
 

 

 
 

Phase 2 Community Engagement Report 
 
Over the past few months, McLean County Unit 5 has continued to look to the community to guide us as we 
determine the path forward for our schools. So far, we have received feedback from more than 1,050 
members of the community through in-person presentations, online surveys, and a scientific phone survey. 
 
Phase 2 of community engagement was conducted in May of 2022. Using information provided by the 
district and their experts, we developed a “menu” of potential steps the district may have to take due to 
current financial challenges, potential opportunities for school improvements, and potential funding levels 
for these projects. Throughout this phase, the district has been closely listening to the community as 
individuals considered and ranked each item on the menu to share their priorities. 
 
Unit 5 has continued to take active steps to engage the community and solicit feedback. To achieve this, we 
updated messaging, met with the Community Committee for an in-depth discussion, conducted a public 
phone survey, and held three public engagement sessions (two in person and one virtual) at different times 
and days of the week to ensure all community members could participate. Feedback from the community 
was documented through notes taken of all direct communications, responses provided via paper and 
digital feedback forms at the Community Committee meeting and public engagement sessions, and 
spreadsheets generated from the results of the scientific phone survey. We received tremendous levels of 
engagement and feedback in Phase 2, gathering 202 responses from the committee and public engagement 
efforts as well as 534 phone survey responses. 
 
We will continue our efforts to engage the community through August 2022 to determine the vision for our 
schools going forward. This community direction is determining the district’s path forward. In Phase 3 of 
this process, we will develop three options for the community’s review and feedback based on information 
gathered from the community during Phase 2. Feedback will be solicited directly, on the district’s website, 
on feedback forms at another Community Committee discussion, and through another public phone 
survey. Phase 3 will be conducted in June and July, with a report made to the board at the phase’s 
conclusion. 
 
  



 

 

Messaging 
The district continued to use messaging to properly communicate how we arrived at this point, what our 
successes and challenges have been, and how to approach the path forward. This messaging detailed recent 
progression and improvements as well as the district’s financial challenges and limited opportunities as a 
result. The key takeaways from the messaging are below, and a full copy of the messaging is provided with 
this report. 

• In McLean County Unit 5, we are educating each student to achieve personal excellence. 
• Our students have access to opportunities that few other districts provide. 
• While enjoying all the benefits of a big school district, our staff works tirelessly to build relationships 

and foster a sense of connectedness you typically only see in small districts. 
• Continuously working towards best practices is succeeding—our kids are winners. 
• Unfortunately, this high achievement is at risk as our limited funding is catching up to us. 
• We’ve done everything possible to keep these financial challenges from impacting students and 

taxpayers. 
• But we’ve reached the end of our ability to shield families from feeling the negative effects. 
• To put Unit 5 on more stable financial footing and ensure our students continue to have access to 

the quality education they deserve, our community has come together to collaborate on a plan for 
the future for our school district. 

• If we can solve these challenges together, we will be able to carry on our strong tradition of 
excellence. 

 
Menu Survey 
During Phase 2, the district conducted a public phone survey to gauge the public’s opinion on each 
potential negative effect, potential opportunity, and potential funding level contained in the menu. For 
each item discussed, respondents were given information on each item as well as estimated costs. The 
survey was taken before the full public had been educated on the items or fully informed of the district’s 
needs. This was done in order to obtain an accurate representation of the public’s unbiased, intuitive 
reactions to the negative effects, opportunities, and funding levels contained in the survey. 
 
The results from the menu survey are provided with this report. 
 
Community Committee 
The Community Committee met to provide the district with direct input. The committee is made up of a 
cross-section of Unit 5 stakeholders, including parents, taxpayers without children in the district, business 
owners, seniors, teachers, and elected officials.  
 
The committee met on May 17 during Phase 2. Committee engagement will continue throughout the 
remainder of the community engagement. 
 
Attached is a report of the feedback that was collected from the Committee during Phase 2 of this process. 
 
Public Engagement 
The district held three public engagement sessions at different times, locations and days to provide all 
members of the Bloomington-Normal community an opportunity to attend. Two sessions were held at 
district schools (Parkside Jr. High and Normal Community High School) and one session was held virtually. 



