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Weathering the Storm: Balancing Transparency and Tough Budget Decisions 
 
There’s no easy way to navigate budget cuts, especially when it means closing a school. Along with many 
Minnesota school districts, Bloomington Public Schools has faced ongoing financial challenges due to state funding 
that historically fails to keep pace with inflation, evolving student needs, declining enrollment, and the expiration of 
federal pandemic aid.  

When announcing $4.4 million in reductions to the 2024-25 operational budget in early 2024, we laid the 
groundwork for continued budget reductions by informing stakeholders the district was projecting budget shortfalls 
for the foreseeable future.  

As we considered reductions for the 2025-26 budget, we faced the difficult but necessary reality of making cuts that 
impact schools and classrooms. One significant proposal involved repurposing an elementary school to consolidate 
all early childhood and preschool programs - currently housed in two early childhood centers and several K-5 
classrooms - into a single facility. Under this plan, current elementary students would be reassigned to other schools 
beginning in the 2025-26 school year. 

A targeted strategic communication plan helped shape the narrative and manage community backlash about the 
school closure. 

Research 

Research included examining enrollment trends, prior years’ budget reductions and projections, a capacity study, 
and a survey of district leaders to gather input and ideas on possible resource reductions or realignments 

Enrollment has experienced a slow but steady decline over the past 10 years, with a significant dip during the 
pandemic. While we’ve slowly clawed back students over the past couple of years, enrollment growth continues to 
lag. To explore potential facilities impacts of steadily declining enrollment, the district conducted a capacity study of 
its 15 schools and two aging early childhood centers.  

While federal pandemic aid helped stave off budget cuts in 2022-23 and 2023-24, reductions made prior to the 
pandemic had trimmed much of our discretionary spending. When work on the 2025-26 budget began, it was clear 
the district could no longer avoid reductions that would impact students.  

Survey feedback along with input from the Superintendent’s Cabinet helped develop a guiding change document for 
the School Board with parameters for what were acceptable and unacceptable means in making budget reductions. 

Planning 

Once the emotionally difficult recommendation was made to consolidate programs and repurpose Washburn 
Elementary School, the Community Relations (CR) team took the lead in planning communications. Washburn 
Elementary School was selected for repurposing because, among the district’s 10 elementary schools, it had 
experienced the most significant decline in student enrollment over the years. At the same time, recent facility 
upgrades made it well-suited to accommodate the consolidation of two early childhood centers into a single, 
dedicated site. 

https://www.bloomington.k12.mn.us/sites/default/files/attachments/2024-05/bps_newsletter-spring-2024_web.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1W6DAVqSdyfRILCxr9jgjZCAWIPjjci-doD8CvVvj16Y/edit?tab=t.0
https://www.bloomington.k12.mn.us/sites/default/files/2024-11/enrollment-report-2024-els-22-final-v3.pdf
https://www.bloomington.k12.mn.us/right-sizing-budget
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xPa_BPVY28u0KLLxyXlbVD6-V3uwyHAb/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1a6XqELt6daKcc0Jd6m3O37VBkD4Jtpdo/edit?gid=1515975102#gid=1515975102
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1eZvKEeHMDA-GAi1KhzBzn_JAICJLay9p/view?usp=drive_link


The goal of the communication plan: To remain transparent with staff and community and provide opportunities for 
stakeholders to provide feedback and be involved in the process. 

Objectives included: 

●​ Increase awareness and understanding of the budget reductions and their impact. 
●​ Clearly communicate the rationale behind the decision to repurpose Washburn Elementary. 
●​ Provide reassurance and support to Washburn families and staff throughout the transition. 

Key messages included: We will honor the present and the past while embracing the future; We acknowledge the 
sadness of transitions; We will foster a sense of belonging for all; and We embrace the joy of new beginnings.  

We secured enrollment staff to personally connect with Washburn families to make sure they were aware of their 
new school boundary and understood the option and timeline for requesting a transfer to another school if they 
wished. We secured district funds to support transition activities for Washburn students. Additionally, the Washburn 
PTA provided funds for special activities throughout the year.  

Implementation 

Communications were intentionally timed to inform Washburn elementary staff and families first, as they were the 
most impacted audiences, followed by Early Learning staff and families. 
 
The district encountered pointed concerns from Washburn staff and families, underscoring the need to adjust our 
approach and increase engagement opportunities. To foster open communication, we supported the Superintendent 
in personally responding to calls and emails, encouraged and scheduled district administrators to host drop-in 
listening sessions for staff, and modified the School Board Listening Session format to better accommodate the 
large number of voices wishing to be heard. 

Key elements of the communications plan helped us respond and adapt to the needs of the school community. 

Evaluation 

In evaluating our plan, we recognized the importance of informing all primary stakeholder groups simultaneously. 
While the initial feedback was primarily negative, we received supportive and positive feedback from staff, parents 
and community stakeholders, including school alumni - many who still live in the community - sharing fond 
memories of Washburn and the two early learning centers.  

Additionally, 

●​ 26 stakeholders submitted questions through the website feedback form 
●​ 29 parents and staff spoke at a School Board Listening Session 
●​ 4 stakeholders spoke at a public hearing (required for the closing of the two early learning buildings) 
●​ 289 individual contacts with families for enrollment support; 57 transfer requests overall 

 

Overall, our key indicators of success included: 

●​ Increased stakeholder awareness – Surveys and feedback from community meetings indicated that 
families and staff had a clearer understanding of why Washburn was selected for repurposing. 

●​ Proactive engagement – Expanded listening sessions and direct Superintendent outreach resulted in more 
meaningful dialogue, allowing concerns to be heard and addressed in real time. 

●​ Enhanced support for affected families – Transition resources, including personalized outreach and 
reassignment assistance, helped ease uncertainties for Washburn families and staff. 

By continuously adapting our approach in response to community feedback, we not only met but strengthened our 
commitment to transparency, engagement, and trust-building throughout the process. 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScfBHavPlL5bekBSTHM8naFJQBP7UeZIGwWiQRyrVfTcaULEw/viewform
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1CJi3gkSI04hpxJEYMTK6I3Gd6yS3HYhSXuzDGsVUA-U/edit?tab=t.0


 
 
 

 
 

           
 
 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1W6DAVqSdyfRILCxr9jgjZCAWIPjjci-doD8CvVvj16Y/edit?tab=t.0
https://www.bloomington.k12.mn.us/sites/default/files/2024-11/enrollment-report-2024-els-22-final-v3.pdf
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https://www.bloomington.k12.mn.us/sites/default/files/attachments/2024-10/bps_newsletter-fall-2024_web.pdf


 

 
 
 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1HsQWYcsQzKUKV7Mxgrd_Y6BWnXINktuDieRNvp-I4EA/edit?usp=drive_link
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bTu-wdfn6qUzyOyEjdWn8CxFbzGpCGxR1fFHDmqivsU/edit?usp=drive_link

