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Colchester School District, located in Colchester, Vermont, is 

Most of the district’s schools have seen little to no facility
investment since they were built about 60 years ago.
While our dedicated maintenance and custodial teams
have done their best with limited annual funding, external
experts have deemed some sections of our buildings
beyond fiscally responsible repair. Major key components
such as insulation, windows, plumbing, HVAC, and electrical
systems are at the end of their useful life. 

While our community has been talking about various
options for school facility improvement for over a
decade, this was the first time it appeared on a ballot. And
it appeared in a big way - to the tune of $115 million. With
no statewide construction aid available to Vermonters,
this price tag would add an estimated $733 to the average
Colchester homeowner’s tax bill each year. Not a small ask. 

Facing a tight timeline, our approach was strategic and
grounded in formal and informal research. We developed
six key messages and made sure all communication,
regardless of format, reinforced them. Our outreach plan
spanned a variety of formats and channels, emphasizing
emotional connection and visual storytelling.  

The financial stakes were high, but at its core, our
community is compassionate. We have students in
wheelchairs without easy access to ADA bathrooms. We
have a school with 500+ students and not enough exterior
egress doors. We have students taking assessments in
vestibules because there’s no other space available. 
The future of our town deserves better. 

District Overview
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Synopsis

home to the largest town in the state by land area and boasts the most shoreline
along Lake Champlain, including the popular Malletts Bay inlet. Boarding Burlington,
Vermont’s largest city, Colchester benefits from cultural diversity fostered by the U.S.
Committee for Refugees and Immigrants. Refugees resettled in Vermont primarily come
from Bhutan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Iraq, Russia, Somalia, Syria,
and Ukraine. The district serves 2,200 students across five schools, translates
communications into over 20 languages, and is one of the town’s largest employers.

Key Messages

Improve Safety and
Security

Address Aging
Infrastructure

Optimize Learning
Spaces

Honor Community
Values

Financial Details and
Taxpayer Impact

Vote on November 5



Primary Goal & Result

We acknowledged that not everyone would
be able to support the price tag of the bond
proposal. However, using our six key
messages and diversifying our tactics based
on our unique understanding of our three
key audiences, our primary goal was to
build foundational awareness of the bond
proposal and to maintain visibility and
responsiveness to community concerns.

Previous Research
Discussions on school renovations have spanned a decade, with past school boards and
the superintendent conducting surveys, polls, committees, and feasibility studies. While
we reviewed these findings, we sought updated community input on renovation priorities.
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This strategic effort led to a narrow but significant
50.5% voter approval on November 5, 2024.

Research

CESO Focused Engagement
Two options were considered: renovating and expanding existing schools or consolidating
into a new building. Given strong opinions on neighborhood schools, we partnered with
CESO Communications in January 2024 to conduct student, family, and employee focus
groups and public engagement sessions. Their insights, coupled with expert reports,
reinforced the decision to renovate and expand existing neighborhood schools.

Expert Studies
To support this decision to the voter base, we relied on data from Demographic and Traffic
Impact Studies and Facility Condition Assessments from the VT AOE (bottom of FAQ page).

Voter Registration and Participation Data
Voter turnout for our local elections, like the annual operational budget is usually around
23%. For presidential elections, it’s over 50%. I requested voter registration and
participation data from the Town Clerk to cross-reference families and 18-year-old high
school seniors to aid in voter turnout. 

https://csdbond.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Colchester-Demographic-Report-from-2021.pdf
https://csdbond.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Traffic-Study.pdf
https://csdbond.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Traffic-Study.pdf
https://csdbond.org/faqs-resources/


Planning
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Families with children. They have a vested
interest! Through our state’s universal
prek program, we also have direct access
to families with 3 and 4 year olds, even if
they don’t attend our district. 

Master Plan

Key Audiences

Based on the research gathered, a Master
Facilities Bond Communication Plan was
created. The plan included:

The primary goal and objectives.
Expanded situational analyses to be
aware of when in the community.
Six key messages with extended
talking points.
Tactics and deliverables with a
publishing timeline.
A comprehensive list of face-to-face
engagement opportunities. 
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We determined that 34% of our staff live
in our town. Even those that don’t, often
coach or attend events in town. We
prioritized presenting at faculty meetings
to ensure they could answer questions
from the community. 

Residents with no current connection to
the school. Our every-door mailers were
key for this group. 

Goals
When developing the plan, our
communication goals included:

Create clear, consistent communication
of key messages.
Diversify the modality of messaging
(video, email, text, mailers, face-to-face).
Reach all homes a minimum of three
times using a variety of communication
tactics.
Reach all district families a minimum of
seven times using a variety of
communication tactics. 
Focus on face-to-face opportunities
Emphasize stories that create an
emotional connection to the district.  
Create a list of community ambassadors
who are interested in getting involved to
help spread the word.



Implementation

We produced an overarching video that was embedded in our website, on social media, on school TVs, and played
before every community presentation. It was extremely well received. We also produced three A Closer Look shorts
specifically designed for social media and a motivational video to get people out to vote.  

Website

Video

The bond website can be viewed at csdbond.org. It was our bread and butter, holding all of the key messages and
corresponding tangibles that we produced. After researching NSPRA Gold Medallion and Golden Achievement
winners, I learned that most people only visit the home and FAQ pages, and nothing else. So we focused our efforts
there, and that was true for our analytics as well. 
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Direct Mail
Using EDDM through the USPS, all 7,700 households in Colchester received two items in their mailbox. 

At the launch of the informational campaign in September 2024, they received a postcard with a QR code to the
website and a list of community presentation and building tour dates. 
In October 2024, households received an 8-page, full-color informational booklet detailing the key messages,
rationale, and tax impact. 

