
New Berlin School District

Input Session Review
Public opinion research is an invaluable tool for informing school district communications, 
strategic planning and long-range facility improvement programs. To further the New Berlin 
School District’s effort to engage with, and listen to, the community, a series of input sessions 
were conducted over a two-week period in late April and early May 2021. All sessions were 
facilitated by a Creative-Entourage representative. Each of the five sessions lasted 
approximately one hour and fifteen minutes.

The purpose for the sessions was to listen to various stakeholders’ views and opinions on the 
condition and future of the District’s facilities and to gauge a better understanding of the 
community’s perceptions about the District’s recent ballot proposal to support facility 
improvements. Also discussed were issues relating to the development of a long-range facility 
improvement plan for the District including specific improvements to be considered. 

The input sessions were conducted because of the District’s strong desire to get stakeholder 
insights and ideas about the current state of the New Berlin school facilities, past and future 
planning efforts, and the future of the New Berlin schools. 

Input Sessions Items to Note
It is important to note that these input sessions were conducted as focus groups with open-
ended questions that generated much conversation. While focus groups are useful to hear 
participants talk about the range of issues that may affect a school district, they are not 
quantitative in nature meaning that they do not indicate what percentage of the total 
population, or subgroups of the population, may feel about any particular issue. 

● Participants were asked their general impression of the New Berlin community. 
Responses were overwhelmingly popular with words or phrases like family-oriented, 
friendly, small town values, and diversity related to five population centers. The few 
negative comments included mentions of high taxes and concerns that growth would 
undermine the positive features of living in small towns. While participants talked about 
the “west side of Springfield” — the near universal description of that portion of the 
District — those comments were positive in nature other than concerns about the 
impact of too much growth. Regarding the growth issue, a few mentioned that they 
didn’t want New Berlin to become like Chatham. When asked what that meant, the 
explanation was becoming a “typical” suburb without any kind of unique identity. 



● When asked about the schools, the first, and by far the most common, response was the 
quality of the teaching staff and great kids. Other frequent mentions were the wide 
array of programs available in a smaller district, high levels of student performance, a 
caring and safe school environment, and appreciation for diversity (defined as 
socioeconomic diversity). There was much praise for the quality of the elementary 
school. And much criticism of the quality of the junior high and high school facilities. 

While almost all noted that buildings were kept spotlessly clean, almost all had stories 
about problems with the junior high and senior high school: temperature control, 
leaking roofs (including hearing water run behind the walls during rain storms), 
outdated labs, cafeteria space, parking, pickup and drop-off areas, classroom furniture 
and limited storage (perhaps stimulated by the room in which some of the sessions 
were conducted that was doubling as a storage area). Some mentioned the negative 
impressions students and their parents had when going from an almost new elementary 
school (though one person noted it was more than a decade old now) to the junior high 
and high school. Some mentioned/complained that choral and instrumental music 
groups used the elementary school for community performances with no performance 
space existing in the junior high or high school. Lastly some talked about the Dome and 
how, to quote one person, it was “an iconic building.” Another called it a church. Having 
said that, yet another person said that the “notion” of a Dome was important — not 
necessarily the existing Dome. 

● Questions about leadership, ideas to improve the District, and reflections on the most 
recent bond election all rolled together in discussing why that referendum was soundly 
defeated. Participants seemed, at first, somewhat restrained in talking about this. In all 
sessions, comments were made about lack of trust in leadership, problems with low 
morale and, to quote one participant, “the source of that low morale.” One participant 
said the referendum was the only chance the community had to say “no” to the 
superintendent with lots of heads nodding “yes” when that comment was made. Other 
comments had to do with the lack of specificity in the plan – that even supporters didn’t 
know what the plan entailed. One participant, in making that point, said she was told (in 
response to a question about the details of the plan) that the referendum vote was akin 
to a “pre-approval process” for a mortgage — you  get approved for the mortgage (the 
referendum vote) and then you see what you can buy with the money. It is important 
that not one single participant claimed to know anything about what was on the ballot 
other than the dollar amount of the bond proposal. Several said there were three 
different options to select from after the proposal passed. Another theme that came 
from this discussion was that the proposal was more of a wish-list rather than what was 
needed — “bright and shiny” as one participant said rather than addressing needs. 

● With respect to placing another proposal on the ballot, there was a kind of “night and 
day” conversation that resulted — that things are different now with new leadership 
and improved morale. Discussion about what needed to be done this time, compared to 
last, what like listening to the flip side of a record — lots of detail about the plan, asking 
for what is needed and not flashy items, being totally transparent about developing the 
improvement plan, and extensively involving teachers and staff. Concerns or worries 
about a second effort regenerated conversations about anti-tax sentiment in the District 
and concerns that new schools will bring about more growth. 


