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To all the people out there like Sue Maguire who have the dedication, energy, and patience to do this, and to George Dryfoos, whose care and attention have enabled me to continue my work documenting what they do. —JD

For those kids whose lives may be touched by these words, and, of course, for Chris and Kara. —SM

“The horror of September 11 makes the work to build comprehensive full-service community schools more important than ever. The values of democracy are at the heart of a community school. It is a center of learning for the entire community, a center that promotes discussion, tolerance, and collaboration among people of different religions, cultures, races, and ethnicities. It is a place that encourages all children to learn and to develop habits of citizenship and civic responsibility. Community schools, at their best, exemplify democracy in action, as people of all ages and backgrounds learn and work together as neighbors to build a better and more humane community, society, and world.”

Ira Harkavy
Vice President, University of Pennsylvania
Chairman, Coalition for Community Schools
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Inside Full-Service Community Schools provides a level of helpfulness, as well as necessary steps, to adults and children committed to coordinating the talents of entire communities to serve communities.

Carole Biskar

Principal

Tualatin Elementary School (OR)

The voices of Joy Dryfoos as national policy analyst and Sue Maguire as school principal bring to life in new ways the vision of how full-service community schools can help students learn and families and communities succeed. This book will be of great value to policymakers and practitioners alike.

Martin J. Blank

Director for Community Collaboration

Institute for Educational Leadership

Washington, D.C.

Inside Full-Service Community Schools offers a lively dialogue between two of our country’s leading voices on forging effective school-community partnerships. The book combines solid theoretical grounding with practical advice through a unique point-counterpoint structure. Policymakers, researchers, funders, and practitioners alike will find rich rewards from spending a few engaging hours with this important new book.

Philip Coltoff

Executive Director and Chief Executive Officer

The Children’s Aid Society

New York, NY

Dryfoos and Maguire describe the steps that educators, parents, and community partners must take to establish a full-service school—the “ultimate” in school, family, and community partnerships.

Joyce L. Epstein

Director, Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships

Johns Hopkins University

Baltimore, MD

Inside Full-Service Community Schools is a valuable tool for parents, educators, school officials, and elected officials who are interested in looking at innovative ways to improve learning and achievement for our nation’s children. Well-run and vibrant community schools are thriving all across America. The authors have compiled a useful, comprehensive guide to what makes the best ones work.

Sandra Feldman

President

American Federation of Teachers

Washington, D.C.

From the nation’s foremost expert on full-service schools, Inside Full-Service Community Schools shares information in such a way that both novices to the subject and knowledgeable individuals can learn something.

Donald G. Hackman

Associate Professor

Educational Leadership & Policy Studies

Iowa State University

Ames, IA

Inside Full-Service Community Schools will profoundly shape the national community school movement. Joy Dryfoos and Sue Maguire most ably tell the story of Molly Stark School, and in telling it they teach us what a community school is, how it might be developed, and why it is important to the future of our democracy. It is simply an excellent and important book.

Ira Harkavy

Associate Vice-President and Director

Center for Community Partnerships

Philadelphia, PA

Everyone concerned about the issues of adolescent development and community empowerment will find Inside Full-Service Community Schools to be a thoughtful, well-researched, and detailed account of a community school in the context of its community. Using the Molly Stark School in Bennington, Vermont as its focus, the book extends its analysis to similar programs across the country and provides a manual for educators and communities interested in the viability of community schools as a means of public education.

Thomas W. Payzant

Superintendent

Boston Public Schools (MA)

Dryfoos and Maguire have created a “must-read” for anyone interested in starting a full-service community school. Their clear-headed analysis and advice will prove indispensable to educators and human service practitioners as they join forces to promote children’s learning and development in our nation’s schools.

Jane Quinn

Assistant Executive Director for Community Schools

The Children’s Aid Society

New York, NY

This important volume cogently captures the potential of community schools not only as a means of providing more effective social and related services to children and families but also as a mechanism that will enhance student learning.

Michael S. Usdan

Senior Fellow

The Institute for Educational Leadership

Washington, D.C.

