
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Phase 2 Community Engagement Report  
 
Over the past few months, District 401 has continued to engage the Elmwood Park community to 
determine a vision for the future of our schools. Thus far, we’ve received feedback from over 
935 members of the community through in-person presentations, online feedback forms, and 
scientific phone surveys, on what improvements they would like to see to our schools and 
possible funding solutions.  
 
Phase 2 of community engagement was conducted from June through September. Using the 
feedback provided by the public in Phase 1, we developed a “menu” of potential individual 
projects, potential infrastructure solutions, and potential funding levels. Throughout this phase 
the district has been diligently listening to the community as they have assessed and ranked each 
item on the menu. District 401 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 two in-depth discussions, engaged key influencers, conducted a public survey, and held three 
public engagement sessions. Feedback from the community was documented during this time 
through notes taken of all direct communications, feedback provided on paper forms at the 
Community Committee meetings and public engagement sessions, spreadsheets showing the 
results from the phone survey, and responses to a publicly-accessible feedback form available on 
the district’s website. We have received tremendous levels of engagement and feedback in Phase 
2, gathering 75 in-person responses, over 320 online responses, and 371 phone responses.  
 
We will continue our efforts to engage the community throughout the remainder of 2019 to 
determine the vision for our schools going 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. This community direction is determining the district’s path forward.  
Feedback will be solicited directly, on the district’s website, on feedback forms at another 
Community Committee discussion, and through an additional public phone survey. Phase 3 will 
be conducted from October to November, with a report made to the district and board at the 
phase’s conclusion in November. 
 
Messaging: 
The district continued to use messaging to properly communicate how we got to this point, what 
our successes and challenges have been, and how to approach the path forward. This messaging 
detailed recent progression and improvements, the challenge posed by rising education costs, and 



 
 

the obstacles posed by aging infrastructure. The four key takeaways from the messaging are 
below, and a full copy of the messaging is provided with this report.  

 
• Elmwood Park #401 is a special school district. 
• In recent years, our schools have made incredible progress, laying a foundation for the 

success of our students for years to come. 
• We are at a pivotal moment in our school district. 
• We are looking to the community to guide us as we determine the path forward for our 

schools. 
 

Menu Survey: 
At the beginning of Phase 2, the district conducted a public phone survey to gauge support for 
each potential individual project, potential infrastructure solution, and potential funding levels. 
For each item discussed, respondents were given information on each item, including advantages 
and disadvantages as well as estimated costs. The survey was taken before the full public had 
been educated on the projects 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 projects, 
infrastructure solutions, and funding levels contained in the survey.  
 
A full analysis of the results from the menu survey have been provided with this report. 
 
Community Committee: 
The community committee continued to meet throughout this process to provide the district with 
direct input. The committee is made up of a cross-section of D41 stakeholders: parents, taxpayers 
without children in the school, business and community leaders, teachers, and administration 
members. 
 
The Committee met on June 11th and August 15th during Phase 2. The community committee 
engagement will continue throughout the remainder of the community engagement efforts. 
 
Public Engagement: 
The district held three public engagement sessions at different times, locations, and days 
throughout the district to provide all members of the Elmwood Park community an opportunity 
to attend. An informational flyer was mailed to the general public by the district and these events 
were advertised by phone, email, newsletter, and social media. These sessions presented the 
same potential individual projects, potential infrastructure solutions, and potential funding levels 
presented throughout Phase 2. The community was encouraged to ask questions and provide 
feedback.  
 
Phase 2 public engagement sessions were held: 

• Thursday, August 22 at 6pm (John Mills Elementary) 
• Thursday, August 29 at 6pm (Elmwood Elementary)  
• Saturday, August 31 at 10am (Elmwood Park High School) 

 
Verbal discussions occurred during these meetings and additional collaboration opportunities 
were made available as well through comment cards and the district’s website. 



 
 

Phase 2 Analysis: 
In forming our analysis of Phase 2, we reviewed hundreds of data points provided by members 
of the community in four separate tracks. 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, the online surveys, which gives us the most passionate responses 
of community members and organized groups who typically strongly support or oppose specific 
items. Third, the public engagement sessions, which gives us the more passionate responses from 
community members very invested in their schools who have taken some time to consider these 
issues. Fourth, 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. 
 
Potential Individual Projects: 
The data clearly shows that any final plan must include investments in safety & security and 
social & emotional health. These two individual projects were consistently the top priorities for 
the community in all four engagement tracks. 
 
