
7: PUBLIC SCHOOLS AND THEIR COMMUNITIES 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 

Although limited largely to case studies, research has documented a wide range of 
programs that have expanded public schools’ involvement with the communities in which they 
operate. Such programs face a variety of challenges that range from institutional rivalries to 
competition for scarce financial resources. Operated effectively, however, than can contribute to 
improved achievement by students living in poverty. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

• Basic parental involvement programs should be enhanced to include multiple 
opportunities for formal and informal communication between school personnel and 
parents.  

• Parental involvement programs should be developed that embrace the ethnic, 
linguistic, cultural, racial, and religious diversity of the parents.  

• Parental involvement programs should be designed to be sensitive to the special 
needs of poor parents, single parents, parents with large families, and those families 
where both parents work outside of the home.  

• Written materials should be provided in the language with which parents are the 
most familiar.  

• Schools and other social organizations wishing to provide school-linked services 
should carefully consider the scope, funding needs, organizational and professional 
complexities, and types of services to be offered.  

• Funding for new community involvement projects should be kept consistent and 
stable. The bigger and more complex the project, the greater the need for adequate 
funding. 

• Extra-curricular programs should be kept vital to help foster strong parental 
involvement. 

• Educational leaders and policy makers should be encouraged to reconceptualize the 
public school as a vital economic resource that must be nurtured. 
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The interplay between public schools, their respective communities, and child welfare 

has been an area of public policy concern for well over a century. From as early as the late 19th 

century, various educational and social reformers have sought to strengthen the ties between 

schools and communities in hopes of bolstering better outcomes for children, as well as building 

stronger, more functional communities.1 Yet, many of the same problems reformers faced over a 

century ago stubbornly remain: low parental involvement, the deleterious effects of concentrated 

poverty, inappropriate pedagogy and policy, racial and ethnic economic isolation, dysfunctional 

families, and ineffectual political leadership.2 Each issue can hinder an individual child’s 

educational achievement, but the interaction of multiple factors can be devastating.3 

This report seeks to map out this history and the contemporary research literature 

regarding the interaction of public schools, their communities, and student outcomes, especially 

academic achievement. It reviews some of the major consistencies within the research literature, 

particularly during the past 15 years. It also notes some of the major criticisms regarding school 

to community outreach, including some of the lingering paradoxes. This report pays particular 

attention to what reforms seem to work best with poor children and concludes with 

recommendations for the best choices in educational practice and policy making. 
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SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITY RESEARCH 
 

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
 

During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, educational and social reformers pushed for 

an expanded role for public education. Many were deeply concerned by the exploding numbers 

of poor and destitute children who seemed to overwhelm local schools, particularly in the 

nation’s booming urban centers. Cities were also faced with an ever-enlarging immigrant 

population, many of whom had little education or economic resources.4 In hopes of improving 

the lives of children, educators and social reformers sought to expand the mission of the public 

school. Not only would the public school educate, but it would also bathe, feed, and inoculate 

needy children. Their mission did not stop there: all children, many of whom were either 

immigrants themselves or children of recent immigrants, would be “Americanized.” They would 

learn the dominant social, political, and cultural norms of mainstream – and at that time, largely 

Anglo – America.5 Reformers of the era viewed the public school as a linchpin in the process of 

“child-saving.”6 By the 1910s, numerous city schools offered gyms, school nurses, playgrounds, 

shower facilities, and even school lunches.7 Some locations offered adult education classes for 

parents, held typically at night, not only to build their own language skills and knowledge base, 

but also to learn new parenting skills. In other instances, teachers would visit their students’ 

homes in hopes of fostering better communication between the school and parents, as well as 

building a consistency of academic and behavioral expectations. Urban districts began to use the 

“school newsletter” as a means of communication with parents and the public at large.8 
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These efforts to better link the schools with their communities were rooted in the late 19th 

century sociological notion of building “social ecology,” or improving the overall environment 

in which children and their parents lived. For many children, their lives did improve. Public 



schools not only ameliorated the harshest effects, but also offered children the promise of a way 

out of poverty. Attendance rates soared as immigrant children in particular streamed into the 

public schools. By 1908, a larger percentage of immigrant children attended public schools than 

did their “native-born” peers.9 

These services came at costs that were both personal and fiscal, however. The personal 

costs were generally borne by those who were receiving the help. To become “Americanized” 

meant that children had to relinquish the cultural practices and norms from the “old country.” In 

practical terms, it meant that many immigrant children were taught that their heritage (and by 

implication, their parents) were inferior. Accordingly, teachers and administrators treated 

immigrant parents with more than a whiff of condescension. As one educator explained: 

