
Passing a School District Tax 
Referendum in the New Normal
In today’s tax tolerance climate, bond 
requests can be challenging. But that 
doesn’t mean there isn’t a way. It’s all 
in how you analyze the data, identify 
voters, and plan the campaign.
As the tax tolerance climate in the U.S. has become more 
difficult, the public school parent population has become 
smaller, more mobile, and more diverse—realities that today’s 
school districts must face when planning a tax referendum. So 
how can districts best address this “new normal” and build the 
new schools they need, upgrade aging buildings, and manage 
the facility demands of 21st century learning?  

“Districts need to know that typically only 20 
percent of registered voters are parents, and 
busy parents often do not vote.”
-  Dr. Don E. Lifto, Referendum Consultant, 

Springsted Incorporated and Former Superintendent

It’s All about the Data
According to former superintendent Dr. Don E. Lifto, now a 
referendum consultant with Springsted Incorporated, analytics 
hold the key. “As the referendum environment has become more 
challenging, the need has grown for school districts to harness 
the sophisticated analytics of political campaigning,” says Lifto. 
“For example, districts need to know that typically only 20 
percent of registered voters are parents, and busy parents often 
do not vote, particularly in special elections without a national 
campaign to drive them to the voting booth. So districts must 
target their most likely supporters and tailor get-out-the-vote 
(GOTV) strategies to their voting history.” 

Districts can now identify their most likely supporters by 
harnessing the power of public and commercial databases and 
mapping identified voters to the households. They can assign 
every voter to a segment that reflects differences in age, 
education, lifestyle, and household income and quantify the 
likelihood that he or she will support the proposal and cast a 
ballot. “The geovisual mapping of the data available today 
shows voting patterns that might have been hidden on a 
spreadsheet in the past,” says Lifto.

Plan, Plan, and Plan Some More
Lifto stresses that essential to success are new data-based 
planning tools such as:

•  Geographic Information System (GIS) 
demographic mapping 

•  Preparation and annotation (merging) of voter files

• Debt modeling 

• Tax impact review in light of tax tolerance 

• Scientific feasibility survey of proposal 

•  Identification of voter targets for communications, 
canvassing, and GOTV (Get out the Vote)

As part of a 12-18 month timeline, he also suggests that districts 
must plan to ensure school board agreement, engage the 
community, build messaging aligned with community values, 
develop print and electronic media—and prepare for 
organized opposition. 
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Standardizing the data flow into the GuideK12 environment allows more 
people to ask qualita�ve and quan�ta�ve ques�ons without interven�on 
from IT staff or data specialists. It's a democra�za�on of informa�on 
necessary to avoid being data rich and informa�on poor.

“
”Kirk Langer, CTO - Licoln Public Schools, 39,000 students

GuideK12 allows us to look at the ideal loca�on for programs 
placement to meet student’s needs, we can understand 
shi�s in  popula�on, analyze boundary  scenarios and make 
it easy for parents to find assigned schools.

“

”

Dr. Heather Beck,
Superintendent
Lake Oswego, OR

6,832 students

I’ve done so many data integra�ons.  This is without a doubt 
the easiest one we have done. Everything about working 
with GuideK12 was easy, not your typical integra�on story. 
GuideK12’s personalized approach sets them apart.

“

”

Javier Baca, CIO
Sunnyside USD, AZ
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Every Picture
Tells A Story
GuideK12TM, geo-visual analy�cs 
so�ware, provides dynamic and 
interac�ve assessment of district 
enrollment. GuideK12 facilitates 
districts in making cri�cal
planning decisions.

Reconfigure District A�endance Zones
(School Closings, Opening New Schools, Balancing Enrollment) 
Create “What If” scenarios to instantly view the impact on enrollment for each district building

Query Enrollment Distribu�on by Various Student Characteris�cs
Analyze student demographic data to order to meet students’ educa�onal needs

School Board & Community Mee�ngs
Gain community support for proposed district changes through visual and transparent 
presenta�ons of data

Referendum Planning 
Layer public data sets such as voter history for a focused campaign 

GuideK12TM Applica�ons:

GuideK12TM

Analy�cs Suite
Includes: 

Planner SchoolSearch

Explorer

User-friendly tools aid the district in making 
cri�cal planning decisions

Scenario step tracking provides easy retrieval
in the planning process

Immediately visualize the impact of
proposed changes

Facilitates objec�ve and transparent
discussions for all par�cipants

GuideK12TM Planner creates
“what-if scenarios in minutes.

