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M2 Communications

§ M2 Communications works with education
organizations and school districts to help them use
strategic communications to support their efforts to
ensure all students get the education they need and
deserve.

M2
Communications

§ Komarek brought us in to gather information and
perspectives from the community about how best
to support the education, health and safety of all
students by addressing the needs of Komarek’s
aging building.

§ Interviews
§ Spoke with a cross section of the community
§ Established background and context

§ Community Conversations/Focus Groups
§ Organized by role
§ Parents/Community members

Phases of M2’s
Work

§ Staff
§ Students
§ Invited/encouraged all to attend

§ Survey
§ Provided another opportunity to be heard – all were encouraged to complete

§ Community Forums
§ In design phase now but will likely include
§ Review of what M2 heard
§ Background on the current needs of the building
.

§ Ideas for addressing needs

§ Consistent protocol and questions for all interviews and

Key Elements
Supporting
M2’s Work

community conversations

§ Strong, wide reaching communications & outreach plan
§ Close collaboration with district leaders
§ To ensure M2 is on track
§ To implement the communications plan

.

Points of contacts with Komarek stakeholders
Interviews
Stakeholders

# of interviews

# of participants

19

27

Stakeholders

# of focus
groups

# of participants

Parent/community

5
4 in English
1 in Spanish

69

Staff
Students
Total focus groups

2
1
8

20
7
96

27

123

Parents, community members, school board
members, staff

Community Conversations/Focus Groups

Total interviews &
focus groups

Komarek Interviews &
Community Conversations
What we heard

§ Stakeholders like close knit feel of Komarek – see the
school as central to the community

§ Appreciate the education their children receive

Stakeholders’
Views of
Komarek

§ Value the diversity of the school
§ Appreciate Komarek’s teachers and administrators

Each of the following categories includes direct quotes –
presented in italics - from stakeholders. These quotes
were chosen because they represent the:

v range of perspectives
v most common themes

Close knit community
§ I’m happy with it, it’s a small town but worldly at the same time.
§ Small enough that teachers know students’ names and care about them.
§ I like the community feel because it’s all contained from pre-K-8th grade.
§ The community of parents and the community itself is very close knit, we ask
about everybody’s kids.
§ When I first started here there was a really warm sense of family here,
everybody knew everyone and you got to know the families and it was a
good feeling being here at Komarek.
§ It’s more like a family than a big school.
§ North Riverside is divided – there are two school districts and you can feel
the difference. It’s funny, but it’s a credit to Komarek that we don’t feel that
division here.

Quality of education
§ My daughter graduated from here and she loved it and had a great education, did well and is very successful in life.
§ I love the small class sizes and what seems to be a commitment to maintaining the small class size.
§ I like that they offer so much more like sewing, cooking, woodworking, and home economics – what school does that
nowadays?
§ Very holistic, give kids a well-rounded full experience.
§ My son is very gifted, tests high but has behavioral challenges and has never once been let down here by the teachers or
administration. He has been challenged intellectually and supported emotionally.
§ My son has ADHD and anxiety – he didn’t get the support he needed.
§ I feel they might have some strain on servicing those that are more advanced, or just the different levels because of lack
of resources and lack of space.
§ The curriculum needs to be more advanced and we need to encourage technology or we’re going to get left behind.
§ I see it at RB because our kids are behind kids from the other two schools.
§ My kids received an excellent education.

Diversity is valued
§ It’s a school with a pretty good breadth of diversity. It’s a Latino majority but also African
American population. I want this for my kids.
§ We have a unified group of parents here; you don’t see the racial segregation that you
see and feel in other places. We’re a mixed, multi-cultural community here and you feel
welcome here, not isolated.
§ The community is changing and the school might not be ready.
§ Good curriculum is critical – make sure it’s relevant to current times, up-to-date,
incorporates diversity.
§

The staff could be more diverse with the changing neighborhood, it’s good for children
to have role models who look like them.

§ They have to have people that translate, if they are sending a letter to a Hispanic or
Polish family, you need to send in both languages.

Teachers & administration
§ Staff is open to working with parents, open door policy, never feel intimidated or
nervous about talking to teacher or administrator.
§

I love some of the teachers, not all.

§ Overall the education has been good and I see Dr. Ganan pushing it and giving it better
direction like aligning math curriculum with what RB does.
§ We have good teachers that are teaching with a limp, low resources.
§ The attitude of the old administrators wasn’t one of respect, honestly, for us Latinos,
especially for me personally, because I interacted with them and they looked down on
us.

