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Kent ISD Gold Medallion Entry  
Strong Schools, Strong Communities Ballot Proposal  
  

SYNOPSIS 
  
Michigan’s schools are funded through a formula that braids local property taxes, plus state sales and 
income taxes into a single revenue stream while prohibiting individual districts from seeking additional 
operating revenue.  
  
Michigan is unique because the only way individual school districts can increase operating revenues 
is by joining together under their educational service agency, called intermediate school districts 
(ISDs) in Michigan, to ask voters to increase property taxes across the entire region through a ballot 
proposal. If approved, these tax revenues are collected by the ISD and distributed on a per-pupil basis 
to all districts within the ISD boundaries.  
  
The “enhancement millage,” as it is called in Michigan, is so rare as to have been passed in only five 
of 56 ISDs in the nearly 25 years since Michigan adopted the funding formula (passed by voters 
as Proposal A) in 1994.  
  
In 2016, after years of sagging state revenues and cuts to schools (or increases that failed to match 
inflation), the 20 member districts of Kent ISD asked us to conduct research to test voter appetite for a 
tax increase to boost district operating revenues.   
  
With promising research in hand, Kent ISD embarked on the Strong Schools, Strong Communities 
campaign for additional revenues, with a vote in May, 2017. It would be an uphill battle. Not only 
would it be difficult to find an election date palatable to all 20 districts and ensure support from 20 
school boards, but three funding requests for the local community college (serving the same voters) 
had been turned down. 
   
Fortunately, a well-orchestrated campaign resulted in a victory of 54 percent to 46 percent, despite 
opposition and a type of tax request area voters had not seen before. As a result, our schools now 
have a badly-needed new revenue source. 
 
 
 
 

  

http://www.mlive.com/education/index.ssf/2014/04/a_brief_history_of_proposal_a.html
http://www.senate.michigan.gov/sfa/departments/datacharts/dck12_schoolfundingbasics.pdf
http://www.kentisd.org/about-kent-isd/area-schools/
http://wgvunews.org/post/strong-schools-strong-communities-proposal-set-may-vote
http://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/index.ssf/2017/05/kent_county_school_millage_pas.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/index.ssf/2017/05/kent_county_election_results_f.html


 

SUMMARY  
  
Needs Increase as Funding Falls 
 
Michigan’s schools are falling behind.  School performance has fallen to the bottom quartile of all 
states. Michigan’s inflation-adjusted school funding has fallen by $633 per pupil since 2000 while 
funding elsewhere across the country has grown by $1,400 per pupil over the same time period.  
  
All funding for Michigan’s public schools comes to districts through a unique, per pupil formula that is 
fixed by the state. No individual school district can ask its voters for additional operating revenues. 
State law allows just one opportunity for increased operating revenues – the little known and seldom-
used “enhancement millage.” These enhancement millages are property taxes levied by Michigan’s 
intermediate school districts (regional education service agencies) and distributed on a per pupil basis 
among the districts they serve. In more than two decades, just five Michigan ISDs had successfully 
attempted an enhancement millage election before Kent ISD launched its “Strong Schools, Strong 
Communities” campaign in January 2017 for a vote on May 2, 2017.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Creating a Favorable Environment for a Tax Increase 
 
Despite long odds, Kent ISD was well positioned for a tax increase because we started laying 
groundwork for some kind of major initiative years earlier. Four years preceding the vote, Kent ISD 
launched School News Network, a community journalism initiative with professional journalists. They 
regularly report the compelling stories of student success, teacher devotion and the challenges of 
educating all students, including the funding and policy issues faced by district leaders. Shortly 
thereafter, Kent ISD redesigned its legislative advocacy efforts to align with those of the local 
business community, creating the regional West Michigan Talent Triangle (WMTT). This initiative was 
planned partly to reflect and respond to businesses’ need for a highly qualified talent supply chain to 
build the region’s economy. Kent ISD hired as its legislative advocate a lobbyist who previously 
worked for the Republican majority in the Michigan House and the Grand Rapids Chamber of 
Commerce. 
 

http://www.fundmischools.org/
http://www.kentisd.org/parents--community/about-my-school/
http://www.kentisd.org/parents--community/about-my-school/
https://www.schoolnewsnetwork.org/
http://wmtt.org/?0


The focus of Kent ISD’s external relations team was to build a stronger relationship with the business 
community that for years had been critical of the public schools. The reasoning was simple: just 30 
percent of the population, on average, have children in the 20 traditional public school districts served 
by Kent ISD. With the recent surge in the region’s economy, however, the business community needs 
100 percent of our K-12 graduates. The voices of educators had fallen on deaf ears in the Michigan 
legislature for years. Our best avenue to success was to build a better relationship with the business 
community, make our issues their issues, and work together to improve student outcomes.  

