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INTRODUCTION 
It is nearly impossible to imagine that, in just 

three years, a school that had experienced a 

dropout rate of 84 percent by grade 10 

managed to transform itself into a school with a 

graduation rate of 100 percent. But that is the 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ /ƛƴŎƛƴƴŀǘƛΩǎ hȅƭŜr Community Learning 

Center, which is one in a system of community 

schools that has helped raise the citywide 

graduation rate from 51 percent in 2000 to 83 

percent in 2009. With the ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ōƻŀǊŘΩǎ 2002 

commitment to make every school a 

community school, Cincinnati has built citywide 

structures that foster the collaborative 

provision of high-quality learning opportunities 

and supports for students. Cincinnati is one of 

dozens of communities across the country that 

is scaling up a system of community schools.   

Why? In simplest terms, the community schools 

strategy provides a coherent framework for all 

children to succeed in college, career, and life. 

aƻǊŜ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǘŜǎǘ-oriented 

school culture, an effective community school 

offers the opportunities that all children 

deserve and helps remove barriers to learning; 

it ensures a foundation for principals to lead, 

teachers to teach, and students to learn. 

A thriving system of community schools focuses 

joint community and school resources on 

student success. Making that happen at scale is 

the subject of this guide. 

Dr. Jerry Weast, former superintendent of the 

Montgomery County, Maryland, schools, 

emphasizes that change is about creating 

structures and cultures that advance change. 

That notion applies here. Typically, some 

structures need to be put in place to support a 

system of community schools, but, unless a 

culture is in place to support all children, 

community schooling efforts will fall short of 

their goals.   

The community schools strategy can have its 

broadest, deepest, and most sustainable impact 

when a school system and all of its community 

partners use the strategy in many schools. A 

multisite effort embeds the vision of a 

community school in the principles and 

practices, beliefs, and expectations of its 

schools, partner agencies, families, and 

community members. As the effort scales up, 

the community schools vision becomes the new 

culture. In that new culture, individuals and 

organizations alike share the work, 

responsibilities, and benefits of improved 

results for children, families, schools, and 

communities. 

There is no one path for advancing a 

community schools agenda. Sometimes a 

citywide organization such as a United Way 

chapter, a county or city, a non-profit agency, or 

a school district steps up to create an 

opportunity for collaboration and provides an 

anchor presence in a set of schools. Often, a 

local community school serves as a template for 

expansion. Many schools already operate with 

some of the typical elements of a community 

schoolτafter-school programs, health and 

mental health services, parent leadership, 

service learning, a preschool program, a 

tutoring or mentoring program, and/or adult 

education programsτbut they do not 

undertake such activities with the explicit goal 

of fostering synergy among partners and the 

school to achieve better results. This guide 

helps you determine your current status, work 

from your assets, and build toward your shared 

vision of a system of community schools.
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The Guide: The What, Why, and 

How of Scale-Up 
A scaled-up system of community schools refers 

to a vertical network of schools from pre-

kindergarten through grade 12 in a single 

attendance area with all schools linked 

horizontally across one or more school districts. 

What does it take to build a scaled-up system of 

community schools? That is the question posed 

by school leaders, service providers, and 

government officials around the country as they 

come to appreciate the value and importance of 

community schools.  

Scaling Up School and Community 

Partnerships: The Community Schools Strategy 

builds on both practice and research to describe 

the what, why, and how of system-wide 

expansion of community schools. The guide is 

written for a wide audience and for 

communities at different points in planning for, 

implementing, and sustaining a community 

schools strategy. It targets grass-roots 

advocates, including parents, students, 

teachers, and community partners; school 

district, civic, business, and government 

leaders; and funders at the local, state, and 

national levels.  

For those already working to build a scaled-up 

system of community schools, Scaling Up 

School and Community Partnerships offers 

insights and field-based guidance immediately 

useful in deepening and sustaining your work. 

For those whose efforts focus primarily on 

establishing individual schools, Scaling Up 

School and Community Partnerships provides 

an opportunity to think about why and how to 

take on a scale-up effort. Others with no earlier 

involvement in community schools leadership 

will be encouraged to consider the logic of 

community schools and see the value of 

beginning with a systems approach. 

