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Communities and schools have a longstanding and complex relationship.  However, one thing 

that is clear to understand is that strong communities are vital in the life of great schools and successful 

children. The African cultural idiom, “it takes a village to raise a child” best describes the guiding 

principle for America’s education reformers, such as John Dewey and Jane Addams, and serves as the 

foundation for defining the relationship between community and school.  

To explain the role of school and society, Dewey wrote, “The community’s duty to education is 

its paramount moral duty.  By law and punishment, by social agitation and discussion, society can 

regulate and form itself in a more or less haphazard and chance way.  But through education society can 

formulate its own purposes, can organize its own means and resources, and thus shape itself with 

definiteness and economy in the direction in which it wishes to move” (Dewey & Dworkin, 1959, p. 31).

 In other words, as our schools and communities are deeply intertwined.  As schools and 

communities relate, so goes the full quality and unbounded potential of our civic achievement and well-

being of the greater society.   

The goal of this paper is to advise New York City’s next mayor and his or her administration on 

the opportunity of establishing community schools as a strategy for education reform and urban 

development in the City’s neediest neighborhoods.  The paper will provide a brief overview of the 

community school model as well as highlight effective examples of community school implementations.  

I will then examine some of the challenges of New York’s poorest neighborhoods to offer insights on 

opportunities for education as a tool for community engagement and development for the City’s next 

administration.  The paper will conclude with recommendations on leveraging the best practices from 

successful community schools and national initiatives into a policy on the implementation of community 
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schools to serve as an anchor in urban development and stability for New York’s most underserved 

citizens. 

The common foundation in community schools 

 Community schools as a model for urban education enjoy a long list of measured successful 

results that include improved teaching outcomes, higher student performance scores on tests, engaged 

parents and community leaders.  Early versions of settlement houses and church schools are part of the 

historic foundation that shaped public education and served the community by addressing its immediate 

needs.  The contemporary concept of community schools can be traced to Flint, Michigan and the 

founding of “lighted schoolhouses” by Charles Manley and Charles Stewart Mott.  Lighted schoolhouses 

were developed with the idea of opening schools beyond traditional school hours to offer special 

programs that met both children as well as adult needs in learning.  Key principles from Flint’s lighted 

schoolhouses include: 

 “Citizen involvement in community problem-solving and decision making; 

 Lifelong learning opportunities for learners of all ages, backgrounds and needs; 

 Use of community resources in the schooling/education curriculum; 

 Opportunities for parents to become involved in the learning process of their children 
and the life of the school; 

 Optimum use of public education facilities by people of all ages; 

 Coordination and collaboration among agencies and institutions; 

 Partnerships with business, industry, and schools; 

 Utilization of volunteers to enhance the delivery of community services” (Mott 
Foundation Report, 2000). 

In evaluation of community schools’ outcomes that examined a variety of community school 

models around the United States, Joy Dryfoos concluded that community schools offer a bridge that 

unites a wide range of public stakeholders.  Schools provide an open-access in a meaningful way to 

stakeholders in a partnership that is oriented around education achievement and developing our next 



3 
 

generation (Dryfoos, 2000).  The research around community schools consistently demonstrates that 

healthy families equate to economically and socially vital communities. 

The Center for American Progress presented in a 2009 report on community schools stated that 

community-school partnerships are a proven tool for combatting neighborhood blight and poverty.  The 

Center for American Progress issued the following recommendations for designing and implementing a 

community-school partnership. 

 “Each community school needs a strong academic program at its center. 

 Principals, teachers, and other staff must be trained. 

 Partnering agencies should dedicate an onsite employee. 

 Parent and community members must be involved in planning. 

 Consistent, quality evaluations need to be conducted regularly” (Bireda, 2009, pp. 1-3). 

Breaking urban ground 

Cincinnati, Ohio has implemented a ground-breaking community school model across what was 

deemed by the State an academic emergency.  Today 49 of the City’s 56 public schools provide health 

services as well as a variety of social, academic and economic services that are site specific, depending 

on what the community through ongoing engagement identifies as its needs.  The United Federation of 

Teachers (UFT) as well as education, business and community leaders across the United States have 

taken notice of Cincinnati’s successful turnaround from academic emergency to achieving excellence. 

