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Surrounded by Support

Educators know that many nonschool factors—like untreated asthma, undiagnosed 
vision problems, and unrelenting poverty—hinder students’ academic success. But 
instead of tossing up their hands in frustration, educators all over the country are 
reaching out to community groups that can help solve these problems. They are 
partnering with health clinics, social service agencies, food banks, higher educa-
tion institutions, businesses, and others. Schools engaged in this work go by several 
names—e.g., community schools, full-service schools, and community learning cen-
ters. They share a commitment to ensuring that all children are surrounded by support. 

This special issue brings together researchers, historians, educators, and service 
providers to describe the need for, and effective development of, school-community 
partnerships. One key to success? Having a community partner responsible for all the 
nonacademic services; well-developed partnerships wrap services around the school, 
so teachers are free to teach and students are ready to learn.
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context, with background information 
on each piece of 
art. For example, 
a lesson that can 
be adapted for 
kindergarten 
through fifth 
grade introduces 
students to the 
great disparities 
between 
working-class 
and wealthy 
women of the 
19th century by 
comparing The 
Milliners by 
Edgar Germain 

Hilaire Degas (top left) to Portrait 
of the Marquise de Miramon, née 
Thérèse Feuillant by Jacques 
Joseph Tissot (top right). A lesson 
for sixth through eighth grades 
has students write a paper on 
slavery in America and the 
Roman Empire, and compare 
Francis Harwood’s Bust of a 
Man (center right), from 1758, 
to Grave Relief of Publius 
Curtilius Agatus, Silversmith 
(center left), from AD 1–25. A 
lesson for ninth through 
twelfth grades uses Man with 
a Hoe (right) by Jean-Fran-
çois Millet and Farm 
Workers, South of Tracy, 
California (bottom right) by 
Dorothea Lange to intro-
duce students to the 
history of labor unions.

WHETHER ART IMITATES LIFE or life 
imitates art, as the saying goes, what 
better way to teach students history, 
culture, and current events, than by 
having them study photographs, 
sculptures, and paintings—without 
leaving the classroom? In a few keyboard 
clicks, teachers can access an easy-to-
navigate Web site that includes works of 
art in the J. Paul Getty Museum’s 
collection. The Los Angeles–based 
institution has paired these objects with 
free lesson plans designed for elemen-
tary, middle, and high school students. 
There are more than 150 lesson plans 
grouped into 27 topics, including “Who’s 
Afraid of Contemporary Art?”; “Gods, 
Heroes and Monsters: Mythology in 
European Art”; “Artful Women”; “Neo-
classicism and the Enlightenment”; and 
“Looking at Illuminated Manuscripts.” 
Students are asked to complete a variety 
of tasks, such as conducting research, 
writing papers, and making art of their 
own.

For example, the newest set of lesson 
plans, titled “Historical Witness, Social 
Messaging,” addresses a wide range of 
important historical ideas and events 
while also emphasizing how works of 
art—through symbolism, color, satire, 
etc.—both record and influence history. 
Each lesson provides the relevant 
historical 
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Where Art and History Meet

Lesson plans are available at www.gettytrust.us/
education/search/curricula.html.

NOTEBOOK

etienne





 
br


Éton




, the


 
j.

 paul



 

gett


y
 museum







, los


 
angeles







 the


 
j.

 paul



 

gett


y
 museum







, los


 
angeles







©
 J

. P
aul


 

G
ett

y
 T

rust




 the


 
j.

 paul



 

gett


y
 museum







, villa



 collection










, malibu






, california










 the


 
j.

 paul



 

gett


y
 museum







, los


 
angeles







http://www.gettytrust.us/
http://www.gettytrust.us/education/search/curricula.html


AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SUMMER 2009    3

At the heart of any great 
school is, of course, 
great teaching. But 
great teaching doesn’t 

simply spring forth—it isn’t just 
a matter of getting the right per-
son into the right classroom. 
Great teaching is cultivated by carefully coordinated education 
systems that include supportive administrators, knowledgeable 
and accessible peers, relevant and ongoing professional devel-
opment, a rigorous curriculum, coherent and focused textbooks, 
aligned assessments, and so forth. American Educator addresses 
these core educational issues regularly. They are critical for 
school improvement, but they are not always sufficient for 
increasing student learning.

Some students come to school hungry or with a toothache or 
worried about where they will sleep that night. Solving such 
problems may not be the school’s responsibility, but such prob-
lems hinder learning all the same.

So while great schools tend to all the educational issues just 
mentioned, they also ask important questions: What else do our 
children need? And who can meet those needs?

In this special issue of American Educator, researchers, his-
torians, educators, and service providers explore ways to address 
the nonschool factors that prevent students from achieving their 
potential. The school plays a key role, but school staff members 
neither run nor deliver nonacademic services. The school pro-
vides community-based partners access to both students and 
facilities. These partners, whether they are colleges or food 
banks, health clinics or rec centers, share in the goal of having 
all students enter class ready to learn. While some services are 
available during the school day (especially in an emergency), 
most are provided before and after school, on weekends, and 

over the summer, so that stu-
dents are rarely, if ever, pulled 
out of class. 

This issue of American Edu-
cator  begins with research 
showing the dramatic differ-
ences in home life and health 

between our poor and middle-class children. But we don’t dwell 
on these discrepancies for long; they are well known. The rest of 
our summer issue is devoted to providing examples of successful 
school-community partnerships and to highlighting lessons 
learned. In particular, experience and research have shown that 
it’s important for an external organization to take the lead in 
assessing needs, securing funding, and developing partnerships. 
Having a point person who coordinates the services and knows 
the students’ schedules is also crucial. As one social worker told 
us, “You don’t want a partner to arrive when the students are on 
a field trip.”

Finding the funds for this work may seem daunting, so it’s 
important to note that much of what is described here does not 
consist of new services. A great deal can be accomplished just 
by coming up with new ways of delivering existing services. 
Many communities already have health clinics, counseling ser-
vices, food banks, shelters, adult literacy classes, GED programs, 
etc. But all too often, these services are not centrally located, so 
low-income families have to spend the whole day on buses criss-
crossing the city just to meet a few of their needs. Clearly, bring-
ing these services to the school makes more sense. The children 
are there, the family is nearby, and the facility is available once 
school lets out. By wrapping services around the school, school-
community partnerships make better use of the school build-
ings, make community services more accessible, and make 
students more likely to reach their potential.                   –editors

Supporting  
Teaching and Learning
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By Marty Blank, Reuben Jacobson, and  
Sarah S. Pearson

Teachers know that students’ academic performance 
and progress depend on the environments in which 
they live and learn. Now it’s time for the rest of us, citi-
zens and policymakers, to see schools as the centers of 

communities. We must recognize that community problems, 

such as poverty, violence, family instability, and substance 
abuse, inevitably become student and school problems. 

Without question, our schools must be accountable for stu-
dents’ performance. But just as surely, our schools can’t meet 
students’ needs alone. Young people need more connections, 
more support, more opportunities, and more learning time to 
be successful. They need everything their families, schools, and 
communities can give.

When supports and services aren’t available, often it’s the 
teachers who step in to fill the void. They do this because they 
have formed relationships with their students, and because they 
know that unmet needs impede learning. A teacher’s primary 
responsibility is to educate students. However, any visitor to a 
school quickly recognizes that teachers have a number of addi-
tional demands on their time. For instance, teachers may counsel 
students, work with parents to develop better discipline strate-
gies, make home visits, search for social services, and in some 
cases, administer medications. Many students (and their fami-

A Coordinated Effort
Well-Conducted Partnerships Meet  

Students’ Academic, Health, and Social Service Needs

Marty Blank is the president of the Institute for Educational Leadership, 
director of the Coalition for Community Schools, and author of numer-
ous articles and reports on how schools and communities can work 
together to increase student learning. Reuben Jacobson is a PhD student 
in the education policy studies program at the University of Maryland 
and a research fellow working with the Coalition for Community 
Schools. Sarah S. Pearson is the deputy director of the Coalition for 
Community Schools, author of several policy briefs, and editor of Restor-
ing the Balance Between Academics and Civic Engagement in Public 
Schools. illustrated
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lies) desperately need this help, but they also need their teachers 
to devote their time and energy to teaching.