 

The guide is organized as follows: 

 

 Part One lays out the rationale for a 

community schools strategy. It 

describes what a community school 

looks like and its advantages over 

traditional schools.   

 Part Two describes the essential 

characteristics of an effective scaled-up 

system of community schools. It draws 

on systems theory to help think about 

how complex organizations such as 

community schools work and suggests a 

framework for creating the culture and 

functional capacity needed to create 

and sustain a scaled-up system.    

 Part Three outlines a 6-stage spiraling 

strategic process to help schools and 

communities steer their scale-up work.   

 Part Four tells the scale-up story of 

selected communities, permitting 

readers to see the spiraling process in 

action. 

Brief sketches from the field illustrate specific 

stages, barriers to progress, and solutions. 

Various tools are referenced throughout the 

text; the tools are accessible with a simple click 

and are also presented in the Appendix as well. 
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PART ONE: THE COMMUNITY 

SCHOOLS STRATEGY  

Ours is a robust, youthful, and determined 

nation. When families, schools, and community 

partners join together in common purpose, we 

Ŏŀƴ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜτequal 

opportunity and freedom with responsibilityτ

stays strong.    

Since our founding, public education has been 

charged with imparting both the democratic 

spirit and can-do skills each generation needs to 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛȊŜ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ƴŀƴȅ 

opportunities. In every era, schools have played 

a central role in meeting the charge. Today is no 

different. Fully preparing our young people for 

tomorrow is a task that belongs to all of us.  

A Vision and a Vehicle for Change 
A community 

schools strategy is a 

collaborative 

leadership approach 

designed to ensure 

that every student 

graduates from high 

school ready for 

college and/or 

career and prepared 

for a successful life 

as a family member 

and citizen. It offers 

a vision of schools, 

communities, and 

families linked in 

common purpose.  

Experience 

demonstrates that 

the effectiveness of 

a community 

schools strategy is 

based on a culture that builds collective trust 

and promotes a set of core principles (Figure 1),i 

including high expectations for schools and 

students, reliance on family and community 

strengths, and the development of the whole 

child as critical factors for student success. A set 

of structural elements, including partnerships, 

alignment of funding streams with the natural 

assets of communities, and the integration of 

academic learning with essential supports and 

opportunities, helps diverse communities craft 

their own vehicle for change. Further, it 

recognizes that parents and care givers play a 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ 

physical, and academic development while 

intentionally supporting parents/care givers in 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎƘƛŜŦ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜΦ  

Figure 1. Community School Core Principles 

 Shared vision and accountability for results. A clear, mutually 
agreed-upon vision focused on results drives the work of community 
schools. Agreements enable partners to hold each other accountable 
and move beyond άturf battles.έ 

 Strong partnerships. Partners share resources and expertise and 
collaborate to design community schools and make them work. 

 High expectations for all. Community schools are organized to 
support learning. Children, youth, and adults are expected to learn 
to a high standard and to become contributing members of their 
community. 

 Community strengths. Community schools marshal the assets of the 
entire community, including the people who live and work there, 
local organizations, and the school. 

 Respect for diversity. Community schools know their communities. 
They develop respect and a strong, positive identity for people of 
diverse backgrounds and are committed to the welfare of the whole 
community. 

 Local decision making. To unleash the power of local communities, 

local leaders make decisions about their community schools strategy 

while people in individual schools respond to their unique 

circumstances.  
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The Scale-Up Imperative  
A community schools strategy can have its 

broadest, deepest, and most sustainable impact 

when a school system and its community 

partners use the strategy in several schools, 

across one or more districts. A multisite effort 

embeds the vision of a community school in the 

principles and practices, beliefs, and 

expectations of its schools, partner agencies, 

families, and community members.  As the 

effort scales up and collective trust grows, the 

vision of a system of community schools 

becomes the new cultureτone in which  

individuals and organizations alike share the 

work, responsibility, and benefits of improved 

results for children, families, schools, and 

communities.  

Thousands of schools across the country have 

already adopted some variant of a community 

schools strategy for better meeting student and 

family needs, and they are seeing a difference 

in a wide range of indicators that spell school 

success. However, the advantages of 

community schooling are not consistently 

available to students throughout their 

education from pre-kindergarten through grade 

12. To wrap their arms around all their children, 

communities must expand and sustain a scaled-

up system of community schools across 

neighborhoods and throughout districts. 