 

 

These events were advertised by email, social media, the district’s website, and the media. The sessions 
presented the same potential negative effects, opportunities, and funding levels presented throughout 
Phase 2. The community was encouraged to ask questions and provide feedback.  
 
Phase 2 public engagement sessions were held:  

• Wednesday, May 18 at 6:00 pm at Parkside Jr. High School. 
• Monday, May 23 at 6:00 pm at Normal Community High School. 
• Tuesday, May 24 at 6:00 pm through a virtual Zoom webinar. 

 
Verbal discussions occurred during these meetings and additional collaboration opportunities were made 
available through feedback forms. The presentation and feedback forms were made available on the 
district’s website. 
 
Attached is a report of the feedback that was collected from the attendees at the public engagement 
sessions during Phase 2 of this process. 
 
Media Coverage 
The media in the Bloomington-Normal area continued to provide coverage of Unit 5’s public engagement 
sessions during Phase 2. Here is a list of media stories surrounding the community engagement process to 
date: 

• “Q&A: What to know about Unit 5’s deficit conversations,” The Pantagraph, May 31, 2022. 
• “More specifics emerge as Unit 5 asks public to rank options in Phase 2 of feedback sessions,” WGLT, 

May 25, 2022 
• “Watch Now: Unit 5 moves forward on community engagement plans,” The Pantagraph, May 12, 

2022. 
• “Unit 5 sets more public sessions to get pulse on how community wants to deal with finances,” 

WGLT, May 12, 2022. 
• “Unit 5 wrap up first phase of public engagement sessions,” WMBD, April 27, 2022. 
• “Watch now: Unit 5 superintendent asks community for feedback on district finances,” The 

Pantagraph, April 25, 2022. 
• “Unit 5 holds community engagement meeting, discussing district’s financial issues,” WMBD, April 

23, 2022. 
• “Got ideas? Unit 5 seeks public input on plans for long-term, financial stability,” WGLT, April 14, 

2022. 
• “Community feedback sought as Unit 5 weighs tax hike, other options to reduce deficits,” HOI-ABC, 

April 13, 2022. 
 
  



 

 

Phase 2 Analysis 
In forming our analysis of Phase 2, we reviewed all data points provided by members of the community. 
First, through the menu survey, which gives us a scientifically accurate snapshot of the intuitive reactions of 
members of the community to the items being discussed. Second, through the public engagement sessions, 
which give us the more passionate responses from community members very invested in their schools who 
have taken some time to consider these issues. Third, through the Community Committee, whose responses 
come after hours of discussion, allowing us to track the movement of opinions as individuals become more 
engaged and educated on these topics. 
 
An important data point for processes like this is the favorability of the school district, because the success 
of any future effort is tied to how residents feel about the district. Here, the phone survey provides good 
news: Unit 5 residents have a very favorable opinion of their schools. 73% rate their district favorably while 
only 22% rate their district unfavorably. This gives the district a net favorability rating of +50%, which is very 
strong. Clearly Unit 5 residents support their schools and are appreciative of the work being done by the 
district, especially during these challenging times. 
 
Potential Negative Effects 
 
The general public clearly supports overcoming all potential negative effects of the district’s financial 
challenges. Avoiding having to decrease staff (+44%), increase class sizes (+44%), reduce extracurricular 
activities (+42%), close school buildings (+40%) and reduce program offerings (+39%) are the top five, 
followed closely by avoiding having to shorten school days (+36%). The general public also supports 
avoiding having to increase fees (+24%), though with a little more willingness to tolerate this effect. 
 
The support for overcoming all potential negative effects is unsurprising. We expected support from the 
general public for each of these seven items tested. The key is identifying the community’s priorities to help 
guide the district’s efforts moving forward. When asked to prioritize, giving a higher priority to negative 
effects residents most want to avoid and a lower priority to negative effects residents could accept, we see 
clear direction.  
 
If the district must pursue any cost saving measures, Unit 5 residents most want the district to avoid 
decreasing staff and increasing class sizes. Those are clearly the top priorities. 
 
The next two priorities for residents are to avoid reducing extracurricular offerings and program offerings, 
with a slight priority towards extracurriculars. 
 
