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At a Glance 
 

 

Working Hard to Protect YOUR Tax Dollars 

 
 

 

Why We Did This Review 

The Office of Auditor of Accounts 

received an allegation that the 

Woodbridge School District 

deceived the citizens regarding the 

potential tax rate increase of the 

approved March 2011 construction 

referendum. 

Woodbridge School District  
March 2011 School Construction Referendum  

The Office of Auditor of Accounts (AOA) interviewed Woodbridge 

School District officials, reviewed the tax rate calculations and 

supporting documentation, sought advice from the Attorney General’s 

Office regarding the Delaware Code as it relates to school construction 

referendums, and determined that the District followed the legal 

requirements for a school referendum.  

 

In the Legal Notices section of the March 23, 2011, edition of the 

Sussex County Post, the Woodbridge School District advertised the 

Notice of Special Election and included the legally required tax rate 

schedule detailing the incremental tax rate change for the proposed 

bond issuance to fund construction of a new high school.  In the same 

advertisement, the District also included an advertisement that 

illustrated the effective tax rate that the taxpayers could expect to see 

implemented subsequent to the issuance of the bond.  The additional 

advertisement accounted for the rate decrease expected from an 

anticipated retirement of previous bond issuances in conjunction with 

the rate increase from the proposed bond issuance, which could not be 

considered compliant with the Notice of Special Election.  The 

additional tax rate table was included in order to inform the public 

about the expected effective tax rate after all anticipated changes. 

 

AOA’s investigation confirmed the District’s accuracy of the published 

calculations, compliance with Notice of Special Election requirements 

to include the incremental tax rate increase resulting from the proposed 

bond issuance, and a good faith effort to estimate the real tax rate after 

the issuance of the new bonds and the retirement of two other bonds in 

2013 and 2014. 

 

AOA also included guidance for Delaware School Districts when 

publishing the incremental tax rate in the Notice of Special Election, in 

hopes to ensure consistent communication of information to the public 

during the referendum process. 

 
 

 

 

Background 
The Woodbridge School District 

enrolls approximately 2,200 

students from the towns of 

Bridgeville and Greenwood in 

Sussex County and Farmington in 

Kent County.  The District’s 

mission is to educate all students to 

become highly successful, healthy, 

and contributing citizens in a global 

society. 

 

 

 

 

This investigation was conducted in 

accordance with the President’s 

Council on Integrity and 

Efficiency, Quality Standards for 

Investigations. 

 

 

 

 

For further information on 

this release, please contact: 

 

Kathleen O’Donnell 

(302) 857-3919  
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Background   1 

Background 
 

Woodbridge School District (the District) employs 314 staff members, including 13 Administrators, and 

has a School Board made up of 6 members.  The District receives funding primarily through State 

appropriations
1
 that are based on the total student enrollment.  Additional funding is derived from local 

and federal funding mechanisms.  Local funds are primarily received via the State
2
 through county tax 

structures, which are controlled through local referenda.  Federal funds are also received from the State
3
; 

the amount of federal funding received is based primarily on district-wide poverty census data and the 

number and type of special education students.   

 

In March 2011, the District held a referendum vote to approve a $14,711,100 bond issuance, through local 

funding, for the construction of a new high school facility. 

 

When going to referendum, a district is required to publicly advertise a Notice of Special Election 

detailing the amount to be raised; the proposed rate of taxation; the purpose for the additional taxes: and 

the date, time, and the place(s) of the election.
4
   

 

In the Legal Notices section of the March 23, 2011, edition of the Sussex County Post, the District 

advertised the Notice of Special Election and included the required tax rate schedule detailing the 

incremental tax rate change for the proposed bond issuance as shown at Appendix A.  In the same 

advertisement, the District also included an advertisement that illustrated the effective tax rate that the 

taxpayers could expect to see implemented subsequent to the issuance of the bond.  The additional 

advertisement accounted for the rate decrease expected from an anticipated retirement of previous bond 

issuances in conjunction with the rate increase from the proposed bond issuance, which could not be 

considered compliant with the Notice of Special Election.
5
  Rather, it was provided to inform the public 

about the expected effective tax rate after all anticipated changes.  