Clearly, the most important reason to scale up 

community schoolsτsometimes referred to as 

full- service community schools or community 

learning centersτis the mounting data showing 

that community schools work.ii They not only 

improve test scores but by also ignite the 

interest and energy of students, teachers, 

families, and community members in learning 

and working together. Stated another way, the 

vision-based culture and collaborative 

leadership structure created by a community 

schools strategy sets the stage to achieveτon a 

large scaleτthe essential elements that, 

according to current research, are needed for 

long-lasting reform: leadership, parent and 

community engagement, professional capacity, 

a student-centered learning environment, and 

instructional guidance.iii   

The second reason to scale up is that a 

community schools strategy provides a much-

needed and effective way to organize 

fragmented services and to integrate funding 

streams, permitting scarce dollars to generate a 

greater impact. Students and families gain 

access to services when they need them, and 

more expensive crisis intervention is avoided. 

According to a recent Coalition for Community 

Schools study, every dollar spent by a school 

system to implement a community schools 

strategy leverages at least three dollars in 

federal, state, and local funding and in 

philanthropic and community partner 

resources.iv Other estimates are even higher.  

The third reason to scale up is that the 2010 

Census shows continuing growth in the diversity 

ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ 

corresponding increase in the number of 

students whose first language is not English 

calls for schools that fully engage, challenge, 

and support these students and their families. A 

community schools strategy recognizes the 

tremendous strengths of parents as taxpayers, 

civic leaders, and advocates.   

The fourth reason to scale up is that the policy 

environment is ripe for expanding community 

schools.  At the federal level, the Promise 

Neighborhoods initiative, Race to the Top Fund, 

School Improvement Grants, Title I, and the 

Invest in Innovation Fund i3 all contain 

elements of the community schools strategy. P-
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20 Councils at the state level and in some 

localities also call for expanded partnerships 

and resource alignment. They all require a 

vehicleτwhich a community schools strategy 

providesτto help schools and community 

institutions knit their wide-ranging assets into 

measurable improvements.  

Finally, an emerging body of knowledge 

provides a useful evidence base for how to scale 

up and sustain the community schools strategy. 

Two decades of experience in a growing 

number of multisite initiatives provide a strong 

foundation on which other communities can 

build. National models that employ a 

community schools strategy offer additional 

knowledge, including Schools of the 21st 

Century, Communities in Schools, university-

ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ !ƛŘ 

Society models, and Beacon Schools. Their 

lessons and insights inform this guidebook.  

What a Community School Looks 

Like  
A community school is a place and a set of 
partnerships connecting school, family, and 
community. A community school is 
distinguished by its integrated focus on 
academics, youth development, family support, 
health and social services, and community 
development. Its curriculum emphasizes real-
world learning through community problem-
solving and service. By extending the school day 
and week, it reaches families and community 
residents. The community school is uniquely 
equipped to develop its students into educated 
citizens ready and able to give back to their 
communities and to strengthen families and 
communities. 

Community schools are built on a fundamental 
premiseτthat every child and every school is 
capable of excellence given the right conditions 
for learning. A community schools strategy 
creates the structure and culture needed to 

ensure fulfillment of the following six 
conditions:  

 Early childhood development programs 
are available to nurture growth and 
development.  

 The school offers a core instructional 
program delivered by qualified 
teachers; instruction is organized 
around a challenging curriculum 
anchored by high standards and 
expectations for students.  

 Students are motivated and engaged in 
learningτin both school and 
community settingsτ before, during, 
and after school and in the summer.  

 The basic physical, mental, and 
emotional health needs of young 
people and their families are recognized 
and addressed.  

 Parents, families, and school staff 
demonstrate mutual respect and 
engage in effective collaboration.  

 Community engagement, together with 
school efforts, promotes a school 
climate that is safe, supportive, and 
respectful and that connects students 
to a broader learning community. 

 

Of course, schools cannot create these 

conditions on their own. They require strategic 

partnerships among schools, partner agencies, 

families, and community members. A 

community schools strategy leverages, 

coordinates, and maximizes resources, often 

including a coordinator to manage day-to-day 

activities at each school site.  

