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Introduction 
 

The maintenance staff and administration of Southwest Allen County Schools District 
(SACS) have identified several major rehabilitation and renovation projects that it recommends 
be completed in the near future (Table One).  The most expensive item is the updating of the 
heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) system at Homestead High School.  This 
project will result in much of the building being under construction.  For this reason, SACS is 
exploring additional work at Homestead.  Tradeoffs that SACS is considering when exploring 
additional work include:  

• Taking advantage of the construction window created by the HVAC work, 
• Getting out ahead of growth and facility improvements, and  
• Disrupting operations of the building before it is necessary to do so.   

 
Table One 

Major Projects Recommended by the Maintenance Staff and Administration 

Project Estimated Cost  Project Estimated Cost 

Roof $6,500,000  Pool Improvements 350,000 

Roads, Parking, Sidewalks 1,250,000  New Storage 250,000 

Building Repairs 2,400,000  Bleacher Repairs 150,000 

Grounds 750,000  Fencing 125,000 

Auditorium Drapery 400,000  Carpet / Flooring 450,000 

Fire Safety 425,000  Transportation 175,000 

Instructional Equipment 600,000  Other Equipment 175,000 

   HVAC 26,000,000 

     

   Total $40,000,000 
 

The Mike Downs Center for Indiana Politics worked with SACS to find out the 
community’s views on potential investments in facility improvements that go beyond the major 
project recommendations of the maintenance staff and the administration.  Input was sought in 
two ways – deliberative forums and a survey of those who attended the forums.  Working closely 
with Dr. Philip Downs, Dr. Lynn Simmers, Jim Coplen, and Stacey Fleming, the Mike Downs 
Center assembled a presentation (Appendix A) about two scopes of work with two funding 
methods for each.  The presentation also included background information on how public 
schools are funded in Indiana as well as some general information about taxes.  The goal of the 
presentation was to provide enough background information and detail that informed discussions 
could be held without overwhelming people.   
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Deliberative Forums 
 

There were five deliberative forums in the district (Table Two).  Participants were broken 
into small groups at each forum to discuss both scopes of work and both funding methods.  A 
trained moderator1 facilitated the discussions for each small group.  The moderators initiated the 
discussion, asked probing questions to draw out views, redirected attention to the scope and 
funding methods that were the focus of the discussions, and tried to draw out views of those who 
may have shared less.  The idea of the forum was not to have the groups choose one scope and 
funding method.  Rather, the idea was to have people deliberate the tradeoffs of each scope and 
funding method.  This form of public input functions under the assumption that groups can 
develop better recommendations and input if a variety of community members raise views, listen 
to others, and move toward consensus when weighing approaches to tough issues.  In other 
words, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  After discussing both scopes of work and 
both funding methods, each small group reviewed what they discussed, attempted to identify 
where they agree and disagree.  In some cases there was quite a bit of agreement.  In others there 
was not.  Each small group reported out to the entire group at that forum.  This allowed everyone 
to hear a summary of all of the small group discussions.   
 

Table Two 
Schedule of Public Discussions 

Date Time Location 
August 21, 2017 7:00 PM Whispering Meadows Elementary School 
August 23, 2017 7:00 PM Lafayette Meadows Elementary School 
August 24, 2017 7:00 PM Homestead High School 
August 27, 2017 2:00 PM Deer Ridge Elementary School 
August 28, 2017 7:00 PM Covington Elementary School 

 
There were a number of ideas that came up repeatedly during the discussion, but that 

were not directly part of the presentation prepared for this project.  These ideas are important to 
the participants and underpin what they would like to see happen.  The first is that property 
values benefit from good schools.  This is a common perception and research has proven this is 
true.  The second is that the participants would prefer there was no increase in taxes, but they 
understand that an increase may be necessary.  The fact that people would prefer taxes not 
increase is not surprising.  It also is not surprising that participants are willing to accept an 
increase if they agree with how the money will be spent.  The third idea is that the administration 
and Board need to be thinking long-term.  In particular, they need to think about the condition 
and capacity of the other schools in the district.  The fourth idea is that the administration and 
Board should seek input regarding the specifics of any improvements that are made.   