What to do? To us, the answer is clear: respond to the chang-
ing needs of students and families by investing in the develop-
ment of community schools. These schools partner with a variety 
of youth development, health, and social services organizations 
to meet students’ needs. In community schools, teachers get the 
supports they need to be able to teach, and students are better 
served by partners such as family support centers and medical 
and dental clinics that are literally just down the hall. At their 
best, community schools become true centers of their communi-
ties; open day and night, weekends and summers, there’s plenty 
of time to deliver a strong academic program, extend the school 
day, support healthy youth development, and over the long term, 
bring people together to solve community problems.

Community schools have spread to localities across the coun-
try in part because they align the assets of students, families, 
educators, and the community around a common goal—improv-
ing the success of our young people.

Defining a Movement,  
One Community at a Time
A community school is both a place and a set of partnerships. It 
is not just a school with a long list of programs (which all too 
often are uncoordinated and competing for resources); it is a 
strategy that integrates academics, health and social services, 
youth and community development, and civic engagement to 
improve student learning, develop stronger families, and create 
healthier communities. 

Although each community school is heavily dependent on its 
unique community context, they all share the following core 
principles: fostering strong partnerships, sharing accountability 
for results, setting high expectations for all, building on the com-
munity’s strengths, embracing diversity, and developing home-
grown, sustainable solutions.

When a school becomes the hub of the community, families, 
local government, higher education institutions, businesses, 
community-based organizations, and local citizens all join with 
educators to ensure that: 

Children are ready to learn when they enter school and •	
every day thereafter. 
All children and youth are engaged in rigorous academic •	
experiences and enriching learning opportunities that help 
them see positive futures and achieve high standards. 
Students are healthy—physically,  socially,  and •	
emotionally. 
Youth are prepared for adult roles in the workplace, as par-•	
ents and as citizens. 
Families and neighborhoods are safe, supportive, and •	
engaged. 
Parents and community members are involved with the •	
school and their own lifelong learning. 
Students contribute to their communities by engaging in •	
real-world problem solving as part of the core academic 
curriculum. 

Each community school provides services tailored to meet the 
needs of its unique community, including everything from fam-

ily literacy nights to housing information to nutrition counseling 
to English as a second language classes to mental health services. 
It all depends on the students’ and the community’s particular 
strengths and needs.

How does all this get done, especially without burdening the 
teachers or the rest of the school staff? Through partnerships. 
Just because a service is offered inside or next to the school build-
ing doesn’t mean it’s run or even overseen by school staff. In 
working with community schools across the country, we’ve seen 
that successful, sustainable community schools very often have 
two key features: a “lead partner” agency and a community 
school coordinator. The lead partner agency is, simply, the orga-
nization that oversees the extracurricular aspects of the com-
munity school and connects educators to the community. So 
while the school is focusing on delivering a top-notch education, 
the lead partner agency is focusing on the wraparound services 
that enable students to be attentive, engaged learners. 

Of course, the school and lead partner agency staff must com-
municate, especially to develop shared goals and exchange 
information on students’ needs. And that brings us to the other 
key feature of a community school: the coordinator. A full-time 
site coordinator, often on the staff of the lead partner agency but 
sometimes on the school staff (depending on how grants and 
other funding sources come together), secures resources, finds 
additional partners, and coordinates services so they connect 
seamlessly around the school day. While one agency may serve 
as the lead partner to multiple schools, ideally each school will 
have its own coordinator. Often, the coordinator meets not only 
students’ and families’ needs, but teachers’ needs too. 

Supporting Teachers
What does a community school look like in practice? First, it looks 
like a school where teachers are free to teach and students are 
ready to learn. For example, when Maureen Simon, a prekinder-
garten and kindergarten teacher at Pleasant Ridge Montessori 
School in Cincinnati, Ohio, wanted to teach her students about 
their place in the larger community and about community out-
reach, she asked her community school coordinator to organize 
a visit to the local children’s hospital. As she explains it, “When I 
decided I wanted to do the children’s hospital project, … my next 
thought was, ‘When am I going to have time to set this up?’ And 
then I thought, ‘Oh! I can ask Angie [the coordinator] to help.’ ”1 

Of course, Angie Okuda is there to do more than just help with 
trips. Her role as a liaison to community resources is at the heart 
of how she serves both students and teachers. Here’s how Simon 
puts it: “If I have concerns about a child, any kinds of concerns, 
I can go to her because there may be programs in that commu-
nity that I’m not aware of, and she can tell me about them and 
help me point the family in the right direction.” 

Priscilla Copas, a third-grade teacher at Ethel M. Taylor Acad-
emy, also in Cincinnati, agrees that teaching in a community 
school—and especially having a coordinator—helps teachers in 
their academic mission. She describes an afterschool program 
at her school that offers tutoring and homework help. But unlike 
so many afterschool programs in which the tutors and teachers 
never speak with each other, in her school the coordinator 
ensures that the tutors are getting direction from the teachers 
and know just what each student needs to work on. Noting the 
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Community schools come in all shapes 
and sizes. Sometimes a single school 
recognizes that it must address all the 
needs of its children in order to be 
successful. Often there’s a systemwide 
initiative that has support at the district 
level and from essential community 
partners. Other times a national organi-
zation provides a design that schools 
across the country can adopt. 

The field is much too broad and 
varied to describe fully here, but the 
following brief descriptions offer an 
overview of a handful of national, 
regional, and local initiatives. (For 
detailed descriptions of a few community 
school initiatives, see the articles on 
pages 8 and 37.)

Communities In Schools

Established 30 years ago to prevent 
students from dropping out of school, 
Communities In Schools (CIS) is a national 
network of 194 local affiliates in 27 
states and the District of Columbia. CIS 
affiliates take on the lead partner role 
discussed in the main article. CIS provides 
a model with a core set of goals—which 
it calls the Five Basics—that each site 
pursues: “a one-on-one relationship with 
a caring adult, a safe place to learn and 

grow, a healthy start and a healthy 
future, a marketable skill to use upon 
graduation, and a chance to give back to 
peers and community.”* At the same 
time, each site is unique in that the work 
revolves around assessing students’ needs 
and finding appropriate services. 
So, for example, one site may 
provide mentors, dental 
exams, and drug and alcohol 
education, while another may 
provide help for teen parents, 
extended-hours programs, 
and career counseling. Yet 
another site may provide all 
of these things, and more. To 
learn more about CIS, visit: 
www.cisnet.org.

Children’s Aid Society 

Founded in 1853, the Chil-
dren’s Aid Society (CAS) has 
long served New York City’s 
disadvantaged children with a 
wide variety of programs. In 
partnership with the city’s 
school district, it began 
developing community schools 

in 1992 and now serves as the lead 
partner in 21 New York City community 
schools. In addition, it is expanding to 
assist schools nationally (and internation-
ally) through its National Technical 
Assistance Center for Community Schools. 

reduced pressure on her as a teacher, Copas also discusses the 
importance of the wraparound services her community school 
provides to students. She says, “Their health is better. When their 
health is better, they’re going to do better academically, … and 
none of that is on my shoulders, someone is doing that for 
me.”2

For Copas, someone is also taking care of the 
basics, like buying school supplies that used to 
come out of her pocket. Copas’s class has been 
adopted by a local bank, which now provides not 
just supplies, but also funding for field trips and 
for snacks during testing week, and staff to read 
with the students and write them letters of sup-
port. These tangible benefits are great, but the 
intangible benefits may be even more important. 
Copas explains, “The kids, when they know those 
people are coming in, they just love it. They love 
the attention, they love … [knowing somebody] 
cares about them.”

One more benefit—both tangible and intangible—that Copas 
notes is the increase in parent involvement, especially after the 
school hosted a very popular job fair that brought parents and 
other adults from the community inside the building. Copas 

explains, “It’s really beneficial because the parents are less fearful 
… of coming to school…. We have parents who come up and help 
out in the lunch room, … and that wasn’t happening before.”

