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Introduction  

 

The Alternative Spaces committee was charged with discovering options to alleviate overcrowding 

within the Unit 5 School District.  While overcrowding can and does occur at all levels of the district, 

the committee specifically directed their research on the high school level.  Several factors led the 

group to the decision to focus on high schools, including: 

 

• There are 18 elementary schools and four middle schools that feed to just two high schools. 

● With only two high schools within Unit 5,  the impact of overcrowding is felt the most and is 

hardest to solve at this grade level. 

● Redistricting can be done for elementary and junior high schools to alleviate some 

overcrowding, but with only two high schools, redistricting cannot address major 

overcrowding concerns. 

● The population at both Normal Community and Normal Community West is substantially 

higher than it should be. 

 

A look at the numbers at Normal Community and Normal Community West provide an eye-opening 

awareness of the need for alternative spaces and options.  Beginning with the graduating class of 

2017, there is a ten year period where the student population increases by approximately two 

hundred students more per class.  By numbers, the classes of 2015 and 2016 will graduate 

approximately eight hundred students (across the two high schools).  The classes between 2017 to 

2027 will graduate approximately one thousand students.  During that time there will be an 

additional eight hundred students in the high schools that were not anticipated when the high 

schools were built.  The impact is not split evenly between the two high schools.  Approximately five 

hundred of the eight hundred additional students will attend Normal Community High School, the 

remaining three hundred will attend West.  Nonetheless, both high schools were built to 

accommodate approximately students 1500, leaving them severely overcrowded for the next ten 

year period. 

 

An evaluation of Census Data indicates that the birth rate declines again beginning with the class of 

2028, when class size between the two high schools will once again return to approximately eight 

hundred students.  A prior year Citizen's Advisory Council group concluded, in part, that building an 

additional high school is not necessarily the best option when the overcrowding situation appears 

to be confined to a ten year period.  Furthermore, movement into and out of the Bloomington-

Normal community can be fluid, based on the needs of the area employers. 

 

Regardless, a ten year problem of increased student population exists and must be addressed.  The 

Alternative Spaces Community examined many options, met with Unit 5 board members, 

interviewed other school districts, businesses, higher learning institutes, and community partners to 

come up with viable options for addressing the overcrowding issue.  The findings are listed below 

and are broken into two groups: viable options recommended for implementation and options that 

were considered but not recommended.   

 

 

 

 



 

 

Viable Options 

 

Internships 

High School internships are a great way for the students to get real world experience.  These 

opportunities expose them to various careers and encourage them to pursue post-secondary 

education. They can also help students decide their major in college and bolster their college 

applications. 

 

While we are exploring this option to reduce overcrowding in the schools, these high school 

internships benefit many other stake holders in our community as well.  They benefit the local 

employers and the community at large.  According to the Bloomington-Normal Economic 

Development Corporation (BNEDC), the workforce in the area has been declining since 2010.  This 

problem is particularly acute in the younger age group.  For the long term economic sustainability of 

the community, fostering and retaining younger workforce and matching them to local employment 

is crucial.  Programs such as high school internships can assist with that.   

 

Our recommendation is for Unit 5 to seek partnerships with local municipalities, employers, and the 

Economic Development Corporation to set up a program for the high school students to pursue 

internships in the community.  This can also be pursued jointly with District 87. One example of 

such a program can be viewed at http://cart.org/ 

 

The district does participate in the Bloomington Area Career Center and these services are offered 

to Unit 5, Junior and Senior level students.  The center offers programs in a number of programs, 

included but not limited to: Automotive tech, Engineering, Construction, Cosmetology, Culinary, 

Computer and Digital arts, EMT and fire science, Medical and nursing, and metalworking.  There is a 

limit to the number of students from each school, so expanding on these types of programs and 

local employer relationships is the direction the district is heading, and needs to explore.   

 

Online Learning         

Online learning is one of the fastest growing trends in education.  Schools throughout the United 

States and beyond are offering exclusive online courses or a blended environment of online and 

face to face instruction.  Given the proliferation of the technology in education, particularly in the 

last decade, several studies were conducted to understand the impact of technology on learning, 

including studies by the U.S. Department of Education. (2010). Evaluation of Evidence-Based 

Practices in Online Learning: A Meta-Analysis and Review of Online Learning Studies, found 

significant differences in favor of online learning.   

 

While offering online high school classes will help alleviate the overcrowding situation at hand for 

the school district, there are several advantages for the students as well.  It can allow motivated 

students to do more and struggling students to catch up giving everyone an opportunity to work at 

their own pace. The time and location flexibility will allow students to pursue college, careers, 

community service, competitive sports, traveling, and so much more. Many public school districts in 

United States are offering successful online high school programs, for example the Denver Online 

High School http://online.dpsk12.org/.  

 



 

 

Unit 5 already utilizes several online systems as credit recovery options such as APEX, Illinois Virtual 

School, American School of Correspondence and the Regional Alternative Education Center. Our 

recommendation is to further explore appropriate online education models, exclusive or blended, 

for Unit 5 High School students.  

 

Combining Online Classes and Internships 

Students using this model would in theory never set foot in school. This option could be utilized by 

high-achieving students or students who learn best through online and experiential models. 

 

Community Classrooms 

The use of community building as classrooms is not a new idea in many parts of the country but is 

one that has not previously been pursued by the Unit 5 School District. However, with the 

anticipated student surge lasting only ten years, it is not economically feasible to build a third high 

school (see CAC Report 2014). With that in mind, the committee considered alternative sites within 

the Bloomington-Normal communities.  

 

While some of these ideas may seem unusual at first, the committee urges Unit 5 administrators to 

consider all the options. Creative thinking will be necessary to manage the overcrowding situation 

in a way that does not cause undue economic impact to the school district.  