Overview Video: Our Town, Our Schools, Our Future
A Closer Look: Multipurpose Spaces
A Closer Look: Building Codes
A Closer Look: Come Tour Our Schools
Go Vote! CHS First-time Voters

Face-to-Face
Between the official launch of the bond proposal in September and the vote, our administrative team (primarily our
superhero superintendent) engaged the community through a series of presentations, casual discussions at pre-
scheduled events, and tours. With such a close final approval rating, we know these intimate opportunities for
dialogue made a real difference. Every vote mattered.  Each presentation was tailored to the audience, but here is
the overarching slide deck used for the community. 

Faculty Meeting Presentations (5)
Evening Family Presentations (with childcare) (5)
School Board Meeting Presentations (4)
Community Presentations (3)

School Open Houses (5)
Colchester Artisan Autuman Market Booth
Guided School Tours for the Community (2)

Social Media and ParentSquare Messaging
We have high social media engagement on school-focused posts with entertaining photos and videos. We do not
get high engagement with graphics. Knowing our followers are also our families, and not wanting to jeopardize
how families viewed our social media if they felt we were leaning political, we intentionally choose to only post
bond videos and pushed all other bond communication through our mass notification system (ParentSquare). 

https://csdbond.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1lkFPZcN6Wajnv6LT7q1iOZ1RLY_7dRDw/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1lkFPZcN6Wajnv6LT7q1iOZ1RLY_7dRDw/view?usp=sharing
https://csdbond.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/CSD_Bond_8Pager_Oct18.pdf
https://youtu.be/wZByfnFREmg
https://youtu.be/ChOiTbR3k1I
https://youtube.com/shorts/R60zdmDbGAw
https://youtube.com/shorts/g4FQcAbDgSU
https://youtu.be/yPLq2fQNsh0
https://www.canva.com/design/DAGR-3o6kH0/ZnqYXXXN2ng-QPhn5v_jhA/view?utm_content=DAGR-3o6kH0&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link2&utm_source=uniquelinks&utlId=h5270e9087f
https://www.canva.com/design/DAGR-3o6kH0/ZnqYXXXN2ng-QPhn5v_jhA/view?utm_content=DAGR-3o6kH0&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link2&utm_source=uniquelinks&utlId=h5270e9087f
https://www.canva.com/design/DAGR-3o6kH0/ZnqYXXXN2ng-QPhn5v_jhA/view?utm_content=DAGR-3o6kH0&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link2&utm_source=uniquelinks&utlId=h5270e9087f


Earned Media
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EVALUATION
Our biggest hurdle was ensuring the community understood the actual plan - why this specific
solution was chosen, why others were not, the financial implications if passed, and the costs of
continuing to patchwork repairs. Through a well-executed communication strategy, we achieved
each of our objectives and secured the support needed to get our town and our schools ready for
future generations.

OUR TOWN, OUR SCHOOLS, OUR FUTURE.

September
$115 million bond to appear on November ballot for future of Colchester’s schools - The Colchester Sun
Colchester School District launches event series to inform taxpayers about $115 million bond proposal - 

       The Colchester Sun
October

Colchester school board fields community questions on $155 million bond proposal - The Colchester Sun
Colchester select board fails to consider agenda item for letter supporting school district - The Colchester Sun
All about education funding: Colchester schools’ bond proposal update, next year’s budget - building timeline
- The Colchester Sun
Colchester School District asks voters to approve $115M bond to modernize its aging schools - VT Digger 
Colchester voters to decide on 115m school bond - ABC22/FOX44
Colchester voters to decide on $115M school bond measure - WCAX

November
Colchester voters narrowly approve $115M school bond - WCAX - 11.5.24
Vermonters cast their votes for town ballot items - VTDigger - 11.5.24
Colchester schools’ facilities bond passed. What’s next? - Colchester Sun - 11.7.24

Snapshots of Work (See links throughout the document,
especially on page 5 for primary examples)

https://www.colchestersun.com/news/115-million-bond-to-appear-on-november-ballot-for-future-of-colchester-s-schools/article_3cbb717e-6bc5-11ef-8e37-b3480bdfe76a.html
https://www.colchestersun.com/news/colchester-school-district-launches-event-series-to-inform-taxpayers-about-115-million-bond-proposal/article_218fb624-7aae-11ef-9dc7-db54bb78edd9.html
https://www.colchestersun.com/news/colchester-school-board-fields-community-questions-on-115-million-bond-proposal/article_cd573182-828b-11ef-8094-c391b0a3331c.html
https://www.colchestersun.com/news/colchester-selectboard-fails-to-consider-agenda-item-for-letter-supporting-school-district/article_03a198fe-867e-11ef-a57e-2746d4f8a3b4.html
https://www.colchestersun.com/news/all-about-education-funding-colchester-schools-bond-proposal-update-next-year-s-budget-building-timeline/article_6e559f8a-8be5-11ef-baa1-f3f335e78339.html
https://vtdigger.org/2024/10/24/colchester-school-district-asks-voters-to-approve-115m-bond-to-modernize-its-aging-schools/
https://www.mychamplainvalley.com/news/local-news/colchester-voters-to-decide-on-115m-school-bond/
https://www.wcax.com/2024/10/30/colchester-voters-decide-115-school-bond-measure/
https://www.wcax.com/2024/11/06/colchester-voters-narrowly-approve-115m-school-bond/
https://vtdigger.org/2024/11/05/burlington-residents-approve-police-oversight-item-as-vermonters-cast-their-votes-for-town-ballot-items/
https://www.colchestersun.com/news/government/colchester-schools-facilities-bond-passed-what-s-next/article_cadf2f3c-9d15-11ef-bc82-bf364d6b1068.html