One block in Harlem  

In recent years, the extraordinary success of Harlem’s Children’s Zone has caught the attention 

of education and political leaders and communities nationally.  At one time a lauded cultural jewel of 

New York City, Harlem declined to one of the City’s poorest and severely crime-ridden neighborhoods.  

Against the tremendous challenges of its location in a decaying neighborhood that appeared abandoned 

from its thriving cultural-center and politically active past, Geoffrey Canada opened Harlem Children’s 
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Zone to address the needs of a community that was associated more with drugs and crime than with 

music and literature.   

During an interview on National Public Radio (NPR) in 2009, Canada discussed the success of 

Harlem Children’s Zone and said, “What happens in lots of communities that are similar to Harlem is 

that you get a program [that] serves 100, 200 kids, but the need is for the households, and dealing with 

scale is one of the issues we really have to tackle”.  A disconnect occurs as children are unable to focus 

on their education if they are dealing with the stress of poverty.  In Ghetto Schooling, Jean Anyon 

explains how being poor in a wealthy country can lead to shame, despair, and anger, when we as a 

society have criminalized poverty.  Anyon argues, “We need policies that deal with the complex causes 

of poverty in which teachers, students and neighborhoods are encouraged… Joblessness, low wages, 

and concentrated segregation of poor families all create barriers to urban educational equity and 

reward” (Anyon, 2005). 

The Harlem Children’s Zone was formulated under Canada’s vision to address urban poverty.   

By forming a critical mass in the community through education, health services, and program offerings 

that meet Harlem residents’ specific needs, the goal was to create social stabilization and an improved 

quality of living to support individual and community development. At the Harlem Children’s Zone, 

parents attend parenting classes and young children receive health services as well as education 

programs to prepare them for school by building a foundation for their academic lives.  Canada reported 

in reference to student performance at Harlem Children’s Zone that, “Young people that started in our 

program from birth…their scores on state test are really indistinguishable from scores of white 

children…We eliminated the achievement gap for that group of young people”.  Canada further 

explained, “In helping this group of young people go to college, you not only change the trajectory for 
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that group, you really change the trajectory for the generation to follow, and that’s how you end 

poverty in these communities.” 

From Harlem to the world, a national model of promise 

Canada’s success in Harlem has placed him and Harlem’s Children Zone in a national spotlight.  

When running for his first term, President Obama frequently mentioned Harlem Children’s Zone and its 

wrap around services and community partnerships as a key ingredient for addressing education reform 

and combatting poverty.  In his education agenda, President Obama discussed creating “ladders of 

opportunity” to transform underserved urban neighborhoods.  “At each stage of their educational lives, 

students growing up in low-income communities fall behind their peers.  They participate in early 

learning at lower rates than more affluent students, enter school less ready, and are more likely to drop 

out”, stated President Obama in outlining the importance of community and school collaboration” (US 

Department of Education, 2013). 

In his most recent budget proposal, President Obama introduced $75 million to support 

universal preschool, $300 million for high school reform and $659 million to improve low-performing 

schools.  In addition the president proposed $300 million to expand the community school model by 

establishing Promise Neighborhood programs across the country.  According to the President’s plan, 

“Promise Neighborhoods support locally-driven efforts to significantly improve the educational and 

developmental outcomes of children and youth by providing a birth-to-career continuum of rigorous 

and comprehensive education reforms, effective community services, and strong systems of family and 

community support—with high-quality schools at the center—to ensure that federal programs and 

resources are focused intensely on communities with high concentrations of poverty” (US Department 

of Education, 2013). 
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NYC’s promising community schools 

New York has an extensive network of community partnerships working within its public schools.  

New York City was the only urban center to receive multiple Promise Neighborhood grants from the 

Federal government in 2011, received by The Thomas and Jeanne Elmezzi Foundation and CAMA, Inc. 