Three tradeoffs came up frequently in the discussions.  The first is flexibility.  Many of 
the participants expressed confidence in the decision making of the Board and wanted to be sure 
that they had the ability to address things that might pop up in the future.  There also were 
concerns about how long it will take to pay off any bonds.  They were concerned that bonds 
discussed for these scopes of work would limit flexibility for SACS for decades.  They 
understood that this would be necessary, but were concerned none the less.  The second is to 
                                                           
1 The moderators were students at IPFW – Ben Bailey, Brooklyn Bieszke, Lynette Bleed, Kyler Hudson, Meghan 
Menchhofer, Amara Scheitlin, Alex Wulpi. 
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have as equal a tax burden as possible.  In many small group discussions, the participants 
focused on the changes in tax burden that resulted from each of the funding methods presented in 
the presentation.  They were frustrated by the options provided because they believed that the 
burden was not shared equally.  This perception emerged primarily because of the changes in 
burden experienced by the people living in the district Fort Wayne Aboite who were at the tax 
cap.  The participants wanted a funding method that would distribute the change in tax burden 
more equally.  The third is that there is a perception that a referendum makes the board more 
accountable, in part because the participants perceived a greater specificity of how the funds 
could be spent.    

A final idea that came up in a variety of ways and in many small group discussions was 
the importance of communication.  There were three elements to communication.  First, the 
maintenance staff, administration, and Board should demonstrate the scope of the work for the 
renovation of the high school and/or the new building is needed.  Second, the participants wanted 
communication that explained how the needs of the rest of the district are being met.  The first 
two are part of the third.  Many participants brought up the need to “sell” the idea of a 
referendum if that is the funding method that is chosen by the Board.  They understand that this 
is a political campaign and winning the election will require work.   

When the small group discussions were over, the moderators and the Director of the 
Mike Downs Center reviewed all of the notes and comments from the small group discussions.  
Their consensus was that a new high school was the preferred scope of work, but it should be 
noted that there was strong support for making major renovations to the high school.  There was 
less agreement about how to fund the work.  Some thought that the use of the referendum was 
the preference.  Others thought that avoiding the referendum was the preference.  All agreed that 
if there was a preferred funding method, it was preferred by a narrow margin. 
 
 
Survey Results 
 

People who attended the public forums were asked to complete surveys before and after 
the small group discussions.  The surveys gathered information about the respondent’s self-
reported knowledge of how public schools and local governments are funded and attitudes of 
how to fund public schools (e.g. their own tax burden, flexibility in funding, binding/nonbinding 
public input).  Over one third (37.9%) of the respondents said that they understood how public 
schools and local governments are funded well or very well (Table 3).  Nine of ten respondents 
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that they were better informed about how public 
education is funded after the public discussions (Table 4).   
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Table 3 
Pre-Test: How well do you understand how public schools and local governments are 

funded? 
  Frequency Percent Cumulative 

Percent 
Very well 12 8.6 8.6 
Well 41 29.3 37.9 
Somewhat well 51 36.4 74.3 
Not very well 35 25.0 99.3 
Not at all 1 .7 100.0 
Total 140 100.0   

 
 

Table 4 
Post-Test: I am better informed about how public education is funded. 

  Frequency Percent Cumulative 
Percent 

Strongly agree 56 45.5 45.5 
Agree 57 46.3 91.9 
Disagree 8 6.5 98.4 
Strongly disagree 2 1.6 100.0 
Total 123 100.0   

 
The approach taken for this public input is based on the idea that hearing multiple perspectives 
helps to build understanding and leads to better decision making.  The participants were asked 
after the discussion if they heard perspectives that are different from their own.  Over ninety 
percent (93.4%) agreed or strongly agreed that they heard different perspectives (Table 4).  An 
even higher percentage (96.7%) said they agreed or strongly agreed that it was helpful to hear 
other perspectives (Table 6).  There were no expectations that opinions would change if the 
participants heard other perspectives, but one third (36.0%) of the respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement that their perspective had changed as a result of the discussions (Table 
7).   
 

