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The Fundamentals  
of Community Schools

SECTION I

An Introduction to Community Schools

Policies That Advance Community Schools

C
o

u
rt

es
y 

o
f J

o
ey

 K
en

n
ed

y 
fo

r R
em

ak
e 

Le
ar

n
in

g



Community Schools Playbook  9

As noted in Section I, “An Introduction to Community Schools,” the four pillars support and 
capitalize on rich, student-centered learning in and out of the classroom. Specific community 
schools may differ from one another, as schools and communities organize their local resources 

and use these pillars to transform teaching and learning, create positive school climates, and promote 
student success. In the most effective cases, community schools are an integral component of an equity 
strategy that recognizes and responds to structural inequities and in which the pillars are designed to 
support school transformation strategies aimed at improving teaching and learning. This approach can 
be implemented in a single school or as part of a systemwide initiative within a school district, city, or 
county.

Numerous studies show that community schools, when implemented effectively and given sufficient 
time to mature, can help close achievement gaps for students from low-income families and 
English learners. Community schools are also associated with improvements in student attendance, 
engagement, behavior, and academic performance. These benefits help 
to create a more equitable society and increase the number of young 
people who are prepared to succeed in college, career, and civic life.

It is important to keep in mind that, while each of the four pillars 
contributes to a high-quality educational environment, the pillars 
reinforce each other and it is this synergy that defines the essence of a 
comprehensive community school. For example, offering English classes 
for families on-site (a form of integrated student supports) is also a 
strategy for giving families greater opportunities to develop meaningful 
relationships with school staff, administrators, teachers, or volunteers at 
the school (active family and community engagement). Similarly, local 
businesses and community nonprofits who provide off-campus learning 
for students (expanded and enriched learning time and opportunities) 
are likely to find opportunities to participate in shaping school priorities 
and decisions (collaborative leadership and practices).

Policy Mechanisms
There are a range of policy mechanisms at the federal, state, and local levels to support community 
schools. Most fall into one of two categories: 1) financial/resourcing support; or 2) implementation and 
technical support. Both types of support are important for successful implementation of community 
schools. It takes money to start and sustain this work and it takes increased alignment and technical 
support to do the work well. Examples of the most common mechanisms follow:

Policies That Advance  
Community Schools

SECTION I

“�The four pillars...
reinforce each 
other and it 
is this synergy 
that defines the 
essence of a 
comprehensive 
community 
school.”

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-effective-school-improvement-report
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•  ���Federal and state community school grant programs;

•  Inclusion of community schools in a state funding formula;

•  Support for community schools in state budgets or through specific tax mechanisms;

•  �Alignment of policies and resources across public agencies—such as health and human 
services, workforce development, and parks and recreation—to advance community 
schools;
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•  Inclusion in school construction funds;

•  �State provision of technical assistance or other support programs (such as networks of districts 
implementing a community schools strategy or of community school leaders);

•  State Board of Education regulations; 

•  �Local school board policies and resolutions;

•  County/city resolutions or joint agreements with school districts;

•  �Mayoral initiatives; and

•  �Local tax levies either directly for community schools or as part of a broader initiative to support 
children and youth.

Key Policy Principles
Policies governing comprehensive community schools are most effective if they adhere to the following 
principles:

•  Define community schools comprehensively, organized around four pillars; 

•  Specify the criteria by which schools will be selected for grants and other types of support;

•  �Provide specific language about the purpose of the four pillars, while allowing for flexibility in local 
implementation;

•  �Build a strong foundation by specifying key aspects of implementation, including hiring a full-
time community school director for each school, broad and deep engagement in an assessment/
planning process, and regular reporting around implementation and outcome metrics;

•  �Support school transformation strategies aimed at improving teaching and learning, rather than 
simply focusing on out-of-classroom supports and activities; 

•  �Invest in professional development to support collaborative leadership structures and practices 
and to encourage and facilitate cross-agency collaboration; 

•  ��Identify a leadership structure and clearly defined next steps, including—where there will be 
more than one community school—language specifying a cross-sector steering committee or 
implementation team and a clear articulation of its authority. Baltimore and Los Angeles provide 
the best examples of this type of language;

•  �Ensure the participation of teachers, families, and communities at every stage of the process; 

•  �Address issues of interagency collaboration, including data sharing with appropriate privacy 
protections; 

•  �Specify which entities will need to be involved for successful local implementation; and

•  �Invest in professional development to support continuous improvement, the process that follows 
the broad and deep engagement in an assessment/planning process.

Federal Opportunities through ESSA
The Every Student Succeeds Act, the 2015 law reauthorizing the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 
1965, includes a number of opportunities for the decentralization of decision making about the use of federal 
education dollars. Policy and funding opportunities within ESSA include the following:

•  �Title I, Part A requires that states set aside 7% of Title I funds for school improvement in the 
lowest-performing schools using evidence-based strategies for comprehensive or targeted 
support and intervention. This is a significant funding stream that can be used to support the 
development of community schools, which qualify as an “evidence-based intervention.”4 

https://www.boarddocs.com/mabe/bcpss/Board.nsf/files/AEXQ2G672538/$file/ADH- Community School Strategy.2nd Reader CLEAN.pdf
http://laschoolboard.org/sites/default/files/06-13-17RegBdRes098CommunitySchoolsFinal6-14-17.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/senate-bill/1177/text
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	    �More than a dozen states have seized this opportunity and identified community schools 
as a strategy to support underperforming schools in their initial ESSA plans. (See Section 
III, “Community Schools in ESSA State Plans” for a summary of those states’ ESSA plan 
initiatives.) As one example, Pennsylvania’s ESSA plan identifies community schools as an 
effective improvement strategy and includes extensive discussion of how the state will 
support community school initiatives. As schools improve, they may not be eligible for these 
funds, underscoring the importance of identifying ongoing funding streams.

