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Preparing for your bond with Thoughtexchange
School districts across the U.S. have partnered with
Thoughtexchange to build trust and prepare for bonds.
Can you pass a bond with Thoughtexchange?
When it comes to bond referendums, passing or failing is ultimately up to your
community. But there are many steps you can take to increase public confidence
in your strategic direction. Establishing trust and transparency with your
stakeholders are perhaps the most important.
Thoughtexchange works with hundreds of districts across the United States to
help them have more meaningful conversations with their communities about
a range of important topics. About four years ago, we helped Washington’s
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Central Valley School District pass their first bond in 17 years. Since then,
Thoughtexchange has helped a total of 37 districts across the country pass 42
bonds and become the solution education leaders trust to bring people together
around facilities plans. Along the way, we’ve helped our customers raise a total of $5.3 billion in bond referendum funds
Through all that work, we’ve learned some best practices districts use to get the bond results they need. In the pages to
come, we’ll explore how districts have worked with Thoughtexchange to increase participation, build trust, and gain support
in preparation for their bond referendums.
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Time, trust and transparency
Passing a bond doesn’t happen overnight. It takes time, trust, and transparency to gain the
confidence of your community. Constituents need to share their thoughts and concerns, know you
value the money they’re trusting you with, and believe you have really heard them.
As Dr. Susan Enfield, Superintendent of Washington State’s Highline Public Schools explains:
“We had a couple of bond failures in our recent past, and when we failed for the second time in a row we had to really
stop and ask, ‘What’s the issue here?’ It boiled down to trust with the community. So, we needed to find some new and
creative ways to build trust. We looked at some of our peer districts and found that one of the common denominators
was Thoughtexchange. We were really interested in seeing how that might help us too.”

Employ a fair process
In a paper called “Fair Process: Managing in the Knowledge Economy” the Harvard Business Review
examines several case studies that illustrate how leaders managing major changes only found success
when people affected by the changes were involved in the decision-making process.
Our takeaway from this article is: When people view a decision-making process
as unfair, even people who benefit from the decision are less likely to support it.
And when such a process is viewed as fair, even people who don’t benefit from
the decision are more likely to support it.
That’s because involving people in decision making helps build trust. People
often distrust the ability of large organizations to do the right thing. Sometimes
they feel such organizations don’t align themselves with the values of the people
they serve. It takes effort for leadership to ensure that trust is earned.
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Districts struggling with bond approval often need to start making progress by
building, or in some cases rebuilding trust: trust that leadership is listening to the
community and responding to concerns.

such a process is viewed as

Our most important learning about how Thoughtexchange helps districts at this
stage is this: Most people are more inclined to listen once they’ve been heard.

more likely to support it.
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Dr. Enfield provides an example of how creating a fair process through Thoughtexchange helped her district pass a
bond for the first time in 10 years:
“We knew that we had a trust issue, and we needed to do something beyond what we had been doing in the past around
community feedback and engagement. We did a lot of community meetings, and those were pretty sparsely attended.
We had done straight surveys, and had low participations rates. Beyond that, we didn’t know if we were asking about the
things people really cared about. A survey has its function, but it’s a limiting tool.
“When we use a survey to gather community input, we are asking about what we care about. Thoughtexchange allows the
community to say what they care about”

Open the conversation
Thoughtexchange works through a step-by-step approach that starts with an introductory exchange
we call a “Weather Report.” A Weather Report typically consists of two simple questions: “What do you
appreciate about your school/district?” and “What are your concerns?”. These two questions are often
enough to begin the trust-building process with your community.
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5000:1 ROI
Districts partnering with Thoughtexchange raise
$5,000 in bond revenue for every dollar spent.

A community exchange based on these questions paves the way for greater participation and prepares for a bond referendum by:

•
•

Allowing everyone to weigh in on the the proposal, regardless of their politics, race, socioeconomics, or gender;
Letting people truly hear each other by exposing them to other perspectives in a safe space, without having to attend
meetings or be intimidated by the loudest voices.

The latter happens during Thoughtexchange’s Star step. After everyone to contributes their own thoughts in the Share step,
participants then start to read the thoughts of others, consider them (alongside their own), and assign stars. The most-starred
thoughts rise to the top and anyone’s thought has a chance to be recognized as important by the group.
“People can respond and have input on their time, on their own terms,” explains
Highline Chief Communications Officer, Catherine Carbone Rogers. “They don’t
have to change their schedule around a meeting time and place that we arbitrarily
set. They can do it at three in the morning, in their jammies, if they want to. I think it
plays into the expectation people have today about being able to communicate on
their own terms and on a platform that’s user-friendly.
“I think the star phase is a really critical benefit of Thoughtexchange,” adds Carbone
Rogers. “Today people are listening and filtering news in echo chambers, so the
ability to see the priorities and needs and desires of other people who are outside
of your circle is really critical. We are all in a community where our children are in
schools together; we all have to figure out, how do we meet the needs of all the
students? Being able to see other people’s thoughts encourages empathy and a
better understanding of what we need as a whole community.”
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Catherine Carbone Rogers,
Chief Communications Officer,
Highline School District,
Washington

