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I
n M

innesota, voters have a strong voice in the direction of their school
districts. School boards need voter approval for building projects and to increase
local property taxes w

hen state funding is not m
eeting local program

m
ing needs.

Bond referenda support new
 construction, renovation and other capital

expenses. O
perating levy referenda provide additional local property tax dollars

to m
aintain or enhance school operations. T

his guide is intended to help school
board m

em
bers understand their role in referenda cam

paigns and w
hat they—

and school staff—
can and cannot do during the cam

paign.

T
hink of the cam

paign in term
s of tw

o com
ponents: the district inform

ational
cam

paign and the citizen prom
otionalcam

paign.

D
istr

ic
t in

for
m

ation
al c

am
p
aig

n
■

T
he goal is an inform

ed citizenry.

■
T

he district m
ust provide inform

ation about
the cam

paign in a neutral m
anner.

■
D

istrict funds m
ust not be used to prom

ote
the election's outcom

e.

■
D

istricts m
ay use funds for a neutral

inform
ational cam

paign.

C
itizen

 p
r

om
otion

al
c

am
p
aig

n
 

(the v
ote-yes g

r
ou

p
)

■
T

he prom
otional cam

paign operates
independently of the district.

■
T

he goal is to pass the referendum
.

■
T

he individuals w
ho w

ork on the prom
otional

cam
paign have a great deal of latitude in their

prom
otional w

ork.

■
T

he prom
otional cam

paign raises and spends
private funds.
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O
p. A

tty. G
en. 159

B
-11

 (Sept. 17
, 19

57
), O

p. A
tty. G

en. 159
A

-3
(M

ay 25
, 19

6
2
):

The A
ttorney G

eneral has ruled that school boards
are perm

itted to expend a reasonable am
ount of m

oney to inform
voters of the facts concerning a particular bond issue.

O
p. A

tty. G
en. 159

B
-11

 (Sept. 17
, 19

57
):

The board determ
ines

w
hat is a reasonable am

ount to be expended.

O
p. A

tty. G
en. 159

A
-3

 (M
ay 24

, 19
6
6
):

W
hile school boards m

ay
expend reasonable am

ounts of school district funds to im
partially

place pertinent facts before the voters, school district funds cannot be
used to prom

ote an affirm
ative vote on the proposal.
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er
Board m

em
bers and staff can w

rite letters to the editor advocating passage or defeat
of the referendum

. Letters should be w
ritten during personal tim

e using personal
resources.

D
istrict leaders can challenge or correct

inaccurate inform
ation presented in the

m
edia.

Paid advertisem
ents can be placed in the

m
edia as long as district funds are not used.

S
c

hool n
ew

sletter
s

School new
sletters can be used to provide

factual inform
ation about the referendum

.
T

hey cannot be used to advocate passage 
or defeat.

E
m

ail
E

m
ail sent from

 the district office should
contain only factual inform

ation about the
referendum

. D
istrict em

ail m
essages cannot

advocate passage or defeat. Board m
em

bers
and staff can send prom

otional em
ails from

their personal com
puters on their ow

n tim
e.

P
r

esen
tation

s
Board m

em
bers and staff can give

inform
ational presentations to parent

and com
m

unity groups. If the
presentations are prom

otional, then
staff m

em
bers m

ust use their ow
n

tim
e and resources, and board

m
em

bers m
ust not collect per

diem
s or reim

bursem
ent for

expenses.

C
able p

u
blic

 ac
c

ess
Board m

em
bers and staff can use

public access to prom
ote

referenda, just as any private
citizen can. T

hey m
ust do

it on their ow
n tim

e, and
they m

ay not use
district equipm

ent.
T

hey cannot be
reim

bursed by the
district for any
related expenses.

S
taff

m
ailboxes

D
istrict m

ailboxes
provide for internal
com

m
unication

betw
een em

ployers
and em

ployees. T
hey

can be used to provide
factual inform

ation, but
they should not be used to
distribute prom

otional
m

aterials. School districts
should have policies that
identify appropriate
use of school
m

ailboxes.