•  �Titles II and IV authorize funding for states to provide programs and supports that attend 
to the whole child—emotionally, socially, physically, and academically—through educator 
professional development and the Student Support and Academic Enrichment Grants 
programs.

•  �Title IV authorizes funding to support 21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st 
CCLC) and Full-Service Community Schools. Although these two grant programs operate 
differently, they both can be used to support community schools. The 21st CCLC grant 
program, for example, supports expanded learning time and references the role of a 
coordinator as an allowable use of funds, signaling to practitioners that they should 
consider community schools. 

•  �Finally, under Title I, districts can apply for Flexibility for Equitable Per-Pupil Funding, 
allowing them to develop and implement a school funding system based on weighted per-
student allocations for low-income and otherwise disadvantaged students.

By leveraging several of these funding sources, communities can begin 
or advance a comprehensive community schools strategy. For example, 
funding streams from Title I can be used to hire resource coordinators 
or community school directors, as done in Cincinnati, OH, and Lincoln, 
NE. Title IV funds can also be used to fund community school directors, 
as well as to support the alignment of community resources. Other ESSA 
programs, including the 21st CCLC and Promise Neighborhoods, can 
support specific pillars, such as expanded and enriched learning time 
and opportunities and integrated student supports that are part of a 
comprehensive community schools framework.

Exemplary State Policies
At the state level, we provide four types of policy exemplars: 1) grant 
programs to develop local community school models and/or support 
local community school planning and implementation; 2) state budget 

support for community schools; 3) technical assistance or other support programs for community 
schools; and 4) state board of education regulations advancing community schools. These policies were 
selected as exemplars because they include a comprehensive definition of community schools and 
attend carefully to implementation concerns, such as the selection of schools to receive support, and 
articulation of the planning time/processes. Some policies explicitly endorse community schools as an 
improvement strategy, recognizing that schools are more likely to make significant improvements by 
engaging partners than they are by working alone.

“More than a 
dozen states 
have...identified 
community 
schools as 
a strategy 
to support 
underperforming 
schools in their 
ESSA plans.”

http://www.education.pa.gov/Documents/K-12/ESSA/Resources/Pa ESSA Consolidated State Plan.pdf
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Grant programs to develop and support planning of local community schools. One of 
the most powerful—and straightforward—approaches to supporting community schools at the state 
level is the provision of funding through a grant program. Community school grants not only provide 
necessary dollars to plan and implement this strategy, they also help to specify the mechanisms of 
effective implementation essential to achieving positive results. It is important to account for start-up 
costs, which include the initial hiring of a community school director, planning time needed to form 
committees at school sites, an assessment of needs and assets, and development of partnerships with 
agencies providing additional supports and opportunities for students and families. Policies must also 
provide for sustainable funding to pay the annual salary of the full-time community school directors, 
who provide critical leadership in both the start-up and implementation of the strategy. Exemplary 
programs include the following: 

•  �In 2014, California’s Safe Neighborhoods and Schools Act (Proposition 47) reduced 
penalties for some felonies and redirected 25% of the savings (as a result of decreasing 
the state’s prison population) to the California Department of Education for the purpose 
of reducing truancy and supporting students at risk of dropping out of school or who are 
victims of crime. These funds have been used to support the Learning Communities for 
School Success Program, which will provide grant funding for several strategies to keep 
students in school, including community schools.

•  �Minnesota’s full-service community school program (Minnesota Statute 124D.231) passed 
the state legislature in 2015. Eligible schools are either currently on an improvement plan 
because they have been identified as not meeting federal performance expectations 
or are located in a district that has an achievement and integration plan addressing 
racial segregation. This policy has two exemplary components. First, it presents a clear 
and comprehensive framework for establishing community schools as an improvement 
strategy, including: 1) creation of a school leadership team “responsible for developing 
school-specific programming goals”; 2) performance of a thorough baseline data analysis 
and development of a corresponding plan for expanded programming; and 3) requiring 
a program assessment and report to be conducted every three years. Second, it provides 
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https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/ss/se/schoolsuccess.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/ss/se/schoolsuccess.asp
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=124D.231
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$150,000 in funding 
to eligible schools 
to plan, implement, 
and improve 
comprehensive 
community schools. 
Unfortunately, only 
10 schools benefited 
from this grant 
program, given the 
minimal funding 
allocation (a total of 
$1.5 million in fiscal 
years 2016 and 2017).

•  �New York’s Community Schools Grant Initiative (Education Law § 3641) was a two-year 
effort that began in 2013. The initiative provided three-year grants of $500,000 each 
“to eligible school districts for plans that target school buildings as ‘community hubs to 
deliver co-located or school-linked academic, health, mental health, nutrition, counseling, 
legal and/or other services to students and their families in a manner that will lead to 
improved educational and other outcomes.’” Eligible applicants included: 1) high-needs 
school districts; or 2) average-need school districts with a minimum Extraordinary Needs 
percentage of 50% (a mixture of students in poverty, students with limited English, and 
geographic sparsity) as most recently calculated by the State Education Department. 
Approximately 30 grants were awarded. The initiative was the precursor to New York’s 
ongoing statewide budget support for the expansion of community schools described in 
the next section.

