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Top Ten Questions to Ask about 
Educate vs. Advocate 

 
1. Are we clearly distinguishing factual education from persuasion? 

Are we sharing neutral, verifiable facts (costs, needs, timelines, impacts), or are we using 
words to encourage a “yes” vote? If it sounds like a campaign slogan, it may be advocacy. 
Directly encouraging a “yes” vote is advocacy. 
 

2. Who is speaking—and in what role? 
Are board members, the superintendent, or staff speaking as district/charter representatives 
or as private citizens? The same message can be appropriate in one role and not in the other. 
 

3. Are public resources being used appropriately? 
Does communication use district funds, staff time, computers, printers, vehicles, email lists, 
logos, or facilities in ways that could be seen as promoting a vote outcome? (Idaho law is 
sensitive to this.) 
 

4. Are we presenting both benefits and costs honestly? Have we clearly explained: Tax 
impacts, duration of a levy or bond, the purposes for the levy or bond and what happens if it 
fails—or are we only highlighting positive outcomes? Balanced information builds credibility. 
NOTE: communications to the public by a school district regarding a proposed bond or levy 
are required by law to include disclosure regarding the tax impact and other financial 
information—the same disclosures required to be included in the ballot question. 
 

5. Would a reasonable person hear this and think we’re telling them how to vote? 
This is a great gut-check. Courts often rely on the “reasonable person standard.” 
 

6. Are we avoiding emotional and value-laden language? Some phrases sound like advocacy, 
such as “for the kids,” “support our teachers,” and “protect your community.” 
 

7. Have we clearly defined the problem before the solution? Are we educating the public on 
current conditions; financial constraints; and the realities of capacity, safety, and staffing 
before explaining why a bond or levy is being considered? 
 

8. Are we transparent about alternatives and tradeoffs? Have we explained: other options 
that were considered, why they were less desirable, what consequences occur without 
passage? This demonstrates good governance—not campaigning. 
 

9. Do board members and staff have consistent messaging? Does everyone understand 
what they should and should not say in their official capacity and when to redirect to neutral 
information? Inconsistent messages are a common source of complaints. 
 

10. Would we be comfortable defending this communication to: the State Department of 
Education? The Attorney General? A taxpayer or media outlet? If the answer is “maybe” or “I 
hope so,” it may need revision. 

 

When in doubt about an action or activity, always contact an attorney in advance. 