Table 5 
Post-Test: I heard perspectives that are different than mine. 
  Frequency Percent Cumulative 

Percent 
Strongly agree 34 27.9 27.9 
Agree 80 65.6 93.4 
Disagree 8 6.6 100.0 
Total 122 100.0   

 
  



7 
 

Table 6 
Post-Test: It was helpful to hear perspectives that are different than mine. 

  Frequency Percent Cumulative 
Percent 

Strongly agree 49 39.8 39.8 
Agree 70 56.9 96.7 
Disagree 4 3.3 100.0 
Total 123 100.0   

 
Table 7 

Post-Test: My perspective on this issue has changed. 
  Frequency Percent Cumulative 

Percent 
Strongly agree 1 .9 .9 
Agree 40 35.1 36.0 
Disagree 51 44.7 80.7 
Strongly disagree 22 19.3 100.0 
Total 114 100.0   

 
Before the small group discussions, the participants were asked to identify one of seven 

statements as the most important one when it comes to funding public schools (Table 8).  Having 
flexibility in how the funds can be used was easily the most important statement (38.5%).  The 
percentage of respondents indicating the other statements as most important were relatively 
small.  The respondent’s own tax burden was the second most important statement (16.3%) 
followed closely by paying an equal percentage (15.6%) and having funds for designated 
purposes (15.6%).   

After the small group discussions, the participants were asked again to identify one of 
seven statements as the most important one when it comes to funding public schools (Table 8).  
Flexibility in how funds can be used remained the top choice (34.7%).  Paying an equal 
percentage became the second most popular choice (18.2%).  The respondent’s own tax burden 
dropped over five points to 10.7%.  Nonbinding public input jumped almost eight points to 
11.6%.   
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Table 8 
Which one statement is most important when it comes to funding public schools? 
  Pre-Test  Post-Test 
  Frequency Percent   Frequency Percent 
My tax burden 22 16.3   13 10.7 
My neighbor's tax burden 1 0.7   3 2.5 
Paying an equal percentage 21 15.6   22 18.2 
Flexibility in how funds can be used 52 38.5   42 34.7 
Funds for designated purposes 21 15.6   15 12.4 
Binding public input 13 9.6   12 9.9 
Nonbinding public input 5 3.7   14 11.6 
Total 135 100   121 100 

 
The participants also were asked which statement was least important to them before the 

small group discussions (Table 9).  The least important statement before the discussions was 
nonbinding public input (22.0%).  This was followed by paying an equal percentage (18.9%), 
and having funds for designated purposes (15.2%).  

There was some shifting when it comes to the statements that were the least important 
after the small group discussions (Table 9).  The participant’s own tax burden increased more 
than eight points and moved to the least important statement (20.3%).  Nonbinding public input 
fell to the second least important statement (18.6%).  Flexibility in how funds can be used 
(16.1%) moved more than six points and moved into a tie with paying an equal percentage 
(16.6%) for third least important statement.   
 

Table 9 
Which one statement is least important when it comes to funding public schools? 
  Pre-Test  Post-Test 
  Frequency Percent   Frequency Percent 
My tax burden 16 12.1   24 20.3 
My neighbor's tax burden 16 12.1   12 10.2 
Paying an equal percentage 25 18.9   20 16.9 
Flexibility in how funds can be used 13 9.8   19 16.1 
Funds for designated purposes 20 15.2   15 12.7 
Binding public input 13 9.8   6 5.1 
Nonbinding public input 29 22.0   22 18.6 
Total 132 100   118 100 

 
Summary  
 

The moderators and the Director of the Mike Downs Center for Indiana Politics reviewed 
all notes, comments from the small group discussions, and the survey data looking for consensus 
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from the participants about the scope of work and method of funding the scope.  Perhaps more 
importantly, the review looked for which tradeoffs were most important to the participants.   

