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Executive Summary


Of the respondents who would support a bond of some size, assuming it
contained projects of which they approved, 55.2% indicated that they could
support a bond as high as $10 million, while 39.1% indicated that they could
support a bond as high as $15 million.



Ratings of support for the various improvement projects were significantly lower
for respondents indicating they would not support a bond of any size (bond
opponents). However, the relative priorities of those indicating they could vote
for at least a $10 million bond (bond supporters) were somewhat similar to bond
opponents.



Ratings of support for proposed improvement projects were higher among female
respondents than male respondents. Female respondents were also more likely
to support a bond of some size than male respondents.



Ratings of support for proposed improvement projects were generally higher
among those younger than 45 years and thus more likely to have school-age
children. People who were 45 years or older were also less likely to support a
bond of some size.



The most popular improvement projects among both supporters and opponents
of a bond include updating electrical system, replacing heating system, adding air
conditioning, and replacing plumbing lines & fixtures.



The least popular improvement project among supporters and opponents was
replacing elevator at the central office, followed by construction of a new Pre-K
through 5 building.



Among supporters of a bond, less than 50% indicated support for traffic flow and
management at the elementary and middle schools, building a new Pre-K
through 5 building, and updating heating and air conditioning and replacing
elevator at the central office.



Among supporters of a bond, between 50% and 60% said they would support
adding storm protected rooms at Bickerdyke Elementary School, Ruppenthal
Middle School and Russell High School, and repaving parking lots at Russell
High School. Including too many of these projects could threaten the likelihood of
gleaning a majority of voter support.
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Methodology
In May of 2018, the Docking Institute of Public Affairs at Fort Hays State University
contracted with Unified School District 407 to conduct a study to measure District voter
support for a variety of prospective improvement projects identified as high-need by
District administrators, as well as the size of school bond they would be inclined to
support. The purpose of the study is to provide valid data to assist administrators in
authoring a bond proposal that will best meet the educational needs of students in the
District and have a high probability of passing in a bond election. The opinions and
preferences for the various proposed improvement projects among registered voters
residing within the District were measured using a self-administered survey delivered to
respondents’ mailing addresses of record via U.S. Postal Service.
The cover letter (Appendix A) and survey instrument (Appendix B) were constructed in
cooperation with District administrators and designed to measure respondents’ level of
support for each individual improvement project and the size of school bond they would
be willing to support. A Project Information Sheet (Appendix A) was also prepared to
describe each project and each project’s individual cost to allow respondents to make
informed decisions.
The sample data were obtained from the Russell County Clerks, which included the
most current official list of registered voters in the District with their home mailing
addresses. The Institute had the Post Office update the file to include recent moves,
leaving a sample of 3,226 registered voters. Surveys were mailed to each registered
voter on July 12, 2018. Data collection was terminated on August 8, at which time 1,000
completed surveys had been returned for a response rate of 31%. Because there was
no random sampling and all members of the target population were sent the survey,
there is no margin of error. However, because not all of the 3,226 registered voters
responded, there may be a potential for response bias. The survey data were entered
into an SPSS data file for analysis.
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Responses to Survey Questions
The survey first asked respondents about their support or opposition level for a list of 28
proposed improvement projects, using an 11-point scale with -5 indicating “strongly
oppose”, 0 indicating “neutral”, and +5 indicating “strongly support.” Figure 1 shows the
proportional breakdown of ratings for those improvement projects. In all the schools, a
greater number of respondents gave positive ratings than negative ratings for
improvements of the heating system, air conditioning, plumbing, and electric system. For
example, 58.3% of respondents selected a rating higher than 0 for the item “replace
heating system” at Ruppenthal Middle School. The proportional distribution is reflected
by the mean ratings in Figure 2. The mean ratings for improvements of heating system,
air conditioning, plumbing, and electric system were higher than those for other
improvements. “Updating electrical system” received the highest support in all schools,
with the highest mean being 1.13 at Ruppenthal Middle School. “Replacing elevator” at
the central office received least support with a mean rating score of -2.14, followed by
“Build new Pre-K through 5 building” receiving a mean rating score of -2.1.
The survey continued by asking respondents “Assuming that a proposed bond contained
projects you rated highly, what is the largest school bond you would consider voting for?”
To facilitate respondents’ decision making, estimated property tax increases were
provided for different types of properties. Figure 3 shows that the highest and lowest
bond options ($42 million and $10 million) were more popular than those bond options
falling between $10 million and $42 million. More than 40 percent (44.8%) of
respondents said they would not support a bond of any amount.
Figure 4 shows the percentage of respondents that “should” vote for school bonds of
varying size, assuming that respondents would vote for school bonds that were equal to
or smaller than the maximum bond they indicated they would vote for. The results
suggest that 55.2% of voters would support a bond of $10 million, but 39.1% would
support a bond of $15 million. Since over 50% is required for a bond to pass, these
results suggest that a bond of at least $10 million, but not approaching $15 million,
should pass in a bond election, assuming the bond did not include any of the projects
with high negative mean ratings among likely supporters.
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Figure 1: Rating Distributions of Proposed Improvement Projects (All
Respondents)
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Figure 2: Mean Ratings for Improvement Projects (All Respondents)
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Figure 3: Largest School Bond Respondent Would Support (Assuming Highly
Rated Projects)
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Figure 4: Overall Support for Various Bond Sizes
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In order to get a better idea of project priorities for only those respondents would tend to
support a bond of at least $10 million, the previous analysis was replicated for only those
indicating support for a bond of some size. The results are shown in Figures 5 and 6.