Partnerships with community agencies, cultural 

institutions, colleges and universities, 

foundations, and others expand the number 

and type of learning opportunities available to 

help children master skills and content. These 

opportunities are directly aligned with the 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŎǳǊriculum while 
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broadening their interests and developing their 

talents. By engaging families and community 

partners with school staff in designing and 

participating in activities, a community schools 

strategy fosters shared ownership and 

collective trust. Referring to a community 

schools coordinator on loan from a community 

partner, one principal described that 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΣ ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ 

at the hip. We work together to make sure 

every student gets what they [sic] need. She 

works on the social supports and I work on the 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǿŜ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǊƪΦέ 

Support for students extends to support for 

families.   

The Advantages of Community 

Schools  
Many schools have created partnerships with 

various community institutions. But it is the 

partnerships forged around the principles of 

community schools and committed to creating 

the conditions for learning that make the 

difference. As a result, partnership-based 

community schools offer three distinct 

advantages over traditional public schools by: 

 Providing learning opportunities that 

develop both academic and non-

academic competencies   

 Building social capitalτthe value 

attached to the social networks and 

relationships that support learning and 

create opportunities for young people 

while strengthening their communitiesv  

 Garnering additional resources that 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

learning goals while reducing demands 

on school staffvi 

While much-touted school reform efforts 

largely focus on in-school improvement, a 

community schools strategy builds on research 

that has demonstrated the important 

connection between in-school and out-of-

school factors in student achievement. In-

school factors are concerned with the quality of 

instruction and curriculum. It is commonly 

accepted that an effective teacher is the most 

important in-school factor affecting student 

achievement,vii but students also need a 

challenging curriculum that engages them as 

active learners in real-world problem-solving.viii 

Often, in the schools serving our neediest 

children, the curriculum is narrow and neither 

rigorous nor engaging.ix Classes are often 

unmanageably large, and instructional materials 

and supportive technologies are frequently 

limited. Worse still, neither the school climate 

nor adult behavior adequately communicates 

the expectation that every student will succeed.   

Out-of-ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

ability to learn include residence in a high-

poverty neighborhood, an unmarried teen 

mother, irregular attendance, and the ripple 

effects of family substance abuse and mental 

health issues, unemployment or frequent 

mobility, social isolation, poor health care and 

diet, and lack of educational support. Each of 

these factors has a pronounced impact on a 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎical 

development.  

Issues as basic as whether a child attends school 

regularly or has an adult at home to encourage 

him to do his homework or to applaud her best 

efforts all affect school performance. Research 

shows, for example, that chronic absence is 

prevalent for young children. ά9ǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊΣ ƻƴŜ 

in 10 kindergarten and 1st grade students 

misses a month of school with excused and 

unexcused absences. By middle and high 

school, the rates of chronic absence are far 
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ƘƛƎƘŜǊΦέx A study of students in kindergarten 

through grade 5 in New York City showed one in 

five students chronically absent.xi These 

absences affect academic achievement, leave 

children unable to read well by the end of grade 

3,xii and can set a pattern of poor attendance 

and academic failure for older students, fueling 

the dropout rate.   

Community schools identify resources that help 

address out-of-school factors and connect 

home, school, and community in ways that 

make student success possible. Families 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

influence and are encouraged to become school 

decision makers. By paying attention to both 

academic and non-academic learning, 

community schools reach the whole child and 

encourage the growth and development of a 

range of reinforcing competenciesτsocial, 

emotional, physical, and academic. In 

community schools, engagement precedes 

achievementτand intensifies itτin classrooms 

and community-based learning opportunities. 

Relationships with caring adults help young 

people build networks of support, develop 

important social skills, and expand their 

horizons. In community schools, students come 

to school because they want to learn; what is 

more, they are ready to learn. 

Figure 2.  A Community Where Learning Happens 
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Toward a Community Where 

Learning Happens  
An individual community school lays the 

foundation for success; just ask any child, 

family, teacher, or community partner who is a 

participant. The challenge is to extend the 

community schools logicτand the conditions 

for learningτacross school boundaries so that 

all children and their families in a community 

may benefit. When schools and community 

partners take steps to link individual community 

schools into coordinated systems, the systems 

become the building blocks of a fully engaged 

child- and family-centered community. 