Dryfoos and Maguire move the concept of a full-service community school from the fringes of public education into the mainstream. [Their book] inspires the belief that the best schools are full-service community schools and motivates the reader to seek them out.

Lisa Villarreal

Director, California Center for Community-School Partnerships

Healthy Start Field Office

University of California, Davis

The presentation of the vision, juxtaposed with the practical experience, provides an extremely helpful and well-developed picture of full-service community schools.

Jan Walker

Assistant Professor

Educational Leadership & Policy Studies

Iowa State University

Ames, IA

What a generous book! Giving all their hearts, Dryfoos and Maguire have constructed a generous book about community schools, sharing what they know about community from doing, seeing, studying, and caring. Theory and practice come together in this very articulate book—a model of collaboration in itself that has great value for its specificity, its clarity, and its authenticity. It captures the vibrancy of real, honest, full-service and community schools. Like the best of these programs, this book is infused with energy. In itself, it is a terrific testimonial to partnerships that integrate, comprehend, and help us all to see and do the right thing for all our kids! Thank you!

Margot A. Welch

Director, Collaborative for Integrated School Services

Harvard Graduate School of Education

Cambridge, MA


Preface

This volume combines the research and observations of Joy Dryfoos, a long-time tracker of youth development programs and a strong advocate for full-service community schools across the country, and the day-to-day experiences of principal Sue Maguire of Molly Stark Elementary School, an emerging full-service community school in Bennington, Vermont. In a unique dialogue from complementary perspectives, the coauthors expose readers to a new approach to educational reform. This book has a strong bias: We hope to convince you to use these community school concepts to create public schools that will be able to meet the demands of our complex 21st-century society.

Community schools differ from traditional schools because they are open all the time as neighborhood hubs, operated through partnerships with community agencies, and designed to provide on-site support services to children and families. Educational enrichment is offered in the context of overcoming social and economic barriers to learning. Youth development and community involvement are important components. Around the country, many different models for incorporating these concepts have been advanced. It is important at the outset to state the basic idea: Remove burdens from schools by building partnerships.

This book begins with some background on the different paths we took to come to the same conclusion: Full-service community schools are an important solution to the problems confronted by many children, families, and their schools today. In Chapter 1, we go into detail about why schools and community agencies need to change the way they operate and bring community stakeholders together. We show that the diverse designs of full-service community schools are responsive to the growing list of barriers confronting children and families. Chapter 2 starts with a brief review of the various models of community schools that have been promulgated largely from the bottom up. The chapter goes on to present some planning concepts used to develop the programs around the country, and Sue Maguire describes how she went about planning the transformation of her school.

In Chapter 3, we present material about the numerous services and programs that can be offered in full-service community schools during the school day, including primary health and mental health services, family resource centers, preschool programs, high school programs, and some one-of-a-kind components that are found in selected community schools. We learn about the Molly Stark Family Center’s experience with child care, dental services, parent programs, and other health and social service components within the school. Afterschool programs are presented in Chapter 4, with particular emphasis on the significant federal program—21st Century Community Learning Centers—which has greatly expanded the field. A number of state and local efforts are described, along with Molly Stark’s extensive offerings in after-school enrichment and mentoring.

Chapter 5 looks at the special requirements of community school staffing, with emphasis on the important leadership roles of principals and the new category of community school coordinators. Consideration is also given to the use of youth workers in school settings and the importance of universities in developing more cross-disciplinary curricula to prepare educators, social workers, psychologists, and others to work across domains. In Chapter 6, we turn to a discussion of governance and the challenges that result from mixing school administrations with community-based agencies. How do you organize relationships between stakeholders so that someone is in charge and everyone has a voice in decision making? Many different approaches are reviewed along with the experience at Molly Stark, where the school is the lead agency.

In this book, we emphasize the “people factor” throughout, encouraging broader thinking on roles parents can play in schools. Chapter 7 shows ways that parents can be brought on board and reviews exemplary parent programs around the country. Evaluation research cited in Chapter 8 presents evidence that community schools can positively impact educational, health, and social outcomes. Data from Molly Stark document improvements in educational and behavioral outcomes that may be attributable to the transformation of the school.

