An attendee of the IASB Joint Annual conference wrote the summary below.  This was a presentation to teach school board members and school administrators how to pass a referendum.  The comments in red are the author’s suggested strategies when opposing the pro-tax side.  The comments in green are what CRAFT believes are some of the more outrageous comments by the pro-tax side.   

Cathy Peschke
IASB Joint Annual Conference, November 18 - 20, 2005

The Illinois Association of School Boards says over 11,000 Illinois board members, administrators, and other school people attended its annual conference, which it hosts along with the Illinois Association of School Administrators and the Illinois Association of School Business Officials. Its conference report is posted at http://www.iasb.com/jac05/.
The conference guide listed 218 exhibitors, and indeed, the exhibit hall was a huge demonstration of Big Ed. Law firms, construction companies, architects, food service companies, technology companies, janitorial and transportation service providers. I didn't see many providers of textbooks and educational materials, but I suspect they were there too. My guess is that somewhere around 100% of these exhibitors would support any and all school tax increase thefterendums, as tax increases give schools more money to spend on their products and services. 
Panel: Referendum Dos and Don'ts - November 18

Referendum Dos and Don'ts was presented by public relations directors of three districts -- Stacy Holland of Lincoln-Way D-210 which is preparing for a March, 2006, referendum; Carol Votsmeir of Springfield D-186 which had recently lost two referendums; and Kris Houser of Elgin U-46 which seems to run referendums on a regular basis. Their presentations were on preparation and planning, what happens after you lose, and campaign strategies, respectively. The moderator was Barb Banker, Community Relations Director of Woodstock D-200 which is also considering a March, 2006, referendum.

There were about 75 attendees. About 2/3 of the attendees indicated they will be on the ballot on March 21, 2006. About 3/4 indicated they were attending to learn to prepare for a referendum. 

Ms. Holland started by talking about the Lincoln Way district, pretty standard "information". $8,286 per pupil spending, second lowest in the six counties around Chicago. ACT scores 24.1, SAT scores above state and national averages. D-210 passed building bond referendums in 1992 ($27 million) and 1998 ($60 million). 

She said they need a referendum because they expect 1,700 new students in the next three years, and their current two high schools are already overcrowded. The referendum is to build two new high schools. She never mentioned how staffing and operating the new schools was going to be funded, and I resisted the temptation to ask (i.e. if they pass this, they'll need another big one in a year or two -- "We can't just leave these building vacant, we need money to staff and operate them!").

Ms. Holland said there would be no increase in the tax rate for taxpayers. My guess is this was an example of the standard pro-tax tactic. All they need to do is move from the effective rate to the approved rate and taxes skyrocket, even though the approved rate doesn't change. If this is what's going on, it's a bit of a lie. Huntleygate is the classic example. 

Ms. Holland then presented some guidelines, things Lincoln-Way has found to work. Like the other panelists, Ms. Holland said to be successful; you need to start laying the groundwork two years before Election Day. She said districts need to involve the community, to make what's on the ballot a community decision.

NUGGET: Ms. Holland said that one single staff member saying the measure is unnecessary can defeat it. STRATEGY: Find one staff member that thinks the measure is unnecessary and have them say so. 

Ms. Holland cited a Gallup poll that asked voters which information sources they considered the most reliable. Interesting results: District literature 1%; Media 2%; Other parents 7%; Local school 14%; Kids 18% (and where do kids get their information?); Teachers 42%. 

The D-210 pro-tax crowd developed a plan for every school, a message for every parent telling them what's in the measure for *their* kids' school. I doubt they mention the fact that passing the measure will also have them paying for the generations following *their* kids, as well as having their kids paying for the yes vote, should they eventually choose to take up residence in the district. 

Ms. Holland talked about communicating with business people, staff, and parents. Target each constituency with an appropriate message. Try to make three contacts with each voter, at least one of them personal. Develop effective mail pieces (she didn't mention who pays the postage). 