Feedback and vulnerability build trust
Nothing increases the public’s cynicism towards institutions more than asking for input and then not
showing people their input was heard and considered. Failing to provide responses to community feedback
can cause a backlash of distrust and result in “no” votes, regardless of the quality of a bond proposal.
Some leaders express fears about asking open-ended questions, as they may raise challenging issues. We have learned through
experience that successful leaders tend to value all conversations that emerge from those open-ended questions. They know
that recognizing community issues and concerns helps build ongoing trust—even when changes can’t be implemented in the
short-term due to budget, policy or other constraints.
“Even if you have a good process like Thoughtexchange that’s increasing
participation and giving people a voice on issues that really matter to them, if you
don’t circle back afterwards you’ve undone all the good that you tried to do,” notes
Carbone Rogers.
Simply listening and being transparent around shared concerns can gain goodwill
from the community. People feel more confident that leadership is headed in the
right direction when they are heard. At the same time, leaders gain insights that
inform their district’s future strategic directions.

Our relationship with

Thoughtexchange’s Discover step gives leaders advanced data analysis and
visualization tools that provide deep insights into what’s most important to their
communities, either in general or around a specific issue like a facilities referendum.
The customized and branded public results websites we provide show your
community the most important results from your exchange and complete the circle
of trust by letting people know they’ve been heard.

have never had prior to that.

Thoughtexchange allowed us
to have that high level of trust
with our community that we

Dr. David Vannasdall,
Superintendent, Arcadia Unified
School District, California

Engage staff to build a better bond
A school district’s staff and teachers can powerfully influence how parents and students feel about their
schools. Listening to your staff can help you leverage their experience and discover concerns related to
an upcoming bond that might otherwise go unnoticed.
Thoughtexchange’s new mobile software for smaller groups offers a great solution for reaching out to staff to learn what
matters. You can now quickly and easily run your own Standard Exchange with up to 150 people that needs less moderation
and provides results in real time.
While it uses the same Share, Star and Discover steps as our Advanced Exchanges, Standard makes it simple for a leader
to ask a single question and quickly learn what matters to smaller groups. Leaders can get prioritized results in real-time
and easily produce reports that show the most important thoughts shared at events like staff meetings, Pro-D days and
training sessions.

Asking the big question
If you have set a precedent for open exchanges with moderation, increased participation rates, and
followed up by sharing the results via customized Thoughtexchange websites, your district should be
well-positioned to ask the big questions in your bond referendum.
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“You have to demonstrate that you want to engage with people before you go out and say you want to engage with them
around a bond,” notes Ben Small, Superintendent of Central Valley School District. “We’re proud of our past efforts, but
nothing has even come close to Thoughtexchange.”
As voting day approaches, we’ve found it valuable to reach out to the community
again with an exchange that helps the people understand your bond offering.
Thoughtexchange works best in this capacity when leadership launches a communitywide exchange that describes the costs and benefits of the proposal, then invites
thoughts, concerns and questions about it from the community.
“We used Thoughtexchange to roll out our initial communications, and Thoughtexchange
allowed us to receive people’s feedback and tailor our follow-up communications to make
sure we addressed things people felt were lacking,” says Patrick Tepoorten, Community
Relations Coordinator at Minnesota’s North Branch Public Schools.
“When you run a (bond) campaign like this, you are often flying blind, and you almost always get so many questions you didn’t
anticipate. Thoughtexchange helped us learn, straight from people’s frontal cortex, what those questions would be. So we felt
better prepared to address those concerns when they came up.”
Establishing Thoughtexchange as one of the ways you listen and respond to your community can make people more likely to
participate and pay attention to the information you send out through an exchange, because they are excited to be part of an
inclusive process.

Some examples
We’re proud of our partnerships with innovative school districts like Central Valley, Highline, and North Branch; to have helped
them take bold steps forward and risk being vulnerable for the sake of creating trust and transparency. As a result of our
partnerships, these districts have made progress in many ways. They’ve increased participation, deepened discussions, built
momentum and moved forward with greater confidence thanks to strong community support.
Click on the links below to read the stories of how we’ve partnered with each of these districts to help them have success on
their bond referendum initiatives.

Thoughtexchange provides solutions that bring people together, build trust and make progress on important topics. Whether it’s staff, students, parents or whole communities, we
help you effortlessly connect with your stakeholders. People can confidentially and independently share their thoughts and consider other points of view. Our patent-pending data
analysis gives you the insights to make informed decisions and take action with confidence. Learn more at www.thoughtexchange.com
Copyright © 2018 Fulcrum Management Solutions Ltd. Thoughtexchange® is a registered trademark in Canada and the United States of Fulcrum Management Solutions Ltd. The Thoughtexchange logo is a trademark of
Fulcrum Management Solutions Ltd in the United States and/or all other countries.									
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