone, we know your name, address, phone number,  

education level, household income, race, and parental 

status. We know whether you rent or own, and a half-dozen 

other demographic markers. By the time you say “hello,”  

we can see these things in the databases that we acquire  

to work the election. 

 

Those same databases make it much, much more powerful 

when you do a feasibility survey, because when you get  

the results back, you can sort by all those demographic 

characteristics. So there’s a much richer array of data to 

manage your canvassing and your communications in 

getting out the vote.

Superintendent Q&A:
Dr. Don Lifto
This former superintendent shares insights from decades of experience 
both leading and consulting school referendum campaigns 
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In the last couple years, many of our clients have used 

geovisual mapping platforms. So after we acquire all these 

databases and do our canvassing, we’ve figured out who 

likes us and who doesn’t like us, who votes and who doesn’t 

vote. All of this data is loaded up into mapping systems  

like GuideK12, so you can sit on your computer and say, 

I want to talk to everybody in Zone One with these eight 

characteristics, then hand the map off to your volunteer to 

go door knocking. 

 

This combination of databases and technology has  

created opportunities to make campaigning much,  

much better—and, in my view, give yourself a better  

chance of being successful.

 

What is the ideal timeline for a bond campaign? 
When we work with a school district to plan a bond referen-

dum, we like a 15-18 month timeline. We find that, everything 

else being equal, districts who take the long approach are 

more successful on Election Day. 

 

Districts will typically do a preliminary feasibility survey 12-15 

months before they’re considering putting something on the 

ballot. They find out how people feel about key components 

of that proposal: whether or not they’re willing to pay for it, 

and if so, how much they’re willing to pay. 

 

By collecting that information that far ahead of time, they’re 

able to develop a long-range community engagement 

campaign. They essentially try to move the ship in whatever 

direction they feel they need to move it. So if a main com-

ponent of their proposal was to redo all of the elementary 

school entrances for safety and security, and they found out 

that support was tepid—they’d now have a year to move 

public sentiment. 

 

Then, they’ll come back with what we would call a tracking 

survey—typically 10-12 questions—to recheck what people 

think. The board uses that current information to make 

a final decision: Are we going on the ballot? What can we 

ask for? And at what tax rate? That process helps achieve 

alignment between what the school district wants—and its 

cost—with what the community values and is willing to pay. 

 

How do school districts know when they need to 
abandon or postpone a bond? 
If the overwhelming sentiment is negative—like if your 

feasibility survey shows that 60% of the community isn’t 

supportive—in most cases, the district is better off to wait 

and take more time than to go through a referendum that 

appears to be unwinnable. If you do go that route and lose, 

then you’re going to be looking at six months to a year of 

pain and blame before you can get to a stable footing again 

to give it another try.

 

In the feasibility surveys that we do, we test real, specific 

components of a proposal—for example, whether to add an 

auditorium to the high school or to replace the football field 

with artificial turf. So if the district sees that 70% of the peo-

ple are saying “no” on artificial turf, that doesn’t necessarily 

mean it won’t be part of the program if indeed that’s what the 

district needs. But that certainly means that it’s not going to 

be at the front of the parade when you’re engaging with  

the community. 

 

If there are a couple of controversial components that are 

just not getting strong support and the district is concerned 

that having unpopular elements could drag the whole thing 

down, you will sometimes see districts split the ballot. In 

question one, they’ll have the bread and butter, and then in 

question two—maybe that’s adding gymnasiums to elemen-

tary schools or whatever it might be. It’s essentially pulling 

elements that might drag the proposal down and putting 

them in that second question. 

 

The success rate on second questions is a lot lower than on 

first ones, so it’s kind of a toss-up. I probably wouldn’t do that 

if my data suggested that I had 60% support, even though 

people aren’t too crazy about the gyms. But if I were looking 

at data that said it was a coin flip, and people really  

didn’t like the gyms, I might consider pulling them into  

a second question. 

 

Can you describe the landscape of state regula-
tions on bond campaigns? Do some states have 
looser restrictions? 
A well-respected communications consultant I have worked 

with on many campaigns is fond of saying, “It’s got to be 

on their time and on their dime.” If you’re a school board 
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member, you don’t give up your First Amendment right to 

free speech when you get elected. But if you’re helping the 

“Get Out the Vote” committee, you better not be turning in 

mileage. You better not be duplicating your targeted neigh-

borhood maps in the district’s copy machine. 

