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In February 2024, Spokane Public Schools failed a $200 million bond proposal for the first time in two generations. After a supermajority of voters passed bonds in 1998, 2003, 2009, 2015 and 2018, the failure was a shock to the entire community. While the 2024 bond proposal received 56% approval, Washington state requires school bonds to receive 60% approval to pass. 

Instead of re-running a scaled back version, Spokane Public Schools Superintendent Dr. Adam Swinyard built a coalition that developed a bigger proposal to put before voters—one that ultimately passed with 62% voter approval. 

Branded as “Together Spokane,” the coalition involved combining the same $200 million school bond proposal with a $240 million City of Spokane park bond proposal. They would be two separate ballot items, but the proposed projects for each entity would tie together—i.e. if only one ballot item passed, not every project on the list would be completed. We accomplished that by combining resources around school and park safety (some schools border a city park), field use (school fields are rented by the city for youth and adult recreation programs), indoor and outdoor facilities (private organizations pledged financial support for athletic renovations), and more. This lowered the tax burden on citizens. 

Not only was this a complex proposal, but it was also a tax increase. 

Dr. Swinyard is respected in our community, and he pledged to speak to any group that wanted to learn more. Dr. Swinyard led four town hall events in various regions of the city, met with the local media regularly, helped launch a dedicated website (togetherspokane.org), met with our traditional adversaries and more. 

At every presentation, Dr. Swinyard opened by saying, “This proposal is a tax increase.” Those six simple words showed leadership and acknowledged that what we were asking the community to do was a difficult decision for many. It also lowered the temperature of those upset at the price tag: Nobody could ever accuse Dr. Swinyard or Spokane Public Schools of hiding the cost. 

Dr. Swinyard deftly shared the value of each project proposal, effectively communicating the “why” and how everyone in Spokane would benefit. He took questions and spent time in conversations with town hall attendees. 

Meeting with traditional adversaries was also a key communications and engagement strategy. In our community, there are groups that tend to vote against school bond or levy proposals, and Spokane Public Schools hasn’t traditionally engaged with those groups. For the Together Spokane initiative, Dr. Swinyard made it a priority to meet face-to-face with those groups to hear their perspectives and discuss the proposals. 

This paid off, as some of our past adversaries publicly endorsed the Together Spokane initiative after hearing from Dr. Swinyard. 

Dr. Swinyard’s commitment to finding new communication and community engagement strategies was hugely important in successfully convincing voters to approve the Together Spokane initiative.  