While residents do not want to see shorter school days, it’s less of a priority to avoid this negative effect. 
Residents also don’t want to see school buildings closed, but it’s the second lowest priority of the seven 
items tested. 
 
Finally, while residents do not want to see increased fees, avoiding this negative effect is their lowest 
priority. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Potential Opportunities 
 
With a clear understanding that no potential opportunities could or would be pursued until the negative 
effects of the financial challenges are all overcome, residents have clear priorities on which opportunities 
they would like to see the district pursue and which they would not. 
 
This is evident in the general public’s level of support for each item tested. The most supported item, by far, 
is improving safety and security (+69%). Next is increasing resources and supports (+45%), implementing 
accelerated education programs (+43%), and lowering class sizes (43%). These are followed by enhancing 
21st century learning (+34%), expanding program offerings (+30%), and improving pick up and drop off 
(+21%). The general public shows overall opposition to increasing space in buildings (-1%) and installing 
turf at athletic fields (-26%). 
 
The top three priorities for residents are lowering class sizes, increasing resources and supports, and 
improving safety and security. Lowering class sizes is the highest priority for those who are the most 
passionate; increasing resources and supports is the highest priority for those who are the most connected 
to Unit 5 schools; and improving safety and security is the highest priority for the general public. 
 
Next in priority, though markedly lower in priority than the above three opportunities, is to expand 
program offerings, implement accelerated education programs, and enhance 21st century learning. 
 
Improving pick up and drop off is generally supported but low priority (7th). Finally, increasing space in 
buildings is very low priority and installing turf at athletic facilities is the lowest priority. 
 
Potential Funding Levels 
 
The public shows support for providing additional funding to Unit 5, with overall support for the funding 
levels tested and, notably, only 19% favoring no additional funding for the district. 
 
The general public shows support for investing in Unit 5 to overcome the financial challenges. Both the 
Minimum funding level (+25%) and Base funding level (+13%) receive support, though the general public 
prefers the Base level by a slight margin when choosing between the funding levels. The general public 
shows some opposition towards the Medium funding level (-8%), which is less opposition than we typically 
see to a higher funding level at this stage in our process. The public shows strong opposition to the High 
funding level (-27%). 
 
Those more connected and more passionate about Unit 5 are slightly more favorable towards increased 
levels of funding. Their top priority is also the Base funding level, while their second priority is the Medium 
funding level. Third priority is the Minimum funding level and fourth is the High funding level. 
 
The committee of individuals who are the most informed on Unit 5’s challenges and the items discussed in 
this process show even more support for increased levels of funding. Their top priority is the Medium 
funding level, then the Base funding level. The High funding level is their third priority followed by the 
Minimum funding level. 
 



 

 

As we typically see, the more individuals are connected to the district, the more they support investing in 
their schools.  
 
 
Moving Forward 
 
Regardless of the outcome of this community engagement process, the community has provided helpful 
direction to the district where future cuts should be made if the district needs to continue to pursue cost-
saving measures. 
 
First, residents don’t show a single place they’d most be willing to see cuts and negative effects. This means 
they would like to see the cuts spread out as much as possible to minimize the impact from hitting any 
single area. 
 
Second, if further cost saving measures are pursued, Unit 5 residents want the district to avoid decreasing 
staff and increasing class sizes as much as possible. 
 
Third, if increased fees could help avoid making cuts in other areas, the public shows the most willingness 
to abide this negative effect. 
 
Developing Options for Phase 3 
 
Using this data and working with the district and the district’s experts, we will develop three options for the 
public to consider. 
 
Our recommendation will be to build three options based on specific funding amounts that each 
accomplish as many of the public’s top priorities as possible. 
 
The low option should be right around the Minimum funding level tested in Phase 2 ($11 million/yr). This 
level would allow the district to overcome some negative effects while impacting taxpayers as little as 
possible. Funding should be focused on the negative effects the community most wishes to avoid. 
 
The medium option should be right around the Base funding level tested in Phase 2 ($13 million/yr). This 
level would allow the district to overcome all negative effects of the financial challenges. 
 
The high option should be right around the Medium funding level tested in Phase 2 ($17 million/yr). This 
level would allow the district to overcome all negative effects of the financial challenges and implement the 
community’s highest priority improvement opportunities. 