We do not downplay the barriers to implementing these models, acknowledging in Chapter 9 that many issues, such as time, space, turf, maintenance, confidentiality, and replication difficulties, must be resolved to create a new and well-functioning school-community institution. At Molly Stark, the greatest concern is sustainability: Where is the financial support going to come from to keep programs like theirs up and running? As we show in Chapter 10, the financial picture is complex. Typically, these kinds of school-community partnerships rely on a mix of national, state, local, public, nonprofit, and private resources that must be combined under one roof. Molly Stark reports tapping 18 different sources of funds in 2000–2001 in addition to the usual public education funding that every school receives. Several bills have been introduced in Congress that would integrate public funds at the federal level and give grants to states and communities to plan and implement comprehensive full-service community schools, but these potential acts are still tied up in committees. Many foundations support this work and intend to continue to do so.

We conclude in Chapter 11 with practical suggestions for advancing the movement toward community schools at the national, state, and local levels. We are upbeat about the future of community schools, given the potential success of these programs, the resources identified here that could be used, and the action building around furthering these models through state and local community school initiatives and the Coalition for Community Schools.

The appendixes contain various survey forms, program materials, and job descriptions from Molly Stark that will be useful to anyone planning or implementing a school-community partnership program. The Resources section has a selected list of organizations, with e-mail addresses and Web sites, that provides a starting point for gathering further information. The many books, articles, and Web sites referenced throughout the book provide a wealth of background on all of the subjects covered. One major caveat: We have tried to present the most recent information available, but in this era of uncertainty, with massive budget cuts and changing political fortunes, we may have failed to capture all the latest news.

We hope the audience for this book is very wide. Of course, we hope to influence educators to consider community school concepts as significant components of school reform. Because one of the authors is a principal herself, principals throughout the country should find some comfort in her experience. We have emphasized the challenges and difficulties, but it should be clear from Sue’s story just how rewarding it is to see a school fill up with partners who are willing to help administrators overcome the critical problems they face in this era of testing obsessions and fiscal tightness.

Teachers and other school personnel, as well as school board members and superintendents, will also be interested to learn about how partnerships can benefit their classrooms and their schools. It is essential that they understand that the full services do not come from educational budgets. All kinds of categorical funds—for example, money for prevention of drug abuse, pregnancy, and violence—can be redirected toward more comprehensive programs. Community-based agencies of all kinds also have an enormous stake in the future of education. Health and social agencies will learn how they can relocate their services into school buildings. Youth agencies like Boys and Girls Clubs, Big Brother/Big Sister, Y’s, and 4H Clubs will learn how they can become providers of afterschool programs in schools.

Mayors and county executives, governors and state commissioners, and public administrators at every level are becoming increasingly involved in school-community planning efforts. United Ways, Local Education Funds, community planning agencies, and youth bureaus are being called upon to lead community-wide planning groups that apply for grants to develop full-service community schools. Universities are being asked to revise their curricula to actively participate in school transformation efforts; this book will be useful in an array of college courses, including educational administration, community relations, and school-community partnerships.

Finally, we hope that this book will be read by the people who should make the decisions: the general public, parents and grandparents, and the youth themselves. Parent demand for responsive schools and strong community involvement is the moving force in school reform.
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Introduction

HOW I GOT INVOLVED WITH FULL-SERVICE COMMUNITY SCHOOLS: JOY DRYFOOS

For many years, I have been interested in the broad subject of adolescent development, looking first at prevention of teen pregnancy and, over the years, broadening my scope to high-risk behaviors in general. Early on, I realized that problem behaviors were interrelated and that whatever we tried to do to help young people, it had to be comprehensive, holistic, and long term. Most of my work centered on various kinds of community-based programs, primarily in health and recreation areas.