 

So, during the years leading up to our millage campaign, we were engaging community leaders who 

could make or break the election. This may seem like a no-brainer for school districts in other states 

where local tax levies are the primary source of revenue. But in Michigan, where all revenues flow 

from the state and no district can ask its voters for additional resources, schools and community 

leaders are often estranged. If the district does not need to build a new school or renew a bond, there 

is no compelling need to directly engage community leaders on an ongoing basis.  

With the exception of parents, many school districts have allowed their relationships with the 

community at large to atrophy, making it very easy for the larger population to criticize school 

performance and question districts’ needs for revenue.  

The Complexities of an Enhancement Millage 
 
There is nothing simple about the enhancement millage. In law, it is described as a process initiated 

by individual school districts served by an intermediate district. If school districts representing 51 

percent or more of the students within an ISD petition the ISD board to hold an election, that ISD 

board is required to place a proposal on the next general election ballot. 

In practice, it would be nearly impossible to win an enhancement millage or any other regional 

election if just 50 percent of the beneficiaries were in support of the concept. All of the community and 

media attention would be focused on those who failed to support the proposal, as their NO vote would 

suggest the new tax revenues are not truly necessary. You really need 100 percent support if you are 

to have a chance of victory.  

In the case of Kent ISD, with 20 member districts and just under 100,000 students, the challenge is 

one of coordination and timing. About half of the 20 member districts within Kent ISD are growing and 

another half are suffering declining enrollment. Those that are growing have facility needs fulfilled 

through regular bond issues or extensions of bond issues every few years. These bond extensions 

are very important to the districts fortunate enough to use them because they can embed a large 

portion of their district technology and transportation needs in them. Those districts that suffer 

declining enrollment, and do not have a good argument for new bond issues or extensions must pay 

for their technology and transportation costs out of their declining state funding.  

What that means for scheduling a regional election is this: The largest and most influential of the 20 

districts put their own needs above those of the region. No district wants its own needs to compete on 

the ballot with another school proposal, so district leaders will not approve a regional election date if it 

conflicts. So with only three possible election dates according to state law – May, August, November – 

it’s tough to find a date all will agree to.   

Kent ISD had studied the possibility of an enhancement millage for 2015, with serious discussion and 

a survey in 2011. Previous discussions of a regional millage were set aside because of competing 

bond issues on the ballot, other regional proposals by entities such as Kent County and the Grand 

Rapids Community College, and the national recession, which hit Michigan much harder than most 

states.  



In April of 2016, after surveying the prospective electoral calendar through 2018, Kent ISD leaders 

proposed the idea of an enhancement millage to its member districts. Just three of the 20 

superintendents were keen on the idea, but all agreed to allow Kent ISD to conduct a formal survey of 

the region’s residents to gauge support for the concept.  

Research Results Seemed Promising 
 
In May 2016, a survey of 500 registered voters found the long-term strategies of School News 
Network and Kent ISD’s redesigned advocacy efforts to turn around confidence in area schools, were 
working. Compared to the 2011 survey, a greater percentage of respondents graded their district as 
an A or a B. The percentage of respondents who said their local district had “gotten better” nearly 
doubled, while the percentage who said it had “gotten worse” dropped in half.  
 
To be certain of winning an election, you’d like 60 percent or more of respondents to say they’d vote 
“yes” when first asked, without explanation or positive arguments. While initial survey respondents fell 
well short of that mark, 54 percent said they’d support a tax proposal after hearing positive arguments.  
 