§ Stakeholders closest to the school are aware of the

Current View of
Komarek’s
Buildings

current issues with the building – staff, students, some
parents
§ Their concerns were very consistent

§ Stakeholders less connected to the school are less
aware – alums, parents of alums, community members
§ They were influenced by what they heard from those more
connected to Komarek

A/C & heat
§ Not having AC is a huge thing. I can’t imagine having to teach or sit and learn and pay
attention when it’s 95 degrees in the classroom.
§ I know the infrastructure is old but it’s ridiculous that they have to be here in 90-degree
heat. If you’re hot, exhausted and sweaty you’re not going to put your best foot forward.
§ In the kindergarten, the students couldn’t even sit down on the floor because the floor
would get too hot.

Air flow & ventilation
§ In a commercial office building you need a minimum amount of air exchange. It’s
mandated by the EPA. People can develop illness. The lack of air change and
movement can cause significant health issues.
§ When I open the door to the classroom first thing in the morning, it smells bad.
§ The ventilation – it’s dead air in the school, it’s October and it’s still warm because
there’s no ventilation.
§ Airflow is significant, we closed for five days because we couldn’t break our flu
outbreak because there’s no air movement.

Lunchroom
§ It’s in the basement, no light, it’s a dungeon, it’s not healthy. It’s 90 decibels when the
kids are down there.
§ Lunchroom is a huge issue – no ventilation, it’s in the basement, you’ve got two
entrances and if a fire started, the kids would panic.
§ Kids are hot, no natural light, the cafeteria is a dungeon so that impacts their nutrition
and recess is on the blacktop so everything stacks up against a learning environment.

Preschool
§ Preschool is in the basement, and they enter school when 8th graders have recess and
they have to walk right past them. The stairs are dangerous. The teachers have to sing a
song to remind them to hold the railing.
§ The smell down there can be damp and maybe moldy.
§ The Pre-K in the basement and they are next to the woodshop classroom -- there’s too
much dust and noise. My daughter would come home from Pre-K with red eyes and
congested.
§ It’s a safety issue having middle schoolers cross over preschoolers.
§ There’s only one preschool classroom so there’s a lot of kids on waiting list.

Organization of the building
§ There are so many additions that have been built, it’s very difficult to navigate so you’re
going to be confused and lost.You can’t send a primary kid to the library because they
won’t find it.
§ My second grade daughter walked a classmate to one of the support offices, she had to
go up the steps, across the bridge, down the steps etc. and she was gone for 10+
minutes. She missed a lot of instructional time.
§ Kindergarten teachers complain about taking kids to music class -- it’s a field trip in
and of itself.
§ The building not conducive to emergencies.

Accessibility & special education
§ Huge issues with accessibility.You have a big issue with kids not going with their
classmates.
§ What if we had a pre-K student in a wheelchair try to enroll? We would have to outplace
them.
§ If the building was completely ADA compliant we wouldn’t be having these problems.
§ No resource room for kids with special needs.

Outdoor space
§ The safety of the streets surrounding the school – drop off, walking to school, the
blacktop, there’s no barrier to the street.
§ I hate watching recess and seeing kids play on hot blacktop. We live right next to
wooded areas and our kids are on blacktop with no security. The kids can run right into
the street.
§ There’s no playground or safe space for the little ones to play, there’s no opportunity to
burn energy and enjoy playing.

Running out of space
§ They have to address the fact that it’s full, I don’t know where they’re going to put more
kids, they’re bursting at the seams. They will have to sacrifice extra-curriculars to
accommodate more kids.
§ We’re so crunched on space, we need meeting rooms where we can meet with students
one-on-one. We do a lot of testing and that has to happen in the hallway and there’s a
lot of traffic.
§ Every classroom, closet, hallway is being utilized – there is no more instructional space.
§ The classrooms are cramped, a lot of speech and OT happen in the hallway because
there’s not a room for that.

Technology
§ Technology here is very outdated – they have first generation smart boards.
§ With smart board and everything else, I’m not concerned about bigger library, more
concerned about space for STEM or a multi-media room where kids could access a 3-D
printer, we have to move with the times.
§ I teach in a neighboring school district and the difference is amazing in terms of
technology. I’m not teaching in an affluent district and I’m in the oldest building, but
there’s still a huge gap with Komarek. Komarek has a long way to go.

Additional comments
§ I worry that the building hinders our ability to attract teachers, we have so many
younger teachers and that’s not a bad thing but I think of a teacher a few years into their
career would come in and not want to work in this environment. We have so many things
to offer but if you look at it, it doesn’t look good. And there’s no technology
infrastructure.
§ The bathrooms need lots of help, the janitors do a really good job cleaning but
sometimes the toilets don’t flush or one of the sinks spurts out water.
§ If the teachers are worried about the structural environment – I’m worried.
§ It’s surprising to hear some of these comments but it makes me think that things have
been neglected and it’s time to make big improvements. What happened 5, 10, 15 years
ago?