 

That probably covers 90% of the statutes across the 

country that put limitations on what school administrators 

or school board members can do in support of a campaign. 

But when you get to a specific state, you’ve got to look at 

its statutes and make sure there isn’t something else that 

comes into play. In pretty much all school districts, you also 

need to look at your school board policies. Are there limita-

tions on use of buildings and grounds? Can the campaign 

committee have a table at the football game? Are there lim-

itations on use of staff mailboxes? These aren’t necessarily 

going to be statutory, but they might come from local school 

board policies. 

 

How serious is the risk? Have you heard of  
administrators getting into trouble?
In my experience working with school districts on  

referendums over the past 25-30 years, an election has  

never been overturned or reversed. No one’s ever gone  

to jail. Generally somebody will make a complaint,  

whether that’s to the Secretary of State or some other 

official, depending on how the state election laws are set up. 

Then, there’s an investigation. Usually it results in someone 

getting a reprimand or a ticket, in essence, and having to pay 

a fine. But as I said, I’ve never seen it result in an overturned 

election. 

 

The greater risk is when people react to media coverage 

of what’s happened. So if somebody accuses the district 

of using taxpayer money to persuade people and they file 

a complaint with the city attorney, any of that PR coverage 

that happens before people vote is going to be inherently 

negative, and it certainly won’t help the outcome. 

 

Any time you’ve got organized opposition, whether it’s an 

individual or taxpayer group, they’re going to be watching 

everything you’re doing and looking for actions that they 

think are either illegal or unethical, and then trying to make 

an issue of it—because that’s going to affect turnout. 

Do you have any advice for a district that’s facing 
organized opposition?
If it’s a community member leading that organized  

opposition, the general advice is to be strategic and 

thoughtful about who you ask to confront them. Oftentimes 

the right choice isn’t necessarily the superintendent or  

a board member. Oftentimes you’re looking for a very 

well-respected, well-known, trusted person within the 

community. Let them confront that “No” initiative so people 

can see someone they know and like and trust making a 

different point than the organized opposition.

 

Some superintendents seem wary of reminding 
No voters about the election. On the other hand, 
we’ve heard superintendents say that they don’t 
want to run a “sneaky campaign.” Which is best?
Early in my career as a superintendent, part of the conversa-

tion in the planning did include running an “under-the-radar” 

election. But in 2019, with social media and the internet and 

everything else, I don’t believe that’s an option anymore, 

even if it were a good idea. Now, notwithstanding that com-

ment, when we’re working with a district, we ask, “What kind 

of a turnout are we expecting? And is a larger turnout going 

to help you or hurt you?” If there’s nothing else on the ballot, 

we’ll see somewhere between 20-30% turnout. But in the 

November 2020 elections, for example, turnout is probably 

going to be over 70% in many places. 

 

Think of a school district, for instance, where only 10% of 

the registered voters are parents. In that case, the larger 

the turnout, the more difficult it would be to pass the bond 

because you wouldn’t have as many natural advocates. 

 

The largest cities here in Minnesota—Minneapolis and St. 

Paul—need and want big turnouts, because some majority 

of their registered voters tend to lean progressive Demo-

crat. So in that case, whatever you can do to increase the 

turnout—law signs, billboards—is going to help you. But in a 

suburb where the majority of residents are Republican or  

fiscally conservative, where only 20% of registered voters 

are parents, the larger the turnout, the more likely you’re 

going to lose. So in that particular situation, I would not  

generally be encouraging signs or billboards, which  

would likely have the effect of increasing turnout. 
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So again, do we want a big turnout or do we want a  

small turnout? What’s the demography of parents versus 

everybody else? What are the politics of our community? 

All these factor into whether you’re going to have people 

standing on the corner waving signs or not.

 

Have you seen any schools engage young voters 
particularly well? 
Many states have early voting now, and that’s a good way to 

get young parents to participate. One school I worked with 

clearly had a situation where they were trying to get young 

voters in the door. In their failed 2016 campaign, they only 

had around 120-130 votes. One year later, in a winning bond 

referendum, they had almost 1,000 early votes. On one of 

those early voting days, the campaign committee scheduled 

a petting zoo at a polling site.

 

Well, a petting zoo draws a certain demographic. The kids 

were petting the goats and milking the cows, and then  

parents were grabbed by the ear by a campaign volunteer. 