Kent ISD leaders presented the research to the superintendents of its 20 member districts in June 
2016 and asked them to quietly process the findings with their board presidents over the summer. 
They returned in August somewhat split. About half of the 20 supported the idea and another half was 
lukewarm, given the initial response they’d received from their boards. Kent ISD leaders prepared a 
campaign plan and worked with superintendents individually and in small groups to answer questions 
and give members confidence in a positive outcome.  
 
By September, all superintendents agreed to the concept but several said their boards would be 
difficult to convince and require additional time. That set up another issue – we would be bypassing 
the November general election in favor of a “special” election in May that would be much more 
expensive to hold. In addition, it hamstrung our ability to communicate about the need for an election 
until January 2017.  

 
In the run-up to the November election, school funding was a key issue among candidates for state 
office. Republicans running for re-election claimed school funding had increased and was adequate to 
meet student needs. Their opponents claimed otherwise. To begin to build the case for additional 
funding, Kent ISD contracted with an economist to analyze the state budget and projections for future 
years to demonstrate it would be difficult for the state to maintain current funding levels, making more 
cuts likely. That report was released in November and districts began passing resolutions in 
December calling upon Kent ISD to put an enhancement millage proposal on the ballot at the next 
available election date.  
 
So in January, the Kent ISD School Board voted unanimously to place on the May 2, 2017 ballot a 
proposal to increase property taxes by 0.9 mills for a period of 10 years. This proposal would bring 
each district $211 per pupil in increased funding each year. It would cost the average Kent County 
homeowner $6.70 per month. The Kent County Taxpayers Alliance announced opposition 
immediately upon announcement of the election.  
 
Subsequently, another survey of 500 registered voters and two focus groups were conducted. We 
learned the tumultuous presidential election and the divisive political environment had eroded support 
for schools. Still, the numbers offered promise – after hearing positive arguments, a majority of 
respondents would vote yes, meaning a vigorous campaign was necessary. In addition, voters gave a 
clear indication of their priorities – nine of 10 respondents in both the May 2016 and the January 2017 
surveys supported our schools “expanding career training” and “giving students exposure to the world 
of work and business.” 

 



Multi-pronged Campaign, Meeting Series Launch 
 

The Strong Schools, Strong Communities campaign was launched with the assistance of the Byrum 

Fisk public relations firm. While they were preparing for the formal campaign launch, Kent ISD 

Assistant Superintendent Ron Koehler and WMTT Director Chris Glass embarked on their own 

initiative to meet individually with every influential business and political leader in the region. Their 

goal in the nearly 20 individual and small group meetings was to “open the books,” make the case for 

additional revenue, answer questions and enlist supporters or neutralize opponents. They met with 

each member of the region’s political delegation, both political parties’ executive committees, every 

member of the Grand Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce executive, leadership and policy 

committees, and individual business and community leaders who were affiliated with statewide 

business and political organizations.  

These meetings were essential for several reasons. Even though ours is a county of more than 

630,000 residents, and a Metropolitan Statistical Area of more than a million, there are a handful of 

chief executive officers and philanthropists who have made K12 education their specific realm of 

expertise among their peers.  In addition, organizations like the Grand Rapids Area Chamber of 

Commerce have become even more influential as local media have diminished in influence. This 

made the Chamber endorsement of a local tax election more important than that of MLive, the online 

successor to the Grand Rapids Press. Finally, conservative West Michigan is home to many 

contributors to the national Americans for Prosperity anti-tax organization and supporter of regionally 

affiliated groups like the Michigan chapter of AFP and the Kent County Taxpayers’ Alliance. If we 

could reach those who typically contributed to anti-tax efforts early, and convince them of the validity 

of our request, we hoped to mitigate or eliminate organized opposition to the proposal. 

The meetings were productive. Several of the community leaders with whom we met were moved 

from being skeptics to contributors to the citizens “Yes For Kids” campaign, helping to finance 

mailings and telephone outreach to generate a “yes” vote. Others refused to support the effort but 

were impressed that we reached out to provide all the information before the campaign started. 

Ultimately, the organized opposition was starved for funds, limiting their activity to free social media 

and a robocall blitz of misinformation the weekend before the election. In addition, the meetings with 

individual members of the Grand Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce policy committee blunted the 

efforts of a chairperson whose corporation – Amway Corporation – opposed the proposal. He was 

voted down and the chamber issued a measured endorsement.  