§ Life safety is a band aid but it doesn’t take us to a modern school.
§ Absolutely, the 12 million won’t get them what they need for the population that
they have.

§ It sounds like there are enough serious issues that the answer is yes. But if you
aim too high the residents aren’t going to go for it.

Thoughts on
Repair vs.
Improve

§ There was a referendum 10 years ago in RB, and after they finished the work
they went way above and beyond what they should have. They gilded the lily.

§ I think it would depend, everyone would agree that work needs to be done but
we’re all home owners and we would want to know the money involved.

§ Might as well fix everything that needs to be done at the same time. Why put
the building under construction in two periods?

§ It makes all of North Riverside more attractive, we’re lucky because our taxes
are so low. Bring it on – the school has done a lot for my kids, I will support the
next generation and what they need.

§ Before it was even mentioned, most stakeholders immediately
jumped to supporting this work through taxes/referendum

§ Some stakeholders thought some/most of the money could be
raised through fundraising (e.g. grants)

How to Pay for
Repairs and/or
Improvements

§ There was some misinformation about how school funding
works and how money is raised and managed through a
referendum
§ Some stakeholders thought all sections of North Riverside would
have to pay for the referendum even if they are in a different
school district

§ Some stakeholders thought the Village would manage D94
referendum funds

§ We’re in a building that is very old. The last work was
done in the 50s. This building has been used up and you
have to do something to fix it. The band aids aren’t going
to stick anymore.

§ No one in this town is rich. If my taxes went up a couple
hundred dollars a month, it’s worth it.

§ There’s no option but to increase taxes.

Thoughts on
Referendum

§ Please raise my taxes.
§ I’m struggling with it, I see it from both sides but I’m not
sure I can afford it.

§ I have some concerns with the dollar amount, it will be a
hard pill to swallow but there was not a better option. I
wish there was a plan that was under 20 million.

§ How much are they going to raise taxes? That’s scary.
§ My gut reaction is that I would trust the administration.

Komarek Survey
Questions & Responses

§ Mostly parents responded

Key Take Aways
from the
Survey

§ Respondents did not align with the racial/ethnic
makeup of the school:
§ Nearly twice as many White people &
§ About half as many Black & Latino people responded as
are represented in the district

§ The survey results tracked with what we heard during
the interviews & community conversations

What Information Do
Stakeholders Need
Communications Advice

§ Be clear on the “why”
§ Transparency – what will be done?
§ Transparency - how much will it cost?
§ Two-way communications & accountability
§ Target audiences

Key Take Aways
for
Communications

§ Some key messages
§ Consider the messenger
§ Clarify the facts on school funding & how a referendum
works

§ Be ready for/address the ghosts of the RB referendum &
other financial issues in the community

§ Employ multi-pronged communications methods

Be clear on the “why”
§ In making your case to the community, you must ALWAYS bring it back to the health,
safety and education of the students.
§ This has to be about students and their health, safety and academic performance.
§ What does a new or improved school do to overall school rating? If we get the new
improved school, how does that fit into a higher value school from an academic
stand point and test scores?
§ A related point is that a vibrant school is the center of the community (your
stakeholders already believe this) and supporting the school is a good “investment”
– higher property values, more families want to move in.
§ Your community is as strong as your school.

Transparency – what will be done?
§ Be crystal clear about what needs to be done in terms of health and safety.
§ It would be nice for the community see what the violations are and the numbers
are.
§ What would 12 million give us exactly?
§ Also be clear about what improvements are being made and why.
§ I want the bullet points; I would need plans A, B, and C.
§ What they need to do is break down each item and say what it’s going to cost so
you can determine what is a priority and what order they need to be done.

Transparency – how much will it cost?
§ From the beginning and throughout the process, stakeholders want specifics on what
is being done and how much it costs – both in terms of money and impact on
students and the community.
§ They need specific information – what are we voting for? What is the money going
to fix? How will they fix traffic flow during construction? Traffic now is crazy on 23rd
Place during drop off and pick up.
§ Total transparency – we as parents need to justify to my neighbor why I’m asking
you to put more money into the school.
§ Specific numbers, how it’s going to affect us on an annual basis, on a monthly basis.

Two-way communications &
accountability
§ Stakeholders want to be informed all through the process and have ongoing
opportunities to be heard. Additionally, they want a group that includes parents,
community members, and subject matter experts (e.g. engineering, finance) who
can be more closely involved and help provide information and oversight.
§ It would be nice for the parents and community to have the ability to be involved
throughout the process, we want to be included in all the decisions and our voices
heard throughout the process.
§ There needs to be a committee that has parents and community members on it too,
overseeing any money that gets spent on any improvements.
§ I would like to know as a community member who is bidding on these projects,
sometimes things get political and it’s someone’s friend that gets hired.
§ We will need a community liaison.