 

Another district organized a flag football game from around 

5-7 p.m. on Election Day outside of a voting location. They 

recruited teams and had a couple hundred young dads  

playing a fun game of flag football. Again, the idea was: 

You’re already here. Now let’s get you in the door to vote 

before you go home.

 

I’m not saying any of these are necessarily ideas to replicate. 

But part of this planning is to understand the voting behav-

iors of different demographic groups within your community, 

and then to intervene where you need to intervene. 

 

Unfortunately, when you analyze voting frequency, many 

parents, particularly young ones, are going to be in that 

worst group. So if you know that, you can quantify how many 

parent votes are in that group by name, address, and phone 

number and then essentially sit down and talk strategically: 

What are we going to do to get them in the door? In the ab-

sence of a significant effort, you probably get 20% turnout 

of that group if you’re lucky.

As a consultant, what red flags do 
you tend to see?
If I get a phone call in August asking for help, my first 

question is, “What’s the date of the election?” And if my 

call comes in August of 2019 and the date of the election is 

November of 2019—there’s not much I can do to help. You 

need time to know what to do. 

 

Not having the superintendent fully engaged would be 

another red flag—or having a split board, where half want to 

move ahead on Plan X and half on Plan Y. 

 

The bond process is demanding physically,  
mentally, and emotionally. Do you have any  
advice for administrators struggling to keep  
up their stamina?
Oftentimes surviving and doing well in that demanding 

environment involves really smart delegation of authority. 

In some cases, the district is large enough that the superin-

tendent can delegate some of their teaching and learning 

responsibilities to a lieutenant so there’s time to concentrate 

on that referendum. Or, just the opposite: to have somebody 

internally be the main person driving the referendum  

planning rather than the superintendent.

To learn more about Dr. Lifto’s perspective on school  

referendums, check out his most recent book School Tax 

Elections: Planning for Success in the New Normal.
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In November of 2018, Ohio’s Greene County Career Center 

(GCCC) successfully passed an $62 million levy to replace 

its 51-year-old facility. But passing a levy had never been the 

center’s Plan A. 

“We’d started by trying to seek state funding,” GCCC  

Superintendent David Deskins tells SchoolCEO. But  

according to Ohio law, the state’s 49 career centers,  

including GCCC—can only apply for funding to remodel 

existing buildings, not to build new ones. 

GCCC’s solution to the predicament? Try to change the law. 

Working with various state legislators, Deskins and his team 

presented new legislation that would shift the way the Ohio 

School Facilities Commission operated. And it worked—the 

Senate added the language. The new law made it all the way 

to the desk of then-standing governor John Kasich, who 

struck the item down last minute. “So we were back to the 

drawing board,” says Deskins. 

Unlike a traditional school district in Ohio, GCCC serves an 

entire county. “We’re a local shared resource for workforce 

training for high school students,” Deskins explains. “The 

kids come to us during their junior and senior years and earn 

accredited hours, so that when they leave high school, they 

can enter military service, go on to college, or go directly into 

the workforce with an industry certification.”

The programming at GCCC provides critical pathways for 

hundreds of students, putting all the more pressure on the 

Greene County team to find funding for a new facility—and 

eventually pushing them to go out for a November levy. 

Lesson 19: Invest in the community’s trust.

As it turns out, Deskins’s search for funding wasn’t in vain. 

By showing the community the center’s needs, he started to 

build the need for the levy—and showed taxpayers that he 

was fighting to keep expenses down. Instead of immediately 

going for the bond after failing to adjust the law, Deskins 

continued saving for the new building out of GCCC’s budget. 

“We had been saving diligently to try to offset the cost for 

any kind of a levy request,” Deskins explains. GCCC had $18 

million—about 23% of the new building’s cost—stashed 

away. “We felt that was really important to the public,” he 

says. “They saw that we were being careful stewards and 

utilizing the funds they had given us, saving toward this and 

not expecting them to contribute extensively.” 

Deskins also wasn’t willing to go out for a bond without 

confidence that the community would support it. “Ultimately, 

we wanted to gauge the community before we put this on 

the ballot,” says Deskins. So GCCC ran a survey, looking for 

answers to three key questions. 

“The first was their level of confidence in us as a career 

center,” Deskins says. “Were they familiar with who we 

were? Did they support what we do?” The answer to both 

was a firm yes. “About 77% of our public firmly believes in the 

benefits of the career center.”