They must be made to understand what it is we are trying to do for the children. They 
must be made to realize that in forsaking the land of their birth, they were also forsaking 
the customs and traditions of that land; and they must be made to realize an obligation, in 
adopting a new country, to adopt the language and customs of that country.10 
 
In addition to problematic relations between the schools and parents, both the textbooks 

and teachers could be hostile towards non-Anglo children, with more than a few hurling racial, 

ethnic, and religious slurs.11 In 1903, reporter Adele Marie Shaw recounted that one elementary 

teacher bellowed at one child, “You dirty little Russian Jew, what are you doing?”12   

Finally, the help tended to be imposed whether or not students and their parents believed 

they needed assistance.13 The assumption of the era was that professional educators were far 

better prepared to assess the welfare of children than were their immigrant parents. 

The greatest drawbacks to extending more services to “children at risk,” though, were 

fiscal, and these financial drawbacks were rooted in the politics of the era. These efforts were 

subjected to intense scrutiny on the heels of the 1917 Russian Revolution, with some 

commentators noting that such social programs were dangerously “socialistic.”14 For years, 
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public education had been under the policy microscope regarding its seeming lack of fiscal 

accountability, possible political radicalism,
15 and instructional inefficiencies. Thanks to the 

churning political environment, much of the tax money for greater social services, which, in 

some places, was extensive and expensive, evaporated.16 In hopes of maintaining political and 

fiscal support, public school leaders scrambled to deflect criticism, and many embraced the new 

“science” of public relations, touting public education’s ever-increasing efficiency.17 Until the 

late 1980s, efforts to do community outreach and communication to bolster student academic 

outcomes would become largely one-way –with information flowing only from the schools to the 

families.
18

 

SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES TODAY 
 

By the late 1980s and early 1990s, researchers, educators, social service providers, and 

policy makers were alarmed at the rising number of children in crisis, particularly in poor urban 

areas. Many states had curtailed social service provisions to offset budget shortfalls. 

Additionally, the federal government had greatly reduced its level of fiscal involvement with 

poor children beginning in the early 1980s.19 Concurrently, the number of children in poverty 

was rising. As researcher Joy Dryfoos observed in 1994:  

By 1991, more than fourteen million children – 22 percent of all children – lived in 
families below the poverty line, the highest number and rate since 1965. As in no other 
period of time, disadvantage shifted from the oldest people to the youngest. And those 
children living in mother-only households have become the most deprived of all, with 
more than 55 percent living in poverty.20 
 
Such social and economic turbulence was adversely affecting many students and their 

academic achievement. This turbulence was also coupled with increased political concern 

regarding public education and its possible adverse effects on the nation’s economic 

competitiveness.21 Public schools leaders, community members, social service providers, policy 
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makers and researchers took a renewed interest in rebuilding the social ecology of local public 

schools in hopes of fostering better academic outcomes, and in turn, stabilizing the social 

environment—thus revitalizing a national economy.22  

States and the federal government began to explore the notion of “systemic reform,” or 

coordinating the various governmental policies that affect children in a more holistic fashion to 

improve both their current lives and their long-term life chances.23 For education, and urban 

education in particular, this meant involving various branches of government in efforts to better 

link schools to the communities they serve.24 

Many of these new reform efforts drew on the work of the sociologist James S. Coleman. 

In the early to mid-1980s, Coleman and his colleagues had studied the academic effectiveness of 

urban Catholic schools. He theorized that the reason Catholic schools seemed to generate better 

outcomes for their students was that these schools and their students enjoyed a high degree of 

“social capital.” Coleman further theorized that these schools in their particular communities 

were “functional communities,” because their members shared a high degree of what he called 

“intergenerational closure.” Additionally, the communities and the schools shared a strong 

interest in the general welfare of the students. Parents knew each other and each other’s children. 