The work that community schools do with families and the 
community brings to life the concepts of family involvement and 

community engagement, and helps to build the social capital 
(i.e., social networks that strengthen communities’ ability to 
resolve their problems) that is so important to the development 
of our most vulnerable children.

While the school is focusing on delivering a 
top-notch education, the lead partner agency 
is focusing on the wraparound services that 
enable students to be attentive, engaged 
learners.

One Idea, Many Models

*Drawn from the Communities In 
Schools home page: www.cisnet.org.

http://www.cisnet.org
http://www.cisnet.org
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Seeing Results
Community schools have spread across the country in the past 
few decades simply because they make sense. Only in the last 
several years, as the whole education sector has become more 
accountability focused, has there been a major push to gather 
data on community schools. We expect that in the next few years 
more and better data will be available. For example, the national 
organization Communities In Schools (CIS) is in the middle of 
a five-year, nationwide study in which outcomes in schools that 
faithfully implement the CIS model are being compared with 
those in schools that do not faithfully implement the CIS model 
and to demographically similar traditional (noncommunity) 
schools.3

Despite the relatively recent push to quantify their results, 
community schools currently do have a promising body of 
research that reveals a range of positive academic, health, and 
social outcomes. Broadly speaking, when community school 
initiatives are well executed, students show significant gains in 
academic achievement and in important nonacademic areas. In 
addition, families of community school students show increased 
family stability, communication with teachers, school involve-
ment, and sense of responsibility for their children’s learning. 
Community schools enjoy stronger parent-teacher relationships, 

increased teacher satisfaction, a more positive school environ-
ment, and greater community support. The community school 
strategy also promotes more efficient use of school buildings.4 

Now let’s turn to the specifics. The following is not a compre-
hensive look at the research on community schools. Rather, it is 
intended to show the positive impact that well-run community 
schools can have.

Improved Academic Performance in Reading and Math

Preliminary results from the national evaluation of Communities 
In Schools indicate that schools that faithfully implement the 
CIS model show greater gains than matched non-CIS schools in 
graduation rates, and reading and math scores. More specifically, 
the well-developed* CIS schools showed net gains over their 
matched comparison schools of 4.8 percent in graduation rates, 
5.2 percent in grade 4 math achievement, 2.3 percent in grade 4 
reading achievement, 6.0 percent in grade 8 math achievement, 
and 5.1 percent in grade 8 reading achievement. 

The 150 schools in the Chicago Community Schools Initiative 
(CSI) have delivered standardized test results from 2001 to 2006 

The CAS model provides expanded 
educational, health, social, and recre-
ational services through: educational 
enrichment programs (like chess and art 
classes) offered before and after school, 
and during weekends and summers; 
medical, dental, mental health, and social 
services; parent involvement and adult 
education programs; early childhood 
education; and events designed for the 
whole community. Learn more about CAS 
at: www.childrensaidsociety.org/
communityschools. 

SUN (Schools Uniting Neighborhoods) 
Community Schools

With 54 SUN community schools in six 
school districts, Multnomah County, 
Oregon, has created a regional approach 
to providing educational, recreational, 
social, and health services. SUN commu-
nity schools are a collaboration of the 
Multnomah County Department of 
Human Services, the City of Portland Parks 
and Recreation, various nonprofits, and 
local school districts. SUN community 
schools seek to unite the neighborhood 
by extending the school day and serving 
as a community “hub.” Extended-day 
academic and enrichment programs are 
linked with the school day, and include 
family involvement and strengthening 
programs; health and social services for 
students, families, and community 

members; community events; and adult 
education classes. Direct services are 
supported by partnerships with other 
community institutions, such as libraries, 
parks and community centers, neighbor-
hood health clinics, area churches, and 
businesses. Learn more about SUN schools 
at: www.sunschools.org.

Tulsa Area Community Schools Initiative

The Tulsa Area Community Schools Initia-
tive is another regional approach, 
serving elementary schools in two 
districts. A project of Tulsa’s Metropoli-
tan Human Services Commission, it is 
coordinated and supported by the 
Community Service Council of Greater 
Tulsa, a nonprofit, citizen-led United 
Way agency. The initiative has a strong 
health component through a partnership 
with the Oklahoma University at Tulsa 
Health Sciences Center. Working groups 
focus on early childhood, health and 
health education, mental health and 
social services, family and community 
engagement, youth development, 
out-of-school time, neighborhood 
development, and lifelong learning. To 
learn more, visit: www.csctulsa.org/
community_schools.htm.

Chicago Community Schools Initiative

Almost a decade ago, a group of 
Chicago’s business and philanthropic 

leaders began working with then-super-
intendent (now U.S. secretary of 
education) Arne Duncan to create 
“full-service” schools that would meet 
students’ educational, developmental, 
and health needs. Today, Chicago has 
over 150 community schools, each of 
which has joined with a lead partner 
agency that has at least three years of 
experience in adult and youth program-
ming. These schools offer a range of 
voluntary afterschool and weekend 
programming for students, including a 
mix of sports and recreation, arts and 
cultural activities, tutoring, and aca-
demic enrichment. Funding is leveraged 
among the partnership to provide for 
additional services, including on-site 
medical and dental care. Read more at: 
www.annenberginstitute.org/Idea/
Chicago.php.  

*  *  *
These descriptions of community school 
models demonstrate that there are many 
different types of community schools, 
each uniquely tailored to address the 
specific needs of the students, teachers, 
families, and community. You may 
recognize some of what these commu-
nity schools do in your own school. If so, 
your school is on its way to becoming a 
community hub that meets the needs of 
its students.

–M.B., R.J., and S.S.P.

*The study refers to these schools as the “high implementers,” meaning that they 
had the vast majority of the CIS model components in place.

http://www.sunschools.org
http://www.childrensaidsociety.org/communityschools
http://www.csctulsa.org/community_schools.htm
http://www.annenberginstitute.org/Idea/Chicago.php
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increases in elementary, middle, and high school atten-
dance for community schools over their matched com-
parison group.9

In Iowa, the Eisenhower Full-Service Community School •	
model demonstrated a significant reduction in absences 
for participants compared with nonparticipants.10

The Netter Center for Community Partnerships (CCP) at •	
the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia reported 
that CCP partner schools University City High School and 
Ecotech had average daily attendance rates of 79 percent 
and 87 percent, respectively, much better than the city-
wide high school average of 65 percent.11

A study of Communities In Schools indicates that the CIS •	
strategy keeps students in school, and that CIS is the only 

that show a steady closing of the achievement gap with other 
Chicago public schools.5 While all schools showed improvement, 
CSI schools improved close to 8 percentage points more than 
non-CSI schools in both reading and math standardized achieve-
ment tests.

In New York City, students participating in afterschool pro-
grams in the Children’s Aid Society’s community schools from 
2004–2007 scored significantly higher on their math tests than 
students who didn’t participate in the afterschool program. In 
2006–2007, 42.1 percent of students who spent 60 percent or 
more of their afterschool time in CAS afterschool activities met 
the Level 3 standard (proficient) on the state math test.6

A study of community schools in San Mateo County, Califor-
nia, found that the county’s most seasoned community schools 
improved their Academic Performance Index (API) scores from 

Well-developed CIS schools showed  
net gains over comparison schools of  
6 percent in grade 8 math achievement, 
and 5 percent in grade 8 reading 
achievement.

dropout prevention program in the country to demon-
strate, with a high standard of evidence, that it increases 
both graduation rates and the percentage of students who 
graduate on time with a regular diploma.12

Improved Behavior and Youth Development

Several studies have found beneficial shifts in the actions, atti-
tudes, interests, motivations, and relationships of children and 
youth who attend a community school. For instance, between 
2002 and 2006 Chicago Community Schools Initiative students 
consistently demonstrated significantly lower numbers of seri-
ous disciplinary incidents, compared with schools with similar 
demographics.13 In addition, a study of the Children’s Aid Soci-
ety’s community schools found significant increases for all sur-
veyed students in self-esteem and career/other aspirations, and 
decreased reports of problems with communication across all 
three study years.14