Together, they build an infrastructure of 

support and opportunities to create the 

conditions for learning across entire localities. 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎΩέðevery day, for every 

child. 

Figure 2 depicts a community where learning 

happens. 

In communities where learning happens, there 

is a broad foundation of citizen participation. 

Families and community partners stand 

together to promote action on child, school, 

and family issues. Children and families are not 

isolated but rather are surrounded by 

interconnected rings of learning and support. 

First in importance are relationships with 

family, friends, neighbors, and co-workers who 

share information and often offer a helping 

handτƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ 

messages about the importance of education. 

At the same time, students are closely 

connected to their community schools while the 

schools are linked to other helping institutions 

such as houses of worship and community 

organizations, libraries, health clinics, and 

volunteer agenciesτall of which enable 

students to explore and participate in the larger 

community. In addition, crisis intervention and 

treatment services are readily available to 

support students and families as needed.   

Ideally, the interconnected rings of learning and 

support are held together by a sturdy 

infrastructure in the form of good jobs, 

effective transportation, affordable housing, 

and public safety. Every child should live in a 

community where learning happens, but many 

do not. These are the types of places that are 

envisioned in a variety of efforts to revitalize 

ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘǎ όŜΦƎΦΣ tǊƻƳƛǎŜ 

bŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ IƻǳǎŜΩǎ 

Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative). 

Community schools should be at the core of 

such efforts, just as public schools have always 

been the centerpiece of strong communities. 

Figure 3 illustrates the connections between an 

individual community school, a system of 

community schools, and a community where 

learning happens. 

A scaled-up system of community schools does 

not spring up over night. We are well aware of 

the difficulties faced by well-funded, 

comprehensive community initiatives that have 

sought to change the way education, health, 

and social services are designed, delivered, and 

evaluated. These important efforts have clearly 

demonstrated that systems transformation 

takes time, coupled with a guiding vision and 

the capacity to build and sustain new 

relationships, policies, and practices. A 2010 

study of two decades of comprehensive 

community initiatives notes that progress grows 

ƻǳǘ ƻŦ άōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ 

ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΣ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέxiii We also 

see the need for greater effort to understand 

how complex systemsτsuch as communities 
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and community schoolsτoperate and where 

and how they respond to change.  

In contrast to many comprehensive community 

change initiatives, community schools partners 

have focused on a single entry pointτpublic 

schoolsτas a strategic way to build more 

responsive communities. The most successful 

initiatives forge relationships and craft  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άǇƭŀǳǎƛōƭŜΣ 

ŘƻŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘŀōƭŜΦέxiv The lessons learned by 

many of these initiatives have helped shine a 

ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ άƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘǎέ ƻŦ ŀ 

community schools strategy. Part Two of the 

guide looks at how these various components 

work together.   

A community sŎƘƻƻƭ ƛǎΧ 

 

Χŀ place and a set of partnerships 

connecting school, family, and 

community. A community school is 

distinguished by an integrated focus 

on academics, youth development, 

family support, health and social 

services, and community 

development. Its curriculum 

emphasizes real-world learning 

through community problem-solving 

and service. By extending the school 

day and week, it reaches families 

and community residents. The 

community school is uniquely 

equipped to develop its students 

into educated citizens ready and 

able to give back to their 

communities.  

 

A system of community sŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛǎΧ 

 

Χŀ vertical network of schools from 

pre-kindergarten through grade 12 

in a single attendance area, linked 

across one or more school districts. 

The networks use a community 

schools approach to align services, 

support, and enrichment 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

development needs and the school 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƻōƧŜŎtives. They 

sustain these efforts through policy 

and financial support of the school 

district and its public and private 

community partners.   

 

A community where learning 

happens ƛǎΧ 

Χŀ community-wide infrastructure 

able to support the social, 

emotional, and physical 

development of all children and 

families; to engage them in learning; 

and to connect them to relationships 

and opportunities that will help 

every young person achieve in 

school and make successful 

transitions from childhood to 

adulthood. 