One striking comparison to Figures 1 and 2 are the decreases in the proportions of
negative ratings for all the proposed projects and increases in the mean scores. For
example, 74.5% of respondents who would support a bond of some size selected a
score higher than 0 for the item “replace heating system” at Simpson and Bickerdyke
Elementary schools (Figure 5), while only 54.3% of respondents selected a positive
rating for that item in Figure 1. The mean score for that item increased from 0.55 in
Figure 1 to 2.15 in Figure 6. This suggests that those indicating they would not support a
bond of any size were also highly likely to rate the projects with extreme negative values.
The dramatic shift from negative to positive means results from exclusion of the extreme
negative scores of those opposing any school bond.

Although the mean scores of all respondents and only of supporters are quite different,
the resultant priorities do not change. “Updating electrical system”, “replacing heating
system”, “adding air conditioning”, and “replacing plumbing lines & fixtures” remain the
highest four priorities. The lowest priorities of the bond supporters are similar to those
who would not support a school bond of any size.
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Figure 5: Rating Distributions of Proposed Improvement Projects (Only
Respondent Indicating Support for a Bond of Some Size)
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Figure 6: Mean Ratings for Improvement Projects (Only Respondent Indicating
Support for a Bond of Some Size)
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The survey lastly asked about respondent’s gender and age. Among those register
voters who responded to the survey, 45.6% were male and 54.4% were female; a little
more than one third of respondents were older than 64 years (Appendix C). These two
demographic characteristics closely resemble those of the population (all registered
voters living in the areas served by USD 407).

T-test analysis demonstrates that female respondents were more supportive of the all
the proposed projects than male respondents. As Figure 7 shows, the mean scores of
female respondents were all higher than those of male respondents. The largest
differences exist between the mean scores for “adding air conditioning” at the
elementary and middle schools. Male respondents and female respondents differed the
least with regard to “updating heating & air conditioning” at the central office and
“improving building security” at Russell High School.