The moderators and Director agreed that the participants preferred a new high school, not 
a high school with major renovations.  There was strong support for making major renovations, 
but the approach was preferred for two reasons.  First, there were concerns over the cost of the 
new high school.  Second, there was a perception that the distribution of tax burden for the new 
high school was too unequal.   

The moderators and Director agreed that there was no consensus regarding how to fund 
the work.  Some thought that the use of the referendum was the preference.  Others thought that 
avoiding a referendum was the preference.  All agreed that if there was a preferred method, it 
was preferred by a narrow margin.  The lack of a consensus seems to stem from three sources.  
First, it was very common to hear participants say they were concerned about passing a 
referendum.  Some believed there could be confusion about the referendum passed in 2016.  
Others were concerned that passing a referendum in the near future that carried such a long term 
might dampen the support for referenda (especially for operating funds) in the future.  Second, 
there were many participants concerned that the length of time this referendum would be in place 
would depress support.  Finally, some of the moderators expressed concern that there was peer 
pressure to support a referendum in a couple of the small group discussions. 
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Appendix A 

Slide 1 

 

Discussing Potential Facility 
Improvements in SACS

August 21 7:00 PM - Whispering Meadows Elementary School
August 23 7:00 PM - Lafayette Meadows Elementary School

August 24 7:00 PM - Homestead High School
August 27 2:00 PM - Deer Ridge Elementary School
August 28 7:00 PM - Covington Elementary School

 

 

Slide 2 

 

• Thank you for coming out today
• The issue we will discuss: How should we fund public school 

infrastructure in the 21st Century?
• What we are doing today

• Identify a general scope of work
• Identify the tradeoffs (advantages and disadvantages) of approaches to how 

maintenance and upgrades might be financed

• What we are NOT doing today
• The main purpose of this discussion is not to create a list of specific 

maintenance and upgrade projects  
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Slide 3 

 

Outline

• Guidelines for discussions
• Steps to the discussion
• Basic public school funding information
• Current minimum recommendation of the maintenance staff and 

administration
• Discussion (two scenarios financed two ways)

• Report out
• Next steps
• Adjourn

 

 

Slide 4 

 

Guidelines for discussion

• Deliberation is a process of thoughtfully weighing options
• Deliberation is about finding a shared direction and values
• Our discussion should allow for us to explore the tradeoffs of several 

possible ways to address the issue and result in clear reasons for 
recommended action

• We must give each other a chance to speak and listen to one another 
while we explore the options and weigh the tradeoffs

• When we are done, we want to be able to say to the Board members 
what we value regarding this issue
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Slide 5 

 

Steps to the discussion

• Step 1: Pre-discussion survey (couple of minutes)

• Step 2: Discussion of four approaches
• There will be a brief introduction of each approach followed by discussion of 

each approach (10 to 15 minutes per approach)

• At the end of the discussion of each approach, the table facilitator will 
summarize the comments of the table (couple of minutes)

• Step 3: Summary of discussion of the four approaches (10 to 15 minutes)

• Step 4: Post-discussion survey (couple of minutes)

• Step 5: Reporting out from each table (couple of minutes per table)
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Pre-discussion survey

These discussions are being facilitated by the Mike Downs Center for 
Indiana Politics at IPFW for the Southwest Allen County Schools.  As 
part of the discussion, you are invited to participate in a brief survey 
before the discussion and another brief survey after the discussion.  
Both surveys are about your attitudes about financing public school 
infrastructure.  
All answers you give will remain confidential.  
You must be 18 years old or older to participate in this survey.
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Slide 7 

 