Schools were not in my focus until one day in 1983. I was in Jackson, Mississippi, visiting the local health department to talk about family planning programs, and someone asked if I would like to visit the school-based primary health clinic that the department supported. A clinic in a school? Were they kidding? I was taken to meet the director of the Community Health Center, Dr. Aaron Shirley, one of the first African Americans to graduate from the University of Mississippi medical school and a leader in the struggle for adequate medical care for impoverished families and children. He had received a grant that enabled the Community Health Center to open the clinic in the same high school that he had attended as a boy.

At the school, I observed a fully equipped clinic with a white-capped nurse practitioner. Students were pouring into the space and receiving primary health care that included sports examinations, pregnancy tests, asthma treatments, and whatever else they required. This made so much sense. The students were already in the building. They needed medical attention and received it with little fuss, complete confidentiality, and no bureaucracy. The school’s only responsibility was to facilitate access to the clinic.

During the next year, with support from the Rockefeller Foundation, I traveled around the country and discovered at least 10 such school-based clinic programs. The idea was catching on, and an organization in Washington, D.C., then called the Center for Population Options (now Advocates for Youth), took on the job of organizing what was to become a new field. By the early 1990s, the National Assembly on School-Based Health Services was formed, and today there are about 1,400 sites. Although the original models focused on prevention of teen pregnancy, few have such goals today. Many are in elementary schools, and even those in high schools are not permitted to dispense contraception on site (they refer students to local health agencies). The most significant demands for school-based care seem to be for physical examinations, mental health counseling, asthma control, and dental services. I still get a kick out of visiting a school-based clinic and seeing students being treated right there in the school building.

What these new programs established, at least in my mind, was the concept of bringing services into schools to augment the efforts of school staff. I soon discovered other examples. Social workers were being relocated from community-based agencies to act as case managers. Local drug programs provided student assistance workers to focus specifically on students with drug problems. Most notable at the time was the Florida Full-Service Schools Program. In 1991, under the leadership of Governor Lawton Chiles, the Florida legislature passed a law supporting the development of full-service schools. It required the state board of education and the Department of Health and Rehabilitative Services to jointly establish programs in schools to serve high-risk students in need of medical and social services.

Other states were initiating significant school-based programs as well. As early as 1987, the New Jersey Department of Human Services launched the School-Based Youth Services Program (SBYSP), awarding grants to communities in each of its 21 counties (29 programs). Through partnerships between school and community agencies, these programs offered counseling, recreation, educational remediation, employment services, and health services at school sites. In 1991, the California legislature came up with the large-scale Healthy Start Support Services for Children Act, which brought health and social services to hundreds of schools.

As more state programs got under way, it seemed to me that a “revolution” was actually taking place before our eyes. In many localities, the role of community health and other service agencies in helping schools fill their students’ growing needs was increasingly accepted. I was inspired to document this phenomenon in my book Full-Service Schools: A Revolution in Health and Social Services for Children, Youth, and Families (1994). But more revelations were to follow.

In collecting examples of school-based services, I learned about the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) community schools. In 1992, CAS had opened the first of its “settlement house in the school” models, the Salome Urena Middle Academies (IS 218) in the Washington Heights area of New York City. At first I thought of it only as a good example of a full-service school and described it as such in my book, along with the Hanshaw Middle School in Modesto, California, a Healthy Start model. But as I observed IS 218, I saw how the effort extended beyond the “add-on” quality of many school-based services around the country. The CAS approach was aimed at school transformation and reform, the creation of a full-fledged community school. Not only did the CAS model include a primary health clinic (where I had started on this investigation), but it also had so much more.

Focusing on the Salome Urena Middle Academies, I saw how a whole new school had been created to center around the needs of the students. The school was divided into academies, creating smaller, more cohesive learning units and intensive study of specialized areas (math and science, arts, business, and community service). What went on in the classroom was linked to after-school activities to produce a holistic experience for the children. Parents were drawn in through a resource center and exposed to their children’s school experience. Demonstrating the value it placed on community well-being, CAS opened the doors of the schoolhouse to all residents and maintained an interest in neighborhood improvement.

