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The Green Bay Area Public School District (GBAPS) is the 4th largest district in the state of Wisconsin, serving 
approximately 18,500 students, and employing 3,000+ employees. In November 2024, GBAPS sought voter approval for a 
$183 million facilities referendum for the public purpose of paying the cost of a school building and facility improvement 
project consisting of:  district-wide capital maintenance, building infrastructure, systems, safety, security, accessibility 
and site improvements; construction of a new west side elementary school on a portion of the Kennedy Elementary 
School site; construction of additions, renovations and related demolition at certain district facilities; and acquisition of 
furnishings, fixtures and equipment.  
 
This referendum followed a $92.6 million capital referendum that passed in November 2022, and after the Board of 
Education voted to close 6 elementary schools due to declining enrollment, aging facilities and projected budget deficits. 
The District was positioned to be able to pass a $183 million referendum, which would have no impact on property taxes, 
and in fact the mill rate would decrease if the referendum was successful. 
 
Research: 

●​ Prior to the referendum, the District contracted Woolpert to complete a full demographic study of the District to 
fully understand enrollment trends in the District.  Then a Boundary Advisory Committee was convened that 
met from December 2023 until May 2023 to provide community guidance on boundary changes. This led to the 
District making recommendations for boundary changes and school consolidations, which were Board approved 
in June 2024.  

●​ District, school, community and media social media pages were monitored during the boundary changes and 
school closures to understand the sentiment in the community regarding the District and a future referendum. 

●​ Community engagement meetings were held on July 9 and July 11, 2024, to gather feedback on the referendum 
projects. 

●​ Since this was the District’s first referendum held during a presidential election, analysis was conducted of the 
past presidential elections to understand how many yes votes were needed to successfully pass the referendum.  

●​ Meetings were held with specific constituency groups, such as the Northeast Wisconsin Latino Education Task 
Force, which was strongly opposed to the boundary changes and school closures.  

●​ A poll of 625 community members was conducted by The Morris Leatherman Company during June and July. 
The poll found that there was solid support for the referendum. In addition, 72% of those polled supported the 
school closures.  

 
Referendum Goals: 

●​ At minimum, obtain 51% or greater voter support for the $183 million referendum. Ideally, pass the referendum 
at approximately 70%, as that would align with capital referendums passed in the last 10 years. 

●​ Connect with various constituent groups within the District.  
 
As the School & Community Relations Department (SCR) created a communications strategy for the referendum there 
were three significant concerns: 1) A presidential and a U.S. Senate election that would result in significant outside 
money in our community flooding ads in mailboxes, on social media, and other advertising mediums,  2) strong 
pushback from various constituents in our community to the closure of six elementary schools and boundary changes, 3) 
a shorter window of time to prepare referendum materials for back-to-school events due to an early start because of 
school being closed for the NFL Draft in April 2025. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-SPPMwhQePonoFVgJlG5YFmuVN3jStIY/view?usp=sharing


 
To address the first and third concerns, the SCR Department advocated that the Board of Education move the vote for 
the referendum question to July, rather than August. This allowed for early implementation of the communication plan 
prior to school starting so that families were seeing the information at registration and open house events.  
 
The SCR developed a communication strategy that would reach all constituent groups, including the business 
community, community-at-large, staff, families, students, and individuals whose first language was not English. The 
plan included mailers; fact sheets; website; social media campaign; informational events; large posters in all of the 
school entryways; videos; presentations to schools, community and business organizations (staff, PTOs, neighborhood 
associations, taxpayer group, Chamber of Commerce, etc.); paid advertising, and earned media.  
 
The implementation of the plan included: 

Logo (Spanish version) Website 

64 presentations to community organizations, PTOs, etc. ​
Recorded presentation on the website 

Large posters at all schools printed in English and Spanish 
(customized at specific schools for their projects), Spanish example) 

Fact sheet in English, Spanish, Hmong and Somali Email messages sent from September until up to the election to 
District families and staff 

2 mailings:  
Newsletter to 63,000 household 
11 x 17 mailer to registered voters 

Paid advertising - Press-Gazette (ran three times) - local paper 
Press-Times (local tabloid paper) 
Bellevue Beat (community free paper/large Village in District) 
Press-Gazette (thank you message) 

Social media campaign on Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter,  
and Instagram (District and school sites) 

Lunch ‘N Learns with Superintendent (4 dates in October) 
Banner created so community members could easily find her 

Articles in staff e-newsletter and community/parent 
e-newsletter 

Earned media - Media tour of one of our schools to see the needs 
WBAY story 
Spectrum News story 

3 videos shared multiple times on District/school social media accounts and referendum website 
Why a Referendum Now?; Deferred Maintenance; Providing Safe, Efficient and Renovated Schools 

 
Evaluation: 
On November 5, 2024, the District’s referendum passed by 66%, one of the highest passage rates of school referenda in 
the state of Wisconsin for the November election. In addition to passing by 66%, it passed with 8,355 more yes votes than 
the District’s November 2022 referendum, which passed by 69%. 
 
The Leadership Team’s debrief of the referendum found: 

●​ Time spent with community groups opposed to school closures and boundary changes was critical to garnering 
support for the referendum. 

●​ Meeting with the Brown County Taxpayer Alliance resulted in no public opposition to the referendum. 
●​ Consistent messaging throughout the entire process (declining enrollment, aging facilities and projected budget 

deficits) during the facility master plan, boundary changes, school closures and the referendum campaign 
resulted in understanding of the issues and the need. 

●​ For the next referendum, consider other ways to explain why passing a referendum is needed for deferred 
maintenance projects (continues to be an area of contention). 

●​ District set clear, consistent expectations that schools were closing whether the referendum passed or not, so 
voters knew a vote no did not save schools. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pHaq4FG4ult9w3ypyVrFcPFfhSCHi8oH/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1s9dtID9RCX8bKoSLBJIYPELu5m7Kr_nE/view?usp=sharing
https://gbaps.referendumfacts.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1iG85PMDXs_SUl-OwqtT1IoPuZoq36vtz/view?usp=sharing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dh385sizb_U&t=5s
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TsuzbPdgQFe3nMYeeLv8h3y4pn8Tos9D/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17zBaEpTcdAjAfa9PURdUqCjZUis-n0KP/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/19JCZU8ex9Kbe9QR0Q-ceNkMZXemhXU-r/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1itK2uf7iItok1AyvJXS2xMNpaZXtUIH_/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/11Nt6C4Dk0a2tYthJsahuyHg4_Y8dFO6V/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1y8jYRyBCPqEiFGgBEoAS_KxmCaPkFu6m/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TfDHPVIMxFO89Il48zWZdZxXFuYJr26A/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1NCxHJVZMDMdGeArZX8bwjljdUvOYXSuj/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1iIhlmFT7Sks30b-H9BaNJu4YRjMvifaG/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hhb9tnvK_r8de8wmeVDZe9ydFrmJhvvd/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OpnOA0joh8vJKz7I0C-q6HXAwjSXBrdb/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14FwGMtuRSTslQPeVbKYi7bePB06p1re4/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1BF3EeEJvHZHfJ8yA9nuypOSc7YUw9LmQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1JoRkHdGyAWc9XfvruEngChNjpPI7RdJU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1NPHPvx8bvNVS8AlpuF_JXYCrv5WALx8b/view?usp=sharing
https://www.wbay.com/video/2024/10/17/tour-beaumont-elementary-shows-needed-upgrades/
https://spectrumnews1.com/wi/milwaukee/news/2024/10/24/2024-green-bay-area-public-school-district-referendum
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cH3jVO2J9mo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6OzUYh14XlM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UEU1ZlTTTp8