GCCC also wanted to double-check that the market  

research they’d conducted in the 2015-2016 school year  

still rang true in the community. “That research identified  

our region’s current job needs,” Deskins explains. “So in  

December 2017, we wanted to know—do these careers 

make sense to us in Greene County, Ohio, as needed jobs 

in our region?” Again, a resounding yes. “Over 90% of our 

registered voters said, Absolutely. We believe those jobs 

promoting aerospace careers are pivotal to this region.” 

“So that’s fine and dandy,” Deskins says. “You can have 

confidence in the career center. You can believe we need 

this programming. But when push comes to shove, the real 

question we’ve got to answer is, Are you willing to help pay 

for it by way of a tax increase?” When 59% indicated that 

they’d be willing to fund the cost of the new facility, the deal 

was sealed. “That gave our board the confidence to go to 

our public and try to pass a levy.”

Going forward with the campaign, community feedback 

would continue to shape the levy measure and the messag-

ing that surrounded it. “I think the pitfall is coming up with an 

idea to build a new school or new stadium and then going 

to the community asking for buy-in,” says Ron Bolender, 

GCCC’s Public Information Administrator. “It should be the 

other way around—the school should already know what 

the community expects of them.” 
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Lesson 20: Learn what the community needs 
from their schools—and their graduates.  

Deskins and his team anchored their messaging on one 

central theme. “Our driving factor was the importance of 

building the workforce,” he tells us. “That was the common 

theme in everything we did.” The new facility wasn’t the 

focus—just the means to an ultimate end. “We’ve watched 

some of our other communities talk about the dire  

conditions of their buildings, and they fail,” says Bolender. 

“We determined that we’d talk about the growth and benefit 

for students, not necessarily the age of a facility.”

“We view this opportunity as a chance to set the stage for 

the next 75 years of building that workforce,” Deskins says. 

“If the community tells us that they want us to stay where we 

are and not allow those opportunities for our students, we 

will continue to deliver exceptional training—but we’re going 

to lose businesses in our region because they’re looking for 

higher-equipped students. We need your help to prepare 

our kids for those future jobs.” 

Though this core theme stayed the same, “there wasn’t a 

one-size-fits-all message,” Deskins explains. With such a 

diverse audience, there couldn’t be. “Running a levy across 

seven towns, you need to count on all of them—but  

each one of those communities wants a little bit of a  

different twist.” 

To determine which messages would land in which towns, 

GCCC once again asked their stakeholders. “We utilized 

leaders from each of those communities to give us insight 

on what messaging mattered to their towns,” Deskins  

explains. “Because we knew our audiences in these  

different communities, we could address what we  

knew were their concerns.” 

And that community knowledge didn’t just come from  

leaders—it also came from active listening on the campaign 

trail. “Each time you’re speaking at those engagements, 

you’re getting pounded with questions,” Deskins says. 

“If you’re paying attention, questions give you the ability  

to garner a lot of feedback from your public.” 

For instance, constituents in the county’s more rural com-

munities worried that with the advent of new programs  

like aerospace engineering, agriculture and other skilled 

trades would fall to the wayside. So they asked about it. 

“That wasn’t in our survey anywhere,” says Deskins.  

“But once we were talking about the levy, we started getting 

a lot of questions about our current programs—Are you 

keeping things? Are you getting rid of things?” 

“So we listened,” he says. “We immediately adjusted  

our marketing to address what we heard during our pre-

sentations, our public engagements, our business advisory 

meetings. Every time we went out into the public, we  

viewed it as an opportunity to garner feedback, then  

modify the message.” 

Lesson 21: Tap into the natural infrastructure of 
your community. 

GCCC might have been forced to raise their funding through 

a levy—but the time they spent trying to change funding 

laws paid off in its own way. “The work that we’d done on 

trying to pass the legislation allowed us to really get a  

strong delivery message to different state legislators and 

politicians—folks that had served in office,” Deskins says.

And those relationships, in turn, led to more relationships. 

“Our local business leaders are already connected to  

those state officials,” says Deskins. “They’re probably  

contributing to campaign funds for some of those state 

legislators or leaders, and as a result, they already have  

an open door policy of connectivity to them. So I utilized 

relationships with all of those entities to find out: Who are  

the important people that need to be in the loop on what 

we’re doing? And how do we best reach them in a way that 

will garner their awareness and, hopefully, their buy-in?” 

The support of local businesses, for a career center, is  

paramount—even more so than for a traditional school. 

 “So we leveraged business and industry,” says Deskins.  