 

Figure 3. A Fully Developed Community School Vision 
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PART TWO: A FRAMEWORK FOR 

SCALE-UP  
Lƴ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ άǎŎŀƭŜ-ǳǇέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀŘŀǇǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ 

innovationτsuch as community schoolsτfor 

widespread and supported application, with the 

goal of producing robust, meaningful, agreed-

upon outcomes.xv In the case of community 

schools, it requires much more than simply 

increasing the number of community schools. 

The critical challenge is to find ways to create 

many community schools across one or more 

school districts and to develop structures with 

sufficient capacity to sustain, expand, and 

continuously improve community schools 

networks.   

Part Two presents some basic facts about how 

systems operate and emphasizes the 

importance of attending to both culture and 

structure in systems change efforts. It outlines 

the characteristics of a successfully scaled-up 

system, including shared ownership, spread, 

depth, and sustainability. Based on extensive 

field experience, we present a Collaborative 

Leadership Structure to show how leadership 

roles and responsibilities may be distributed to 

build a community schools culture and the 

functional capacity needed to create and 

sustain such a scaled-up system. A Systems 

Benchmark Chart defines what must be in place 

for a scaled-up community school initiative to 

succeed (see Appendix).     

Systems Basics 
A system is a collection of parts that interact 

and function as a whole. Systems consist of 

elements and interconnections; they have a 

purpose,xvi and they exist within a political, 

social, and cultural context. Infrastructure 

ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΦ Lǘ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ 

base or foundation of a system and consists of 

the structural elements that support the entire 

enterprise.  

Systems exist everywhere. A system may be a 

hard-wired physical organization such as a 

computer, or it may be a social, relationship-

based organization such as a community school. 

In either case, a central tenet in systems 

thinking is that all parts of a system are 

interdependent. They are composed of 

numerous feedback loops that interact at 

several levels rather than in a strictly linear 

arrangement. The relationships form a complex, 

layered web.   

Given the nature of systems structures, actions 

affecting one part of the system often do not 

produce orderly, predictable results. Tugging on 

one part of the web is likely to cause 

unanticipated reactions elsewhere in the 

system. Effectively changing a system requires 

an awareness of how the various parts of the 

system work together and the leverage points 

most likely to produce desired change. 

Integrated action across several functional 

areas is needed to move and sustain complex 

organizations. These two insights are 

fundamental to systems understandingτ

whether change takes the form of a solution to 

a specific problem within a system or aims to 

scale up community schools.  

Attempts at systems change fail when there is a 

misalignment between assumptions about 

systems operations and how systems work in 

practice.xvii Change agents often focus on the 

most obvious elements of the system they want 

to change by, for example, latching on to a 

άǎƛƭǾŜǊ ōǳƭƭŜǘέ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜƻǊƎŀƴizing their 

governing board, enacting new policies, or 

spending more money. All of these 

modifications may be important, but change 

agents mistakenly assume that anyone of these 
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isolated adjustments will produce system-wide 

change. Many initiatives expect improvement 

to come from simply working harder, forgetting 

9ƛƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴǎŀƴƛǘȅ ŀǎ άŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

same thing over and over again and expecting a 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΦέ   

Still another insight derived from systems 

thinking suggests that the most important 

dimension of system operations is the one most 

frequently overlookedτŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ 

culture. Culture includes the values, 

expectations, and tacit assumptions that drive 

behavior and practice throughout the system 

ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘo achieve its 

purpose. While this controlling paradigm is less 

obvious than the other dimensions, it is, in fact, 

often the most crucial determinant of system 

change.xviii  

Part One stressed that the time-tested 

effectiveness of a community schools strategy is 

based on a culture that fosters collective trust 

and promotes a set of core principles built 

around high expectations for schools and 

students, the potential strengths of family and 

community, and the development of the whole 

child. Without question, the change required 

for permanently transforming traditional 

schools into a district-wide system of 

community schools will occur only if the 

principles of community schools are deeply 

embedded in collaborative leadership 

structures and a culture of collaboration.  

The Characteristics of an Effective 

Community Schools System   
No doubt about itτsystem building is 

complicated work. Before starting down that 

road (more in Part Three), you need to have a 

good idea of the system you want to create. 