S
T

U
D

E
N

T
S

D
o not send prom

otional m
aterials hom

e w
ith students. T

here is no statutory
prohibition against sending inform

ational m
aterials hom

e w
ith students. H

ow
ever,

district officials should carefully w
eigh the perception of this practice.

Students can w
ear vote-yes buttons, t-shirts, etc. to school if such item

s do not
interfere w

ith the norm
al operations of the school. If this is allow

ed, how
ever,

students m
ust also be allow

ed to w
ear vote-no buttons and t-shirts.

D
o not allow

 staff to advocate for a referendum
’s passage or defeat to students. If

teachers w
ant to discuss the referendum

 in a relevant class (civics, governm
ent,

etc.), these discussions m
ust be neutral.

Form
er students—

those attending college, for exam
ple—

can vote on the
referendum

 via absentee ballots as long as they are not registered in their 
new

 locations.

U
N

IO
N

S
E

m
ployee unions are independent entities. T

hese organizations m
ay cam

paign for or
against any ballot issue presented by the district.

Staff cannot engage in cam
paign activities during w

ork hours, and they cannot use
district resources to advocate the passage or defeat of a ballot question.

P
E

R
S

O
N

A
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P
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S
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N

Board m
em

bers and staff can serve on
vote-yes or vote-no com

m
ittees during

their personal tim
e.

Board m
em

bers and staff can put vote-yes
or vote-no stickers on the vehicles they
drive to school. T

his is an exercise of free
speech.

Staff cannot advocate for a referendum
’s

passage or defeat w
hile they are being

paid by the school. W
hether staff can

w
ear vote-yes or vote-no buttons w

hile
w

orking is an unsettled issue. M
SBA

believes the district has the authority to
prohibit such buttons in school.
A

lthough staff m
ay claim

 the right to
free speech, the district has an
obligation to control behavior that
w

ould cause disruption in the
school. 

Board m
em

bers and staff can display referendum
-related law

n signs in
their yards. C

heck local ordinances for regulations regarding law
n signs.

Board m
em

bers and staff can donate their ow
n m

oney to support or
oppose any district ballot question.

Board m
em

bers and staff can participate in prom
otional

phone-calling cam
paigns on their ow

n tim
e using their ow

n
resources. T

hey cannot use district phones.

Staff and board m
em

bers can serve as
election judges w

ith the exception of
board m

em
bers w

ho are running for
election. H

ow
ever, voters m

ay not perceive
staff and board m

em
bers as im

partial judges.
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IN
G

S
If your school building is being used as a voting site, rem

em
ber that m

aterials
advocating defeat or passage of a ballot question cannot be w

orn or distributed
w

ithin 100 feet of the polling site.

People serving on vote-yes or vote-no com
m

ittees m
ay ask to use district m

eeting
space. Your district should have a policy regarding use of district buildings by non-

school groups. Follow
 the policy and treat all groups equitably.

D
o not use district telephones, copiers, com

puters or other
equipm

ent for prom
otional w

ork.

D
o not display prom

otional m
aterials on district property.

T
he district can restrict the distribution of cam

paign
literature at school events. T

he district should have a
policy regarding this practice, and everyone should be
treated consistently.
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Vote-yes and vote-no com
m

ittee m
em

bers can distribute
stickers w

ith political m
essages on E

lection D
ay. T

hey m
ust be

handed out at least 100 feet or m
ore from

 a polling site.

E
lection D

ay advertising is allow
ed. T

hat m
eans vote-yes and vote-no

groups can continue prom
otional w

ork through the election.

W
hatev

er
ac

c
ess 

is p
r

ov
ided to 

V
O

T
E

-YE
S

g
r

ou
p
s 

m
u
st also be 

p
r

ov
ided to 

V
O

T
E

-N
O

g
r

ou
p
s.

T
her

e is a 
big

 differ
en

c
e 

betw
een

 w
hat 

sc
hool leader

s 
C

A
N

do 
an

d w
hat they 

S
H

O
U

LD
do. 

T
he k

ey is to 
k
n
ow

 you
r

 
c

om
m

u
n
ity.

T
his guide w

as developed by
M

SBA
 in A

ugust 2005. 
C

heck w
ith your local attorney

for changes in the law
 and

recent court cases.