The implications were that these schools functioned in relatively close-knit communities. 

Parents, school personnel, and community members cultured the relationships and shared norms 

(i.e. the social capital) that were critical to successful child rearing and schooling.25 

There were criticisms of the Coleman studies, particularly regarding their possible utility 

and applicability for public schools. The critics noted three key differences between Catholic 

urban and public urban schools. First, Catholic schools tended to “cream” the academically 

strongest students (and their parents) away from the distressed urban schools. Additionally, 
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students who attended Catholic schools did so voluntarily, unlike many of their public school 

peers. Finally, Catholic schools were free to expel students who failed to conform to either 

academic or behavioral expectations.26 

Nevertheless, researchers and policy makers began to explore the possibilities that public 

schools, in conjunction with other community and social service groups, could build, rebuild or 

even expand the social capital of their communities. Reformers also drew on the earlier efforts of 

Progressive-Era reformers to strengthen the social ecology of school neighborhoods. 

Subsequently, multiple and various blueprints were designed; all aimed at bringing various 

stakeholders together.27 

FULL-SERVICE SCHOOLS 
 

By the early 1990s, well over 800 projects were aimed at fostering greater ties between 

schools and their communities.28 States from California to New Jersey were experimenting with 

vastly expanded social service provision as well as experimenting with differing organizational 

structures, including interagency collaboration and full-service school programs. These terms, as 

well as school-linked services, have been used in the research literature. They describe efforts to 

bring various social service providers together within a formal organizational structure—

sometimes sharing a building, typically a public school—to share staff, resources, and 

responsibilities. All were to better serve children, their parents, and the larger community.29 In an 

age of continuing budget constraint, some early proponents of this approach argued that 

providers might even realize budgetary cost savings if the collaborating agencies could eliminate 

needless service duplication.30 

These projects tended to be idiosyncratic in nature. As Joy Dryfoos noted in 1994, full-

service schools, by design, were to be highly sensitive to the local contexts. There has been no 
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one model of a “full-service school.” The disparate interagency collaborations have included 

personnel from public schools, child protective services, juvenile justice agencies, mental health 

agencies, public health departments, the medical system, as well as parents and other community 

members.31 

Most of the extant evaluation research of these projects has been in the form of single-

case or multi-case studies. However, common similarities across project sites include better 

attendance rates, lower substance abuse, and lower dropout rates. Additionally, “[s]tudents, 

parents, teachers, and school personnel report a high level of satisfaction with school clinics and 

centers and particularly appreciate their accessibility, convenience, and caring attitude.”
32 

Despite the encouraging signs, stubborn organizational and legal issues have been hard to 

resolve in these expansive undertakings. Some of the most vexing issues have been those of 

professional “turf,” client confidentiality, and budgetary authority.33 In the area of professional 

turf, for example, some school counselors have felt threatened by the presence of social workers 

from child protective services and were reluctant to share information.
34 Furthermore, child 

protective agencies and the criminal justice system at times were barred by law from sharing 

crucial information regarding children with school officials.35 Finally, a number of collaborative 

efforts got snarled in various budgetary directives, many of which demanded single, rather than 

shared, lines of fiscal accountability.36 

Another issue facing proponents of full-service schools has been maintaining consistent 

funding. A mixture of state and federal funds and private foundation grants has paid for many of 

these collaborative projects. These projects have been particularly vulnerable to shifting political 

winds. For instance, the movement suffered a setback by the withdrawal of funding by one major 

foundation. After a disappointing preliminary evaluation of an inter-organizational collaboration 
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in June of 1994, the Pew Charitable Trust withdrew from a highly ambitious 10-year, $60 

million project dubbed The Children’s Initiative. Pew concluded that to realize the positive 

changes envisioned by the initial project, even greater expansion of social service provision was 

needed. For the initiative to have even greater influence on children’s lives, it was going to move 

into areas such as housing, employment, and drug abuse. It was already a large-scale and highly 

complex initiative that called for various service providers to fundamentally reconceptualize 

their professional roles and behaviors, while they continued to work in traditional bureaucratic 

environments. The weak initial evaluations regarding student outcomes in a political climate that 

had been hostile to tax-based social service provision made the project too politically risky for 

Pew to maintain its presence.37  

Disappointing as this has been, the demise of Pew’s Children’s Initiative is congruent 

with what we know about educational reform. Historians David Tyack and Larry Cuban 

surveyed more than 100 years of educational and social reforms to determine which ones had 

staying power. They concluded the reforms that were institutionalized all had the following 

characteristics:  

1)  The reforms were adaptable to local circumstances.  