Greater Parent Involvement

When families are supported in their parenting role, involvement 
in their children’s learning increases and student performance is 
strengthened. Consistent parental involvement at home and 
school, at every grade level and throughout the year, is important 
for students’ sustained academic success.15 Studies have found 
that parents of community school students are more engaged in 
their children’s learning and are more involved in their school. In 
the study of San Mateo County’s community schools, parent skills 

the 2002–03 school year to the 2006–07 school year. Comparing 
results from the 2005–06 and 2006–07 school years, student par-
ticipation in extended-day activities, student and/or parent 
participation in mental health services, and parent participation 
in school programs and activities were all associated with higher 
scores in 2006-07 on the state assessment. Specifically, 35 per-
cent of youth who participated in extended-day activities moved 
into a higher achievement level (e.g., from below basic to basic) 
on the state’s English language arts test, while only 26 percent of 
nonparticipants improved. Over 36 percent of participants 
moved into a higher achievement level on the state’s math test, 
while only 23 percent of nonparticipants improved. Thirty-eight 
percent of students who accessed mental health services and/
or whose families accessed mental health services moved into a 
higher achievement level on the state’s math test, while just 26 
percent improved if neither they nor their families accessed 
services.7

Increased Attendance and Decreased Dropout Rates 

Community schools can have a significant impact on increasing 
attendance and decreasing the dropout rate.

Students in the Children’s Aid Society’s community •	
schools who have participated in CAS afterschool pro-
grams have better school attendance than students who 
have not participated.8

Communities In Schools (nationwide) found small net •	
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and capacities saw statistically significant improvements. Survey 
results show that 93 percent of parents attended parent-teacher 
conferences and high percentages of parents encouraged their 
children to complete their homework, talked to them about 
school, and used everyday activities to teach them.16

Parents who receive services from the community school that 
their children attend may be more likely to be engaged in their 
children’s education. For example, at Carlin Springs Elementary 
School in Arlington, Virginia, 95 percent of the adults taking ESL 
classes in which they learned about the school system attended 
their parent-teacher conferences.17

Increased Community Benefits

Community schools promote better use of school buildings and, 
as a result, neighborhoods enjoy increased security, heightened 

UWGLV’s broad array of partners supports that claim. Its com-
munity school initiative engages the business community, medi-
cal clinics or linked health care services, family centers, pre-
schools and daycares, comprehensive afterschool programs, and 
community service programs through local colleges and other 
partners.

Initiatives do not have to be so ambitious to be worthwhile. 
In Chicago, Burroughs Elementary School and its community 
partner, Brighton Park Neighborhood Council, provide program-
ming to students who already have graduated from the school, 
recognizing that they are an important resource to the rest of the 
community. The school and the neighborhood council asked the 
community what they wanted and now offer programming for 
parents ranging from GED and English as a second language 
classes to cooking and yoga classes. They also started program-

With better use of school buildings, 
neighborhoods enjoy increased  
security, heightened community  
pride, and better rapport among  
students and residents.

community pride, and better rapport among students and resi-
dents. Benefits to families (such as increased physical, economic, 
and emotional stability) contribute to the stability of their com-
munities. So do more and better relationships among commu-
nity agencies, businesses, and civic organizations, which also 
leads to greater awareness of the services they offer.18

For example, the United Way of Greater Lehigh Valley 
(UWGLV) launched its ambitious Community Partners for Stu-
dent Success Community Schools Initiative in 2005. The Lehigh 
Valley, located between Philadelphia and New York City, is com-
posed of three major urban hubs, various suburbs, and pockets 
of rural communities. The community schools initiative is a team 
effort of individuals committed to helping students graduate 
from high school ready to lead meaningful and productive lives. 
This approach is consistent with the underlying goals of the 
United Way of America and serves as a vehicle for addressing 
critical concerns in Lehigh Valley, such as an alarmingly high 
dropout rate and an enduring disconnect between the commu-
nity and public schools. 

Believing that schools need the support of an engaged com-
munity to address these challenges, UWGLV staff work to build 
relationships among those who have a stake in, and care for, the 
health of youth and families in the community. As Susan Gilmore, 
president of UWGLV, explains, “We’re not single-issue focused, 
we’re community focused. It’s not just about children and youth, 
it’s about adults, families, and the neighborhood. Our reputation 
is around work that supports the community as a whole.”19 

ming for neighborhood youth this year, including leadership, art, 
and dance classes. 

Converting Your School into a  
Community School
With all their other responsibilities, teachers may wonder what 
role they play in organizing community schools. Here are a few 
suggestions for teachers who would like to turn their school into 
a community school:

Know the partners who are present in your school so you 1.	
can take advantage of the services and supports they pro-
vide. Encourage the development of a plan for how these 
organizations can work more effectively with teachers.

Get to know the neighborhood around your school. Com-2.	
munity partner organizations can help you do this. Teach-
ers can make home visits, walk the neighborhood, connect 
with afterschool programs at the school and in the com-
munity, and participate in school and community 
events.

Advocate for a community school coordinator in your 3.	
building. The coordinator’s job is to build the bridges to 
the community, government agencies, parents, funders, 
and other partners.

Encourage your local union officers and building repre-4.	
sentatives to look at how community schools might make 
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teachers more effective and make their daily professional 
lives more manageable. 

The Coalition for Community Schools and its partners have a 
number of resources to help teachers, principals, parents, and 
community members start a community school. (For a quick 
look at some of those resources, see the box below.) The resources 
section of the coalition’s Web site* has a toolkit that contains all 
the information you need to create a community school, as well 
as a list of partner organizations that can provide technical 
assistance. 

*  *  * 
In Making the Difference: Research and Practice in Community 
Schools, the Coalition for Community Schools found three 
advantages that community schools have over schools that act 
alone. Community schools can:

Garner additional resources and reduce the demands on •	
school staff.
Provide learning opportunities that develop both aca-•	
demic and nonacademic competencies.
Build social capital—the networks and relationships that •	
support learning and create opportunity for young people 
while strengthening their communities.

The community school movement is growing as these advantages 
become more broadly recognized and more necessary in our trou-
bling economic times. Together, we can create the partnerships 
and resources that are necessary to ensure that all our students 
receive the comprehensive education they require. 	 ☐
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Transforming your school into a commu-
nity school may seem overwhelming; 
fortunately, many excellent resources are 
available online. The reports and Web 
sites highlighted here cover the major 
issues of planning, funding, evaluating, 
and sustaining community schools. As 
the main article explains, educators 
should start by partnering with a 
community organization that will take 
the lead in securing funding and 
coordinating services. 

Growing Community Schools: The Role 
of Cross-Boundary Leadership examines 
the development of community schools 
in 11 cities. Ranging from the Tukwila 
School District in Washington (with just 
over 2,000 students) to the Chicago 
Public Schools (with more than 400,000 
students), these communities have 
differing needs and resources. Nonethe-
less, they’ve all brought the community 
school idea to scale so that students are 
served citywide.
www.communityschools.org/CCSDocu 
ments/GrowingCommunitySchools.pdf

Community and Family Engagement: 
Principals Share What Works offers six 
keys to community engagement. These 
keys, based on interviews and focus 
groups with dozens of principals from 
community schools, are then applied in 
detailed discussions of how to engage 
families, staff, partners, and the public.
www.communityschools.org/CCS 
Documents/CommunityAndFamily 
Engagement.pdf

The Basics: Building, Assessing, Sustain-
ing, and Improving Community Schools 
assists staff at school and community 
organizations with implementation. It 
reviews the stages of community school 
development and provides all the 
meeting agendas, presentations, and 
planning activities needed for eight 
workshops, from initial collaboration to 
lessons learned.
http://johnwgardnertestsite.pbworks.
com