She talked about building volunteer committees, and also recruiting people that are critical of the proposal. They currently have 245 volunteers. Finally, she advised getting endorsements from the Chamber of Commerce, elected officials, clergy, youth sports groups, etc. Seems like it would be a good strategy to get these groups to come out publicly against thefterendums whenever possible. 

Next up was Carol Votsmier, Coordinator for Communications and Marketing for Springfield D-186. After her district's March, 2002, 61%-39% loss (interestingly, she didn't know what the score was, saying it was 67% - 32%, an apparent student of fuzzy math), she said she was "stunned that the community turned on them". As we've seen before, a desire to keep the money you earn means "turning on your local schools". 

Ms. Votsmier said the district "hired a consultant to help with the stealth campaign". As we'll find with the next speaker, school public relations people actually admit "stealth" is a campaign strategy they employ. 

Thefterendum supporters study voting patterns and try to target people that don't always vote, e.g. those that vote in 1 or 2 of every 4 elections. They know their case is pretty well lost with people who always vote. 
After the election, the media asked, "What will you do now?" The superintendent replied "Begin dismantling the district." Sounds like he read the same book about losing a referendum that Winthrop Harbor's Tenbusch did. 

Ms. Votsmier said that after the referendum failure, in the 2003 school board election, 19 people ran. She said that after the election, a group called VOICES formed, with help from a "consultant out of St. Louis." Sound fishy? The "consultant" was Unicom-ARC. A carbon copy of VOICES in D-186 recently happened after seven straight thefterendum losses in Gurnee D-56 -- http://educationmatters.us/?p=308. Actually, as it turned out, Unicom-ARC proactively contacted D-186 after the election -- http://illinoistimes.com/gyrobase/PrintFriendly?oid=oid%3A2293.  
Unicom-ARC employs the Delphi technique to garner widespread report for tax increase measures. The technique and how to defeat it is well documented on illinoisloop.org -- http://www.illinoisloop.org/dz_delphi96.html, http://www.illinoisloop.org/dz_delphi00.html, http://www.illinoisloop.org/committees.html, http://www.illinoisloop.org/pr.html. 

D-186 recruited 250 attendees, including all the school board candidates who lost in the April, 2003, election, to attend some "focus meetings". They split into groups, did some work activities, and came to consensus. They developed Community Values for Springfield Public Schools. 

Ms. Votsmier concluded by saying the district is now living within its means. She said the president of the Chamber of Commerce had been lining up business leaders to talk to and support the schools. By putting two years worth of increased communications and support, D-186 thinks it will have a much better chance when it decides to ask again.

The last presenter was Kris Houser, Assistant Director of School/Community Relations for Elgin district U-46. U-46 tax hike requests to staff new buildings failed in 2003 and 2004. 

Ms. Houser outlined three different strategies districts can use to try to pass tax hikes.

· Citizen-based groups, including community leaders and key third party endorsements

· Hiring consultants funded by the teacher union

· Stealth campaigns, where the district really doesn't want voters to know about the tax hike request

Regarding the stealth strategy, after saying U-46 didn't want voters to know about a tax hike request, Ms. Houser felt compelled to add, "And there's nothing wrong with that either." In a stealth strategy, the message is very low key, or maybe there's no message from the district at all. 

One target Ms. Houser mentioned was going after recent high school graduates who are now in the work force or at college. A question arose in my mind about how they contacted recent grads. Are they using school records to support a tax hike? How do the antis get at this voter group? They certainly seem likely to be yes voters. 

They make it a point to meet with editorial boards and reporters (opposition groups should do the same). Ms. Houser suggested that if a survey is done, that it be done by an independent citizen's group, or a consultant. If done by a private group, the complete survey results may not be able to be FOIAed. 
Like D-186, U-46 has been maintaining Citizen's Advisory Councils in each school's boundaries for about 40 years. There are also special population CACs that include groups such as students, Hispanic, clergy, realtors, businesses, and seniors. These can be built-in referendum support groups. 

Considering the money, manpower, and organization that tax increase referendum supporters have, the failure rate is absolutely amazing. 