2) Successful reforms were modest in approach and design.  

3)  Policy makers and regulators solicited and incorporated continuous input from 

those who had to implement the reforms (teachers, administrators, parents, etc.). 

4)  Successful reforms enjoyed strong and consistent political and fiscal support. 

Popular at the grassroots, these reforms encountered little opposition.  

5)  Successful reforms were relatively easy to implement and maintain (for example, 

structural or programmatic add-ons—adding kindergarten programs, the 
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development of the junior high school, expanding the school lunch program to 

include a breakfast program, offering computer classes to parents after hours, 

etc.).38  

Given these findings it is understandable that the Pew initiative was not sustainable. Yet, 

as Tyack and Cuban have demonstrated, there are effective reform efforts targeted at community 

building and parental outreach, which this report now explores. 

SUCCESSFUL EFFORTS AT LINKING SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES 
 
Parental Involvement 
 

In bolstering school community outreach, public school educators have used numerous 

strategies. Many of these are centered on increasing parental involvement in their children’s 

education and school. As researchers Daniel J. McGrath and Peter J. Kuriloff observe: 

For policy makers, parent involvement in schools represents a method for, first, 
improving schools' services to families by making schools more accountable to parents; 
second, strengthening ties between schools and families traditionally underserved by 
schools; and, third, better serving students by taking advantage of parents' rich stores of 
knowledge about their children.39  
 
Additionally, the research base regarding the efficacy of parental involvement is strong, 

and these findings have generally demonstrated that parental involvement can have positive 

effects on student academic achievement. Students whose parents are involved with their 

education tend to have fewer behavior problems in school, fewer absences, and higher rates of 

academic achievement and graduation than those students whose parents do not get involved.40 

Additionally, those students who are failing can improve dramatically if parental assistance is 

cultivated by school personnel. In particular, ethnic minority students or those with learning 

disabilities can enjoy significant benefits if their parents are involved with their schooling.41  
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Many public schools use the traditional methods of soliciting parental involvement: 

hosting the open house or “parents’ night,” soliciting parent volunteers to help work during a 

special event, maintaining a PTA/PTO, sending parents a school newsletter, using infrequent 

notes and phone calls, and of course, issuing a regular report card. While these efforts are a good 

start, they have significant limitations. First, the more traditional approaches to cultivating 

parental involvement can lead to parents being guided and sometimes manipulated by teachers 

and administrators. Parents are carefully steered away from voicing concerns around contentious 

professional issues like grading policies and teaching style. The second criticism is that the 

traditional forms of parental involvement tend to be constrained. By design, the information is to 

flow in one tightly controlled direction – from the school to the parents. Parents tend to be 

viewed as “non-professionals” and hence have limited value in shaping the larger policy issues 

of the school. The third criticism is that the traditional forms of parental involvement tend to be 

representational, since many contemporary parents cannot participate. The traditional forms 

assume a stable, two-parent family, with one parent (typically the mother) working full-time as a 

homemaker. Given that the vast majority of adults with children work outside of the home 

(whether they are parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, etc.), only a few “representative” parents 

can participate. The parents who can participate tend to be white and middle- to upper-middle-

class. And finally, the fourth criticism of the traditional forms of parental involvement is they 

expect parents to be passive. Parents are to receive information from the school, but the school 

does not seem to want much information from the parents.42  

While the traditional forms of parental involvement do include some parents, there 

remains the potential to do more. Additionally, the traditional forms of parental involvement are 

strikingly ineffective at reaching out to families that are: (a) large, (b) headed by a single-parent 
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(usually female), (c) poor, (d) non-English speaking, (e) abusive, or (f) include parents and older 

siblings who dropped out of school.43 

Experiments to Expand Participation  
 

Recognizing the problems of the traditional forms, public educators have experimented 

with a variety of reforms to encourage greater parental participation. One of the more recent 

innovations is the “open school.” In this approach, the school opens itself up to each member of 

the community and actively seeks their input. This has been called the “warts-and-all” approach, 

because community members get to see the school staff at their best, and possibly at their worst. 