•  �In Tennessee, a proposed community schools grant program (House Bill 2472/Senate Bill 
2393) presents a comprehensive vision of community schools as institutions that engage 
in a “deep needs assessment” with “substantial input from a majority” of local stakeholders 
to identify a range of community-based service providers. Notably, this legislation would 
direct resources to “priority” or “focus” schools in need of assistance due to low academic 
performance. This presents an alternative to the Tennessee Achievement School District, 
which has primarily intervened in low-performing schools by removing them from the 
control of local school districts and turning them over to charter school operators. While 
the bill has not yet received funding or been approved, it does have bipartisan sponsorship 
in the state legislature and presents an evidence-based approach to improving struggling 
schools. 

•  �In 2016, Utah established the Partnerships for Student Success Grant Program (Senate Bill 
67). Rather than providing grants to individual schools, the program allocates $500,000 
grants to communities to improve educational outcomes for students from low-income 
families through the formation of cross-sector partnerships that use data to align and 
improve programs, practices, and services designed to increase student success. Grantees 
must conduct a comprehensive needs assessment that includes goals, outcomes, and 
metrics based on the local community needs and interests. Grantees must also establish 
and maintain data systems that inform program decisions. Eligible applicants include 
Local Education Agencies (LEAs), and partnerships that include at a minimum: an LEA that 
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http://www.p12.nysed.gov/funding/2013-community-schools-grant-initiative/home.html
http://www.capitol.tn.gov/Bills/110/Bill/HB2472.pdf
https://legiscan.com/TN/text/SB2393/id/1714044/Tennessee-2017-SB2393-Draft.pdf
https://legiscan.com/TN/text/SB2393/id/1714044/Tennessee-2017-SB2393-Draft.pdf
http://achievementschooldistrict.org/
https://le.utah.gov/~2016/bills/static/SB0067.html
https://le.utah.gov/~2016/bills/static/SB0067.html
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has designated an eligible school feeder pattern; a local 
nonprofit organization; a private business; a municipality or 
county in which the schools in the specific feeder pattern 
are located; an institution of higher education within the 
state; a state or local government agency that provides 
services to students attending schools within the eligible 
school feeder pattern; a local philanthropic organization; 
and a local health care organization. Preference is given to 
qualified applicants with a higher percentage of students 
from low-income families in the schools targeted for 
services. LEAs must provide matching funds. Six grants had 
been awarded by 2017. 

State budget support for community schools. Another 
approach to supporting community schools involves the provision 
of funding through the state budgeting process, including providing 
resources for community schools in the school funding formula and joint funding across departments, 
such as health and human services, workforce development, and early childhood education. As with 
state grant programs, this approach requires sufficient and sustained funding to successfully advance 
community schools. It is important to marry ongoing funding support with a coherent community 
schools framework, including an articulation of all four pillars of the approach, as well as an inclusive 
process for assessing local needs and assets and developing the mix of programs, supports, and 
opportunities that will be offered to students and families. Examples include the following: 

•  �In Kentucky, the General Assembly created the Family Resource and Youth Services Centers 
(FRYSCs) as an integral part of the Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA) of 1990. The 
mission of these school-based centers is to support academically at-risk students succeed in 
school by helping to minimize or eliminate noncognitive barriers to learning. Schools where 
at least 20% of the student population is eligible for free or reduced-price school meals may 
compete for FRYSC funding. The Family Resource and Youth Services Coalition of Kentucky 
Governing Body consists of a 13-person executive committee and a 16-person executive 
board representing the 11 FRYSC regions across Kentucky. In 2017, the centers received $51.5 
million in funding. FRYSCs include community partnerships that provide vital programs, 
services, and referrals to students and their families. With the explicit goal of enhancing 
student academic success, each center offers a unique blend of programs and services 
to serve the special needs of its students and families. FRYSCs have established a record 
of success based on improved student performance in classwork, homework, and peer 
relations as reported by teachers. Families, too, report they experience greater satisfaction 
and involvement with the schools because of assistance through their local FRYSCs.

•  �New York has provided substantial and ongoing funding for the implementation of 
community schools through the annual state budget process, building on New York State’s 
Community Schools Grant Initiative (described above). From 2013 to 2017, policymakers 
earmarked $355 million of the state’s foundation aid formula for high-need districts to 
support the implementation of community schools. In addition, the 2015 state budget 
included $75 million in funding for interventions in persistently struggling schools, which 
included implementation of community schools. In 2017, state legislators approved 
additional funding for three technical assistance centers dedicated to helping start 
community school initiatives. The budget for 2018–19 increases the annual funding for 
community school interventions from $75 million to $200 million. 
 