Two additional areas where the public wants to see investments are in STEM labs, a project 
almost universally listed in the top 3 priorities, and investments in ADA accessibility, which was 
a popular project when discussed individually but one that typically fell below others when 
ranking projects by priority.  
 
Two projects were universally disliked and consistently ranked at the bottom: a wellness center 
and swimming pool. Neither of these projects should be pursued. 
 
The remaining four projects (trades & manufacturing center, music rooms, field house & athletic 
fields, full day preschool) all trended towards the middle. Of these, the trades & manufacturing 
center was typically the most popular, especially in community committee discussions over how 
this education could be provided via partnerships without having to incur the cost of a full center. 
Music rooms always had decent support, just never enough to break into the top rankings. 
Support for a field house & athletic fields lagged other projects, though among younger voters 
this was one of the most popular projects, and community committee members indicated stronger 
support for this project when limiting it to updating athletic fields. Full day preschool was 
tremendously popular among young parents, and those who were in favor of this project ranked 
it quite highly, but overall this project was the most controversial with the highest variance score, 
and it tended to be the least popular of these four, especially among those who took the online 
survey and the community committee. These four projects can be pursued, but we do not 
recommend making any of these a priority over the first four projects. 
 
Potential Infrastructure Solutions: 
Analyzing the data on the potential infrastructure solutions shows clear movement in opinions as 
individuals gain more knowledge on the solutions and the advantages and disadvantages of each. 
 
Intuitive responses from the public trended strongly towards renovating over building new, with 
limited differentiation between building one new school or two new schools. However, the 



 
 

community committee trended differently, with the additional information and discussions at 
their disposal they preferred building new over renovating. 
 
An interesting data point is the change in the community committee’s opinions over time 
between meetings. They started strongly in favor of building two new buildings over one or 
renovating, but as additional data became available and they had time to deliberate they changed 
their position to supporting one new building, with renovating their second choice and two new 
buildings their least favorable solution. 
 
The data here is significant. Clearly the more information people have and the more engaged 
they become, the more they favor building new over renovating. If pursuing new construction, 
one building is slightly preferable to the public over two buildings. Overall there wasn’t 
significant opposition to any solution, but clearly the two best solutions to pursue are renovation 
and one new building. 
 
Grade Centers: 
Nowhere was the change in opinion between intuitive and informed responses starker than on the 
topic of grade centers. 
 
The public’s immediate reaction to this topic is almost exactly split down the middle, with 
slightly more support than opposition overall, but more passion among those who oppose. 
However, among community committee members, who had the opportunity to review, 
deliberate, and discuss all the advantages and disadvantages of grade centers, support for grade 
centers was overwhelming. 
 
The more that members of the public know about grade centers, the more they support it. 
However, those who oppose grade centers are firm in their opposition and motivated to act on 
that opposition. Pursuing grade centers in the immediate future is a risky proposition, because it 
takes time to educate the public on any topic. Given enough time and effort spent informing the 
public of the advantages of grade centers and discussing it openly and honestly, grade centers 
could likely be pursued down the road. 
 
Potential Funding Levels: 
The most important takeaway from the feedback received on potential funding levels is that the 
community strongly supports investing more in their schools. In all four tracks, the least 
supported funding level was the level providing no additional funding for schools, by a 
significant margin in two tracks. 
 
Of the three remaining potential funding levels, there was some disparity between tracks. In the 
survey, the public’s intuitive response was to support the min level, then the mid level, with a 
significant drop off for the max level. In the online surveys, the mid level was the most popular, 
then the min level, then the max level. In the public engagement sessions, the mid and min levels 
tied for the most popular, then the max level. And the community committee ranked the max 
level highest, then the mid level, then the min level. 
Analyzing the data, including the notes and responses provided by individual community 
members, it’s evident that the maximum funding level and no additional funding are both 



 
 

unacceptable to enough of the public to warrant their removal from consideration. There is 
strong support for the mid and min levels, in that order. Those funding amounts should be 
considered the acceptable range as we develop three final options for Phase 3 of this process. 
 
Feedback Report: 
Attached is a detailed report of the feedback that was collected during Phase 2 of this process, 
which includes feedback from the Community Committee (CC Total Feedback), the public at 
community engagement sessions (CE Total Feedback), and the public via the district’s website 
(Online Feedback).  
 
 