  

 

 

 

The conclusion of the allegation is defined as follows: 

 

 Substantiated:   The allegation has been verified by competent evidence. 

 

Partially Substantiated: A portion of the allegation has been verified by competent 

evidence; however, competent evidence to verify the entire 

allegation could not be provided by the agency or obtained by 

AOA. 

 

Unsubstantiated: Competent evidence was found to dispute the allegation. 

 

Unable to Conclude: Competent evidence to verify the allegation could not be 

provided by the agency or obtained by AOA.

                                                 
1 The distribution of State funds to the districts is a collaborative effort by both the Department of Education and the Office of Management and 

Budget. 
2 Each county is responsible for collecting the tax revenue and submitting it to the Office of the State Treasurer, who then distributes the funds to 
the appropriate districts.   
3 The Department of Education is responsible for distributing all Federal funds to the appropriate districts. 
4 14 Del. C. §1074 
5 The additional tax rate chart advertised in the March 23, 2011, edition of the Sussex County Post can be found at Appendix B. 
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Allegation and Conclusion 

 

Allegation - Unsubstantiated   

 

The Office of Auditor of Accounts (AOA) received an allegation that the Woodbridge School District 

deceived the citizens regarding the potential tax rate increase of the approved March 2011 construction 

referendum by advertising two different tax rate schedules. 

 

Conclusion 

 

We determined that the intent of a school construction referendum was for the citizens to vote for or 

against a bond issuance of a certain total dollar amount
6
  and its related incremental tax increase.  The 

District’s presentation was full disclosure and transparent.  The referendum was not to vote on the 

estimated tax rate schedule based on early retirement of debt but was provided as additional information 

for taxpayer consideration of the net impact of two separate matters.   

 

When preparing the required Notice of Special Election tax rate schedule, the District correctly calculated 

the incremental tax rate change based on debt at the current date.  According to 14 Del. C. §1074 (b), the 

District was required to advertise in the Notice of Special Election “the amount of each annual tax 

increase that would be imposed as a result of the proposed bond issuance”; therefore, this tax rate 

schedule could not take into consideration the retirement of two bonds in 2013 and 2014 that would help 

to offset the proposed increase to the tax rate.   

 

The additional schedule provided in the newspaper advertisement was not a legal requirement.  The 

District intended to provide a more realistic picture of the effective tax rate the taxpayers could expect 

subsequent to the bond sale, as it included the anticipated retirement of previous bond issuances.   

 

Once the referendum passed, the District implemented the effective tax rates advertised in the additional 

tax rate schedule, rather than the incremental tax rate which caused confusion amongst the taxpayers.  We 

can understand why taxpayers might be confused by the two schedules; however, we believe that the 

District was trying to be transparent with the additional advertisement.  Interviews with District personnel 

suggested that there was little guidance to assist in the tax rate calculations, and the District looked to 

another school district that had recently completed a construction referendum for assistance on the 

calculations. 

   

We contacted the Department of Education and determined there is no guidance to assist the school 

districts in the preparation of the Notice of Special Election incremental tax rate calculations.  As such, 

we offer the following suggested guidelines for School Districts and the Department of Education 

regarding the Notice of Special Election incremental tax rate calculations.   

 

 A tax rate table template to be used by all school districts during construction referendums 

 An explanation of each column included in the tax rate table template 

 A requirement for separate tax rate tables for all bi-county school districts 

 A requirement that school districts publish actual tax rates and any adjustments to those tax rates 

previously advertised in the Notice of Special Election after a referendum has been approved 

and the bonds have been sold 

                                                 
6 14 Del. C. §2004 
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AOA has constructed an example tax rate table template for the Department of Education’s consideration, 

which is as follows: 

We believe that these guidelines will promote consistency among the school districts, while providing the 

public with more transparent information as it relates to the possible tax effects of a construction 

referendum.  Further, we believe the Department of Education could work with the General Assembly’s 

Office of the Registrar of Regulations in order to codify these guidelines. 
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 

 

 