As I continued my search for school-community partnerships that addressed the multiple needs of children, families, and schools, I discovered other initiatives whose intent was the transformation of the whole school. This exploration led to another book, Safe Passage: Making It Through Adolescence in a Risky Society (1998). Once again I reviewed the current thinking about prevention of high-risk behaviors, but this time I focused much more on the role of schools in changing outcomes for young people, and I concluded that the fields of educational enrichment and youth development services had to be united. For the first time, I could lay out my own vision of what I called a “Safe Passage” school, one that combined quality education with all the necessary support services to help children and families overcome the barriers to successful learning. (It is important to recognize that these were not totally new ideas. A century ago, John Dewey and Jane Addams were talking about the same concepts. In 1935, the C. S. Mott Foundation in Flint, Michigan, launched the community education movement that led over time to thousands of schools offering lifelong learning opportunities.)

By the time Safe Passage was published, a number of important “players” who shared this emerging vision of full-service community schools had come forward. Clearly, the people from CAS were potential leaders, as were those from other school-community partnership models around the country, including the University of Pennsylvania’s Center for Community Partnerships (university-assisted community schools), Beacons (schools in which community agencies run extensive before- and after-school programs), and United Way’s Bridges to Success (schools in which services are brought in by community agencies). Under the auspices of the Fordham Center for School Community Partnerships, we organized an ad hoc gathering of community school advocates from around the country in 1997 and were pleased at the evidence of growing interest.

Around the same time, I invited Pete Moses from CAS and Ira Harkavy, a vice president of the University of Pennsylvania and one of the creators of university-assisted schools, to put on a workshop on community schools at the meeting in Memphis of the New American Schools initiative, a school reform endeavor. Although about 600 people interested in school reform were at the meeting, only four of them managed to come to our workshop (and two of those were from foundations). It was clear that our concept of community schools had no visibility or draw for educators, even though we had achieved some success with other child advocates. Over dinner in Memphis, Pete, Ira, and I decided to actively form a coalition and look for a Washington, D.C., base that could reach out to the educational community.

Within a short time, the Institute for Educational Leadership in Washington put staff member Martin Blank to work organizing the Emerging Coalition for Community Schools. As of the end of 2001, “Emerging” is no longer part of the title, and the coalition is flourishing, with more than 170 national organizations as partners in the movement.

What Does a Community School Look Like?

Every school is unique, but this is the Coalition for Community Schools’ broad vision of a well-developed community school:

•   A community school, operating in a public school building, is open to students, families, and the community before, during, and after school, seven days a week, all year long. It is jointly operated through a partnership between the school system and one or more community agencies. Families, youth, principals, teachers, and neighborhood residents help design and implement activities that promote high educational achievement and positive youth development.

•   The school is oriented toward the community, encouraging student learning through community service and service learning. A before- and afterschool learning component encourages students to build on their classroom experiences, expand their horizons, contribute to their communities, and have fun. A family support center helps families with child rearing, employment, housing, immigration, and other issues and problems. Medical, dental, and mental health services are readily available. College faculty and students, business people, youth workers, neighbors, and family members come together to support and bolster what schools are working hard to accomplish—ensuring young people’s academic, interpersonal, and career success.

•   Ideally, a full-time community school coordinator works in partnership with the principal. The coordinator is a member of the school’s management team and is responsible for administering the services brought into the school by community agencies. Over time, most community schools consciously try to integrate activities in several areas to achieve the desired results: quality education, positive youth development, family support, family and community engagement in decision making, and community development. In this process, the school emerges as a community hub, a one-stop center to meet diverse needs and to achieve the best possible outcomes for each child.

What’s in This Book

Every day we learn about new community schools and new forms of community-school partnerships; this book can be viewed as a snapshot of the emerging field as of fall 2001. It is centered on Molly Stark Elementary School in Bennington, Vermont. As Sue Maguire, principal of Molly Stark, points out, the town’s image is one of upper-class privilege, with an elite college and ready access to ski slopes and antique shops. Yet, as you will discover, many of the students at Molly Stark School are needy and many are poor, just like those in many of the nation’s cities. However, to fill out the picture, we have included comparable material about several other schools. Among them are Quitman Street Community School in Newark, New Jersey, and Thomas Gardner Extended Services School in Boston, adaptation sites of the Children’s Aid Society; McCoy Community School in Kansas City, one of the Missouri’s Caring Communities Schools; and Thomas Edison Elementary School in Port Chester, New York, supported by a special full-service community school grant arranged through Congresswoman Nita Lowey.