Female respondents were also more likely to support a bond of some size than male
respondents (Figure 8). Almost half (47.5%) of male respondents said they would not
support a bond of any amount, whereas 41.5% of female said so. The $42 million and
$10 million bond options were still the most popular ones among both male and female
respondents who supported a bond of some size. About 12% of male and female
respondents indicated that $42 million was the maximum size of bond they would
support, and about 16% of them indicated $10 million was the maximum size of bond
they would support.
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Figure 7: Mean Ratings for Improvement Projects by Gender
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Figure 8: Largest School Bond Respondent Would Support by Gender
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ANOVA analyses were conducted to compare the mean scores of different age groups.
In general, the means scores were lower among those older than 44 years for all the
proposed projects. For all but two proposed projects at Simpson and Bickerdyke
elementary schools, the mean scores were highest among people 25 to 34 years old
(Figure 9). The second highest scores were found in the age group 18 to 24 years.
“Building new Pre-K through 5 buildings” received the highest support among those 35
to 44 years old.

The mean scores were highest in the age group 25 to 34 years for all the proposed
projects at Ruppenthal Middle School except for “adding air conditioning” and “improving
building security” (Figure 10). For those proposed projects at Russell High School, the
highest mean scores can be found among either age group 25 to 34 years or age group
35 to 44 years (Figure 11). The mean scores were highest in the age group 25 to 34
years for those two proposed projects at the central office (Figure 12).

Figure 12 shows the support for bond options among different age groups. People who
were 45 years or older were more likely to say they would not support a bond of any
amount. People who were more likely to have school-age children tended to be more
supportive of a bond of some size. Among those who were 35 to 44 years old, 22.5%
said $42 million was the maximum bond size they would support, and a total of 72.5%
said they would support a bond of at least $10 million.
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Figure 9: Mean Ratings for Improvement Projects by Age-Simpson & Bickerdyke Elementary
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Figure 10: Mean Ratings for Improvement Projects by Age- Ruppenthal Middle School
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Figure 11: Mean Ratings for Improvement Projects by Age- Russell High School
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Figure 12: Mean Ratings for Improvement Projects by Age- Central Office
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Figure 13: Largest School Bond Respondent Would Support by Age
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Analysis of Comments
Some respondents wrote narrative comments on the questionnaire (Appendix D).
Institute researchers categorized the various comments and quantified the most
commonly cited issues (Figure 14). The most common comments expressed opinions of
better use of current funds or facilities, that taxes were too high already, and that the
existing buildings shall be rearranged or remodeled. A number of respondents also
expressed that the repayment of the bond shall not be assumed by just property owners,
and some proposed to raise sales tax too.
Figure 14: Topics Addressed in Comments (n=123)
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Figure 15 shows the topic differences between those respondents who supported a
bond of some size and those who opposed a bond of any size. Those who opposed a

bond of any size tended to propose better use of current funds/facilities and state
that taxes were too high, while those who supported a bond of some size were
more likely to propose rearranging or remodeling buildings. Most common to both
groups were the sentiments regarding who shall assume the repayment burden.
Figure 15: Topics Addressed in Comments: Those Who Supported a Bond vs.
Those Who Opposed Any Bond
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Conclusions
The study has found majority voter support for a $10 million school bond among a
sample of registered voters residing within the boundaries of USD 407. A bond of at
least $10 million, but not approaching $15 million should pass in a bond election.
Although highly rated improvement projects can be readily included in a bond proposal,
a successful bond initiative would likely not include projects that rated most negatively
among bond supporters. These include, for example, the projects associated with the
central office, construction of a new Pre-K through 5 building and traffic flow &
management projects at elementary and middle schools. It is impossible to say which
combination of projects will or will not garner majority voter support, but it is safe to
assume that the more negatively rated projects included in the bond, the less chance
that it will pass.
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Appendix A: Cover Letter/Project Description Sheet
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Appendix B: Survey Instrument
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Appendix C: Demographic Characteristics
Respondents in the Bond Survey

All Registered Voters*

Male

46%

48%

Female

54%

52%

18 to 24 years

4%

6%

25 to 34 years

11%

13%

35 to 44 years

13%

13%

45 to 54 years

15%

16%

55 to 64 years

23%

20%

65 years and over

34%

32%

Gender

Age

* Source: Russell County Clerks Office
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