“�As with state 
grant programs, 
this approach 
requires 
sufficient and 
sustained 
funding to 
successfully 
advance 
community 
schools.”

http://www.fryscky.org/
http://www.fryscky.org/Uploads/files/1457114609.pdf
http://www.fryscky.org/Uploads/files/1457114609.pdf
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At the school level, the statewide budget process translated to grants of up to $500,000 
per school over three years for the first round of community schools. While this funding has 
provided valuable support for local community school initiatives, at times implementation 
has proven challenging due to lack of district or school level understanding of best 
practices. For maximum effectiveness, state budget allocations should be accompanied by 
strong technical support for districts looking to implement this strategy.

Technical assistance or other support programs for community schools. States may also 
support community schools by issuing guidance and technical assistance regarding the use of flexible 
federal funds for this purpose, fostering cross-agency alignment, forming children’s cabinets, providing 
professional development, and forming support networks of schools. While this approach lacks direct 
funding for the implementation of community schools, it may be a useful step for states presently 
lacking the political momentum needed to push through more substantial funding proposals. Examples 
include the following:

•  �The Maryland Community School Strategy for Excellence in Public Education 
Act encourages the use of federal education funds to support community school 
implementation. The bill took effect on July 1, 2016 and will remain in effect until June 30, 
2019. Note, however, a state commission reviewing the state formula has recommended 
that community schools be included in future measures. This Act requires the Maryland 
State Department of Education to notify each local school system every two years 
that federal Title I funds may be used for expenses associated with community school 
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http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/webmga/frmMain.aspx?pid=billpage&stab=02&id=hb1139&tab=subject3&ys=2016RS
http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/webmga/frmMain.aspx?pid=billpage&stab=02&id=hb1139&tab=subject3&ys=2016RS
http://dls.maryland.gov/pubs/prod/NoPblTabMtg/CmsnInnovEduc/2018-Preliminary-Report-of-the-Commission.pdf
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coordinators and for the coordination of school and community resources. The Department 
must also encourage local school systems to apply for federal funding under ESSA Title 
IV competitive grant programs to support afterschool programming, community school 
coordinators, and the coordination of school and community resources. In addition, the 
Department must provide technical assistance to local school systems applying for this 
federal funding. Unfortunately, the legislation does not ensure that the State Department 
of Education has adequate staffing capacity to provide technical assistance to local school 
systems pursuing this funding option. This has proven to be a challenge in implementing 
the Maryland law and should be addressed if pursued in other jurisdictions.

•  �In 2012, Michigan’s governor aligned resources of education and human services agencies 
in the Pathways to Potential program. Pathways places Department of Human Services 
employees (called success coaches) in schools where high numbers of families are already 
receiving assistance through the department. These staffers work closely with school 
principals, social workers, attendance agents, and teachers to monitor and address barriers 
to school attendance. In the 2014–15 school year, 208 schools were implementing the 
Pathways model. Several counties are moving to a community school model where the 
success coach works with a community school coordinator to ensure resources are in place 
to serve students and families throughout the year. There are currently 24 Pathways schools 
implementing the community schools model. 

State board of education regulations. State boards of education may issue a policy or resolution 
in support of community schools. While these resolutions tend to be shorter and less detailed than 
legislative bills, expressing state support for the implementation of community schools can lay the 
groundwork for implementing more specific policies to follow at the state or local level. This approach 
does not, however, provide direct funding for community schools, which tends to be the most powerful 
policy lever to support meaningful change.
 

•  �The West Virginia State Community Schools Policy 
2425 defines and provides guidance for implementing 
and maintaining sustainable community schools. The 
definition of community schools as “both a place and a set 
of partnerships between the school and other community 
resources” is drawn from national experts at the Coalition 
for Community Schools. The document specifies that local 
boards of education should hire or identify community 
school coordinators to support implementation at 
school sites. It also lays out a comprehensive vision for 
“fully developed” community schools as being “needs-
driven” and striving to include the following components: 
engaging instruction; expanded learning opportunities; 
college, career, citizenship, health, and social support; community engagement; early 
childhood development; family engagement; and youth development activities. Local 
boards of education that decide to implement the state guidance can receive technical 
assistance through the West Virginia Department of Education Office of Special Programs, 
which also developed a resource guide, Building Community and School Partnerships for 
Student Success.

“�Resolutions...
expressing state 
support for the 
implementation 
of community 
schools 
can lay the 
groundwork...”

https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/0,5885,7-339-71551_69890---,00.html
http://apps.sos.wv.gov/adlaw/csr/readfile.aspx?DocId=25989&Format=PDF
http://apps.sos.wv.gov/adlaw/csr/readfile.aspx?DocId=25989&Format=PDF
http://www.communityschools.org/
http://www.communityschools.org/
https://wvde.state.wv.us/healthyschools/CommunitySchools/CommunitySchoolGuidanceDocumentMarch2015.pdf
https://wvde.state.wv.us/healthyschools/CommunitySchools/CommunitySchoolGuidanceDocumentMarch2015.pdf
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State Model Legislation
Many of the real-world legislative examples discussed above draw upon model legislative language 
developed by the Coalition for Community Schools, Communities in Schools, the National Education 
Association (NEA), the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), and the Center for Popular Democracy 
(CPD). In particular, the NEA model legislation provides suggested language for competitive and 
formula community school grant programs. The joint report from CPD, Coalition for Community 
Schools, and Southern Education Foundation, Community Schools: Transforming Struggling Schools 
into Thriving Schools, contains similar model language for state grant and formula funding programs 
supporting community schools.