The Coalition for Community Schools 
offers a wide array of resources, 

including a toolkit with guidance on 
everything from planning, funding, and 
facilities to evaluation and sustainability. 
It also has links to state affiliates and 
organizations that provide technical 
assistance. 
www.communityschools.org/index. 
php?option=content&task=view&id= 
11&Itemid=33

The Finance Project, a nonprofit that 
aims to help leaders “finance and sustain 
initiatives to build better futures for 
children, families, and communities,” 
offers many useful publications that  
are applicable to the development of 
community schools. Its Children and 
Family Services publications provide 
research on the costs and benefits of 
various services (including recent reports 
on out-of-school-time programs and 
mentoring), as well as guides on 
planning, funding, and implementation. 
www.financeproject.org/all_pubs.
cfm?cat=3&p=1

Establishing Your Community School

http://www.communityschools.org
http://www.cisnet.org/about/NationalEvaluation/Normal.asp
http://www.communityschools.org/CSSDocuments/GrowingCommunitySchools.pdf
http://johnwgardnertestsite.pbworks.com
http://www.communityschools.org/CCSDocuments/CommunityAndFamilyEngagement.pdf
http://www.communityschools.org/index.php?option=content&task=view&id=11&Itemid=33
http://www.financeproject.org/all_pubs.cfm?cat=3&p=1
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There are many ways to develop a com-
munity school. Working with an experienced partner is 
one option (see article on page 8). Another is to bring 
together local organizations, community members, and 

resources to craft a homegrown strategy. That’s what Cincinnati 
is doing with its “community learning centers.” Although the effort 
only has been under way for a few years, students already can 
access a wide array of health services, afterschool programs, social 
services, and summer enrichment activities previously unavail-
able to them. To find out how these community learning centers 
got started, why they’re important, and how they support student 
learning, American Educator sat down with four key players: 
Annie Bogenschutz, resource coordinator at Ethel M. Taylor Acad-
emy, a prekindergarten through grade 8 school; Darlene Kamine, 
consultant to the Cincinnati Public Schools for the development 
and management of community learning centers; Julie Sellers, 
president of the Cincinnati Federation of Teachers; and Joe 
Wilmers, social worker at Winton Hills Academy, a prekindergar-
ten through grade 8 school.

—editors

From the Ground Up
Cincinnati Is Rebuilding Its Schools and  

Revamping Its Student, and Family, Services

Editors: What are community learning centers (CLCs)?

Julie Sellers: CLCs are schools that have been opened to the 
community and that have formed partnerships with community 
organizations to provide a wide variety of desperately needed 
services during the school day, after school, on weekends, and 
over the summer. For example, CLCs offer students medical, 
dental, and vision care. From my perspective as a classroom 
teacher and as president of the Cincinnati Federation of Teach-
ers, one great benefit of the CLCs is that they increase attendance 
because students are getting their health needs taken care of at 
the school instead of staying home. 

Most of the services CLCs offer exist in the community 
already. The CLCs just bring those services to the students. A lot 
of our families do not have transportation to go to the clinic, the 
doctor, the free store, or the food bank. This really is an easy way 
to provide needed services.

The CLCs also build community connections, even in simple 
ways like keeping the gym open so the community can form a vol-

*Visit the Coalition for Community Schools online at 
www.communityschools.org.

Top left, Donald, a student at 
Oyler, and tutor Bill Moss are 
finding places discussed in a book 
they are reading. Top right, nurse 
Christina Tarter tends to Ashley, a 
student at Taylor. Center, Winton 
Hills student Nah’Zerrie meets 
Cincinnati Bengals safety Marvin 
White during a visit to Xavier 
University.

photographs









 

b
y

 bruce





 
crippen









38    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SUMMER 2009

leyball or basketball league. With the interaction 
between community and school, the community 
feels ownership of the school.

Joe Wilmers: I believe that schools should be 
used as much as possible by people in the com-
munity; they should not close when the last stu-
dent leaves. The facilities and some programs 
should be available to the community at large. This is especially 
true in my school, Winton Hills Academy, which is surrounded 
by a huge federal housing project. Since becoming a CLC, Win-
ton Hills is open seven days a week. During the week we have 
afterschool programs until 5:30, and then the building stays 
open for the neighborhood to use the gym or hold a commu-
nity council meeting.

Editors: Why are CLCs needed?

Joe Wilmers: Economically, we have a large population that 
really struggles. From helping families fill 
out paperwork for scholarships and 
grants, I know that many of our families 
make less than $10,000 per year. In 
addition, we have as many homeless 
students as any school in the city. Every 
week we have at least one new homeless 
family, and many weeks we have two or 
three or four. A big part of my job is to 
refer them to shelters, make sure they 
have some emergency food, and tell them 
where the food pantries are.

Darlene Kamine: The demographics of 
the Oyler School, another CLC, are simi-
lar: very poor and isolated. Oyler serves 
primarily an urban Appalachian popula-
tion in an industrial area near the Ohio 
River called Lower Price Hill. About 25 per-
cent of the adult population is functionally illiterate, and more 
than 60 percent did not graduate from high school. The school 
is right next door to one of the city’s most active homeless shel-
ters. The school building, which is roughly 100 years old and 
about to be completely renovated, is the hub for the whole 
neighborhood.

Annie Bogenschutz: Ethel M. Taylor Academy is located in the 
Millvale neighborhood. It’s in the middle of a housing project, 
though we also get students from the surrounding neighbor-
hoods. This used to be a highly industrial area; today there are 
some abandoned warehouses, but not much else. No post office, 

no grocery store, no library. There is a recreation center with a 
city-run health clinic inside, so when Taylor was rebuilt a couple 
of years ago it was moved a few blocks to place it right in front of 
the rec center. As in Winton Terrace, there is violence and drug 
trafficking, many single-parent families. Before the CLC initia-
tive, Taylor opened at 7:30 a.m. and closed at 2:15 p.m. Now the 
school and rec center are like one big campus. 

Julie Sellers: The CLC becomes an important part of our stu-
dents’ lives. Many of our students don’t really have anything to 
go home to. A large percentage of our parents work second shift 
or multiple part-time jobs, but live below the poverty level. If 

Right, students in Oyler’s alternative educa-
tion program work toward their diplomas. 
Middle, after school, Oyler becomes a Boys 
and Girls Club, with activities for students like 
Kameron. Bottom, college access advisor Sam 
Stupak helps Oyler students Tonly and Lester 
make their postsecondary plans.
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students go straight home after school, no 
one is there. The children can’t play outside because their neigh-
borhoods are not safe. The most they can do is watch TV or play 
video games. In contrast, the CLCs offer afterschool programs 
with structured activities and supportive adults. The kids are 
happier; they are doing fun things that enrich their education. 
And, they see the school as a place where they feel secure and 
where they want to be. The parents also feel more secure because 
their children are in a safe and structured environment so they 
don’t have to worry.

Joe Wilmers: As a former special education teacher and a former 
administrator, I can speak to how it has been a real godsend to 
have an afterschool program as part of this CLC. Instead of kids 
leaving at 2:10, many now stay until 5:30. It not only allows our 
parents to have full-time jobs and know that their kids are safe, 
but our students have extra learning opportunities. We have a 
couple of teachers who also work in the afterschool program, 
which is run by the YMCA, and they ensure that our study ses-
sions after school reinforce what students are learning in the 
regular school day. More than half of our children are reading 
below grade level, and we have a number of special-needs stu-
dents, so every extra minute they spend in a learning atmosphere 
really helps. Usually the first hour of the afterschool program is 
academic. But the program is a little over three hours per day, 
Monday through Friday, so there is also time to be on the com-
puter, do crafts, etc. We have rotating enrichment and recreation 
activities. About 95 kids, or 20 percent of our population, attend 
the afterschool program—and about 100 more would attend if 
the YMCA had the money to accommodate them.

Editors: When and how did Cincinnati 
start developing CLCs?

Darlene Kamine: In the 1990s, a United States Government 
Accountability Office study found that Ohio had the worst public 
school buildings in the U.S.—and that Cincinnati’s buildings 
were in the worst shape of any in Ohio. That was one of the factors 
prompting a court case in the late 1990s in which the Supreme 
Court of Ohio found that the condition of the state’s public school 
buildings was so poor as to be in violation of the state’s constitu-
tional guarantee of an adequate public education. 