Address lookup communicates school
a�endance zones to the public

Customized links highlight the district’s
educa�onal programs

Available in a mobile-friendly version

GuideK12TM SchoolSearch connects the 
district with the community.

Filter student a�ributes and see pa�erns emerge

Delineate geographic areas for in-depth informa�on

View query results instantly in summary form
with precise details 

GuideK12TM Explorer enables fast
interac�ve explora�on of data in real �me.



When the Stillwater Area Public Schools in Minnesota—a district 
with 14 distinct communities—proposed a new  long-range 
facility plan in 2015, the planning process and the campaign 
were both supported by geovisual analytics. In over 40 meetings 
with the community, the PTA, and the city council, the Stillwater 
committee made numerous recommendations based on a 
student plotting map, a city development map, a district 
attendance boundary map, and geovisual analytics. 

According to former Stillwater director of operations Dennis 
Bloom, data was an integral part of building a successful plan. 
“Data visualization allowed committee members to understand 
the district in a way they never had before,” he says. As a result, 
the district was able to succeed and expand preschool 
programming, configure grades based on academic needs, 
provide more equitable learning environments, and address 
building capacity.

“Data visualization allowed committee 
members to understand the district in a way 
they never had before.”
-  Dennis Bloom, Former Director of Operations, 

Stillwater Area Public Schools, MN 

Don’t Forget Face-to-Face Campaigning
Social media is great, but districts neglect face-to-face 
campaigning at their peril, says Lifto. “Go to the People is the 
watchword, and that means getting out of the school building 
and knocking on doors, just as in partisan elections. Meetings in 
the school gym are likely to be sparsely attended. But districts 
that use data to map and target likely voters for a GOTV 
campaign will see greater success.”

Lifto notes that many districts are turning to a grassroots, 
person-to-person approach to community engagement. Aware 
that voters are increasingly uncomfortable with broad marketing 
campaigns from unfamiliar sources, districts leaders are 
moving away from the traditional yard signs and door hangers 
and asking teachers and other supporters to reach out to friends 
and neighbors. 

Why Some Win and Some Lose
Although success rates vary widely by state, year, and type of 
election, on average around 60 percent of school referenda for 
operating or bond issuance are successful. According to Lifto, a 
range of internal and external factors can influence the out-
come—from school politics to instability overseas, from political 
gridlock to consumer confidence. So it is essential that school 
districts manage the factors within their control by planning and 
executing effective campaigns. 

The Bottom Line
•  Build a comprehensive plan

•  Engage the community

•  Identify and target the “yes” voters

Successful campaigns require a significant investment of time, 
talent, and treasure, says Lifto. Districts must invest at least 12 
and preferably 18 months in planning and executing their 
strategies. They must build broad and deep community 
engagement informed by feasibility testing of their proposals, 
in order to acquire, annotate, and count the voter data. 

Despite limited resources and staffing, district administrators 
must build smart messaging based on an in-depth 
understanding of the voters. Geovisual analytic technology can 
help by combining student, household property, and voter data 
into one comprehensive map to inform campaign strategies. 
Lifto recommends that the resulting “likely supporter structure” 
become the heart of the campaign and undergird all 
communications, canvassing, and GOTV strategies. 

“Success at the ballot box is a science and an art. If there was 
only one cookie cutter approach, all referenda would be 
successful. But effective leaders harness research and best 
practices to understand the unique characteristics of their 
communities, so they can win at the polls and deliver critical 
investments for their students and classrooms,” says Lifto.

Voter frequency in a sample school district, 
GuideK12 geovisual analytics software  
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