Consistent Info, Messaging Keys to Success 

The Strong Schools, Strong Communities campaign consisted of communication and information 

created and supported by Kent ISD that allowed each of the 20 districts the opportunity for individual 

positioning and messaging under the overarching theme. Four mailings were conducted under the 

Strong Schools, Strong Communities information campaign, along with a strategic series of social 

media posts. Messaging in the Strong Schools, Strong Communities information campaign was 

carefully reviewed by attorneys to ensure it was “informational” even though it reflected the results of 

the research indicating voter priorities.  

All local activities among the 20 districts were directed by an executive team of four superintendents, 

Kent ISD leadership and the Byrum Fisk consultants. Special attention was given to seniors, as 

research showed a special single issue election in May was likely to draw a large percentage of senior 

voters. Since voter turnout was expected to be very low and seniors are the only population to 

automatically receive absentee ballots, it was nearly certain the largest demographic group voting 

would be those over age 60. This group almost always leans toward voting “no” on tax proposals.  



Campaign planners felt it was essential to break even among absentee voters to win the election. 

Heavy emphasis in the messaging was placed on the priorities expressed by seniors in both the focus 

groups and the quantitative research. In addition to providing students with greater connections to the 

world of work, seniors responded to messaging reinforcing the West Michigan’s ability to create its 

own talent pipeline and to increase property values through the strength and stability of its school 

districts.  

Two “yes” mailings were conducted by the “Yes for Kids” community campaign, including one 

designed specifically to reach absentee voters before they filled out their ballots. In addition, paid 

telephone canvassing was conducted during the absentee voting period to encourage yes votes. An 

analysis of telephone calls conducted during and after the absentee voting period concluded the 

proposal won among absentee voters. 

And indeed, we won the election on May 2 by a 54-46 margin. An enormous effort paid off and is 

bringing millions of dollars in badly-needed funding for our 20 districts. By the end of the 10th year of 

the millage, these schools will have received nearly a quarter billion dollars of additional revenue! 

In response and gratitude, a thank you video was created for voters, and we continued the Strong 

Schools, Strong Communities web presence with information about how each school district was 

spending revenue obtained from the election. Because the election was approved by voters in May, 

districts were rewarded with proceeds beginning with the late summer property tax collections, 

bolstering their budgets substantially in the 2017-18 school year. 

 

RACE - RESEARCH 

Research drove the entire Strong Schools, Strong Communities campaign. In 2011 Kent ISD 

surveyed 400 registered voters and found:  

 scarce support for a new property tax 

 “no” voters more motivated to participate in a proposed election than “yes” voters 

 just 55 percent rating their school district as an A or a B 

 nearly 50 percent saying education quality remained the same in recent years; more saying 

quality was getting worse than those saying it had improved 

Following that research, Kent ISD launched the news site, School News Network to regularly report 

on the compelling stories of student success and the challenging funding and policy issues faced by 

district leaders. Shortly thereafter, Kent ISD redesigned its legislative advocacy efforts to align with 

those of the local business community, creating the regional West Michigan Talent Triangle (WMTT) 

to reflect businesses need for a highly qualified talent supply chain to build the region’s economy.  

In May 2016, Kent ISD conducted similar research. It found:  

 28 percent of people said education quality had improved, 13% more than previously, 
while those saying it had gotten worse dropped in half. Undecided respondents increased  

 A 61 percent majority gave a combined A&B grade to their local public school district, six 
points higher than in 2011  

 A 40 percent plurality said their local school district has “too little funding” to provide a 
quality education (a drop of six points), with 42 percent saying it was “about the right 
amount”  

http://www.kentisd.org/parents--community/about-my-school/
http://www.kentisd.org/parents--community/about-my-school/
https://www.schoolnewsnetwork.org/
http://wmtt.org/?0


 In the first cold test of a proposal to establish an enhancement millage of one mill for 10 
years, 54 percent said they would vote “yes,” including 46 percent “direct yes” (significantly 
higher than in the previous survey), with 35 percent voting “no;” fewer than previous   

 After hearing more detailed information, support increased to a 60 percent majority, 
including 53 percent “direct yes,” with 32 percent voting “no.” Again, there were significant 
gains over the previous survey 

 When the whole 500 sample was combined, after hearing arguments both for and against 
the proposal, a 63 to 32 percent majority said they would vote “yes,” including 55 percent 
“direct yes”  

 

These positive results led Kent ISD and its 20 member districts to pursue a proposal of just under one 

mill, or 0.9 mills for 10 years.  

