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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 enroliment, 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

Enroliment 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, enroliment growth continues to
lag. To explore potential facilities impacts of steadily declining enroliment, 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 enroliment 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:

e Increase awareness and understanding of the budget reductions and their impact.
e Clearly communicate the rationale behind the decision to repurpose Washburn Elementary.
e 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,
e 26 stakeholders submitted questions through the website feedback form
e 29 parents and staff spoke at a School Board Listening Session
e 4 stakeholders spoke at a public hearing (required for the closing of the two early learning buildings)
e 289 individual contacts with families for enrollment support; 57 transfer requests overall

Overall, our key indicators of success included:

e 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.

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

e 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
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2025-26 Right-Sizing the Budget (RSB) N
Communications and Engagement Plan: Repurpose Washburn Public Schools

Goals: To remain transparent with staff and community and provide opportunities for stakeholders to provide feedback and be
involved in the process.

Objectives:
e Inform and create awareness around the budget reductions;
o Explain why the decision to repurpose Washburn was made; and
o Reassure Washburn families and staff they would have extra support through the transition.

Communications Plan Timeline

May 2024

Week of May 6-10

Date Tactic/Activity Responsible

Mon., May 6 RSB Survey for L hi BPS Leadership - Eric Melbye
e Survey emailed to BPS leaders to gather input and Internal

ideas on possible resource reductions or
realignments.
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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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sage from Superintendent Eric Melbye

School funding remains a challenge
for foreseeable future

One of the most challenging aspects of managing
a large school district is balancing limited
funding with annually increasing expenses,

while continuing to meet student, parent and
staff expectations of a high quality educational
experience and facilities.

We are extremely thankful for the
education funding approved last
year by Minnesota lawmakers.
However, the funding came with
new mandates, programs and
requirements and increased

The district
is urging
lawmakers

The detailed adjustments can be found on page 2
and on our website at bit.ly/bps-rsb.

In any budget adjustment process, the district
works hard to minimize the impact to classrooms.
However, with enrollment trending downward,
reductions to staff are unavoidable. If
elementary enrollment continues
to drop as projected, further
adjustments to staff and facilities
will be needed to balance the
budget in the coming years.

costs. Many of the new to address The School Board Legislative

requirements have limited 3 din Committee and Bloomington

categorical funding which cannot DHE0NE fun g Public Schools Advocacy Council
shortfalls.

be used in our general fund. Others
are not funded or have limited
funding which sunsets soon,

Funding shortages, declining enrollment and

the end of federal pandemic relief funds all
contribute to projected budget shortfalls for the
foreseeable future. We will reduce our 2024-25
operational budget by $4.4 million, the first round
of expected reductions in a multi-year Right Sizing
the Budget (RSB) process.

Budget adjustments for the 2024-25 school year
were formally adopted by the School Board last
month. Initial reductions were identified with
input from principals and site leaders, and revised
following input from bargaining unit leaders and
staff feedback.

Bloomington ISD 271
Educational Services Center
1350 West 106th Street
Bloomington, MN 55431-4126

ECRWSS

are urging state lawmakers to
address ongoing funding shortfalls.
District leaders and committee

members recently hosted Rep. Steve Elkins
(50B) and Rep. Nathan Coulter (51B), pictured
above, on a tour of special education and English
language learner classrooms, two examples of
underfunded areas included in the School Board's
2024 Legislative Priorities. See the full list at
bit.ly/bps-legpriority24.

We encourage parents, caregivers and community
members to join us in advocating for increased
educational investment to address the challenges
facing the educational system and ensuring

that all students have access to a high-quality
education.
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Does class size
matter?

When school districts enact reductions
to balance their operating budgets, a
common concern is increasing class sizes
and what it means for academic success.

While there is evidence to suggest smaller
class sizes have certain benefits, it's
important to consider a range of factors
when assessing the significance of class
size, including teacher quality, instructional
practices, and student demographics.

A Brightworks class size survey released in
February shows that of 29 school districts
in the metro area, Bloomington Public
Schools has the sixth lowest average class
size at 25.5 students, nearly two students
below the regional average of 27.3
students per class.

The district has the second lowest average
class size for elementary and middle
schools at 20.2 and 24.2 students per
class, respectively. Both are well below
the regional averages of 23 and 27.9,
respectively. High school class sizes are
28.6 students per class, slightly above the
average of 28.2.

Research shows the effects of class size

on academic outcomes are clearest in
kindergarten and first grade. Beyond
those first years, the impact of class

size on achievement is relatively similar
between elementary and secondary grades
when comparing class sizes of 20 and 40,
suggesting class sizes in that range make
little difference on achievement, especially
at the secondary level.