Community schools focus on the well-being of 

children, families, and communities so that 

students succeed in school, graduate, and go on 

to satisfying roles as parents, workers, and 

citizens. What type of system can create these 

results on a large scale?   

Research suggests that an effectively scaled-up 

system of community schools exhibits four 

characteristics:  shared ownership, spread, 

depth, and sustainability.xix         

 Shared ownership. Responsibility for a 

community schools initiative rests with 

school systems and their community 

partnersτlocal government, 

community-based organizations, public 

and private agencies, institutions of 

higher education, parent and 

neighborhood groups, business and 

civic  entities, and others with an 

interest in the development and well-

being of children, families, schools, and 

communities. Together, these partners 

engage in collaborative decision 

making and take ownership of their 

efforts to help all students succeed. 

School and community partners share 

resources, information, and 

accountability for results with the 

intention of fundamentally 

transforming the current education 

system. Because they command 

different resources, expertise, and 

connections, they develop a balance of 

power and equal voice among 

partners, even though their resources 

may not all carry the same dollar value.  

Shared ownership evolves and shifts to 

a broader group as stakeholders 

negotiate a shared vision, develop an 

operating framework, distribute 

leadership, clarify their respective roles 
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and responsibilities, and do the hard 

work involved in scaling up a system of 

community schools.  

 Spread. In effective scale-up, 

innovations spread into structures, 

processes, materials, beliefs, norms, 

and principles. The spread is vertical 

and horizontalτboth up and out. 

Vertical spread requires a scaled-up 

system to instill community schools 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 

educational pathways, from early 

childhood programs to higher 

education and career training, the 

district office, the school, and the 

classroom. Horizontal spread reaches 

out geographically to encompass more 

and more schools and neighborhoods 

across the jurisdiction. A rollout 

strategy identifies sites and links them 

in clusters or feeder patterns that make 

sense given community needs and 

readiness.   

Spread also refers to systematic growth 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǊŀōƭŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

community schools across various 

sectors of the community. Such spread 

occurs as initiatives release data 

showing measurable progress toward 

results and provide opportunities for 

the public to participate in discussions 

about the expansion of a community 

schools initiative.      

 Depth. Effective scale-up requires deep 

change that alters attitudes, behaviors, 

assumptions, and expectations about 

teaching and learning and child and 

youth development practicesτ within 

classrooms, school buildings, and 

districts as well as among community 

partners. Top-down innovation is 

sometimes required, but the adoption 

of such innovation can often be 

mechanical, superficial, and fleeting. To 

create systems that support 

community schools and educate our 

most vulnerable children, people at all 

levelsτfrom teachers and social 

workers to principals and agency 

managers and on to institutional 

leadersτƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ άŘƛƎ 

ŘŜŜǇέ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ 

of community schools. Participants 

need to change attitudes and 

assumptions, policies and practices 

that may conflict with or water down 

what community schools hope to 

accomplish. 

 

Depth is achieved by efforts at the 

community and school-site levels to 

embed community school principles in 

the strategic planning of school 

districts and community partners.  

Professional development for school 

staff and partners helps translate these 

principles into everyday practice while 

technical assistance builds the capacity 

of initiatives at the community and 

school-site levels to promote alignment 

and stay focused on the long-term 

vision. 

 

 Sustainability. Implementation is the 

beginning, not the end, of successful 

scale-up. Effective scale-up creates an 

enduring system of community schools 

that survives leadership changes and 

ƻǘƘŜǊ άǊƻǳƎƘ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊΦέ 5ǳǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

grows out of an infrastructure that 

supports a collaborative system based 

on a long-term vision, continually 
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measures progress against a clear set 

of benchmarks, and develops the 

ability to finance the functions of 

community schools. Moreover, to 

ensure continuation and expansion, 

community schools must marshal the 

capacity to capture and retain the 

political support of key sectors of the 

communityτparents and residents, 

voters, taxpayers, and policymakers.  

 

The Structure and Functions of 

System Building  
Communities across the country have shown 

that, to build a system with the characteristics 

of shared ownership, spread, depth, and 

sustainability, school and community leaders 

must develop collaborative leadership 

structures with the capacity to carry out key 

functions. This finding confirms a fundamental 

insight of systems thinking: Integrated action 

across important functional areas advances and 

sustains complex organizations.  