In that survey, and in qualitative and quantitative surveys conducted to guide messaging for the May 
2, 2017 election, planners learned the top priority of the 1,000 registered voters, or nine of 10 
respondents in each survey, was for schools “expanding career training” and “giving students 
exposure to the world of work and business.” 
 
These results shaped messaging, tactics and, to some extent, the strategies deployed during the 

campaign. While outreach to business would have always played a significant role in the campaign, 

planners doubled down on their efforts to curry favor with the business community, holding nearly 50 

one-on-one, small group and organized presentations to business groups and service organizations 

whose members were largely members of the business community.  

These meetings resulted in an endorsement from the Grand Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce, 

agreement from the CEO group Talent 2025 to be quoted in campaign literature promoting better 

education as a strategy to grow the region’s economy, and top business leaders contributing their 

names and their resources to the citizens “Yes for Kids” campaign.  

 

RACE - ANALYSIS/PLANNING 

Planning anything that involves 22 separate units of government – Kent ISD, the 20 local education 

agencies and Kent County, which conducts elections – is a major undertaking.  

The “special” election in May, as a single-issue election, would cost Kent ISD nearly $350,000 just to 
hold, as it would require the ISD to pay for all election workers in every precinct that did not have 
another issue on the ballot. In essence, it was a double challenge. It gave opponents a built-in 
argument against the election, as it would use school resources to hold the election and it would be a 
low-turnout affair. Plus, it shortened the timeline considerably for communicating until all of those 
school boards (with new members) could consider board resolutions asking Kent ISD to hold the 
election.  
 
Because of the impact the additional funds would have for our districts, Kent ISD was totally willing to 

take on the expense of the election. With the cost of election workers, research conducted by outside 

firms, the assistance of a public relations firm and the creation of information materials, it could cost 

as much as $600,000.  

Actual expenses were under that, at $562,574. It was a good investment. It would return $19.9 million 

to our 20 member districts in the first year and, with increases in property value, somewhere near a 

quarter of a billion dollars over the 10-year life of the enhancement millage.  



What Kent ISD asked in return was the support of all 20 school districts. We did not want to enter into 

a difficult election with organized opposition and a splintered school community. Anything less than 

100 percent support from our schools would make it nearly impossible to win the election, and Kent 

ISD’s superintendent and school board were not interested in spending more than half a million 

dollars on a loss, or another half a million dollars at some point down the road on a second effort. We 

told member districts we had one arrow in the quiver, so we’d better be accurate in our aim. A 

bullseye would mean $250,000,000 or more over a 10-year period. A miss would be a black eye for 

Kent ISD, our 20 districts, and years of budget cuts.  

Planning included the development of an executive committee to represent the 20 districts. Kent ISD 

Assistant Superintendent Ron Koehler led the project in coordination with the four-member executive 

team, the superintendent of Kent ISD and the executive director of community relations for the Grand 

Rapids Public Schools, John Helmholdt, who has significant campaign experience in Kent County and 

across Michigan. 

Obviously, the planning covers the 147 board members who govern the 20 school districts and Kent 

ISD. They were provided information on a regular basis through their superintendents to help them 

better understand the shortage of funds, state government budget projections that indicated current 

funding levels were threatened by future tax reductions and commitments to highway funding, and a 

detailed analysis of school spending across Kent ISD. All 20 school boards ultimately passed 

resolutions calling for the election. 

That detailed analysis was provided in the form of a school funding boot camp held at Kent ISD in 

January 2017 for any school board member who had concerns regarding the need for the 

enhancement millage revenues.  The “boot camp” was scheduled to provide information for the many 

new members who were elected in November, 2016, to the 20 local district boards. It was very 

important that we did not seat new board members in January who were vocally critical of the May 

enhancement millage election.  