Basic public school funding information 

• Funding K-12 public school districts in Indiana
• State tax revenue is used primarily for operating costs (e.g. salaries and benefits, utilities, 

instructional materials, supplies)
• Local property tax revenue is used for debt service, transportation, bus replacement, 

capital projects, and the current referendum which supplements the general fund
• There is little flexibility to move funds around
• In 2010:

• Voters in Indiana approved an amendment to the Indiana Constitution capping 
property taxes at 1% for residential property, 2% for rental and agricultural property, 
and 3% for other property

• The amendment specifically excluded any property taxes approved by a referendum  
• The most common forms of school district referenda are for construction 

projects and operating costs
• In 2016, voters in SACS approved the renewal of a referendum for 

operating costs
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Basic public school funding information

• More on property tax caps
• The property tax rate on a property is the sum of property taxes levied by all taxing 

districts (e.g. school district, county, township, library, airport, city)
• When a property is at the tax cap, the taxing districts may not collect revenue above 

the cap even if their tax rate would have generated it
• Although not true in every case, as a general rule, properties that are taxed by more 

taxing districts are more likely to reach the cap than properties that are taxed by 
fewer taxing districts

• Properties in SACS are divided into four taxing districts
• Aboite Township
• Lafayette Township
• Fort Wayne – Aboite Township
• Zanesville
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Slide 9 

 

Basic public school funding 
information
• In general, properties located within 

the Fort Wayne – Aboite Township 
district are most likely to be at the 
cap

Aboite
Township

Lafayette 
Township

Fort 
Wayne -
Aboite Zanesville

Airport X X X X
CitiLink X
City / Town X X
County X X X X
Library X X X X
School X X X X
Southwest Fire X X
Township X X X X
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Estimated Property Tax Cap Impact on SACS 
2018

Taxing District $ Impact on SACS
Aboite Township $1,542 
Fort Wayne - Aboite Township $2,561,161 
Lafayette Township $5,567 
Zanesville $66 
Total $2,568,336 
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Slide 11 

 

Current minimum recommendation

• The SACS maintenance staff and administration have identified a 
number of projects in the district that need to be done as part of 
regular building and facility upkeep
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Current minimum recommendation
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Slide 13 

 

 

 

Slide 14 

 

Current minimum recommendation

• This list includes the major 
projects and is a good 
representation of the 
recommendation of the 
maintenance staff and 
administration

Roof $6,500,000
Roads, Parking, Sidewalks 1,250,000
Building Repairs 2,400,000
Grounds 750,000
Auditorium Drapery 400,000
Fire Safety 425,000
Instructional Equipment 600,000
Pool Improvements 350,000
New Storage 250,000
Bleacher Repairs 150,000
Fencing 125,000
Carpet / Flooring 450,000
Transportation 175,000
Other Equipment 175,000
HVAC 26,000,000

Total $40,000,000
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Slide 15 

 

Two scenarios

• The HVAC work in Homestead will result in much of the building being 
under construction.  For this reason, the Board and administration are 
exploring additional work in the building.  Factors they have 
considered include:

• Taking advantage of the construction window created by the HVAC work.
• Getting out ahead of growth and facility improvements.
• Disrupting operations of the building before it is necessary.
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Two scenarios financed two ways

• Two scenarios financed two ways (2*2=4)

• Scenario 1
• Without a referendum
• With a referendum

• Scenario 2
• Without a referendum
• With a referendum

• Some tradeoffs are true for both scenarios and funding methods
• Some tradeoffs will sound similar to each other, but there are subtle 

differences
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Slide 17 

 

Scenario 1 – page 1 of 2

• Estimated cost = $100,000,000
• All items in the current recommendations
• Homestead High School

• Congestion mitigation in select areas
• Library / media center refurbish 
• Expand / update the cafeteria, music / performance facilities
• New TV / Radio space
• Add school store
• Consolidate administrators and counselors in common accessible location
• Meeting space including community room
• Parking
• Add Senior Experience space and gym space

• Addition to Lafayette Meadows Elementary School
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Slide 19 