Parents and other adults can drop in at any time of the day, to see how their children are doing, 

what else is going on within the school, and have meaningful conversations with teachers and 

educational leaders regarding their child’s education. Contemporary parents and guardians may 

not have schedules or consistently reliable transportation that permit them to visit the school 

during a scheduled (and formal) meeting. The open school demands a fair measure on flexibility 

on the part of the school personnel, many who have been socialized to view “their” school as a 

pedagogical island, removed from external forces and pressures, including parents. Yet, an open 

school grants parents and the community greater and very real access. It also provides parents 

with a meaningful sense of ownership, not only of the school, but also of their children’s 

education.44 

Parental Education 
 

Another reform aimed at boosting parental involvement is parental education. Some 

parents, particularly those who have had poor school experiences themselves, may need 

experiences as a co-learner, advocate, and decision-maker, so they can become their child’s 
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educational advocate. Parent education programs encourage parents to become their children’s 

resident teacher, as well as the critical caretaker and nurturer.45 

For example, Norwood and her colleagues designed a model program of parental 

involvement through the University of Houston’s Graduate School of Social Work and College 

of Education. They provided parent education to a school within the Houston public school 

system. The school had a high-percentage of students who were considered at risk for academic 

failure and came from poor socioeconomic backgrounds. All were African-American. Their 

parents were recruited to participate in an experimental parental education program that was 

focused on skills and that was also culturally and linguistically sensitive. Additionally, a sense of 

community among the researchers and participating parents was carefully cultivated, and the 

researchers took pains to blur distinctions between parents and the researchers. Participants were 

surveyed prior to the beginning of the program to determine what their needs and concerns were. 

Soliciting detailed input from parents also helped to establish ownership of the program by 

parents.46 

The actual program focused on building parenting skills, as well as parents’ teaching or 

coaching skills. Throughout the sessions, parents were invited to share their knowledge and 

experiences in raising their children. This helped to validate parents’ knowledge and broadened 

the knowledge base of all participants. The parents also engaged in role-playing and various 

school- and home-related scenarios with Norwood and colleagues, so parents could practice their 

newly acquired skills.47 

Six months after the program concluded, parents were asked to evaluate the program. All 

were very enthusiastic, and they had put their newly acquired skills immediately to work. As one 

woman explained: 
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Most parents just run up to the school, but she [the instructor] helped us to see there are 
two sides to every story. We did role-playing, one was the parent and one of us was the 
teacher. We also practiced how to ask teachers for the things we need. I used this when 
my little boy didn't have homework. I went to his teacher and she gave me some 
homework for him. (Ms. C)48 
 
Another participant noted: 

I felt the information on the parent-teacher conferences was very good. Now when I have 
to talk to my child's teacher, I am not as timid or afraid as I used to be. I have some say in 
his education. (Ms. W)49 
 
The researchers then examined the subsequent academic achievement of these parents’ 

children. They scored significantly higher on standardized measures of achievement, in math and 

reading, than did the children whose parents did not participate in the program. The degree of 

difference surprised Norwood and her colleagues, since they were expecting only modest 

academic gains at best.50  

The Houston parental education program succeeded in large part because it was attentive 

to the needs and concerns of urban, minority parents, as well as being respectful of their 

backgrounds. Parents were treated with respect and their cultural, linguistic, and racial 

backgrounds honored. This result is consonant with other researchers’ recommendations–that 

public school personnel who solicit parental involvement need be sensitive to the needs of an 

increasingly multicultural parent population to have greater and meaningful parental involvement 

with the schools.51 

School-Based Management 
 

Another parental involvement program that has been part of a larger school reform effort 

is school-based management (SBM). In this model, the authority for most decisions is delegated 

to the school site. In turn, the individual school establishes an SBM committee or council that is 

typically composed of teachers, parents, administrators, and perhaps, additional community 
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members. The idea behind the reform is that those closest to real students know what policies, 