“We called on them to get involved.” Through business advi-

sory boards, GCCC has assembled groups of 10-12  
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business leadersfrom each offered career path, who give 

advice and critiques to the center’s instructors. “We rely 

on them to not only help us spread the information, but to 

provide the support to parents and students around their 

industry and what they need,” Deskins says. 

Naturally, this community support proved extremely useful 

during the bond campaign. “For instance, a former governor 

of Ohio is one of our business advisory members,” Deskins 

says. “So we utilized him for a quote on our mailers, but his 

help and support—talking to other business leaders when 

he was out on the speaking circuit—was also very pivotal 

for us.” 

Lesson 22: Teach students to advocate  
for their own education.  

“Our best marketing strategy is letting people come and see 

what our kids get to do everyday as part of their training,” 

Deskins says. “We have people from all walks of life coming 

in to see what we do and offer.”

It’s not unusual for these guests to be pretty high-profile. 

“Our current seated governor lives in our county—he has 

been on our campus probably three or four times in my 

five years here,” says Deskins. “All of our business advisory 

teams come into our building at least twice a year. We’re 

constantly giving tours to different government and local 

community leaders.” 

Students, in turn, rise to the occasion. “My kids expect me to 

come through their lab, probably at least one day a week,” 

Deskins says. “They all understand that when I walk in, no 

matter who I’m with, you’re expected to walk up, look them in 

the eye, shake their hand, and tell them about what you get 

to do at this career center. It is your job to help them under-

stand why this kind of school matters to you.” 

“My students take that seriously,” says Deskins. After all, it’s 

not just promotion for the school—it’s also career training. 

“We really spent a lot of time stressing to our staff that  

customer service was going to be essential for the future  

of these students. So as the adults, we had to not only  

model it, but get really good at it.” And when the kids learn by  

example, and prove what they’ve learned, they’re rewarded. 

“I try to go back into those labs and commend the students 

for the impression they made on that adult, which only  

further creates the desire for them to do it,” he says. 

Building a culture of appreciation takes time, especially from 

Deskins. When asked how he took care of himself during the 

levy process, he just laughs. “If you talk to my wife, she would 

tell you that I didn’t,” he says. “My schedule and my pace was 

way more than she thought I should have been doing.” On 

a typical week, Deskins works 9 -12 hours Monday through 

Saturday—and sometimes Sunday as duty requires.  

During the levy, he was working up to 16 hours a day, seven 

days a week. 

But all that work was well worth it. The levy passed, with 

55% of the vote, and GCCC has already broken ground 

on its new facility. You can find up-to-the-minute updates 

through a construction live feed on the school’s website.

“The volume of work in a new building project has been 

nothing less than utterly exhausting,” Deskins tells us. “But 

I get to see the dream of the future for tens of thousands of 

students in this county, giving them opportunities they would 

never have been able to attain had we not chosen to go 

forward. It’s a really challenging role—so I feel really blessed 

to have been asked to come and do it here.” 

“I get to see the dream of the future for 
tens of thousands of kids in this county, 
giving them opportunities they would 
never have been able to attain had we 
not chosen to go forward.”
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Lesson 23: Bonds run on a district’s  
positive momentum.

“When people like what they’re hearing in terms of the 

direction an organization’s going, they want to learn more,” 

Clark says. It was the district’s job, then, to make sure they 

conveyed the positive changes they were making.

“I walked into a failing district, but once I got here, once I 

started talking to teachers and kids and parents, I realized 

very quickly that we’re no different than any other district,” 

Clark explains. “There are committed people here who care 

about kids, and we have great kids! But there was just such a 

negative narrative about the district, and a lot of it had to do 

with the school board, or the previous superintendent, or the 

bankruptcy. The narrative around the district was negative, 

but a lot of that information was false.”

So Clark worked to course-correct the district’s image. “For 

the last two years, I’ve just been highlighting the good things 

that we are doing,” he says. “With the bond or without the 

bond, we’re on a positive message campaign.” Clark 

revitalized the district’s Facebook page and even built a 

brand new website especially for Vallejo’s positive stories. 

“Teachers could take pictures of a project in their class, send 

them to a designated email address, and we’d post them on 

this site,” he explains.

