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May 28, 2020 

Dear Orono families and staff: 

As we near the end of this remarkable year in Orono Schools, we want to express our 
genuine thanks once again for your partnership—and valuable feedback—as we 
implemented our Distance Learning Plan. We respect the tremendous changes and 
challenges that the pandemic and stay-at-home orders presented to our students and 
families. We appreciate the thoughtful responses we received through the Distance 
Learning Survey and we are evaluating every comment as we move forward in our work. In 
Orono Schools, we work diligently to gain your trust and are honored to earn it.  

Technology: A cornerstone of effective teaching and learning 
Unlike any other time in district history, we have had to rely on our core technology 
infrastructure and educational tools to provide a consistent teaching and learning 
environment away from our buildings and classrooms. In Orono Schools, technology is 
funded through a voter-approved levy passed in 2011 and set to expire in 2021. It’s 
important to note that Minnesota does not provide school districts with categorical aid for 
technology; districts must rely on technology levies for these essential dollars. Much like 
technology in your own home or workplace, Orono Schools’ technology platform, and 
software and security applications, must be continually maintained or replaced as they 
move toward obsolete status. 

As you will recall, the technology referendum in November 2019 did not pass (1,399 voted 
no and 1,114 voted yes). Following this defeat, several School Board members, district 
administrators, staff and finance committee members re-evaluated the district’s core 
technology needs for the next 10 years. They focused on critical infrastructure and 
essential teaching and learning tools. The School Board proposed a decrease in the levy 
request. 

“Necessary and expedient” to bring a technology levy to voters again in 2020 
On March 9, 2020, the Orono School Board formally approved a resolution declaring that it 
is “necessary and expedient for the school district to submit a capital project levy 
authorization to the voters for their approval.” This letter to district families is the first formal 
announcement that the election will be held in conjunction with the state general election on 
Tuesday, November 3, 2020. More information will be provided to the community in the 
coming weeks.  

What does a “yes” vote mean? 
A voter-approved referendum would revoke the existing levy of 2.539% and replace it with 
a new authorization of 4.516% for the next 10 years. For a median-value home in the 
district, valued at $400,000, there would be an additional tax investment of $6.50 per month 
(please see table, below). The proposed authorization would raise approximately 
$1,988,720 for taxes payable in 2021, the first year it is to be levied. A “yes” vote ensures 
that the technology funds Orono receives through the levy will continue for the next 10 
years. 
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What will the funds be used for? 
The funds will be used to replace and maintain the district’s core technology infrastructure 
to improve teaching and learning. The district is evaluating its current network; student 
information systems; cyber security protections; servers, routers and wiring; wireless 
systems; website and more. These systems form the foundational platform on which the 
district serves its students. The purposeful use of technology helps teachers engage 
students, foster 21st Century skills, and secure Orono students’ leading edge academically 
and in STEM-based knowledge and achievement.* 

What does a “no” vote mean? 
If the technology levy is not approved by voters, funding will have to come from the general 
fund. Technology needs will compete with classroom needs, impacting the district’s ability 
to deliver the teaching and learning programs students need to be prepared for the future. 
Aging infrastructure cannot be ignored; the district will be required to make difficult 
decisions to balance the budget.  

A good value for the investment 
A recent independent survey of Orono Schools’ residents indicated that 96% believe the 
community receives a good value from its investment in local public schools. 84% also 
believe that a student’s ability to use computers and other technology effectively and 
efficiently is absolutely essential; these residents also support the acquisition of new 
software to expand the use of technology in the curriculum.  

More information to come 
The School Board and district representatives look forward to sharing additional information 
and answering questions in the coming months to further help you make an informed 
decision in November.  

Thank you for your continued support for Orono students, families, teachers and staff! We 
hope you have a safe, enjoyable and well-deserved summer break. 

Karen Orcutt, Ed.D. 
Superintendent 

Robert Tunheim 
Orono School Board Chair 

John Morstad 
Director of Business Services 

*Orono High School was recently named by U.S. News and World Report as one of the top STEM High 
Schools in the United States, ranking #177 nationally. 

 