Most initiatives have developed a collaborative 

leadership structure that helps them execute 

and integrate key functions system-wide. 

Typically, the structures connect community-

wide and site-level leadership, often through an 

intermediary entity.   

 Community-wide leadership (e.g., 

school districts, government, United 

Way chapters, businesses, community- 

and faith-based organizations) is 

responsible for overall vision, policy, 

and resource alignment. It creates the 

context and capacity for expansion. It 

serves as a networking vehicle for policy 

development and communication in 

which several leaders of community 

initiatives decide why and how to align 

their resources to build and sustain a 

system of community schools.   

 School-site leadership (e.g., parents, 
residents, principals, teachers, 
community partners, and young 
people) is responsible for planning, 
implementation, and continuous 
improvement. Leaders ensure that 
implementation satisfies local needs, 
ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 
mission, and generates practice 
knowledge and data to inform 
improvements in community-wide 
policy and site practice.    

 

 An intermediary entity (an 
organization or a working group 
composed of key leaders and 
managers from one or more partner 
agencies) provides planning, 
coordination, and management. 
Leadership powers the work by 
ensuring communication between 
community-wide and school-site 
leaders and by facilitating operational 
functions at all leadership levels and 
across school sites. It convenes school 
and community partners, provides 
strategic planning, and ensures that 
what happens at the community 
leadership level empowers students, 
families, and practitioners at school 
sites.  

 

Figure 4, A Collaborative Leadership Structure 

for Community Schools, depicts how leadership 

is shared. It shows that, while each leadership 

group has its own key roles and responsibilities, 

they all work to build capacity in each functional 

area. A continuous flow of communication and 

efforts to align the work of both school-site and 

community-wide leaders is facilitated by 
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intermediary leadership to keep the initiative 

on track. 

Participants in the collaborative leadership 

structure generally focus on the following seven 

functions: results-based vision, data and 

evaluation, finance and resource development, 

alignment and integration, supportive policy 

and practice, professional development and 

technical assistance, and broad community 

engagement. 

Results-Based Vision 

A results-based vision fuels the initiative, 

providing the big-picture motivation for scale-

up efforts. For community schools, the long-

range vision calls for building out the conditions 

ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎΦέ Lƴ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ-up initiative, the 

system operating cultureτassumptions, 

expectations, beliefs, and stakeholder valuesτ

are consistent with the driving vision.   

A results-based framework, including indicators, 

is used to measure student, school, and 

community progress in key areas of learning 

and development. It is also used to track 

operational progress in creating a shift in 

ownership, depth, spread, and sustainability.   

Data and Evaluation 

This function focuses on the collection and 

analysis of information. It illuminates 

ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ 

indicators (e.g., attendance, partnership 

effectiveness, and achievement) and collects 

data on community assets and social and 

political context in order to identify areas of 

need, opportunity, and success. It also 

integrates different databases for improved 

decision making while ensuring the requisite 

confidentiality.  

Finance and Resource Development 

This function ensures that existing school and 

community resources are identified, 

coordinated, and used to leverage new dollars 

to achieve results, fund continuous 

improvements, and sustain expansion. For 

leverage to occur, leaders must be connected to 

a broad range of potential resources and agree 

on assumptions and expectations about 

collaborative responsibilities and outcomes.  

 

Resource development also entails mobilizing a 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ 

children and youth benefit from connections to 

caring adults and neighborhood, civic, and 

business groups and develop a clear sense of 

their importance in and responsibility to their 

community.    

Alignment and Integration 

This function spreads and deepens the 

commitment to community schools norms in 

the policies and practices of systems across the 

community as well as in individual school sites. 

Alignment ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ 

results-based framework, school district 

strategic planning, curriculum and instruction, 

ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ 

accord with and supported by the ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ 

overall vision and system norms. It involves 

working with other related initiatives to support 

shared goals and facilitate overall progress.  

Integration requires school-site leaders to 

design explicit practice and policy connections 

among programs and activities that result in 

progress toward site-level results. It involves 

integration of the efforts of all practitioners 

working with students regardless of 

organizational affiliation.
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Figure 4.  A Collaborative Leadership Structure for Community Schools  

 






















































































































































































