Even when there were potentially negative stories to tell, 

VCUSD gave them a positive spin. “Twenty years ago, we 

had 20,000 students in 22 schools, but when I took over 

years later, we only had around 12,000,” Clark explains. “So 

I’ve had to close some schools. But even then, the message 

is, Look, I don’t want to invest taxpayer money into a school 

only to have to close it a year or two later because of declin-

ing enrollment. So we’re going to close several schools over 

the next couple years, and then we’re going to use the bond 

money to improve the properties that we know we’re going  

to keep.” 

And that message seemed to resonate with the community. 

“They saw that we were being responsible. We were being 

good stewards of the taxpayers’ money,” Clark says.

When Dr. Adam Clark accepted the superintendency at 

Vallejo City Unified, it was a “struggling district,” as he puts 

it. Sitting on the northern edge of California’s Bay Area, the 

district has dealt with “declining enrollment, an increase in 

charter schools, and high chronic absentee rates,” Clark 

tells SchoolCEO. Twenty years ago, a major naval base 

closed nearby, instigating an economic collapse. The district 

later went bankrupt—as did the city of Vallejo itself. 

Passing a bond in Vallejo, then, would be an uphill battle. But 

that’s exactly what drew Clark to the district, one year before 

the 2018 bond campaign. Hired in the aftermath of these 

challenges, Clark “was brought in to improve this district, to 

improve outcomes for students,” he says. 

“Very quickly I realized that a major factor in that was our 

facilities—they were literally falling apart,” he tells us.  

“We hadn’t had a bond in over 20 years, though the  

surrounding communities had passed multiple. This one 

was long overdue.” 

“When people like what they’re 
hearing in terms of the direction 
an organization’s going, they 
want to learn more.” 
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Superintendent Clark sat down for an 
interview with the city to clarify how bond 
money would be spent—and address 
potential controversy.

Lesson 24: Stay transparent year-round.
 

“As I said, we’ve been bankrupt before,” Clark reiterates. “We 

wanted to make sure we gained the trust of our community.” 

Regaining that confidence required transparency—before, 

during, and after the bond process.

It began with 60 community meetings before the  

recommendation even reached the board. “We’re always in 

the news about our deficit and having to do layoffs,” Clark 

explains, “so part of our presentation for those meetings had 

to do with our current budget finances—really educating 

the public on how schools are financed and how there’s  

so little money for us to use on facilities.” The district was 

also transparent about their schools’ crucial needs—even 

when they weren’t pretty. “We shared pictures of our  

second-grade kids wearing winter coats inside because  

our heating and air systems needed to be replaced,” Clark 

says. The image may not have been flattering for VCUSD, 

but it hit home for community members. 

Once the campaign itself ramped up, Clark kept the district’s 

doors wide open. “As the superintendent, I started to post all 

of my communications with the school board and all of my 

board presentations on my website, so that individuals could 

actually see what we were talking about behind the scenes,” 

he says.  He also made a point of keeping the media in the 

loop. “I formed a positive relationship with our local  

newspaper reporter. When I send out messages to the 

whole district, I include her,” he says. “If she ever has  

questions about anything, I’ll share what I can about  

the situation.” 

That openness doesn’t just encourage trust; it discourages 

misinformation. “She wasn’t just writing her stories off of 

hearsay,” he explains.  “She could come directly to me and 

get the most information that I could legally share with her.”

Since the bond passed, the district has stayed committed 

to accountability. “We were not required to put together an 

oversight committee, but we still have one,” Clark says.  

“We were transparent around the campaign and the 

pre-campaign, so we want to be transparent around  

the implementation phase.” Clark even created a bond  

section of the board agenda. “I wanted anyone with any 

amount of experience to be able to look at that agenda  

and see clearly where the bond dollars were,” he says.

Throughout the process, from start to finish, Clark  

emphasized his own personal limitations. “I in no way  

wanted to give people the message that I had all the  

answers,” he tells SchoolCEO. “I didn’t want to tell  

people there was a silver bullet that could save this  

district. All I could do was bring people together.”
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Lesson 25: Community leaders are
not-so-hidden resources. 

And Clark did bring the people of Vallejo City together. Since 

he entered the district two years ago, he’s built relationships 

with the city council, the county office, the police and fire 

departments, and several local leadership agencies—just to 

name a few. 

“I’m a very collaborative leader,” he tells SchoolCEO. “So 

as I got out into the community and started engaging with 

community leaders and community members, I was able to 

share my philosophy of the district—what areas I saw that 

we needed to improve in, as well as the efforts that we were 

already taking to improve our situation.”