Section III, “Model Legislation” provides model legislation that builds upon these existing resources and 
grounds suggested language in research-based principles drawn from the Learning Policy Institute and 
National Education Policy Center report Community Schools as an Effective School Improvement Strategy: 
A Review of the Evidence. 

Exemplary Local Policies
At the local level, policy exemplars fall into three categories: 1) school board resolutions and policies in 
support of community schools as a districtwide intervention strategy; 2) county/city resolutions or joint 
agreements; and 3) mayoral initiatives. These policies were selected as exemplars because they include 
a comprehensive definition of community schools, place an emphasis on broad-based local input 
regarding important school-site decisions, clearly define next steps for different individuals or groups 
responsible for implementing the community schools strategy, and lay out clear parameters regarding 
effective collaboration among these different groups.

School board resolutions and policies. Local school boards throughout the United States have 
approved policies and resolutions in support of community schools. As with state board of education 
regulations, these documents tend to be brief and employ high-level language. However, they can be 
an important first step in authorizing local education agencies to implement community schools. 

•  �In 2016, the Baltimore City Board of School Commissioners approved a community 
school strategy. The policy lays out a vision for community schools that “are inclusive and 
equitable, use a racial equity framework in order to ensure the success of children, and 
serve as an effective strategy to address concentrated poverty.” In addition, the policy 
documents a continuum of community school implementation, ranging from “engaged 
schools” to “partnership schools” to “full-service community schools.” Key features of 
community schools, as detailed in the strategy, include enhanced academics and student 
well-being, full-time site coordinators, restorative and positive school climate practices, and 
an extensive planning process. The policy also establishes a Community School Steering 
Committee with responsibility for partnership development, conflict resolution, and 
evaluation of community schools. It provides a strong example by laying out a clear vision 
for support of community schools, including detailed definitions of shared terminology and 
specifying next steps for implementation.

•  �Cincinnati has implemented a districtwide community schools approach known as 
community learning centers or CLCs. Community partners provide up to $6 million 
worth of services per school aligned to priorities established by school decision-making 
committees that set measurable goals, develop action plans, and approve budgetary 
decisions. The policy documents supporting this work include a set of guiding principles 
for CLCs, approved by the Cincinnati Public Schools Board of Education in 2001, calling for 

https://futureforlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/NEA-State-Model-Legislation.pdf
http://www.southerneducation.org/CommunitySchools.aspx
http://www.southerneducation.org/CommunitySchools.aspx
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-effective-school-improvement-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-effective-school-improvement-report
https://www.boarddocs.com/mabe/bcpss/Board.nsf/files/AEXQ2G672538/$file/ADH- Community School Strategy.2nd Reader CLEAN.pdf
https://www.boarddocs.com/mabe/bcpss/Board.nsf/files/AEXQ2G672538/$file/ADH- Community School Strategy.2nd Reader CLEAN.pdf
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a collaborative planning 
process to identify school-
site service partners. An 
accompanying document 
lays out parameters 
for partnerships 
with community-
based organizations. 
Partnerships co-located 
in schools must be 
financially self-sustaining 
and integrated into 
the schools’ operations 
and governance with 
measurable outcomes 
aligned to school and 
district goals. Both 
documents provide high-
level guidance for the 
CLC work and represent 
an important commitment from the district to support this strategy. A memorandum of 
understanding (MOU) template provides additional guidance and support for community 
partnerships.

	    �Building on this foundation, the Board of Education passed a districtwide CLC policy (Board 
Policy 7500) in 2009 stating, “each school should also be a community learning center 
in which a variety of partners shall offer academic programs, enrichment activities, and 
support to students, families, and community members.” According to this policy, each 
CLC should have a Resource Coordinator who oversees a needs assessment process with 
community input and coordinated service agreements with community partners. The policy 
also references the Local School Decision Making Committees (LSDMCs), the role of which 
is defined in an accompanying community involvement policy (Board Policy 9142) that was 
adopted by the Board in 1981 and has been updated regularly to reflect the evolving role 
of community involvement in the district. In their current form, LSDMCs are composed of 
parents, teachers, non-teacher staff, and community members. The LSDMC has authority to 
approve the school budget, make hiring decisions for principal vacancies, vote on the CLC 
lead agency at the school site (which in turn employs the CLC resource coordinator), and 
vote on the selection of CLC service providers. The rich infrastructure of board-approved 
documents that accompanies Cincinnati’s overarching CLC policy demonstrates how a series 
of more specific policies can complement a broad statement of support for community 
schools.

•  �Los Angeles’ 2017 school board resolution, “Embracing Community School Strategies 
in the Los Angeles Unified School District,” is a strong model because it provides a 
comprehensive definition of community schools as consisting of the four research-based 
pillars. It also specifies a school design process that includes assessing local community 
needs, actively engaging community partners, developing a strategic plan, and providing 
a designated staff member who oversees the planning process and ensures the alignment 
of solutions to needs. Notably, this process will be overseen by a Community Schools 
Implementation Team (CSIT) with broad-based representation from school district staff 