A week-by-week campaign calendar was developed and the executive team held a weekly 

conference call with a detailed agenda to coordinate activities. Koehler and the public relations firm 

Byrum Fisk analyzed the research to develop messaging.  

Detailed voter analysis identified the number of likely voters, the demographic groups represented 

among those likely voters, and the school districts that would deliver the greatest percentage of the 

vote. The analysis targeted an optimistic 60 percent yes vote in the Grand Rapids Public Schools and 

an even larger margin in the four districts with a long history of strong voter support for schools (East 

Grand Rapids, Forest Hills, Northview and Rockford). Grand Rapids’ recent history suggested 60 

percent would be possible but difficult to achieve, as its margin of victory in its latest bond campaign 

was 53 percent, lowered in part by an active anti-tax campaign. Our strategy was to achieve the 

margin of victory in those five districts and work to get as close to 50-50 as possible in the remainder.   

Planning focused on activities to be conducted by campaign leadership and at each individual district. 

In addition, Koehler deployed the “Let’s Talk” online inquiry system developed by K12 Insight to 

provide a link on each local district website that would give any visitor to any of the 21 district websites 

an opportunity to ask a question regarding the election.  He answered every general information 

directly and directed district-specific inquiries to the superintendent of the appropriate district. In 

addition, every district had a Strong Schools, Strong Communities web link on their district website 

that reported how much money the district would receive from the new property tax and how it would 

be spent if the election were successful. 

There were three separate crescendos of activity once school boards passed their resolutions and the 

Kent ISD board called for the election on January 16. One led up to the formal campaign 

http://www.kentisd.org/


announcement on March 15, 2017; the second led up to the absentee voter deadline; and the third 

was, of course, the run up to the May 2 election.  

Because of the voter focus on connecting students to the world of work, the campaign kick-off was at 

a manufacturing facility where the owners – one of whom was a local school board member – had 

created a manufacturing “academy” for 8th through 10th grade students who spent a portion of their 

day in a lab learning about computer aided design and robotics. 

Presentations and mailings to seniors were coordinated to coincide with the receipt of absentee 

ballots and the final push to election day focused largely on parents and school staff, all identified as 

likely “yes” voters but among the least likely to turn out at an election, particularly in the busy 

springtime period so filled with athletics, school proms, graduation planning and senior events. 

 

RACE - IMPLEMENTATION/COMMUNICATION 

The communication effort was designed as an “umbrella” campaign that provided a central theme and 

messaging driven by research with materials, presentations and activities organized around each of 

the 20 districts. It was designed to capture the energy and precision of 20 local school elections being 

held on the same day. 

A strong social media campaign was conducted with the assistance of NSPRA social media guru 

Shane Haggerty, who helped develop a strategy to extend the reach of local district social media 

pages, the School News Network social media presence and Kent ISD social media to the 

demographic groups most likely to support the millage and to repost information about it to their 

friends. 

Web pages, FAQs and informational materials were all designed to reflect the priorities expressed by 

survey respondents. Four Strong Schools, Strong Communities mailers were sent to likely voters over 

the last month of the election, with two focused on absentee voters. In addition, we asked voters to go 

to the polls May 2 in a sign on our electronic billboard, seen by thousands of cars each day. Two 

citizen campaign “Yes for Kids” mailings were sent immediately preceding the election.  

Individual districts each posted web pages featuring Strong Schools, Strong Communities messaging, 

the amount their district would receive and how they intended to use the revenue. They distributed 

materials, especially the first Strong Schools, Strong Communities flyer, and made presentations to 

parent and community groups.  

One district superintendent gave 56 presentations in his 8,000 student district. Some probably gave 

no more than a couple to staff and parent groups. Still, the coordinated effort of a central campaign 

with 20 outposts of activity blanketed Kent County like no other countywide campaign because school 

districts have more “boots on the ground” than any other organization seeking voter support.  

