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Our Challenges

● "What is the district going to do with all of that money you are 
getting for the next 400 years? Will I see a tax reduction?"

● "Will staff salaries go up now that we have 400 years of new 
money?" 

● "Will we see new facilities/athletic uniforms/playground 
equipment etc., now that the district has 400 years of new 
money?"
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Our Challenges (continued)

● "Wait... How is it possible that the district could possibly have 
financial challenges? I read the district has 400 years of new 
money."

● "Hold up... I can understand that the district has facility issues. 
But you have all of that new money. 400 years of it! Why can't 
that money be used to pay for our facilities?" 

● "Why in the world is the district considering an operational 
referendum? You are flush with new money!”
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Our Challenges (continued)
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Strategic Planning vs. Biennial Budget
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Themes
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Inadequate
Inequitable



What is the solution to these  
communications challenges? 



Look Through Their Lens
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The Bottom Line…

The more people know about the district’s budget and the state 
budget, the better.

Our jobs are to (aggressively) tell the truth.

So, how do we create a communications approach to this? 
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Financial Communications
Principles



Financial Communications Principles

● Context matters
○ Moving too quickly into numbers can end listening abruptly
○ Context may not move polarized critics, but will move others
○ What works well in one community may be less effective in another 

CESA4: Advocacy Messaging400 Years? 



Financial Communications Principles

● We have a duty to communicate complex issues
○ If someone doesn’t follow, it’s not their job to catch up, it’s our job 

to bring them along

● We must collaborate with our communications staff
○ Learn and lead together
○ Ask questions
○ Teach and coach

CESA4: Advocacy Messaging400 Years? 





Financial Communications Principles

● Consistency
○ Think differently about seasons of financial updates
○ Communicate financial information year round, not just during 

budget or referendum seasons

● Storytelling
○ Complex issues are more clearly understood through metaphors 

and stories
○ Defeasing debt vs. operational funding

CESA4: Advocacy Messaging400 Years? 



Financial Communications Principles

● Vocabulary matters
○ Cost describes the amount of expenditures
○ Value is using words to describe the worth of something
○ Impact is the results gained from the cost of something
○ Invest vs. Spend
○ Resources vs. Revenue
○ Impact vs. Value vs. Cost

CESA4: Advocacy Messaging400 Years? 



Create a Communications Foundation

Do this by creating communications tools you can use every year. 
● Have an explainer fact sheet on school finance
● Have an explainer fact sheet on the state budget
● Have an explainer fact sheet about revenue limits
● Create a fact sheet that provides details about tax bills
● Create FAQs about all the above
● Create explainer videos 
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Create a Communications Foundation

Continued…
● Put all of these items on your website
● Print out these items and make them available to attendees at board meetings. 
● Use social media, but do so strategically 

For all of these, be factual. Do not provide opinions. 
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Create a Communications Foundation

Make sure all board members and members of the admin team 
are conversant about the budget and aware of how and where to 
direct folks to the above resources. 
● Website tours for leaders
● Create internal talking points documents 
● Create internal FAQs
● Have template slide decks ready to go
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For those pursuing a 
referendum…



Referendum Communication

● The process for an operational and capital 
referendum is largely the same.

● A good referendum process answers three questions 
related to need, process, and solution. 

● A referendum ballot question is a solution that was 
created with a process to evaluate the need.  



Referendum Communication

Define the need
● This is the most important set of messages
● Community members will want to address needs
● A majority will not desire to address wants
● Explain the why 
● A need in one district is a want for another
● Simplify!



Referendum Communication

What process is used to evaluate the needs?
● What is the board doing to consider the needs and to 

engage the district community to find a solution?
● The more engagement you have, the better. Do not be 

afraid to let people in.
● This work can include engagement sessions, a task 

force, and a survey.



Referendum Communication

What solution will come from the evaluation 
process that addresses the needs?

● This is what will be on the ballot



Referendum Communication

Tactics
● Create a message document
● Create a roadmap

○ What will be done, when and by whom? 

● Dig deep into your communications tool box
○ We recommend: three mail pieces 

● Board members are communicators 



Referendum Communication

Four Types of Voters

● Irrational Yes
● Rational Yes
● Rational No
● Irrational No

Point your messaging toward rational no voters 



Referendum Communication

Election Timelines
● There is no right answer about when to place a 

question on the ballot
● Give yourself time to do the process well
● Turbulence hurts
● Chaos hurts
● Financial bad news hurts



Final Thoughts
● Do not get into advocacy. Stay far away from it! 
● Do make sure your board owns the referendum
● Do not overreact to social media 
● Do tell the whole truth
● Do not be afraid to address elephants in the room
● Do use a lot of tools to get your point across
● Do not be afraid to repeat yourself

Referendum Communication



Important: Keep the 
communications going! 

Do not stop! 







A Tale of Two Districts
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Strategy
• Create an opportunity for 

meaningful engagement 
with a single source of truth 

• Recruit leaders for district service
● Board of Education
● Foundation Board
● Referendum Task Force



Recap

● Principles
○ Context matters
○ Team up to simplify the complex
○ Consistency: year round

● Referendum
○ Four types of voters
○ Engage internally and externally
○ Open channels for feedback
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Learn more about the Donovan Group at www.DonovanGroup.com