Courtesy of Ben Filio for Remake Learning

https://www.dropbox.com/s/inwye4ezb71nyr0/MOU.General.PartnerTemplate.docx?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/inwye4ezb71nyr0/MOU.General.PartnerTemplate.docx?dl=0
http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/CincinnatiBoardPolicy.pdf
http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/CincinnatiBoardPolicy.pdf
https://www.boarddocs.com/oh/cps/Board.nsf/Public?open&id=policies
http://laschoolboard.org/sites/default/files/06-13-17RegBdRes098CommunitySchoolsFinal6-14-17.pdf
http://laschoolboard.org/sites/default/files/06-13-17RegBdRes098CommunitySchoolsFinal6-14-17.pdf
http://laschoolboard.org/sites/default/files/06-13-17RegBdRes098CommunitySchoolsFinal6-14-17.pdf
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affiliated with academic and student support departments, labor union representatives, 
university partners, and representatives from nonprofit or community-based partner 
agencies that provide services in schools. The CSIT is responsible for crafting a report to 
the board of education that includes “a proposed implementation procedure by which 
a school site, having expressed the desire to become a community school, may proceed 
systematically through a community school transformation process, after undergoing a 
school/community-based asset and needs assessment.” The report will also analyze the 
optimal number of school sites for an initial community school’s cohort, a proposal to 
“responsibly scale the number of community schools throughout LAUSD, mechanisms 
to ensure school sites are transparent in decision-making processes and accountable to 
community concerns, and an assessment of the direct costs to be borne by the district for 
each community school.” Similar, but less detailed, resolutions were passed in Hartford, 
Houston, and Tulsa.

•  �The Pittsburgh Public Schools Board passed a 2016 policy that lays out a comprehensive 
vision for community schools, including services to enhance academic and student well-
being, family engagement, and parent and community advocacy on behalf of children. 
The policy establishes a central district community school steering committee to formally 
designate community schools through an application process. It also outlines elements 
that the Board “considers essential to a community school,” including committed school 
leadership, site coordination, central district support, broad-based input from the 
school community regarding the financing and operation of services, coordination and 
sharing of data on student and school indicators, and secure funding sources. Finally, 
the policy states that “The Superintendent or his/her designee shall be responsible for 
preparing administrative regulations necessary to implement this policy.” Included in 
these regulations would be guidance for engaging families, students, and community 
members when assessing student and community needs, planning the community school, 
and ongoing oversight of implementation and evaluation; school site decision-making 
structures; and evaluation of programs and partners. As with some exemplary state policies, 
this policy did not include funding, which has limited its impact and prompted a new round 
of advocacy for resources.  

County/city resolutions or joint agreements. City councils and city/county government 
agencies can also play a role in issuing policies supporting community schools. These resolutions are 
often focused on intergovernmental collaboration, with an emphasis on partnering with the local 
school district as the entity directly responsible for overseeing community schools. San Pablo, CA, and 
Multnomah County, OR, issued local government resolutions supporting local community schools.

•  �Hartford, CT’s Community Schools (HCS) feature a model that encompasses a broad 
array of services and interventions for students and parents/families, including the 
provision of afterschool programs. The program began in 2008, with a Hartford Board of 
Education policy providing a framework to grow community schools in the district aided 
by funding from diverse public and private sources. City government reorganized several 
departments into a new Department of Families, Children, Youth and Recreation to better 
align services, supports, and opportunities inside and out of school. Seven community 
schools—each of which is partnered with a lead agency—plans, implements, and 
sustains services and initiatives centered on the community school model. The initiative 
is guided by a collaborative of Hartford Public Schools, local funders, city departments, 
and intermediaries. Hartford Community Schools is currently funded by the Hartford 

https://www.boarddocs.com/pa/pghboe/Board.nsf/c4cf1644198dfd9986257503000d636f/0d1dac9ca1cc9ac387257ff50044990e/$FILE/Community Schools_DRAFT_July2016_v3_clean.pdf
https://www.hartfordschools.org/community-schools/
http://www.hfpg.org/
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Foundation for Public Giving, Hartford Public Schools, the Office for Youth Services, and 
the United Way of Central and Northeastern Connecticut. Additional funding sources 
include the Connecticut State Department of Education, other foundations, federal and 
state contracts, and in-kind agency contributions. The collaboration among government 
agencies and community organizations has helped sustain the initiative through five 
changes in superintendents.

•  �In Multnomah County, OR, the Schools Uniting Neighborhoods (SUN) initiative is a 
collaboration between several local school districts, the Multnomah County Department 
of School and Community Partnerships, and Portland’s Bureau of Parks & Recreation. 
Because this effort has been in place for more than 20 years, it offers many valuable lessons 
about the relationship of policy and leadership to change on the ground. To support this 
collaboration, the agencies developed an intergovernmental agreement, which includes 
a program description and the responsibilities of all parties including collaboration, 
appropriation of funds, and participation in program evaluation efforts. It also documents 
specific responsibilities for the school district, including appointment of a district liaison to 
support interagency communication, use of school facilities, transportation, partnership 
protocols, data sharing, and the responsibilities of district principals at participating school 
sites. Responsibilities of the county include delivering services by the Department of County 
Human Services and Mental Health Divisions, Health Department, and Library, appointing a 
SUN Service System Coordinator, and adhering to regulations for county service providers. 
Finally, responsibilities of the city include appointing a city liaison to the initiative and 
adhering to regulations for city service providers. This document provides a concrete 
example of how local government agencies can work together in supporting students and 
families with a community schools approach.
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http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/Multnomah_Cty_Policy.pdf
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•  �In San Pablo, CA, the City Council passed a 2012 resolution authorizing support for full-
service community schools. The resolution describes community schools as providing 
“comprehensive academic social and health services for students, students’ family 
members, and community members that will result in improved educational outcomes for 
children and youth.” It also acknowledges “an initiative to establish Full-Service Community 
Schools in San Pablo, places where school, city and community stakeholders come together 
to provide diverse, mutually aligned resources to assist the academic, social, civic and 
health needs and achievement for our students, their families and the community.” The 
city manager and youth service program manager coordinate the full-service community 
schools work, along with a Youth Futures Task Force, focused on addressing youth violence. 
San Pablo funds its community schools with revenue from a local 10-year sales tax increase. 
The resolution outlines specific action steps, including amending the City Council Priority 
Work Plan to include a full-service community school initiative in all San Pablo schools and 
authorizing support for establishing five local elementary schools as community schools. 
Five schools, along with Helms Middle School, are now part of a districtwide Full Service 
Community Schools initiative in the West Contra Costa Unified School District, which 
includes the city of San Pablo. 