This is not a “researchy” book. Rather, it focuses on experience, some documented, some anecdotal, to present a concept. The research is referenced, but we did not feel it necessary to repeat what can be found in other places. In any case, the context for writing books of this kind has been radically changed by access to the Internet. A good search engine can pull out more than you want to know about any given subject, and some of the most interesting material we have used was located by putting the phrase “full-service schools” into the search mechanism.

I first heard about Molly Stark School at a conference put on by the Harvard School of Education’s Collaborative for Integrating School Services. Sue invited me to visit the school, and we have been communicating frequently ever since. This book reflects our ongoing dialogue as each of us has contributed a section of each chapter, written from our complementary perspectives. In the first part of each chapter, I focus on what is going on all over the country; in the second section, Sue provides hands-on information about the various pieces that have been put together to change the whole climate of her school. Together we hope to provide a picture of a well-conceived, functioning, vibrant community school and enough information about the processes and problems of developing a full-service community school to make you want to set out on this journey yourselves.

INTRODUCTION TO MOLLY STARK SCHOOL: SUE MAGUIRE

At first glance, Bennington appears to typify New England life at its best, filled with Vermont images of ski slopes, maple syrup, and breathtaking foliage. Tourists travel through this area to visit Robert Frost’s gravesite, view paintings by Grandma Moses, and learn more about how the Green Mountain Boys fought for freedom during the American Revolution.

But there is another part of Bennington. Molly Stark School is in an isolated area of the community not typically seen by tourists driving through town. Its student population of nearly 380 is considered large by Vermont standards. The school is literally located on the other side of the railroad tracks, and until recently, it was also metaphorically viewed as “the school on the other side of the tracks.”

Two and a half decades ago, I came to Vermont to teach fifth grade at Molly Stark School. I was ready to change the world for kids. I thought little about poverty or its ramifications because I truly believed it didn’t matter; I could make education the ticket for a happy and productive life for all kids, whether rich, middle class, or poor. Through my training, I had learned that teaching consisted of high standards, strong curriculum, and solid instruction delivered by a caring teacher. All these years later, I know that I hadn’t learned enough.

One of the most important things I didn’t know is something I learned over the years of bringing up my own two children. From the day they were born, they were presented with tremendous opportunity. They were read to incessantly and taken on hundreds of “field trips”—to Disney World, the ocean, the White House, the lake. Without consciously focusing on the educational effects, I prepared them before we went out on our adventures, reviewing vocabulary, practicing social skills and manners, rewarding good observations and answers, and encouraging them all the time. Their part was to enjoy and absorb the information around them. We visited parks and museums, saw movies and plays. They entered school healthy and eager to learn. They knew education was important in our family, and they thrived.

What I slowly came to realize is that not all children have lives filled with these basic supports and opportunities. Far too many kids exist in a world without stimulation. Many live in a constant state of chaos and are isolated from everything beyond their own neighborhood. They don’t go to parks and museums and libraries, they don’t eat in restaurants, and they don’t make regular visits to doctors and dentists.

I am constantly confronted with examples of the struggle and turmoil that families at Molly Stark must face on a regular basis.

•   Two days before school starts, Betsy calls to say she and her three children have been evicted and are living in a car. She wants a telephone number to get help, but what she first asks me is whether her children can still come to our school.

•   David was excited to join the after-school running program but isn’t showing up for daily practices. The instructor questions him, and he finally blurts out that he has no sneakers and he knows his father can’t afford them. We dig into our petty cash envelope so our guidance counselor can take him to a local shoe store to pick out a pair.