As a result, the state legislature organized the Ohio Schools 

Facilities Commission to direct the renovation or rebuilding of 
school buildings all around the state. Some of the construction 
is fully funded by the state of Ohio, and some is funded partially 
by the state and partially by the district, depending on the valu-
ation of real estate in the school district. In Cincinnati, 23 percent 
of the funding comes from the state. 

Many Ohio districts were uneasy about asking taxpayers to 
fund an entire district renovation; they targeted a few schools or 
planned to do the construction in phases. Cincinnati Public 
Schools created a comprehensive plan to provide state-of-the-art 
learning environments for all students. But before asking the 
taxpayers for support, the board of education developed this 
vision of creating CLCs through a community engagement pro-
cess. When we went to the taxpayers in 2003, the levy to support 
the $1 billion plan passed. According to the pollsters, the dis-
trict’s commitment to build the schools as CLCs was very 
important. 

In each neighborhood, the process of community engage-
ment starts with identifying a core team of the people who are 
leaders, officially and unofficially, of that community. We 
develop those core teams through conversations in people’s liv-
ing rooms, in the coffee shops and bingo halls—wherever people 
feel comfortable meeting. It is unlikely that people would have 
responded to me passing out fliers or the principal sending home 
a note inviting everybody to a meeting. The planning is com-
pletely dependent upon developing that core team in each 
neighborhood that then takes responsibility for bringing together 
their friends, neighbors, and networks. Many of our community 
engagement teams involved a committed group of more than 
100 people working together for years. 

The community engagement process remains the fundamen-
tal bedrock for the development of this whole CLC infrastructure. 
Everyone in the community—parents, teachers, staff, students, 
neighbors—creates the shared vision; they map assets, assess 

Left, Tonya and Elizabeth enjoy the computer lab as part 
of Oyler’s afterschool Boys and Girls Club. Below, Briana 
gets a wellness exam by Dilruba Rahman, a nurse in 
Oyler’s health clinic.



40    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SUMMER 2009

needs, develop priorities, and ultimately select 
their CLC partners. Even the design of the building is 
developed by the community planning team working 
with the architects and the district’s construction team. 
In some cases, the community engagement process drives 
changes in the academic program, as when Oyler added high 
school grades to create a pre-K–12 program and another com-
munity transformed its struggling school into a thriving Montes-
sori program.  

To do all this, Cincinnati Public Schools built my position into 
the funding for the facilities plan, and KnowledgeWorks provided 
some additional funding for us to work with the Children’s 
Defense Fund and the Community Building Institute at Xavier 
University. 

From the beginning, our model included a resource coordina-
tor in each CLC. This was intended to be a kind of chief operating 
officer who could continue the ongoing community engagement, 
develop and manage partnerships and resources, ensure align-
ment with the school’s academic goals, and track accountability. 
We felt it was important that the resource coordinator be 
employed and funded outside the district’s operating budget to 
ensure sustainability despite the budget cuts that are typical to 
public school systems. Two private foundations, United Way and 
the Greater Cincinnati Foundation, committed to funding nine 
pilot sites for four years. Meanwhile, the district repurposed 
other funding to increase the number of resource coordinators 
to 20, putting us well ahead of our goal to grow to 20 sites by the 
end of five years. Now we hope to have a resource coordinator 
in every building in the next couple of years. 

Editors: Please describe a few of your partnerships in  
detail. What services do they offer and how do they  
help meet the students’ and community’s needs?

Joe Wilmers: One of our good partnerships is with the Winton 
Hills Medical and Health Center, which we call WinMed, across 
the street from the school. WinMed implemented a Fast Track 
program in which parents can permit the school nurse to take a 
child to the health clinic. That way kids get the care they need 
and parents don’t have to take time off from work. We work 
closely with the health clinic staff; doctors, nurses, and therapists 

come to our school to meet with the principal, resource coordi-
nator, and me. WinMed also does some health education. For 
example, they ran a fair in which they gave out nutritious food 
and taught the community about good health. 

We have a wonderful new program that started last year, 
Adopt A Class, created by a successful local businessman. He 
convinced businesses around town to develop an ongoing rela-
tionship throughout the year with one class. Currently, every 
class but one has been adopted; various organizations are 
involved: Procter and Gamble, our local television station, a 
construction firm, a law firm, a life insurance company, a graphic 
arts company, a real estate firm, a police precinct, etc. The classes 
and outside groups write letters to each other, and a few times a 
year the groups bring food and talk to the kids about what they 
do. In December, there’s a holiday party and they bring small 
gifts for the students—and we make sure the students write 
thank-you notes right away. Some of those groups, like Metro-
politan Life, send people every Friday to tutor kids. Everyone is 
encouraged to come to events, especially when we have awards 
assemblies. Last year one class visited Procter and Gamble; they 
saw an experiment going on in the laboratory and had lunch in 
the company lunch room.

Before, if you asked the students what they want to be when 
they grow up, they would say basketball player, rapper, or hair-
dresser. Now, they say they want to work for Procter and Gamble 
or one of the other Adopt A Class partners. 

Some of the Adopt A Class people have really gotten attached 
to their students and become mentors. Almost half of our men-
tors have come from this program, and I’m trying to recruit more. 
These are successful people who can do so much for our stu-
dents, whether it’s taking them to a museum or helping them 
think about college. 

All of these ongoing programs are there to support our main 
mission, which is to raise the academic level of all children, to 
get all children learning, graduating from high school, and going 
on to college. 

Left, many Winton Hills students head home at the end of the 
school day. But about 20 percent, including Braniya (below), 
stay for the afterschool program run by the YMCA.
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Annie Bogenschutz: We have partnerships similar to those Joe 
described. For example, our afterschool program offers stu-
dents many opportunities they may not otherwise have. It is 
provided by a local mental health organization called Central 
Clinic, which hired a full-time afterschool coordinator. In addi-
tion to tutoring and computer time, the program has great 
enrichment activities—some contracted and some volunteer. 
So far this year, our kids have gotten to do drumline, African 
dance, DJ class (in which they learn to spin records and make 
CDs), Signing Safari (sign language), karate, Mad Science, and 

lots of arts, including theater. 
Since developing the CLC, our community has 

changed. Now, even parents are becoming part-
ners. One parent came up to me earlier this year 
and suggested we have a job fair. I said I thought 
that was a great idea, but I couldn’t plan it right 
now. She offered to plan it. She contacted nine 
businesses and we sent out fliers, which the Cin-

cinnati Metropolitan Housing Authority helped with by 
offering to walk door-to-door together through the hous-
ing project. When we opened the doors for the fair, 60 
people came flooding in. They were dressed up. Some 
were parents, some were community members. It was 
the first time we had 60 outside adults in the building at 
once. The parent who organized the fair followed up with 
the companies afterward—a little more than half of the 
people who applied for jobs received them. 

This parent also saw that people often came to the 
school to ask for help with basic things like food and 

clothes, and that I was always referring to four different 
community directories to help them. So she compiled 
one directory that the parents could use. All of this 
was done by a parent who wouldn’t have been active 
in the school before; she would not have even walked 
in the building.

Editors: Does the tutoring offered through 
the CLCs reinforce what’s being taught 
during the school day? If so, how? 

Annie Bogenschutz: You could have a thousand 
tutors in the building, but if they’re not working 
on what the teachers need them to be working 
on, it’s a waste of everyone’s time. So we have a 
full-time tutor coordinator who works in the 
school building but is employed by the YMCA. 
The tutor coordinator finds appropriate tutors, 
trains them, and ensures that they are support-
ing the teachers’ work. The tutor coordinator 

also looks at the benchmarks and practice test scores to ensure 
that students are getting targeted help. Some teachers give the 
coordinator the week’s homework packet every Monday. Some 
teachers stop by every day to talk about certain students. Most 
of the tutoring is in reading and math, but one of our Adopt A 
Class partners is an architectural firm that does a lot of science 
with the kids. Some of the teachers conduct their own tutoring 
after school as well, so we coordinate the kids’ schedules. Most 
of the kids are tutored twice a week, but some come every day. 
And most of the tutoring is after school, but we do have some 
school-day tutoring too. So that kids don’t miss class time, the 
tutor comes into the classroom and offers one-on-one help. 