Even with this research, we believe the
minimal increases to our stafﬁng ratios
support our Strategic Plan goals of
maximizing equitable resources while
making sure we have the fiscal means
of hiring and retaining a high quality
workforce.


https://www.bloomington.k12.mn.us/sites/default/files/attachments/2024-05/bps_newsletter-spring-2024_web.pdf
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A Message from Superintendent Eric Melbye

Transition and Change

Proposing to repurpose a long-standing
elementary school is never easy, especially
for the students and families directly
affected. We empathize with Washburn
students and families, both present and
past.

It's clear Washburn has a profound impact
on families and has been a cherished

part of our community. The

dedication of staff and the

nurturing environment
created by a generation
of outstanding
educators, support
staff and principals

Acknowledging

excitement and opportunity. The vibrant
space will offer young learners a nurturing
environment designed specifically for their
growth, providing a strong start to their
educational journey.

Balancing these two realities is key.
Acknowledging the sadness of transitions
while embracing the joy of new beginnings.

To help ease the transition, we
are committed to honoring the
outgoing students and their
families. We are forming a
team to plan special events
to celebrate their time at

are irreplaceable the sad.n.(-!ss Washburn, where they
qualities that mean of transitions can reflect on cherished
so much to students while emhracing memories and mllesyones
and families. . along with opportunities
the joy of new for families to connect and

Repurposing Washburn
Elementary School
brings a mix of emotions
for the community. For the
families of current students,
there's a deep sense of heartache and

loss as they prepare to leave behind a
school that has been a cornerstone of their
children's education and daily lives. The
bonds formed with teachers, classmates,
and staff, and the familiar hallways, will be
difficult to part with.

At the same time, for our preschool

and early childhood families, Washburn
represents a new chapter filled with

Bloomington ISD 271
Educational Services Center ECRWSS

beginnings.

offer their gratitude to the
dedicated staff.

By recognizing the importance of

their time at Washburn, we hope to
provide a sense of closure while supporting
their move to new schools who have
equally dedicated staff and welcoming
environments.

It's this dedication to fostering a sense

of belonging and community, even
during difficult transitions, that makes
Bloomington Public Schools so special for
all families.
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Kindergarteners
thrive here!

You want the best for your child? So do we.

QOur neighborhood schools welcome kindergartners
to a positive and caring experience as the first step
on their pathway to school success. Kindergarten
offers a nurturing atmosphere for all students to
learn and grow with strong academics, enriching
activities and a supportive school community.

Children turning five years old on or before
Sept. 1, 2025 are eligible to enroll for the 2025-
26 school year. A district-wide
virtual kindergarten preview

is scheduled from 6-7:30 p.m.
on Monday, Nov. 4. Families
can learn more about program
options, important dates, school
boundaries, and kindergarten
open house events on our
website. Scan the QR code or
visit bit.ly/bps-kinder.

For currently enrolled preschool students, early
learning staff are available to help with registration
and answer any questions families may have.

Hillcrest Community School is an Artful Learning
school open to all Bloomington families. Parents
interested in having children attend Hillcrest
are required to register during the month of
November, and select a transfer from their
boundary school to Hillcrest.

Hillcrest, 9301 Thomas Rd., will hold a School
Choice Lottery & Information Night at 6 p.m. on
Tuesday, Oct. 29.


https://www.bloomington.k12.mn.us/sites/default/files/attachments/2024-10/bps_newsletter-fall-2024_web.pdf

Parent Message
Prepared by Community Relations Office

To: Washburn Parents & Caregivers
Title: A Message from Superintendent Melbye: Washburn Questions
Date: Oct. 23, 2024

En espafiol Somali

Dear Washburn Parents and Caregivers,

We have received and responded to emails from the Washburn community with questions about
the proposal to repurpose Washburn. We have updated the frequently asked questions on the
Right Sizing the Budget webpage with responses to the questions: bit.ly/bps-rsb

The School Board will vote on the Washburn proposal at its Oct. 28 meeting.

We recognize this is a difficult process for everyone involved, and especially for the Washburn
community. Please know the decision was made with the long-term best interests of the district
in mind.

Sincerely,

Eric Melbye, Ed.D.
Superintendent of Schools

Parent/Caregiver Message
Prepared by Community Relations Office

To: [School Name] Parents and Caregivers
Title: Welcome to [School Name]
Date: March 14, 2025

En espafiol  Somali
Dear Washburn Families,

Welcome to the [School] community! We are thrilled to have you join our school family. Starting
at a new school can be a big change, and we are here to support you and your students every
step of the way.

As you and your child settle into [school] next year, we encourage you to get involved and stay
connected. Attend school events, join our parent-teacher organization, and don't hesitate to
reach out with any questions or concerns. We believe a strong partnership between home and
school is key to student success.

| will be visiting Washburn next month to meet our new students and I'm excited to give out
new [School] t-shirts so students feel right at home next year.

We will also be inviting you to our spring events. | hope you'll join us and feel a sense of warm
welcome from the [school] community. Watch your email for more information in the coming
weeks.

If you are interested in visiting our school for a tour, please call our school office at [phone
number].

Warm regards,

Principal


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