•   Social Services calls to set up a time to interview brothers Tim and Keith, seven and five years old, who nearly burned down their apartment by lighting paper on the stove the night before when their mom wasn’t home.

•   Jean has had chronic head lice for the last four years, but now the problem is becoming worse. The lice are actually crawling down the part in her hair and onto her face. She and her mom have been seen by our consulting pediatrician, and a home health worker has been to their home to help, but things haven’t gotten any better. Now we must consider reporting the family to our local Social and Rehabilitative Services agency for educational and health neglect.

•   Josh, a fifth grader, complains that his mouth continuously aches. He can’t remember ever going to a dentist. He sees our dentist and, because of the extensive decay, has to have seven extractions. A few days later, I see Josh walking down the hall and ask him how he is feeling. He replies, “Great, I never knew how it was for my mouth not to hurt!”

These situations are a far cry from what I thought teaching was about or even what I thought life was about. They aren’t excuses, and they shouldn’t be used as reasons why kids can’t or shouldn’t learn. But they are real stories that block opportunity and every kind of growth—emotional, social, and academic. And these realities can have unrelenting consequences if not addressed. Simply raising the standards bar will not provide the support these children need to succeed in school.

Developing a full-service school was a response to the complex issues facing our school. We began the process long before we had heard the terms full-service school or community school. The services and opportunities we developed at Molly Stark happened because they make sense for kids and their families. Through collaborative partnerships with a wide range of service providers in our community, we have tried to create the opportunities that most of us would expect and demand for our own children. Along with quality instruction, our school offers extended-day and extended-year services, health and social services, and parent education and support—the things we believe that children need to do well in school and that families need to live productive lives in their community.

Now, as principal at Molly Stark, I still believe that education can be the ticket. I am working with the children of the children I taught years ago, and I continue the search to find what it is that might make the difference for this generation and the next.
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Why Full-Service Community Schools?
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THE NEED IN THE NATION

In the 2000 presidential election, education was the top-ranking issue among voters. Everyone has concerns about the quality of the educational system, and everyone has a different opinion on how to fix it. My own hypothesis is that in many communities, children face significant barriers to learning—barriers that schools acting alone cannot possibly overcome. But I believe that full-service community schools can dramatically reduce many of these barriers. What are some of the areas in which such schools can have an effect?

How Full-Service Community Schools Can Make a Difference

Readiness to Learn

Some children come to school lacking the necessary readiness to sit in the classroom and participate in the learning process. In some cases, the family does not encourage early learning or does not have the basic parenting skills to get the young child off to a good start. Early childhood education and Head Start preschool programs have a proven positive effect on long-term learning outcomes. Community schools can encompass early childhood learning centers and parent education classes. In addition, when the preschool program is located right in the school building, the transition to kindergarten and subsequent grades is easier.

Supportive Adults

Successful youth development is strongly associated with access to caring, supportive adults. Young people in all kinds of communities who are involved in negative behaviors (sex, drugs, violence) often lack any connection to responsible adults. On the other hand, young people who live in very deprived circumstances do much better if they experience consistent and sustained attachment to adults.

Community schools can ensure that such relationships are established. Partner agencies can help supply the large amount of individual attention that many of today’s students need. Health care providers, case managers, additional social workers, and volunteer mentors can be brought into the school setting, and their services integrated with existing (and often minimal) pupil personnel services.

Extended Learning Opportunities

There is not enough time in the school day for many children to acquire all the skills they need to succeed in today’s educational system. Opening the schools for longer hours and providing creative enrichment programs can help children make significant academic gains. In community schools, after-school activities can be integrated with the classroom curriculum, reinforcing and enriching what children learn each day. After-school programs also help children gain social skills and cultural experiences that lead to strong youth development.

Parent Involvement

Many parents are turned off by their children’s schools; they feel rejected by the teachers and do not know how to communicate with them. Community schools develop many avenues for involvement, inviting parents to serve on planning and advisory boards, encouraging them to volunteer in the school, and hiring them as teacher’s aides and outreach workers. In community schools, parents can also learn how to monitor their children’s school performance and homework and therefore feel better equipped to provide support and help.

