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A growing sentiment of disdain and distrust toward 
governmental agencies and officials continues to harm our 
neediest public school children, but school district personnel 
can counter that trend by engaging school communities 
through conversation and the just-right amount of detail on 
public school finances. As chief financial officer for a district 
with a large population of high need students, my job is to gain 
community trust and support. It’s not always easy.  
 
In New York State, only five school districts (often referred to as the Big Five) have a budget that is not 
supported through local property taxes. These school districts with populations of over 125,000 are 
located in Buffalo, New York City, Rochester, Yonkers, and Syracuse. The remaining 600-plus districts 
are required to present their annual budget to community residents for approval to increase local 
property taxes to support any increase in the school budget. Voter turnout on school budgets is 
typically low, and those who do vote are often confused by fiscal management concepts, complex 
processes, and confusing jargon. One example I’ve seen is community members describing school tax 
levy and the school tax rate as if they were the same thing. A school tax levy is determined by the 
school district based on the voter approved school budget and the amount of revenue needed to 
support the budget. The school tax rate is determined by three factors—the equalization rate, the 
assessed value, and the school tax levy. In New York State, the equalization rate is determined by the 
NYS Commissioner of Taxation and Finance and the assessed value is determined by the local town or 
village assessor’s office. In other words, when community members confuse these two terms, they 
often believe that the school district controls more than it does, when, in fact, the school district only 
controls the amount of taxes to be levied. Thus a school tax levy increase of 1 percent; could result in a 
school tax bill with an increase of 5 percent due to changes in the assessed value of the taxpayer’s 
property and changes to the equalization rates…it does get technical, I know, which is why it’s 
essential that district personnel are thoughtful about how they share information: not withholding 
information as a way of keeping power away from constituents but being mindful of what people need 
to know and when.  
 
So when we think about dismantling public distrust, it’s helpful to understand that we build greater 
trust when we invest in relationships and learning for the long-term, instead of assuming that one 
detail-laden PowerPoint can positively engage a community.  

1 Heinemann.com/PD/DigitalLibrary • 800.541.2086 x1100 
 

 

http://www.heinemann.com/PD/digitallibrary
http://www.heinemann.com/PD/digitallibrary


Communities with effective democratic governance achieve it through public reflection that 
“establishes habits of ongoing deliberation to improve community relations, clarifies the 
understanding of public policy problems, or provides input to policy makers” and public action that 
“translates deliberation into action by mobilizing communities and resources to solve local problems” 
(Fagotto & Fung 2009). Let’s dig a bit deeper into two essential understandings that can inform school 
district personnel’s actions.  
 

1) Understand Your Audience’s Perspective and Intentions 
 
Citizens need context for decision-making. As district leaders, our communication should reflect the 
differentiated approach that our teachers use in their classrooms. We have to know our audience, both 
as a group and, as much as we can, individually. We commit to reaching every invested community 
member.  
 
These “learners” constitute a wide range of groups and personal reasons for civic engagement, 
including altruism, so a one-size-fits-all approach is destined to fail. Instead, the school district’s chief 
financial officer must provide information that resonates with each constituent group. It is plausible 
that an empty-nester or retiree would be frustrated with annual increases to property taxes since they 
no longer have children attending school or they live on a fixed income. The deliberate business 
official focuses on areas where expenses have been reduced within the school budget or highlights 
higher property assessed values due to the quality of the schools. But even when we do this, we 
understand that we can’t convince everyone to welcome tax increases. Instead our focus becomes 
proving that the money is being spent wisely and efficiently.  
 
Community residents without children in the school district are often viewed as non-supporters of the 
school district budget. As a result, school districts often focus their meetings on the needs of parents. 
A professional telephone survey company helped our school district retrieve telephone numbers for all 
of its residents. We then divvied up those numbers so that district staff members phoned to conduct 
surveys (instead of an automated voice survey). This went a long way in validating the importance of 
every citizen’ needs and concerns to the school district. 
 
Short videos can also be an effective tool for communication. To explain the need for new boilers, we 
asked the maintenance mechanic to make a video showing the thick, more expensive, and soon-to-be-
obsolete fuel oil used in the out-of-date boilers and explaining that the new boilers would burn more 
efficient fuel and cost less over time. The community approved the money for the boiler upgrade. This 
is one example of creating opportunities for experts to talk about a specific need in a focused, clear 
way. Too often district personnel are put in the position of communicating for other members of the 
district. Instead, we should rely on individual expertise. The entire staff of a district is a team.  
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One-to-one meetings also help. To gain community support for a $41.5 million capital bond, I met 
with the bond’s most vocal critic. I entered the conversation with the intention of learning from him, 
and I did. I found out that opponents of the capital bond were upset because interest costs doubled the 
bond amount over its term. In response, I prepared a simple three-piece pie graph showing that the 
New York State aid the district would receive offset the interest and principal cost of the bond in its 
entirety. The $41.5 million capital bond defeated less than eighteen months earlier (and now known as 
the “zero-interest bond”) was approved by 60 percent of voters.  
 

2) Communicate Big Picture Context; Don’t Turn Citizens Into Micro-Managers 
 
Schools need to communicate information in a way that makes community members feel informed and 
validated. They don’t need to feel responsible for running every detail in a school district. Instead, 
finances need to be grounded in the big-picture ideas that inform decisions.  
 
As Assistant Superintendent for Business for the Ossining Union Free School District, I created a 
“budget puzzle” using large pieces cut out of protective floor covering (see photos below). Attendees at 
a public Board of Education meeting were separated into groups of five; each group was given nine 
puzzle pieces and told to develop a budget not to exceed $1.5 million. Each puzzle piece represented a 
budget priority and its cost. For example, one puzzle piece was labeled restoration of afterschool 
programs at a cost of $100,000. If a group chose this as one of their budget priorities, they would be 
left with $1.4 million to spend on other priorities, which included health and safety items at a cost of 
$500,000 and reducing class size at a cost of $775,000. 
 

 
 
 
The activity not only helped community members understand the difficulty of crafting a budget but 
also alerted them to the difficulties created by the recently adopted New York State Education Law 
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capping a school district’s annual tax levy increase. People saw how this law limited the district’s 
ability to meet children’s needs and decided to take action. Community members participated in a 
public forum that included attorneys who represented New York City in a lawsuit against NYS for its 
failure to provide equitable funding, New York State School Aid funding experts, and representatives 
from the New York State School Boards Association. Parents gathered over nine hundred signatures to 
petition against the limit, organized trips to Albany to testify before the joint legislature, and spent 
their personal time urging local legislators to increase state aid. Later that year the district received an 
additional $490,000. Instead of adversaries, we created allies that led to positive change.  
 
 
No one can effect real change in a school district on her own. As I hope you can see from these 
examples, individual and collaborative efforts on the part of district personnel slowly and steadily 
cumulated into a positive relationship with the community. That doesn’t mean that as chief financial 
officer I don’t anticipate difficulty with next year’s budget. What it does means is that I have a better 
understanding of how to communicate with my community and I know there will be less rage because 
the relationship has been properly tended.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Alita McCoy Zuber has been working in the school business administration field for 15 years. Mrs. Zuber has 
received global recognition for her contributions to the field; in 2014 she was awarded the Pinnacle of 
Excellence Award from the Association of School Business Officials-International. In 2015, Education Week 
recognized her as a Leader to Learn From in the area of school district finances. 
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