But he didn’t stop at local organizations. Clark worked to 

get bond endorsements from local politicians, too. “It was 

a big local election year—we had a city council election, 

we had a county supervisor election,” he said. “So we got 

endorsements from others who were running.” Asked how 

he formed those connections, Clark responds simply, “Just 

out talking with our community. We called up individuals  

who were running for city council, we sat down, we talked  

to them, we shared our story, and we asked for their  

endorsement. And we got it.” 

Those partnerships came in handy during the campaign.  

Like most districts, VCUSD couldn’t actively advocate for 

the measure, only provide information about it. But others, 

including their community partners, could advocate. “When 

candidates would go around and walk precincts, we would 

give them our door hangers and information as well, and our 

team would actually do walks with them,” Clark explains.  

“It was really a no-brainer.” 

VCUSD even found one incredibly unlikely ally. “Usually 

there’s a negative relationship between a school district and 

a charter school, but we actually partnered with our charter 

schools,” Clark says. “We agreed to give them a portion  

of the bond money to update their facilities, and so they  

supported it. Instead of being at odds with one another, we 

were able to come together and pursue this bond together.” 

“For the last two years, I’ve just 
been highlighting the good 
things that we are doing. With 
the bond or without the bond, 
we’re on a positive message 
campaign.”

When Election Day came in November 2018, Measure 

S, VCUSD’s $194 million bond measure, passed with an 

approval of nearly 70%. “It was amazing that this passed,” 

Clark gushes. “I think there were only three other districts 

throughout California who passed a two-thirds facilities 

bond, and two of the ones who passed were only for $5 

million or $10 million.”

Even if the bond hadn’t passed, Clark says, the work of 

the campaign had its own value. It united the community 

around the district’s messaging—and that’s a gift that 

keeps on giving. “Make sure that the goal of the bond is 

aligned with the goal of the district,” he advises. “Then 

win, lose, or draw, your message is out there, so you can 

get more community support toward those goals, toward 

those outcomes for students.” 
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The story I want to tell you begins with a Yorkie and her 

tummy ache.

When I took my dog to the vet late last spring, I thanked Dr. 

Bill Donohue again for sponsoring our district’s one and only 

therapy dog. The impact had been miraculous; I told him I 

would have a dog in every school if I could. To my surprise, 

Dr. Donohue then offered to sponsor any dog we could 

place. He even had a patient expecting a litter of ten English 

Cream Golden Retrievers!  I looked at him and said, “I’ll place 

every single puppy.”  He gave me the contact information, 

and so it began.  

How we placed 
a therapy dog on 
every campus

Superintendent  
Perspectives:
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Guest Writer: Dr. Julie Lauck 
Superintendent of Valparaiso Community Schools,  IN

Dr. Julie Lauck began her career in education in 1993  

as a high school English teacher. Since then, she has 

served in a diverse set of school leadership positions, 

from  principal to superintendent. In addition to her 

current role at Valparaiso, Dr. Lauck is an adjunct field 

supervisor for aspiring principals at Ball State University. 

She and her husband Joe are proud grandparents of six 

wonderful grandchildren.

Achieving the Impawssible 
When I got in touch with the owner, eight of the ten  

expected pups were still available. Within days, eager 

members of my leadership team volunteered to be  

handlers. Within four hours of securing those handlers,  

I had already raised $12,000 from local sponsors to help 

with the initial costs of purchasing the pups, setting up a 

working area at each school, and helping with the costs 

of training.  In the end, we actually ended up with nine of 

the ten from that first litter, an additional English Cream 

Golden Retriever from an entirely different breeder, a  

two-year-old Labrador, and a one-year-old Labradoodle.  

By the first day of school this year, we had 12 pups training 

to be therapy dogs in our district: one for each school,  

just as I’d hoped.

Certainly, the small beginnings of this project are  

remarkable; the financial support of our sponsors, as  

well as Dr. Donohue and the other vets at Vale Park  

Animal Hospital, even more so. But the most important 

piece, the heart of this project, is the support these dogs 

will provide for both students and staff.  
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as it does to the importance of this project. The secured 

funds went toward the initial purchase of the dogs, supplies 

needed for the handlers to get set up, and training. 

Once a local trainer agreed to train all of our pups at the 

same time, we dedicated our Sunday evenings to training 

sessions—”staff meetings”—in one of our elementary 

school cafeterias. The pups are currently finishing Puppy 101 

training; when they pass, they’ll enter official Therapy Dog 

Training I and then II. When we engaged in this process, we 

made sure handlers and sponsors were aware that if any 

of the dogs did not have the proper demeanor after Puppy 

101, the handler would then have a very nice family dog. 