Lifelong Learning

Children are not the only ones who need access to extended learning opportunities. Adults can improve their family’s status by taking courses to advance their careers or enhance their lives intellectually. English as a Second Language, basic GED, and computer use are among the most sought-after adult education classes. Welfare reform is also increasing the pressure on young mothers to further their education so they can enter the labor force. Community schools, open evenings and weekends, can become accessible and convenient centers for both credit and noncredit courses, and child care can be provided on site.

Opportunity to Perform Community Service

Many children and their families feel alienated from their communities. When they are given a chance to serve the community through volunteer placements in day care centers, senior citizen homes, or community gardening projects, children feel much better about their lives. Community schools can facilitate these service learning placements and ensure that the knowledge gained from the work experience goes back into the classroom. The events of September 11, 2001 brought into focus the importance of developing a sense of community and of teaching children to actively participate in building democratic institutions.

Access to Health Care

Children who are troubled with physical or psychosocial problems cannot perform well in school. Asthma is widespread among the school-age population, as are acne, headaches, and illnesses as minor as colds and as major as tuberculosis. Many children suffer from stress-related symptoms and need mental health services and counseling.

Community schools can encompass on-site primary health and mental health clinics staffed with trained professionals from community agencies. Dental offices can also be set up. These collaborating partners can also assume the responsibility for health education and promotion. For example, they can offer sex education, drug prevention, and conflict resolution classes, freeing teachers to concentrate on their classroom work with students.

Integration of Services

Many families are discouraged from using community services because these services are fragmented and loaded with bureaucratic regulations. Agencies may have widely separated locations, conflicting policies about who can receive services, and little communication with other services used by clients. A well-organized community school can draw these disparate programs together into an integrated package at one site with centralized records and common policies.

Safe Communities

Of the 28 million school-age children whose parents work, an estimated 7 million children aged 5 to 13 return to empty homes after school. Community schools can provide safe and supervised havens from early in the morning to late in the evening.

Positive School Environment

When a traditional school system is confronted with young people who act out and misbehave, it quickly suspends them, adding to the number of high-risk youth in the streets. But being thrown out of school for a time exacerbates the students’ problem rather than solving it, because they fall even further behind, both academically and socially. Community schools can create service networks that deal with problem behaviors on site, limiting suspensions and expulsions. When students perceive the school setting as “on their side,” they are more likely to become attached to the school community and adopt positive attitudes and actions. When parents feel connected to the school, they are more ready to work with the teachers to improve student outcomes.

Changing Demographics

Throughout the country, schools are experiencing dramatic changes in the makeup of their populations. The largest increases are among Hispanic children, but more and more students from Asia, Africa, and other parts of the world are changing the composition of the student body. Ensuring that children learn English is only one of the challenges resulting from these changes. Often, cultural differences emerge that must be addressed; for example, asking parents to help with homework may be futile if they speak little or no English.

Because partners in community schools often are community-based, culturally indigenous organizations, they can create multicultural environments that celebrate differences and encourage all children to succeed. They may organize music and art activities and family festivals to help people share their cultural heritages with each other.

Basic Needs

Many children come to school hungry; they may also lack clothing and housing. Traditional school systems are not set up to meet these needs. Community schools can institute breakfast, snack, and dinner programs as well as the usual lunch. Community partners can take on the responsibility of making sure that children have warm and suitable clothing and help parents find adequate housing. Such supports can be provided in the context of a family resource center that ensures confidentiality without stigmatization.

Quality Education

Last, but by no means least, too many children are failing in school. Many are left back, and some never complete their high school education. Whether this represents the failure of the students or the failure of the schools to meet the students’ needs is a debatable point. In any case, schools are under fire to produce higher test scores. Community schools work to create a more effective school environment, encouraging small classes with well-trained teachers and high standards. With partners from community agencies to address behavioral and social issues, teachers can concentrate on teaching. All the outside programs that are brought into the schoolhouse through such partnerships can be shaped to enhance learning and integrated with the school’s classroom curricula.
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