 Thomas and Jeanne Elmezzi Foundation – Zone 126 

A recipient of a $500,000 Promise Neighborhood Grant, the Thomas and Jeanne Elmezzi Foundation 

and Zone 126 Promise Neighborhood serves 1,600 children and their families living in Queens’ Astoria 

Houses and surrounding area.  In 2009, The Foundation gathered community members for input on the 

effectiveness of various services ranging from access to health, safety and technology.  From these 

community conversations, education was identified as the fulcrum in addressing the community’s needs.  

Zone 126 planners enlisted “Zone Builders” to engage the community daily, initiated technology to 

create tracking systems to support child and staff development by making informed planning strategies, 

and served as a bridge to program offerings and the community.  Zone 126 works with more than 30 

partners in supporting child and adult learning needs.  

 CAMBA, Inc - Flatbush Promise Initiative 

Located in Brooklyn, The CAMBA organization received a $500,000 Federal planning grant to 

support the formation of Flatbush Promise Neighborhood.  The community features a partnership of 

schools, health services, faith-based communities and government entities to support the cradle to 

career and college paths of every child in the community. 
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 UFT’s Community Learning Schools Initiative 

The United Federation of Teachers in collaboration with the New York City Council, the Partnership 

for New York City and Trinity Wall Street launched the NYC Community Learning Schools Initiative in six 

of the City’s schools.   Based on Cincinnati’s very successful community school model, the Community 

Learning Schools Initiative works with schools and communities to implement wrap around services 

specific to a community’s needs.  Participating schools were selected through an application process.  In 

a press release from New York City’s Department of Education on the opening of Community Health 

Academy in Washington Heights, Ernest A. Logan, president of the Council of School Supervisors and 

Administrators said, “It is important to bring the community together by linking education and health 

care facilities, a model that inevitably improves student health, learning and quality of life.” 

Furthermore, the UFT recognized and offered support for Governor Cuomo’s  current budget 

allocating $15 million for the development of community schools across New York State, initiated as a 

key recommendation from the State’s Education Reform Commission. 

NYS Education Reform Commission 

In April 2012, Governor Cuomo gathered a grouping of New York State’s leaders from the fields 

of education and business.  The group was charged as the New New York Education Reform Commission. 

The Commission’s objective was to, “develop an actionable course of reforms that will provide the level 

of educational excellence that all New York’s school children deserve, that our State’s future economy 

demands, and that taxpayers can afford” (NY Education Reform Commission, 2012).  A central 

statement from the Commission on its review on the state of public education in New York the 

Commission reported, “ The problem our State faces in preparing every student for college and career is 

not isolated to education, it persists in our communities: it is a cross-government, cross sector challenge, 

and the bottom line is that each part of the system has to work together in fundamentally different 
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ways to overcome the predictable barriers to college and career readiness for our students, particularly 

those in high poverty communities” (NY Education Reform Commission, 2012).  The Commission issued 

recommendations that are focused on achieving the key goals of establishing a consistent academic 

pipeline from pre-kindergarten through college and supporting teachers and school leaders in their own 

professional development. 

NYC’s Cradle to Prison Pipeline and New York’s Million Dollar Blocks 

The Children’s Defense Fund in 2009 launched an awareness campaign on the Cradle to Prison 

Pipeline.  A key component of the campaign is the engagement of families and communities in the 

protection of our nation’s children.  The Children’s Defense Fund reported that children kept in poverty 

are a loss of half a trillion dollars in lost productivity.  The Children’s Defense Funds issued a New York 

fact sheet that stated: “410,000 children or 8.7% were uninsured in New York State in 2007 and 22.2% 

of 2-year olds did not receive all recommended immunizations”1. 

Additional figures provided by the Children’s Defense Fund include:    

 63.4% of children in Head Start/EHS were Black or Latino; 

 Minority students often do not graduate on time or with a regular diploma; 

 More than 48,000 juvenile arrests were reported.  NY spends 2.3 times as much per prisoner 

as per public school student. 