programs and budget expenditures will serve them best. Hence, the SBM council is empowered 

to make most of the policy decisions that affect that specific school. The ultimate goal is to 

improve the decision-making process and empower those closest to children to such an extent 

that student achievement improves. The research regarding SBM’s effectiveness in bolstering 

student achievement is conflicted, although it does seem to improve the morale of the teachers 

who participate.52 

A final note is in order regarding some of the more overlooked and undervalued parental 

involvement programs. Extra-curricular offerings have been a traditional form of parental 

involvement, perhaps the most popular of all informal forms of parental involvement. These 

programs, which range from athletics, music, drama, and arts programs to various student 

interest clubs, have historically involved highly disparate students. In terms of socioeconomic 

status, race, ethnicity, religion, gender, etc., these activities have produced enthusiastic parental 

involvement, regardless of background. Additionally, members from the larger community tend 

to get involved, if only as spectators. Research indicates that extra-curricular activities promote 

student academic achievement, in that they inhibit students from dropping out. The direct 

influence on improving student achievement is more tenuous.53 In many distressed urban areas, 

extra-curricular venues are most vulnerable to budget reductions. This may be unwise given the 

strong connections that appear to be generated by these activities among students, their families, 

the schools, and members of the larger community.  

Community Development 
 

A more recent notion of strengthening school, community, and parental interaction views 

the public school system as a critical economic resource. That is, like any other industry or 
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business, it provides both services and employment to individuals located within a certain 

geographic area.54 Researcher Charles Kerchner argues that instead of viewing school systems as 

a sometimes-crushing municipal burden, cities should aggressively support their public schools.  

Schools build cities in two ways. They develop the economy, both indirectly by adding to 
a location's stock of human capital and directly through programs that enhance 
neighborhoods. Schools become part of a microeconomic policy. Schools also serve as 
agents for community development, the creation of cohesion and civic relations among 
neighbors.55 
 
Kerchner theorizes that a public school system could greatly enhance a community’s 

economic stability in four ways, by:  

1)  providing jobs for professional and service staff;  

2)  enhancing the human capital of the children in the community through quality 

education;  

3)  encouraging local businesses through targeted contracts for goods and services; and 

4)  enhancing property values while concurrently holding down property taxes.56  

This economic vitality, in turn, can rebuild the social stability of the area. A stronger 

local economy reduces many of the social pathologies faced by urban areas. 

Greater social and economic stability for parents also has a direct positive influence on 

student achievement, since the social capital of the area is enhanced. An additional benefit is that 

more people, those with and without children, will move to the area because of its relative 

economic health and growing social stability. When these new residents become involved in the 

services that the school district offers, such as concerts, plays, athletic events, computer classes, 

and the like, the community’s social appeal is further enhanced.57 
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When Lawrence Picus and Jimmy Bryan examined the economic and fiscal influences 

that the Los Angeles area school systems have on both the local and state economies, they 

discovered public education in the LA region to be an enormous enterprise: 

In Los Angeles County, the school districts provide education for nearly 1.6 million 
children, spend almost $6.9 billion, and employ some 133,500 people. As a business 
concern, the Los Angeles County schools would rank 190th on the Fortune 500, larger 
than such companies as Northrop Grumman (192), Coca-Cola (196), Levi Strauss (198), 
and even Microsoft (219). On its own, the Los Angeles Unified School District 
(LAUSD), with its $4.9 billion budget, 55,767 employees, and 650,000 students, would 
rank 270 on the Fortune 500.58 
 
Obviously, large urban school systems have a far greater economic influence on an area’s 

economy and possible social stability than many businesses—including professional sports 

franchises. 

A New Conceptual Lens 
 

Viewing the public school system as a major community economic resource, as well as a 

social service, may provide local and state educational policy makers with a new conceptual lens. 

Public schools will no longer be seen as a never-ending drain on the community, but as a source 

of the community’s economic and social well-being. This vision of the public schools will also 

enable community members to view the system as critical to the welfare of the local economy 

and, therefore, a vital social institution. While there is much research to be done in this specific 

area, these initial explorations do offer intriguing possibilities regarding building stronger links 

between public schools, their communities, and student academic achievement. 