Mayoral initiatives. Mayoral support can also help to drive the local implementation of community 
schools. When this is the case, the mayor may exert influence by directing city government or local 
school district resources to support community schools (as in New York City) and through budgetary 
proposals (as in Philadelphia, PA). 

•  �New York City provides an example of how community groups and partners can build 
the political will necessary to advance a community schools strategy districtwide. Building 
on a multiyear organizing effort to advance community schools, Mayor Bill de Blasio put 
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http://cscinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/San-Pablo-Resolution-Full-Service-Community-Schools.pdf
http://www.ci.san-pablo.ca.us/DocumentCenter/View/5788
https://www.wccusd.net/Page/6087
https://www.wccusd.net/Page/6087
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forth an ambitious community schools initiative, setting 
a goal of establishing more than 200 community schools 
by 2017. New York City’s Community School Strategic 
Plan is a comprehensive document published in June of 
2014 that lays out the vision for reaching this goal, which 
was surpassed in the fall of 2017. The guide provides a 
strong framework for other districts, as it encompasses all 
four pillars of the community school model and details a 
funding strategy and a plan for system-building efforts, 
including establishing a data framework, prioritizing 
parent and community engagement, and encouraging 
city agency collaboration. This collaboration is supported 
by the leadership of the Deputy Mayor for Strategic Policy 
Initiatives, based in City Hall, the new Department of Education Office of Community 
Schools, the New York City Children’s Cabinet (with data-sharing agreements across all 23 
cabinet agencies and mayoral offices), and a Community Schools Advisory Board. 
 
The initial funding for community schools in 2014 came from repurposing a state-level grant 
focused on improving attendance, which provided $52 million in funding for 45 community 
schools.5 Managed by the United Way of New York City, these community schools partnered 
with community-based organizations that received, on average, $300,000 in funding 
per year. Additionally, the Mayor chose to turn all schools in New York City identified for 
improvement (“renewal schools”) into community schools, leveraging federal funding 
for school improvement efforts. This top-down approach allowed for a rapid scaling 
up of community schools. Importantly however, each school still conducted a needs 
assessment that allowed staff, families, and community partners to tailor their approach and 
programming to local needs and interest—a key community school principle that creates 
an important foundation for success. 
 
In New York City, the Mayor, not the local school board, is responsible for selecting a 
Chancellor and setting priorities for the Department of Education. Mayor de Blasio’s 
leadership in setting the vision and developing a strategic plan for implementing 
community schools at scale can serve as an inspiration for other local leaders.

•  �In Philadelphia, PA, Mayor Jim Kenney has identified community schools as a top priority 
for his administration’s Office of Education. The first cohort of nine community schools 
started in 2016. A second cohort of three additional schools began in 2017. The Mayor’s 
Office of Education works closely with the local school district to carry out this initiative, in 
which participating schools have a full-time coordinator who works with the school and the 
community to identify pressing student, family, and community needs and to coordinate 
with service providers and city agencies to bring services into the school to address those 
needs. A recent Research for Action progress report found that the Mayor’s Office of 
Education was largely “on track” with establishing best practices for a citywide coordinating 
entity in the first year of the initiative, while site-level progress was largely “on track” and 
“emerging.” 
 
Mayor Kenney has directed substantial resources to supporting this work, including 
advocating for passage of a controversial beverage tax, which has been the primary funding 
source for creating community schools and expanding quality pre-k programs. The Mayor 
initially pledged to transform 25 city schools into community schools as part of his Five 

“�Mayoral 
support can 
also help to 
drive the local 
implementation 
of community 
schools.”

http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/communityschools/downloads/pdf/community-schools-strategic-plan.pdf
http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/communityschools/downloads/pdf/community-schools-strategic-plan.pdf
https://beta.phila.gov/departments/mayors-office-of-education/community-schools/
https://8rri53pm0cs22jk3vvqna1ub-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Community-Schools-Progress-Report.pdf
http://www.philly.com/philly/news/pennsylvania/soda-tax-philadelphia-first-year-20180101.html
https://beta.phila.gov/media/20170301200611/FY18-22-Five-Year-Plan.pdf
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Year Financial and Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2018—2022. Litigation on the beverage 
tax slowed down the expansion and the goal was subsequently downgraded to 20 schools 
due to shortfalls from the projected revenue. In fiscal year 2017, the community schools 
initiative served 4,500 children and their families at a current funding level of $3.4 million. 
This example from Philadelphia shows how mayoral leadership can play an important role 
in funding and supporting community school initiatives. 