 

Also, the committee wishes to note that a number of these sites would be available with little to no 

re-purposing while others would need a significant amount of lead time to be developed into 

learning spaces.  

 

Last, students at Illinois State University and Heartland Community College ride Connect Transit at 

no cost. The location of alternative sites may necessitate the use of public transportation and it is 

worth investigating the option of contracting for services with Connect Transit. 

 

Some of the alternative site possibilities include: 

 

• Expanding the intergovernmental agreements to include not only Illinois State University 

but also Heartland Community College and Lincoln College-Normal. All of these higher 

education sites would be available immediately. All three are located on Connect Transit bus 

routes and meet code requirements for student safety. 

 

• To ease the overcrowding at Normal Community High School, consider approaching 

Eastview Church to discuss whether their classrooms/auditorium/gymnasium could be used 

during the weekdays. There is already an established relationship between the school and 

the church, as evidenced by the use of Eastview as an emergency evacuation site. The use of 

Eastview Church as an alternative site would also eliminate the need for transportation due 

to its proximity to Normal Community High School. 

 

• StarPlex and Wehrenberg Theaters do not open for showings until after 11:00am. The 

theaters could be utilized in the mornings for lecture style classes. Seating and parking are 

ample. These building are fairly new and should meet code requirements. Both theaters are 

located on Connect Transit bus routes.  



 

 

 

• The Uptown Station/Multi Modal Center has classrooms located on the 4
th

 floor. Use of this 

site could also enhance civic engagement opportunities since the majority of the Town of 

Normal Departments and Council Chambers are located in this building. The structure is 

very new (up to code requirements) and again, located on Connect Transit bus routes. 

 

• A Town of Normal multi-purpose building between Eastview Church and Normal Community 

High School is being discussed. At this time, nothing official is being moved forward. 

However, if this building were sited at that location, the committee recommends Unit 5 

administrators meet with Town of Normal officials to discuss including a number of 

classrooms that could be used to ease the overcrowding. 

 

• The final option to consider is one that would require repurposing. There are many recently 

built, vacant, store front properties located near the Market Street WalMart and Schnucks 

on Raab Road. The committee suggests that Unit 5 consider leasing some of these 

properties. This option would require a significant amount of lead time in order to create 

classrooms.  One positive about this option is that Unit 5 could design the spaces to meet 

their identified classroom needs, rather than having to work with already established spaces 

such as those listed in the other options. 

 

While this list is not exhaustive by any means, the committee feels that it includes the most viable 

options within the parameters set by administrators. 

 

Building onto Existing High Schools 

While building an entirely new high school may not be feasible, adding on to existing structures is 

another option to consider.  Historically, passing referendums to build classroom spaces has been 

successful, and it would provide the school an opportunity to add spaces in the existing high school 

that  are 21
st

 learning environments, STEM Labs, are general and flexible enough to accommodate a 

wide selection of curriculum and uses, and would be part of the existing campus to limit any 

additional transportation issues.    

 

Mobile Classrooms (Trailers) 

In the past Unit 5 has utilized Mobile Classrooms to alleviate overcrowding situations at various 

elementary and junior high schools.  Currently there are no mobile classrooms at either high school 

but our recommendation is to utilize mobile classrooms to provide a quick fix for some 

overcrowding at both Normal Community and Normal Community West.  Funding is available for 

these leased buildings through a specific fund.  Additional costs would include concrete pads, 

pathways, electrical, water and security cameras. If a school has previously had trailers, the only 

cost is the trailer lease. 

 

 

Options Considered But Not Pursued 

 

Three options were initially evaluated by the committee as potential solutions, but were not 

recommended by the committee.  These options include: 

 



 

 

• Year Round School 

Year round school was not considered an immediate solution because the amount of 

community buy-in and/or potential votes in favor would take a considerable amount of time 

to achieve.  One of the main benefits of year round school is the additional days of school 

buildings being in operation.  This would allow for staggered scheduling of students where 

not all the students would be in a building at the same time, thus alleviating some of the 

overcrowding.  The main arguments against year-round school is the added expense of 

running a building year-round, and the logistical issues that are presented with 

extracurricular activities, sports scheduling and transportation. 

 

• Staggered School Hours 

Another option that was discussed but not recommended is the use of staggered school 

hours, where varying school shifts would occur (for example some students school might 

begin early in the morning, while other students schedules' might begin start later in the 

morning or in early afternoon.  While this approach could potentially provide a lift to the 

overcrowding solution, there would be some periods of the day where a significant overlap 

of schedules would occur.  Additionally, teacher's contracts must be considered, and the 

logistics of having multiple teachers sharing classroom spaces could be problematic.  Finally, 

extracurricular activities and sports could be affected by having students on multiple 

schedules.  While all of these concerns could be addressed, the realization of staggered 

school hours would take a considerable amount of time, and as a result, this option was not 

recommended as one to go forward immediately. 

 

• Moving 6th grade and 9th grade 

Yet another option would be to re-locate 6th grade in the elementary schools and 9th grade 

in the middle schools. Since there are more of these schools, the overcrowding issue is re-

distributed across a greater number of sites. 

 

• Use of other Unit 5 School District facilities as classroom space 

At this time, there are no buildings that would be available for turning into classroom space. 

None of them are up to code and all are being used for other purposes (for example, the 

bus depot buildings). 

 

Conclusion 

We feel that McLean County Unit District 5 has and will continue to search for ways to ease 

overcrowding in their high Schools.  The ideas expressed in this research paper can be used 

separately or combined to help create space in the High Schools that are currently overcrowding 

and will only continue to do so in the future.  Many of these ideas are based off of the great work 

by the school district to be proactive in this area of concern.   