Especially valuable to our campaign was an animated video produced and developed late in the 

campaign to appeal to parents and staff. The video went viral, hitting tens of thousands of social 

media viewers in the final days of the campaign, driving home the importance of the needed revenues 

and reminding people to vote. The same format was used immediately after the campaign to thank 

voters for their support. We also thanked them with another sign on our electronic billboard. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s35fV26t5o0&t=23s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BqlkvuV7RoA&t=1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BqlkvuV7RoA&t=1s


RACE - EVALUATION 

The campaign was a success. We won by a margin of 54-46, and hit our “yes” vote targets in the five 

key districts. Our success was so thorough that absentee voter canvassing showed that we had won 

the absentee ballot and we would have won the election without the 60 percent vote total we targeted 

in Grand Rapids Public Schools, as our goal of getting 50 plus 1 in our outlying districts was a 

success. Three quarters passed the millage and those that failed did so by very small margins.  

Our strategy of meeting with all pertinent community leaders, including those who had financed anti-

tax campaigns in the past, was successful as well. Three anti-tax groups -- Kent County Taxpayers 

Alliance, the Grand Rapids Taxpayers Association and Kent Education Action – were limited to 

social media campaigns and a misleading robocall campaign on the final days before the election 

because they did not have the resources to send out mailers or to target absentee voters.  

Former Kent County Senator Ken Sikkema, the majority leader in the state senate for much of his 

term, met with the region’s superintendents and board members in the Capitol soon after the 

election, as the West Michigan Talent Triangle hosts a “capitol day” each year to connect school 

leaders with state decision makers. He said the Kent ISD enhancement millage vote was the most 

important ballot proposal in the state in 2017, as it demonstrated Michigan’s funding formula – 

considered by most to be badly broken – may survive the criticism of many in and out of state 

government because Kent had demonstrated the local option portion of the formula was attainable.   

Another measure of success was the widespread inquiry from other regions of the state following 

the election. Five ISDs contacted Koehler for presentations within two months of the campaign for 

consultation or formal presentations to their superintendents.  

Local districts began collecting tax revenues from the enhancement millage beginning in August of 

2017, just three months following the election. The revenues allowed many to stave off layoffs, 

give long-awaited pay increases to staff, and to provide new career exploration opportunities for 

students. As promised, they published summaries of how their districts used the funds on a 

regional website for transparency purposes and also to maintain support for a renewal at the end 

of the 10-year levy or at some point in between if revenues failed to meet the need. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/index.ssf/2017/05/kent_county_school_millage_pas.html
http://www.kentisd.org/parents--community/about-my-school/


SUPPORT MATERIALS: Research

2017 survey results showed 
voters supported expanding 
career training and giving 
students exposure to the world 
of work and business.

To begin to build the case for 
additional funding, we contracted 
with an economist to analyze the 
state budget and projections for 
future years to demonstrate it would 
be difficult for the state to maintain 
funding levels as they were.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Based on the results of this survey, the Kent Intermediate School District has an excellent 

chance of earning voter support for establishing an enhancement millage of 1 mill for a period of 

10 years, with a more likely prospect of passing an enhancement millage of 0.75 mills for either 

10 years or 5 years. The overall “yes” vote results (including those that would “lean toward” 

voting “yes”), increased from 54 percent total support on the first cold question to 60 percent 

after respondents heard more details about the enhancement millage proposal.  

Of the more recent surveys conducted by EPIC-MRA for other ISD’s in Michigan, also 

focused on establishing an enhancement millage to fund school operations, voters in the Kent 

ISD show significantly more support than was indicated in the initial survey conducted for 

Kalamazoo RESA when they first successfully passed an enhancement millage.  The Kent ISD 

also shows slightly more support for an enhancement millage proposal than the level shown for 

Midland County ESA when they passed their enhancement millage.  

EPIC-MRA has had the opportunity to work with two ISD’s (out of the four that have 

passed enhancement millage proposals in Michigan) to provide survey research services for their 

efforts. Based on current survey results, and notwithstanding the potential for competing tax 

increase proposals on the same ballot, there appears to be sufficiently strong support that would 

indicate that the prospects are very good that Kent ISD could become the fifth ISD in Michigan 

to earn voter support for an enhancement millage.    

Support did not significantly change as a result of respondents hearing arguments in favor 

of the proposal (support increased by one point), but support also increased by another point after 

respondents heard arguments against the proposal. Among Split Sample A respondents, after 

hearing arguments in favor of the proposal first, support increased by one point to 61 percent 

overall, and then, upon hearing arguments against the proposal, support increased yet another 

point to 62 percent.  