Model Local Legislation
The model legislative language proposed in Section III, “Model Legislation” of this playbook builds 
on the above examples and is grounded in research-based principles drawn from the Learning 
Policy Institute and National Education Policy Center report Community Schools as an Effective School 
Improvement Strategy: A Review of the Evidence. As with the state model, this model local legislation was 
constructed with best practices in mind.

Implementation Resources
Research shows that effective implementation and fidelity to the pillars increase the success of 
community schools, with longer operating and better implemented programs yielding more positive 
results for students and schools. The following lessons and resources are derived from community 
schools research, as well as lessons learned from the field, as articulated in the implementation 
standards developed by the Coalition of Community Schools.

Characteristics of high-quality implementation
Effective implementation requires attention to several factors:

•  �Pay attention to all four pillars. Understand that each pillar matters and, together, the 
pillars reinforce each other to yield better results. Moreover, the pillars are integrated 
into the school day in ways that support the transformation of instruction and learning 
opportunities, rather than being treated as “wraparound services” that stand apart from the 
instructional program. For example, afterschool programs complement and supplement 
what happens in the core instructional program, and student supports include schoolwide 
programs that promote a positive school climate, such as restorative practices. 

•  �Engage in a thoughtful assessment of assets and needs within the school community. 
This will support higher-quality implementation of the four pillars and lead to a problem-
solving approach that includes input from a range of local stakeholders. Doing so 
represents collaborative leadership and family/community engagement in action and 
ensures that specific programs and services offered and the mix of community partners 
align with community needs and desires. For example, such a process might reveal an 
increase in the number of new immigrants and inform programs that address specific needs 
for English classes or help navigating workforce training opportunities. 

•  �Understand that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to community schools. Each 
community school should reflect the needs—and strengths—of the school itself and the 
broader community. Community schools are most effective as a school reform strategy 
when students, families, teachers, school staff, administrators, and partners are deeply 
involved in the design and implementation process.

https://beta.phila.gov/media/20170301200611/FY18-22-Five-Year-Plan.pdf
http://www.philly.com/philly/news/pennsylvania/philadelphia-soda-tax-revenue-preschool-20180301.html
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-effective-school-improvement-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-effective-school-improvement-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/community-schools-effective-school-improvement-report
http://www.communityschools.org/resources/community_schools_standards_.aspx
http://www.communityschools.org/resources/community_schools_standards_.aspx
http://schottfoundation.org/restorative-practices
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•  �Align resources from multiple agencies and organizations toward a set of shared 
indicators and results. Efficiently and effectively using school and community resources 
will help support student learning and development. Allocate sufficient time for the 
planning process to: 1) ensure broad-based input about community needs; 2) identify 
resources to address those needs; and 3) match students and families with appropriate 
supports, services, and opportunities. 

•  �Allow sufficient time (3-5 years, according to research) for these partnerships to build 
and take hold. Leading indicators, such as improved attendance and family involvement, 
are helpful in measuring initial progress toward desired outcomes. It will likely take longer 
for improved academic outcomes, such as higher test scores and graduation rates, to 
emerge.

Potential Implementation Challenges
Successfully implementing community schools is not simple or easy. But good knowledge exists about 
how to speed implementation while avoiding common pitfalls. The following practices should be 
considered:

•  �Align the pillars with teaching and learning goals. Avoid undermining the potential 
effectiveness of community schools by focusing only on addressing out-of-school harms/
barriers to learning. While these supports are critical to student success, they must be 
tightly linked to a comprehensive strategy for addressing in-school factors, especially 
improvements to teaching, learning, and school climate.

•  �Leverage the expertise and assets of the school community. At times, students, 
educators, and families in low-income communities are seen through a deficit lens. This can 
both foster a “service” mentality (an over-emphasis on the services provided by outsiders 
to needy families and students) and undermine a culture of community with shared 
responsibility and diverse assets to support learning and youth development. Rather, value 
and capitalize on such assets as local knowledge, cultural knowledge and competency, and 
knowledge of other languages.

•  �Support and encourage a community-driven process. As states and districts seek to 
implement high-quality community schools at scale, they may be tempted to manage the 
process by developing prescriptive plans that don’t allow for the local customization and/or 
ownership required for the schools to be effective.

•  �Recognize that leadership culture and habits matter; implementing community 
school concepts requires more than good intention. Most school and district leaders 
have not received training or support in key elements of community schools, such as 
developing collaborative leadership practices and building respectful and trusting 
partnerships with families and communities. To be successful, implementation should 
include guidance, support, opportunities for professional development, and a culture of 
continuous improvement and mutual accountability. 

•  �Support a careful and inclusive planning process that begins with “the willing” and 
provides frequent opportunities for meaningful family/community engagement 
and collaborative leadership. For maximum success, scale the community schools 
approach slowly, starting with communities where students, families, teachers, and school 

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/community-schools
http://www.communityschools.org/results/overview.aspx
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staff are asking for the change to occur, and invest adequate resources, including a full-
time community school director at each site, and make technical assistance available. 
Another approach is to have schools apply to become community schools, demonstrating a 
commitment on the part of the principal and other staff members to participate in trainings 
and fully engage families in a collaborative planning and implementation process.
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