However—much like your own district, no doubt—we have 

the highest expectations for our students, and our puppies 

are no exception. So far, they’re all passing. 

Puppy Power 
If you are not familiar with the powerful impact therapy  

dogs and other animals can make, there’s a ton of research 

available to make the case. According to UCLA Health,  

simply petting an animal promotes positive chemical  

responses in the brain (releasing serotonin, prolactin,  

and oxytocin—all hormones that can elevate mood).  

Animal-Assisted Therapy (AAT) can also lower blood  

pressure, diminish overall pain, ease anxiety, promote 

mobility, and even help you learn. Research also finds that 

children with autism can form deeper bonds with animals 

than with humans 

and are more likely 

to use language 

and interact social-

ly during AAT than 

during standard 

therapy. 

I’ve seen firsthand 

over the years  

the impact dogs make on both students and staff... and a su-

perintendent!  I’ve witnessed nonverbal students say “dog” 

as a pup snuggles onto their lap. I’ve watched smiles appear 

on the faces of sullen or anxious students. I have heard 

adults say, “I just need to see that dog today!” 

As superintendent, I tend to get a bit of attention on opening 

day as students and parents walk up to our schools. Well, 

this year that attention was totally usurped by Eva, our  

therapy dog at Northview Elementary School, and I  

gladly let her have the spotlight. It was one of the best  

first-day-of-school memories ever: seeing the absolute  

joy on the faces of both students and parents as they  

approached Eva the puppy sitting calmly out front. Seeing 

the first timid kindergartener walk up that sidewalk and 

break into a smile—making a beeline toward Eva —I knew 

we were doing something extraordinary. 

Often, as districtwide projects like this take shape, the most 

difficult step in the process is gaining support from the 

superintendent or board. But in our case, not only did the 

idea and initial financial support start with me, the superin-

tendent, but we even received sponsorships from two board 

members and our school attorney. The best part? Donations 

continue to come in for this wonderful program.  We are al-

ways getting calls from citizens asking how they can donate 

toward either a specific pup or the project as a whole. 

An Unbelievable Oppawtunity 
So how did we get this “puppy project,” as we call it,  

established and supported without taxpayer funds?  I first 

made the decision to target key sponsors—not just to ask 

for money, but to give them an opportunity to sponsor a  

specific puppy. I started with my top go-to community 

donors, making it clear 

that they were receiving 

the first right of refusal 

to sponsor this unbeliev-

able opportunity to help 

students and staff. Not 

one donor refused the 

offer.  I also let everyone 

know, as a show of my total 

belief in this project, that 

my husband and I were donating the first $1,600 to secure 

the pups once they were born. I wanted everyone to know 

how important this was to me as superintendent, and how 

important it would be for our students and staff.  

I am fairly accomplished at raising funds, but I have never 

raised $12,000 in under four hours just by sending seven 

emails. That speaks as much to the quality of our community 

“Animals impact us in so many 

ways—comforting, calming, and 

offering companionship without 

fear of judgment or rejection.”
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And I cannot think of a better way to grab the attention of 

60 second-graders than to tell them that if they get the 

right answer, Moose will do a trick. I found myself wanting to 

raise my hand, and I was pretty sure I did not have the right 

answer!  Animals impact us in so many ways—comforting, 

calming, and offering companionship without fear of judg-

ment or rejection.  

From the start, we have been cognizant of the possibility 

that some students or staff may suffer from allergies, or even 

a fear of dogs. Like any other environmental allergy, we’ll 

handle any issue on an individual basis. Make no  

mistake, like anybody in the business of education, we have 

a handful of naysayers. However, we know the positive 

impact outweighs these few concerns. Overall, our newest 

Viking Puppy Crew has caused quite a stir in our commu-

nity—a positive one. In the end, I can honestly say that it’s 

totally fine when smiling students run right past me to hug 

one of our dogs —it puts a smile on my face, too.

Julie Lauck invites you to contact her with any questions about 

training therapy dogs for your district. You can connect with 

Valparaiso Community Schools on:

 Facebook: @ValparaisoCommunitySchools

Twitter: @Valpo_Schools

Want to share your story, idea, or breakthrough with 

SchoolCEO? Email us at editor@schoolceo.com

Be A Guest Writer
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