Target audiences
§ While Komarek must continually educate parents, it is critical that those who do not
have children in the district are well-informed about the need and the plan.
§ Komarek has to sell the school, and show that the teachers like working here, show
the community that there are a lot of young kids in west side of North Riverside, that
young couples are moving here for the school, a couple success stories of
graduates in their career – they really have to sell it for people to vote for it. Sell the
need and the benefits.
§ They have to present options to the whole community, not just parents.
§ To get seniors and people without kids – they need to understand what the benefits
are for them.
§ Need cost benefit analysis to show people that don’t have kids.

Some key messages
§ We heard a number of key messages come up frequently:
§ Articulate the specific needs/improvements -- be clear about the price of each and the link to education.
§ Connect the dots on school improvement and property values.
§ Share that much of the buildings are the same as they were when first built in the 1950s.
§ Point out that it has been decades since Komarek went out for a referendum.
§ Be clear what happens if the referendum fails.
Select quotes that back up the key messages:
§
§
§
§
§

Two big selling points: no referendum since the 50s, our property taxes are low and our services are high.
An investment in the community will increase the value of their home and taxes will go up.
Present the alternatives: consolidation or cutting programs, big classes, home ec. and PE would be gone.
What happens if you can’t get a referendum passed since the state requires it? Will the school close down?
I would be curious if the referendum did not pass but there is still 12 million in repairs. What happens
then? Does the state help fund that?

Consider the messenger
§ Who delivers the message is as important as the information they convey. Komarek should
consider several groups as key messengers and be sure they are prepared with key
information:
§ Parents: Those closest to the school with intimate knowledge and an emotional
connection can serve as powerful spokespeople.
§ Teachers: While any district employee is restricted from campaigning while they are
“on the clock,” teachers can volunteer to serve as spokespeople in the evenings and
on weekends. Teachers are always a highly regarded and trusted source on school
matters and this is certainly true in North Riverside.
§ Civic leaders: From Village board members, library and park district leaders to
church committees and block captains, Komarek’s small community allows for
education of these key leaders to help spread the word.
§ If you can sell this to the people with children in this school, those people can talk to
their neighbors without kids and maybe get this passed.

Clarify the facts on school funding &
how a referendum works
§ Comments were made throughout the research that suggest not all stakeholders
understand how school funding works and how referendum/ballot initiatives work.
§ School funding. Basic information should be presented on – where school
funding comes from and how it is used.
§ Referendum. Clarity around how the amount is determined, when it would
appear on the ballot and who manages the money (several people thought the
Village would manage Komarek’s referendum funds).

Be ready for/address the ghosts of the RB referendum & other
financial issues in the community
§ Unfortunately, previous referendums, tax increases and financial decisions by other entities come to mind as stakeholders
think about Komarek. We recommend you list all the issues you can think of and be prepared to discuss why and how Komarek
is different. Several issues that we heard include:
§ The Riverside Brookfield High School referendum
§ Failed referendums presented by the library and neighboring school districts
§ Recent increases in the water bill and vehicle stickers
§
§
§
§
§
§

It would fail, we tried two years ago at the library and from the people I’ve talked to, it will depend on what the increase on their
taxes are.
We went through it at RB and it was a rough mess. Our sons’ education was messed up and our daughter was affected too. It is a
big impact on the community and the dollars spent.
Like with the high school, there will be concerns because they already have a bad taste in their mouth.
I believe this is a point they (the district) are going to have to very specifically manage well if they want to have a referendum –
they need to present us with realistic projections, and specific numbers – we don’t want to have happen here what happened in
Berwyn where they told them their taxes would go up $150 and instead went up $1000 and people are losing their houses.
The high school didn’t deliver on half of what they said they would do.
The village is increasing the water bill and vehicle stickers, so they’re already seeing increases in ways they can’t control.

Employ multi-pronged communications
methods
§ Stakeholders agreed that there is no one communication method that will reach everyone so all must be
employed. With this said, people did emphasize the value and opportunity for face-to-face communication
presented by the fact that everyone in the district lives within walking district of Komarek.
§ Tours of the building/meetings at the school – systematically invite block-by-block
§ Video/pictures to post/print
§ Door-to-door – talk to and distribute flyers
§ Connect at student drop off and pick up
§ Yard signs
§ Flyers
§ Block captains
§ Social media
§ Texts
§ Emails
§ Local paper
§ Robocalls – school district and Village
§ Community meetings
§ Community partners – e.g. the Village, library and park district – inform & create third party champions
§ Dedicated webpage of information
§ Direct mail
MAKE SURE EVERYTHING IS TRANSLATED

Questions?
.

§ Pat Maunsell - patmaunsell@m2communications.org

Thank you!
.

§ Eva Moon - evamoon@m2communications.org