WHAT CANNOT BE CONCLUDED FROM THE RESEARCH 
 

This report has presented historical and contemporary overviews of the research 

pertaining to schools, their communities, and student academic achievement. While much of this 

research is stimulating and offers school personnel and policy makers various conceptual plans, a 
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basic problem in the research base is that it is almost entirely comprised of single or multi-case 

studies. This is not surprising given the degree of autonomy that some districts have in 

developing and implementing community outreach programs. Additionally, since public 

education is largely a state responsibility, there is great variation among the 50 states and 

Washington, DC. Fragmentation is a hallmark of the US educational system. Unfortunately, this 

makes conducting large scale, experimental studies most difficult. While case studies do provide 

us with some compelling insights and broad guidelines, they make specific and highly 

prescriptive recommendations difficult. 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Public schools have been reaching out to parents and communities since their inception. 

With over 100 years of data, we know what programs can enhance student academic 

achievement. The challenge is to devise the right mixture of services and programs in 

organizational situations that are highly idiosyncratic.59 As Joy Dryfoos notes, there is no model 

for social service provision.60 This is congruent with educational historian David Tyack’s 

observation that there is “no best system” for public education.61 Yet there is enough information 

to permit informed decisions regarding what might be feasible to implement.  

Despite the limitations of the case-study approach, the documented results of efforts to 

create deeper ties between schools and the communities in which they operate and which they 

serve warrant efforts to further enhance school-community relationships. The history of more 

than 100 years of research and experience in involving schools in community life points to 

several potential policy initiatives: 

• Basic parental involvement programs should be enhanced to include multiple 

opportunities for formal and informal communication between school personnel and 
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parents. Open, engaged, mutual, and honest communication should be encouraged. 

As much as possible, public schools should move towards an open, or “warts and all,” 

approach to school-community relations. 

• Parental involvement programs should be developed that embrace the ethnic, 

linguistic, cultural, racial, and religious diversity of the parents.  

• Parental involvement programs should be designed to be sensitive to the special needs 

of poor parents, single parents, parents with large families, and those families where 

both parents work outside of the home. This might mean providing transportation and 

child care for some, while planning meetings around work/home schedules for others.  

• Written materials should be provided in the language with which parents are the most 

familiar.  

• Schools and other social organizations wishing to provide school-linked services 

should carefully consider the scope, funding needs, organizational and professional 

complexities, and types of services to be offered. While perhaps not as compelling or 

intellectually stimulating, incremental types of school-linked services should be 

pursued if providers are dedicated to institutionalizing the project.62 

• Funding for new community involvement projects should be kept consistent and 

stable. The bigger and more complex the project, the greater the need for adequate 

funding. 

• Extra-curricular programs should be kept vital to help foster strong parental 

involvement. 

• Educational leaders and policy makers should be encouraged to reconceptualize the 

public school as a vital economic resource that must be nurtured. 
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What Works Best with Poor Urban Children? 
 

In addition to the above recommendations, programs particularly targeted to assist 

children and communities living in poverty should take into account the following principles: 

• Programmatic offerings need to be stable, consistent, and long-lived. Poor urban 

children’s lives are marked by chaos. Public schools and the services they provide 

may be the only stable “thing” in many children’s lives.  

• New services should be carefully expanded, ensuring they become institutionalized 

over time. For example, it might be advantageous to expand the free lunch program to 

include all students. Once this has been established and consistently maintained over 

several years, it might be time to include or expand a school breakfast program. 

• Schools facing a budget shortfall should focus on maintaining extra-curricular 

activities that are relatively low cost and can serve broader numbers of students. This 

logic might make the choral program more appealing than the more expensive and 

litigation-prone football program.  

• Parental education programs should focus on parents’ knowledge and skills in child 

raising and work to build on this foundation. School personnel and other service 

providers must be aware of the parents’ own needs and wishes for their children, and 

design programs so these are addressed. 

• Parental education programs need to be sensitive to the racial, ethnic, cultural, and 

religious backgrounds of participating parents. These programs must also attend to 

the realities that families in poverty confront. This might include offering 

transportation to the program and offering on-site child care, and even providing an 

evening meal for the families attending. 
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• City and educational leaders need to view the public school system as a foundation 

for community revitalization initiatives. 
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