 

Scenario 1 – Without a referendum

Property Tax Implications

Assessed Value

Taxing District $150,000 $177,900 $250,000 $350,000

Aboite Township $0 $0 $0 $0 

Lafayette Township $0 $0 $0 $0 

Fort Wayne - Aboite $0 $0 $0 $0 

Zanesville $0 $0 $0 $0 

$177,900 = median value of a house in the SACS district
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Scenario 1 – Without a referendum

1. No change to property taxes paid by anyone
2. Does not move anyone closer to the property tax cap which means 

no effects on other taxing districts
3. No need to hold a referendum
4. Limits flexibility of spending by the Board if tax rates are held 

constant
5. Eliminates the possibility of a property tax cut
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Slide 21 

 

Discussion
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Scenario 1 – With a referendum

Property Tax Implications

Assessed Value

Taxing District $150,000 $177,900 $250,000 $350,000

Aboite Township $0 $0 $0 $0 

Lafayette Township $0 $0 $0 $0 

Fort Wayne - Aboite $161 $206 $321 $481 

Zanesville $0 $0 $0 $0 

$177,900 = median value of a house in the SACS district

 

 

 



21 
 

Slide 23 

 

Scenario 1 – With a referendum

1. No change to property taxes paid for some, but does mean an 
increase for others

2. Does not move any properties closer to the cap which means no 
effects on other taxing districts

3. Must hold a referendum
4. Maintains flexibility for spending by the Board (in funds other than debt 

service)

5. Retains the possibility of a property tax cut
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Discussion
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Slide 25 

 

Scenario 2 – page 1 of 1 

• Estimated cost = $180,000,000
• All items in the current recommendations
• Rebuild Homestead High School
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Scenario 2 – Without a referendum

Property Tax Implications

Assessed Value

Taxing District $150,000 $177,900 $250,000 $350,000

Aboite Township $75 $96 $150 $226 

Lafayette Township $76 $96 $150 $41 

Fort Wayne - Aboite $0 $0 $0 $0 

Zanesville $76 $96 $0 $0 

$177,900 = median value of a house in the SACS district
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Slide 27 

 

Scenario 2 – Without a referendum

1. Property tax increase for many
2. Moves some properties closer to the cap which will affect other 

taxing districts
3. No need to hold a referendum
4. Limits flexibility for spending by the Board more than earlier option 

due to higher cost
5. Eliminates the possibility of a property tax cut
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Discussion
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Scenario 2 – With a referendum

Property Tax Implications

Assessed Value

Taxing District $150,000 $177,900 $250,000 $350,000

Aboite Township $75 $96 $150 $226 

Lafayette Township $76 $96 $150 $226 

Fort Wayne - Aboite $273 $349 $545 $817 

Zanesville $76 $96 $236 $601 

$177,900 = median value of a house in the SACS district
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Scenario 2 – With a referendum

1. Increase in property taxes for all
2. Does not move any properties closer to the cap which means no 

effects on other taxing districts
3. Must hold a referendum
4. Maintains flexibility for spending by the Board (in funds other than debt 

service)

5. Retains the possibility of a property tax cut
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Discussion
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Review

• Now that we have discussed both funding options for both scenarios, 
please review the summaries from each and answer these questions

• Is there a scenario and funding option that is preferred by the group?
• Is there a scenario and funding option that is opposed by the group?
• What are the tradeoffs that are most important when making the decision?
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Post-discussion survey

As you will recall, before the discussion, you were invited to complete a 
survey.  Now that the discussions are over, you are invited to complete 
another survey.  Both surveys are about your attitudes about financing 
public school infrastructure.  
All answers you give will remain confidential.  
You must be 18 years old or older to participate in this survey.
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Report Out
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Slide 35 

 

Next steps

• The surveys and discussions will be analyzed and summarized
• The results will be presented to the SACS Board (tentative date – September 19)

 

 

Slide 36 

 

Thank you for participating

 

 

 