For New York City there are significant implications in the Cradle to Prison Pipeline.  According 

to the Justice Mapping Center, more than 50% of the State’s prison population comes from New York 

City and represents 18% of the City’s population.  The neighborhoods that inmates come from tend to 

be among the City’s poorest and most underserved neighborhoods.  According to data provided by the 

                                                           
1
 Figures from Children’s Defense Fund Factsheet on New York at www.childrensdefense.org 
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Justice Mapping Center’s Atlas, New York City’s neighborhoods with the highest rate of adult 

imprisonment are: 

 South Bronx 

 Harlem 

 East Harlem 

 Bedford-Stuyvesant 

The Justice Center documented the outlays of public funds from the City and State that are directed to 

maintain the penal system.  The Center coined the term “Million Dollar Blocks” to highlight the 

exorbitant amount of funding expended to sustain the prison population; clearly funding that could be 

better directed at preventing the prison pipeline by supporting community development.  Table 1 shows 

the figures on Million Dollar Blocks using the Justice Center’s 2008 mapping data. 

Table 1 – Neighborhood profiles of NYC’s zip codes with highest incarceration rates. 

Neighborhood Prison 
costs in 
millions 

Income 
below 
$25 K 

% of non-
white or 
Hispanic 

% single-
parent 
home 

% 
Unemployed 

Education 
level high 
school 
grad 

South Bronx – 
10474 

$3.8  60.8% 99.1% 46.7% 22.8% 58.4% 

Harlem – 
10030 

$10 54% 98.9% 47.4% 19% 74.4% 

East Harlem – 
10035 

$14.3 59.4% 96.8% 44.3% 18.5% 62.9% 

Bedford-
Stuyvesant – 
11206 

$19.5 53.9% 92.1% 37.3% 16.1% 64.6% 

 

The total amount in redirected public funds from these few neighborhoods is more than $47 

million each year.  Data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics listed New York City’s unemployment 
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rate as 8.5% in March 2013 and the national unemployment rate at 7.6%.  However, in City’s poorest 

neighborhoods the unemployment rate is considerably higher. 

NYC health disparities report  

 New York City’s Department of Health and Mental Hygiene issued a report in 2004 on health 

disparities across the City.  Pertinent findings concerning youth and communities in the report included: 

 Residents in poor neighborhoods were 4 times more likely to be in poor health;  

 Hispanics have a higher rate of diabetes than Whites; 

 Poor health is concentrated to poor neighborhoods – limited access to medical care; unhealthy 

behaviors (such as lack of exercise or a poor diet); and impoverished living conditions are more 

common in poverty-stricken neighborhoods (Karpat, et al., 2004).  

A tale of 2 cities: a comparison of NYC’s wealthiest and poorest neighborhoods 

Across its five boroughs, New York City is an urban community with tremendous extremes of 

excess as well as scarcities.  Table 2 displays data from the US Census Bureau’s American Community 

Survey, using 2010 census information and data from the Justice Mapping Center the table highlights a 

not so integrated and thriving City as a whole.  New York City’s wealthiest neighborhoods are the Upper 

East Side and the West Village; both are predominately White communities with high education 

attainment levels and extremely low poverty levels when compared to New York’s Harlem and South 

Bronx neighborhoods.   
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Table 2 – Neighborhood profiles of NYC’s wealthiest zip codes. 

Neighborhood Education 
level high 
school grad 

% living 
below 
poverty 
level 

Median 
Household 
Income 

% White Single-
Parent 
Household 

Unemployed 

Upper East 
Side – 10021 

97.4% 4.7% $109,343 77% 4.4% 2.4% 

West Village – 
10014 

97.7% 7.3% $102,747 76% 7.1% 3.7% 

 

Table 3 displays data from the Census Bureau to show a comparison in the percentage of the 

student population by zip code that are enrolled in private schools. Although Bedford-Stuyvesant is a 

poorer neighborhood than the Upper East Side, it has a higher private school enrollment rate at the 

elementary school level.  This is an area for further exploration, for charter and religious-affiliated 

schools may account for the higher percentage. 