Top, through a partnership with Xavier, Winton Hills 
students visit the university’s campus and enjoy 
games with college athletes like soccer player Mason 
Kelly. Middle, Dr. Yvette Casey-Hunter does a 
follow-up exam with Winton Hills student Dre'Quan. 
Bottom, Emanuel does his homework during Winton 
Hills’ afterschool program.
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Editors: The community engagement 
process sounds time-consuming. Is it 
worth the effort? 

Annie Bogenschutz: It’s absolutely worth the 
effort. I’ve found that the ongoing community 
engagement is just as important as that initial 
engagement. For example, in planning our after-
school program, one thing we discovered was that parents 
felt comfortable with the sixth- through eighth-graders 
going to the rec center, which is a drop-in facility, on their 
own after school. So we tailored our afterschool program 
to the younger kids, up to fifth grade. If we had created an 
afterschool program for the older kids, it would have been 
a waste of time and money. 

Here’s another example: I thought, from the demo-
graphics of the neighborhood, we should have some GED 
classes. After talking to parents and other commu-
nity members, I learned that they 
wanted something else—a library and 
Internet access. So we decided that at 
night, after the afterschool program 
ended, we would keep the computer lab 
open another hour for the community. 
Now we’re trying to create a library for 
the adults. We even have some Eagle 
Scouts building the bookshelves for us. 

These are just a couple examples. The 
point is that we can bring in lots of differ-
ent services, but if they are not what the 
people in that neighborhood need and 
want, then they are a waste of everyone’s 
time and resources.

Darlene Kamine: At Oyler, we’ve been 
engaging the community to prepare for 
the building renovation, but we aren’t waiting on the construc-
tion to add partners and services. For example, we learned that 
many parents would have their children drop out rather than 
go to a high school outside the community, so the community 
worked for several years to convince the district to add high 
school grades to the pre-K−8 school. Now we have a regular 
high school and an alternative program for students at risk of 
dropping out. 

Dozens of partners and programs extend the activity in the 
building until almost 11 p.m. every night. Even in the old build-
ing, the Oyler CLC truly is the programmatic, spiritual, service, 
and cultural hub of the community. It has made a big difference 

in the climate of the school. 
I was a juvenile court magistrate for 18 years, and I recently 

had the pleasure of taking the chief magistrate of the juvenile 
court on a tour of the school. He used to have a lot of “customers” 
in that school; since he hadn’t had many lately, he wanted to see 
what was going on. Walking down the hall, he said, “There is real 
learning going on in this building now.” I think that’s how I would 
best describe it. There are a lot of activities and partnerships, but 
the core of this is all about how we support learning. 

Julie Sellers: Once a CLC is established, the neighbors, parents, 
and students feel a greater connection with the school. The new 
schools are clean and attractive. You don’t see trash or graffiti. 

Right, Dave DeWeese tutors Taylor student 
Breaysha to improve her automaticity in 
reading. Middle, as part of the community 
learning center initiative, Taylor was moved a 
few blocks so that it would share a campus with 
the rec center. Bottom, behavioral health 
counselor Tiffany Zeigler helps Taylor student 
Rasean work through anger issues.
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It’s welcoming to the community and 
builds community respect for the school.

As a teacher at a CLC, you see the parents in the build-
ing more often so you can develop a better connection 
with the family. As parental involvement increases, stu-
dents become more successful. The parents build relation-
ships with the teachers through the CLC’s community 
activities. Then, when a teacher calls, they already have a 
relationship and parents are less intimidated and more support-
ive of the school. 

Editors: Here’s a practical question: to what extent are 
you using the classrooms after school and how is it 
that the school is ready for academics again the next 
morning?

Annie Bogenschutz: The CLC has required a shift in thinking at 
Taylor. For instance, the cafeteria used to be cleaned right after 
lunch. Now we have the afterschool program that has dinner at 
5 p.m., so schedules had to be changed. Space is also an issue, 
but since we are in a building designed to be a CLC, we have the 
luxury of five open spaces called extended learning areas. Picture 
an open pod in the middle and the classrooms off of it. This has 
been helpful for the afterschool and community programming. 
There have been times when we have had to go inside classrooms 
because we needed more space. But, for the most part, we’ve 
used the extended learning areas, cafeteria, gym, and library. 

Darlene Kamine: The district has always had a janitor or plant 
operator in each building until at least 10 p.m. In the past, they 
cleaned the building on their own schedules. Now their sched-
ules are coordinated with the afterschool and evening activities. 
The resource coordinator is very helpful in managing it all, 
including the development of relationships with the cleaning 
staff, the lunchroom staff, and the front office staff.  

While all of the partnerships and programs must provide their 
own funding, the district does provide office space and furnish-
ings, janitorial services, and other basics such as Internet access 
and phone service for the resource coordinator, afterschool coor-
dinator, health providers, and other collocated partners. The new 
and renovated schools have air conditioning so that we can con-
tinue to serve the community during the summer. Reducing the 
costs of utilities was one of the incentives that prompted the 

district to adopt green and sustainable design policies, which 
have earned the district recognition as one of the greenest in the 
United States. 

Editors: Community schools often operate year-round.  
What are you able to offer during the summer? 

Annie Bogenschutz: This summer, Taylor and 15 other schools 
identified as low performing are having extended learning time, 
called fifth quarter, during June. The morning is focused on math 
and reading, and the afternoon is enrichment. For instance, our 
seventh-graders asked for ballroom dancing. They are also doing 
CPR training. Sixth-graders wanted Spanish classes and to learn 
about different weather patterns—specifically tornadoes and 
lightning. So a meteorologist from one of our local news stations 
is coming once a week. These enrichment programs go until 2:30. 
But the parents said they needed a program until 4:30, and we 
wanted to partner with the rec center, which has traditionally 
served these kids over the summer. So at 2:30, the kids go to the 
rec center, which has a pool, lessons like knitting, and other 
activities. In addition, the tutor coordinator is ensuring that stu-
dents have access to tutoring throughout June.

In July, we’ve partnered with the rec center for all-day pro-
gramming, then in August school starts again. Throughout the 
summer, our mental health partner is continuing to work with 
certain students and groups. Our nurse is full time, and is also 
doing some health education that she hasn’t had time for during 
the school year. 

Editors: How do the CLCs affect teachers’ work? 

Julie Sellers: The teachers are thankful that the services are in 
the building because they know that the students’ needs will be 
met. For example, for students whose families don’t have enough 
food over the weekends, there are some CLCs that give out bags 
of food—called Power Packs—every Friday. All of the food is 
nutritious and child friendly. That not only meets a dire need, it 

Left, Taylor students have dinner as part of the afterschool 
program. Below, with good behavior, Taylor students earn 
credits that they can exchange for cameras, iPods, T-shirts, 
and more at this mobile store, made possible by a partner-
ship with the University of Cincinnati.
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makes the students feel more secure, 
which leads to better behavior. 

Annie Bogenschutz: Developing a CLC 
could be overwhelming at first, but the 
partners—especially the health and men-
tal health partners—address the needs of 
the kids. Therefore, they free the teachers 
to focus on academics. The kids, in turn, 
are ready to learn. 

Joe Wilmers: We have one partner in par-
ticular that is a huge help to teachers: St. 
Aloysius. It serves kids throughout Cincin-
nati with serious mental health and 
behavioral problems—it even has a hos-
pitalization program. We have six thera-
pists (three of whom are part time) from 
St. Aloysius at Winton Hills. One runs the 
antibullying program, and the others see 
individual students on a weekly basis. 
They also are available to do crisis inter-
vention as needed. In addition, a psychia-
trist from Cincinnati Children’s Hospital 
comes to the school; he meets with par-
ents and prescribes medicine. I work hand 
in hand with everyone from St. Aloysius. 
As a school social worker, part of my job is 
to be out in the community, particularly 
to contact parents who don’t show up to 
sign papers for their children’s medicine 
or ongoing therapy. Also, I’m our point 
person for abuse and neglect, and con-
tacting child protective services. All of us 
work together and consult each other 
constantly.

