Advocating

for School Referendums

What school board members and school staff

can and can’t do during referendum season ‘ Shelby Anderson
f your district has a referendum on the ballot this fall, judgment when voting. However, school district staff and
whether it is for a school building project or to exceed school board members need to make sure they are fol-

revenue limits, your district will be taking steps to

educate your community about the referendum and

the impact it could have on your district.

The district serves an important role in sharing neutral what can and can’t be done during referendum season for
information with voters so they can make an informed school staff and board members.

lowing election law as they communicate about the
school district’s upcoming referendum. Here is a look at

SCHOOL STAFF

¥ ves @ no

When district staff are off duty, they can advocate for School district administrators and staff can’t work on
school referendums. Staff members do not surrender their referendum campaigns during work hours. Thus, no super-
rights as citizens because they are employed by the district. visor should assign employees the task of working on the
However, at all times, staff will need to exercise careful generation or distribution of “advocacy” material.

judgment and should not hesitate to contact their district

No district funds or district resources can be expended for
administrator with questions.

referendum advocacy (i.e. activities that expressly

During work hours or other times in which they are paid encourage a “yes” or “no” vote). School district employees
by the district, employees can provide neutral, factual can't use school district money or resources (e.g., copying
information and educate the public about the referendum. machines, computers, networks, or email) to campaign or
This includes describing school or department needs advocate for or against the referendum.

or lack thereof. Referendum education materials created by the school

district need to be neutral. Don’t use words like “vote for,”

“elect,” “support,” “cast your ballot for,” “vote against,”
“defeat,” or “reject,” in any official school communication
Got QuestiOHS? Call WASB associate related to the referendum.
executive director and staff counsel Barry Forbes at
608-512-1707. You can also find more information on The use of school buildings by any advocacy group for any
referendums on the WASB website — WASB.org. Select purpose should be coordinated through the standard
“School Law Information” and then “Referendum building permit/facility use process. Neither a “vote yes”
Resource Center” (log-in required). group nor a “vote no” group should be given preferential

access to school buildings.
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SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS

I-_|J YES

Individual board members can speak for (or against) refer-
endums. Board members do not lose their First Amendment
rights by being board members.

Board members can participate on committees that advo-
cate for or against a referendum; however, they need to be
aware of open meeting law implications if they participate in
a group with other board members.

The school board may make reasonable expenditures for

@ no

A school board may not expend public funds for the
purpose of advocating a particular position on a refer-
endum.

Do not advocate as a representative of the school board.
When advocating for or against a referendum, it is important
for board members to state that they are acting as an indi-
vidual and do not represent the school board. When writing
letters to the editor, advocating on social media, or election-
eering, it is strongly encouraged that board members

the purpose of giving voters relevant facts to aid them in
reaching an informed judgment when voting on the refer-
endum. (Appropriate expenditures may include the costs of
brochures, newspaper advertisements, newsletters, and
even videos that share neutral, factual information about
the referendum).

preface any advocacy remarks with the statement that the
board member is acting in his or her individual capacity
rather than in his or her role as a board member.

Is your insurance provider a
phone number or a partner?

Community Insurance Corporation provides liahility insurance coverage
for cities, towns, villages and school districts. We offer broad coverage,
designed to specifically meet the needs of Wisconsin public entities
under ONE single liability policy form to include:

Personal service.
That’s the strength
of our Community.

— General Liability
— Auto Liability

— School Board Legal Liability
— Public Officials Errors and Omissions

Unlike other insurance companies that provide coverages based solely on price
and are not heard from again until renewal time, we work directly with our
clients in partnership to control their insurance costs through a unique risk
management and aggressive claims philosophy. And because we are local
government, we always keep the end goal of saving taxpayer dollars in mind.

Take control of your insurance needs with Community Insurance
Corporation. It just makes sense.
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