Table 3 - Private vs. Public School Enrollment 

Neighborhood % enrolled in private 
Elementary and Middle 
School 

% enrolled in private 
High School 

10030 – Harlem 36.4% 25.1% 

10035 – East Harlem n/a 0 

11206 – Bedford-
Stuyvesant 

50.2% 38.6% 

10474 – South Bronx 31.6% 44% 

10021 – Upper East Side 48.1% 62.2% 

10014 – West Village 38.9% 38.9% 

Table 4 – Travel time to work 

Neighborhood Travel time to work 

10035 – East Harlem 45-59 minutes or more 

10030 - Harlem 30 – 34 minutes or 
more 

10474 – South Bronx 60 – 89 minutes or 
more 

10021 – Upper East 
Side 

30 – 34 minutes or less 

10014 – West Village 30 – 34 minutes or less 
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Table 4 shows the average commute time to work.  Residents in New York’s Upper East Side and 

the West Village reported the shortest commute times at less than 34 minutes, while the majority of 

residents in East Harlem reported a commute time of 45 minutes or more.  In the case of the South 

Bronx, commute times are reported at more than 60 minutes.  The commute time data is important in 

understanding how residents are removed from the neighborhood for employment and are therefore 

limited in access to services and community functions that may be offered during regular business and 

school day hours.  The extended commuting times and access to local services adds stress to the 

household as well, especially to households led by a single-parent as a significant number in the City’s 

poorer neighborhoods are according to Census figures.  The limited time that working adults are able to 

spend in the neighborhood reduces their time to engage with family and with community. 

Policy recommendation – a strategy for urban development through education 

Harvard University professor Mark Warren explains in his article,” Communities and Schools: A New 

View of Urban Reform”, that too often school reforms are implemented in isolation from a school’s 

immediate neighborhood and community of parents and community leaders.  Warren recommends a 

framework integrating social capital and relational power to uplift communities and support student 

learning.  Warren wrote, “Mobilizing the social capacities of the school is perhaps even more important 

to achieve education goals” (Warren, 2005, p. 136).  He further explained, “Institutions serve as sites for 

building social capital as they bring networks of people and resources to bear on achieving collective 

ends…Interpersonal relationships between individuals across institutions provide the glue for these 

collaborations (Warren, 2005, p. 137). 

While what is presented in this paper is a cursory glance, the picture is clear that the future of New 

York’s position as a global leader is dependent upon the vitality of all of the City’s neighborhoods and 

citizens.  The City has the opportunity to address the needs of its most under-served communities 
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through the implementation of community schools.  Enough research and outcomes exist from national 

and local models to support the implementation of community schools that best fit New York City’s 

varying needs.  The engagement of community members from residents to local businesses and 

community leaders is imperative to capture the specific services and issues that are priorities within a 

particular community.  It is only natural that the needs of the West Village residents may differ from 

residents in the South Bronx for a variety of reasons ranging from geographic, cultural, and economic 

issues that are unique to each community. 

New York City can take the lead in community school implementation as a resource for urban 

development and combating poverty.  By targeting the City’s poorest neighborhoods collaboration 

across health, education, and economic services can make significant strides in effective and efficient 

outreach.  Harlem Children’s Zone is a clear example of the extraordinary possibilities that can be 

achieved through thoughtful partnerships and planning.  The Harlem Children’s Zone has played a 

pivotal role in Harlem’s rebirth as a community.  By the nature of its urban make up, New York City has 

access to a resourceful knowledge base that includes the largest public urban education system in the 

City University of New York, headquarters to global financial and business organizations, as well as 

numerous non-profit and faith-based organizations that can engage with the City and its communities in 

meaningful partnerships to serve our most meaningful investment in sustainability, our children and 

families of New York City.  

To carry out the promise that each New York City neighborhood possesses I make these 

recommendations: 

1. Prioritize establishing Promise Neighborhoods in the City’s most poverty-stricken and high-

crime areas (South Bronx, East Harlem, and Bedford-Stuyvesant). 
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2. Central organization by City Hall to establish strategies in collaboration with the City and 

New York State to secure funding to support Promise Neighborhood funding.  

3. Appoint a Deputy Mayor to oversee an administrative structure to support cross 

collaboration of City agencies such as the departments of Education, Housing, and Health in 

facilitating community engagement in delivery of services in Promise Neighborhoods. 

4. Conduct community Town Halls to involve residents and public stakeholders in planning 

economic and education initiatives to support neighborhood-specific needs. 

5. Reduce the prison pipeline by half and decrease the number of City residents in Promise 

Neighborhoods living below poverty in half by 2020. 
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