Editors: What have you learned 
from this community engagement 
and partnership process? 

Annie Bogenschutz: I’ve learned the 
importance of community engagement. I 
could have come into Taylor with programs 
already established, but they would only be 
successful if they were what the community 
wanted. Community engagement is the 
only way to meet community needs. 

Darlene Kamine: As a society, we just say 
to teachers, “Here, do it, fix it.” We drop 
kids and all their problems off at the 
teacher’s door. I think that when we started 
this process, teachers, parents, and com-
munity members were very skeptical. 
They thought we were asking them to work 
with us in designing all this, but that their 
input would not alter what we were going 
to do. The way Cincinnati Public Schools 

has given communities, teachers, parents, 
people without children, and children 
themselves an opportunity to take owner-
ship of their school buildings has created 
a tremendous sense of community. This is 
reflected in the fact that we are increasing 
enrollment, adding jobs, and passing lev-
ies. The idea behind all these partnerships 
is to create the conditions for learning. The 
partnerships add new supports and 
enrichments; they do not replace existing 
jobs. What makes this work is that every 
community has wonderful resources and 
people, whether it’s a small neighborhood 
or citywide.

Julie Sellers: Before we had CLCs, many 
students went without services. They went 
without counseling, without afterschool 
options. Many students were home alone 
or, as they got older, were hanging out on 
the streets. 

With CLCs, there is more guidance for 
the students. They have more positive 
adult role models, and they learn how to 
interact with one another. During the 
school day, we don’t have a long enough 
recess for children to learn appropriate 
interaction and sportsmanship. But they 
can learn these things in the afterschool 
activities. In addition, we have specific 
programs for the older students to pull 
them off the streets. For instance, we have 
boys’ and girls’ groups that build leader-
ship. The kids love it. Even older kids 
would rather be in a structured club than 
on their own. 

The times are changing, and we need 
to change with the times. Families are 
stressed, trying to get the services—the 
tutoring, child care, counseling, and medi-
cal care—their children need. With CLCs, 
communities are better able to meet fami-
lies’ needs and, because those needs are 
met, schools are better able to educate 
students. It is a great model.

Joe Wilmers: This is my 35th year working 
with kids and my 30th year in Cincinnati 
Public Schools, so I’m an old-timer who 
has been around. It’s a shame that most 
schools are only open for seven hours a 
day. In my previous school, several of us 
voluntarily got the keys to the building 
and had activities like a chess club and a 
band. It has always been my personal 
dream that all schools would be more than 
a seven-hour-a-day phenomenon. Tax-

payers should have a right to the school 
after hours.

In my experience, the key for anything 
working is having buy-in. The principal 
has to believe fully in the importance of 
having a wide array of people get involved 
with the school. The principal has to artic-
ulate that to the whole staff and also has 
to designate somebody to coordinate all 
of the partners and schedules. You don’t 
want a partner to arrive when the students 
are on a field trip.  

With the buy-in firmly established, the 
other key is to make it easy for parents and 
community members to get involved. 
Groups often start small—like bringing 
pizza for our monthly attendance awards. 
They have lunch with the kids and tell them 
what a great job they’ve done getting to 
school every day. Once they do that, they 
fall in love with the kids and offer to do 
more. I think schools sometimes put up 
barriers that make it difficult to get involved. 
We always welcome people, and we let 
them know that we appreciate them. 

I’ve always felt that I am blessed to have 
the opportunity to work with kids. If you 
want to make a difference, there’s no bet-
ter place to be. 	  ☐
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income children with asthma are about 80 percent more likely 
than middle-class children with asthma to miss more than seven 
days of school a year from the disease.31 Children with asthma 
refrain from exercise and so are less physically fit. Drowsy and 
more irritable, they also have more behavioral problems that 
depress achievement.32

Medical Care

Children without regular medical care are also more likely to 
contract other illnesses—some serious, others minor—that keep 

Birth Weight

Low-income children are more likely to be born prematurely or 
with low birth weights and to suffer from cognitive problems as 
a result; low-birth-weight babies, on average, have lower IQ 
scores and are more likely to have mild learning disabilities and 
attention disorders.38 Thirteen percent of black children are born 
with low birth weight, double the rate for whites.39 Even if all 
children benefited from equally high-quality instruction, this 
difference alone would ensure lower average achievement for 
blacks.

Nutrition

Poor nutrition also directly contributes to an achievement gap 

Poor nutrition directly contributes to the 
achievement gap. Iron deficiency anemia 
also affects cognitive ability; 8 percent  
of all children suffer from anemia, but  
20 percent of black children are anemic.

them out of school. Despite federal programs to make medical 
care available to low-income children, there remain gaps in both 
access and utilization.33 Many eligible families are not enrolled 
because of ignorance, fear, or lack of belief in the importance of 
medical care.

Even with health insurance, low-wage work interferes with 
the utilization of medical care. Parents who are paid hourly 
wages lose income when they take their children to doctors. 
Parents who work at blue-collar jobs risk being fired for excessive 
absence, so are likely to skip well-baby and routine pediatric care 
and go to doctors only in emergencies.

Use of Alcohol

Youngsters whose mothers drank during pregnancy have more 
difficulty with academic subjects, less ability to focus attention, 
poorer memory skills, less ability to reason, lower IQs, less social 
competence, and more aggression in the classroom.34 On into 
adolescence, these children continue to have difficulty learn-
ing.35 Fetal alcohol syndrome, a collection of the most severe 
cognitive, physical, and behavioral difficulties experienced by 
children of prenatal drinkers, is 10 times more frequent among 
low-income black children than middle-class white children.36

Smoking

Children of mothers who smoked while pregnant do worse on 
cognitive tests and their language develops less well. They have 
more serious behavioral problems, are more hyperactive, and 
commit more juvenile crime.37 Because secondhand smoke 
causes asthma, children whose mothers smoke after pregnancy 
also are more likely to have low achievement.

between lower- and middle-class children. Low-income kinder-
gartners whose height and weight are below normal for children 
their age tend to have lower test scores.40 Iron deficiency anemia 
also affects cognitive ability; 8 percent of all children suffer from 
anemia, but 20 percent of black children are anemic.41 Anemia 
also makes it more probable that children will absorb lead to 
which they have been exposed.42 Compared with middle-class 
children, the poor also have deficiencies of other vitamins and 
minerals.43 In experiments where pupils received inexpensive 
vitamin and mineral supplements, test scores rose from that 
treatment alone.44

Like social class differences in childrearing, each of 
these differences in health—in vision, hearing, oral 
health, lead exposure, asthma, use of alcohol, smok-
ing, birth weight, and nutrition—has only a tiny influ-

ence on the academic achievement gap when considered 
separately. But together, they add up to a cumulative disadvan-
tage for lower-class children that can’t help but depress average 
performance.

To make significant progress in narrowing the achievement 
gap, three tracks should be pursued vigorously and simultane-
ously. First, school improvement efforts that raise the quality 
of instruction in elementary and secondary schools are essen-
tial. Second, comprehensive early childhood, afterschool, and 
summer programs must be implemented, so that lower-class 
children can have the same enriching experiences as their 
middle-class peers. And third, we must change our social and 
economic policies—and especially our approach to health 
care—so that all children can attend school more equally ready 

Equalizing Opportunity
(Continued from page 7)
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to learn. 
For nearly half a century, the associa-

tion of social and economic disadvan-
tage with a student achievement gap has 
been well known to economists, sociolo-
gists, and educators. Most, however, have 
avoided the obvious implication of this 
understanding: raising the achievement 
of lower-class children requires amelio-
ration of the social and economic condi-
tions of their lives, not just school 
reform. 	 ☐
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