Support among Split Sample B respondents remained at 60 percent after hearing negative 

arguments first, but then increased by 4 points, up to 64 percent, after hearing positive arguments 

second. Among the entire 500 respondents, support remained at 60 percent on the third vote 

(between the supporting and opposing arguments), and moved to 63 percent on the final vote.    
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In 2016, Kent ISD commissioned research to gauge voters’ 
receptiveness to an enhancement millage.

The findings suggested a very good chance of passing a modest millage.

SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Research Cont.



In the first cold test of a proposal to 
establish an enhancement millage of 1 
mill for 10 years, 54% said they would 
vote “yes.”

When survey respondents were asked 
how they would vote on a scaled back 
proposal to establish an enhancement 
millage of 0.75 mills instead of one mill, 
for period of 10 years, support increased 
to 68 percent voting “yes.”

2016 Survey results reflecting voters’ 
perception of the quality of education in 
their district.

2016 Survey results reflecting voters’ 
perception of the amount of funding their 
district receives.

SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Research Cont.



SUPPORT MATERIALS: Analysis/Planning

The “Let’s Talk” online inquiry system provided a 
link on Kent ISD’s and each district’s website to 
give any visitor an easy way to ask a question 
regarding the millage and election.

Week-by-week campaign calendar outlines activities 
throughout the campaign.

Our School Finance Book Camp was developed 
for any school board member throughout the 
county who had concerns about the millage, 
and especially for those recently elected.



SUPPORT MATERIALS: Communication/Implementation

The first and largest of four 
informational direct mail pieces 
which contained messaging about 
what the enhancement millage would 
mean for voters and students.

This piece was distributed in both 
English and Spanish.



SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Communication/Implementation Cont.

Informational direct 
mail pieces contained 
messaging about what 
the enhancement millage 
would mean for voters 
and students.



Kent ISD’s website acts as the hub of information 
regarding the millage as a whole. During the campaign, it 
displayed information about how each planned to use the 
proposed dollars. 

Now, the site shows how many dollars each district 
receives from the millage and updates on how those 
dollars are being used.

SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Communication/Implementation Cont.

Each district (and Kent ISD) placed this 
button on their homepage so voters could 
easily get to information about what the 
millage would mean for their district.



SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Communication/Implementation Cont.

FAQs were designed to reflect the priorities expressed 
by survey respondents. Kent ISD distributed a “general” 
version (left), while each district distributed a version 
customized to their schools (example below).



SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Communication/Implementation Cont.

Excerpt slides from presentations to stakeholders that thanked them for supporting schools, explained the 
school funding deficit, the enhancement millage and how millage dollars would be used. 



This social media campaign plan (left and above) 
targeted messages based on survey respondents. 
Our social media consultant followed this plan posting 
to Kent ISD’s facebook and several of our school 
districts who gave him access to their accounts.

Example and analytics of a boosted post which linked to a 
local media story explaining what an enhancement millage is 
and how it works.

SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Communication/Implementation Cont.



SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Communication/Implementation Cont.

An animated video was developed and produced to appeal to parents and staff. It quickly 
explained the funding issues, main points of the millage and what the dollars would be used for. 
Released roughly a week before the election, it garnered nearly 60,000 views across multiple 
platforms.  

Analytics of a facebook ad 
promoting the animated video.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s35fV26t5o0


SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Communication/Implementation Cont.

After the election we thanked 
voters for their support via social 
media. Here’s an example post 
and data.

Messages displayed on our electronic sign on a main 
highway reminded voters to go to the polls on May 2, then 
thanked them for their support after the election.

A second animated video circulated through social media and thanked the 
community for their support.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BqlkvuV7RoA&t=1s


SUPPORT MATERIALS: Evaluation

Left:  Map of “yes” voters and concentration 
throughout the county.

Below:  Map showing voter turnout.

Many of our districts have created 
webpage dedicated to updating their 
communities on how they’re using the 
enhancement dollars.



Summary of facebook campaign results.

SUPPORT MATERIALS:  Evaluation
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