Schools and Community Development

Linking Community Development
and School Improvement

An Interview with Professor Mark Warren

hat sense does it

make to talk about

school reform while

the communities
around them stagnate or collapse?
Conversely, how can we succeed
in revitalizing inner-city neigh-
borhoods if we don’t make the
schools better? In this interview,
Mark Warren,! Associate Professor
of Education at Harvard University, argues that collabora-
tion between schools and community development organi-
zations is vital if we hope to revitalize neighborhoods and
provide high quality education.?

Cl: How did you become interested in
researching the links between communities
and schools?

Professor Warren: For a long time, I've been interested
in understanding what it takes to empower and revitalize
urban communities. My earlier research focused on the role
of community organizing as a strategy for doing that, and
the importance of people becoming involved in efforts to
make change in their own communities. Institutions are a
critical part of that—particularly in low-income areas they
can be seen as the anchors of many communities—and my
early work focused on the role of congregations and faith
based groups in community organizing.

But when you think about it, across the country, what
types of institutions do you find in every neighborhood?
You find congregations, and you find public schools. So I
began by thinking about public schools as institutional sites
for strengthening and revitalizing urban communities, and
once I started doing that, I became very interested in the
interconnections between the two. It struck me as very odd
that those two worlds have, for the most part, existed sepa-
rately in the United States for the last 30 to 40 years. Or-
ganizations that focused on neighborhood revitalization or
community development weren’t focused on schools at all,
and for schools, the communities were just the seen as the
backdrop—or the problem—that the schools were facing.

Cl: For most people, the link between
schools and neighborhoods seems pretty
intuitive—certainly for anybody who has kids
and has looked for a place to buy a house.

Professor Warren: I think families on the ground under-
stand it. And I think that more recently community based
organizations have come to understand it. They might not
know what to do about it, but they understand that they’re
not going to be able to deal with the issues facing the fami-
lies in the community unless the schools get better. Today,
how children do in school is so fundamentally important to
their prospects for future life, more so than twenty or thirty
years ago when a high school degree still could lead to a
middle class life. That’s no longer true. On the other side of
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the coin, if families start to do better economically, perhaps
even due to a community-based organization’s economic
development efforts, they’re going to move out of the com-
munity if the schools aren’t that good.

Meanwhile, many public schools understand that com-
munities matter, but they are isolated and overwhelmed.
They don’t have links to community groups, and even if
they think it would be a good idea to link the two together,
they don’t have any concrete ideas for how to do it. So they
keep their focus on curriculum reform and other within-
school issues. But if you’re a school in a neighborhood
where there’s a crisis in affordable housing, you may have a
situation where 50 percent of the kids turnover every year. In
this case, school reform is likely not to help at all. If we don’t
start dealing with housing issues in these neighborhoods—
and with jobs and other economic development issues—it’s
almost silly to focus that much attention on schools. As
Jonathan Kozol has written, if kids are coming to school
without health care, we need to deal with that issue. As edu-
cation professionals, to say that’s not our concern doesn’t
really make sense to me. So I think, no matter how difficult,
we need to find ways to link school reform with community
development efforts.

If we don’t start dealing with housing
1ssues in these neighborboods—and with
Jjobs and other economic development
1ssues—it’s almost silly to focus that much
attention on schools.

Cl: So how can we think about bringing
these two disparate groups together?

Professor Warren: The idea of social capital can pro-
vide a useful framework for thinking about how to recon-
nect schools to their communities. When I talk about social
capital, I am talking about the resources that are inherent
in relationships of trust and cooperation among people.
Relationships are important to making anything work, but
particularly in places that lack human capital (e.g. educa-
tion) or financial capital, social capital can play a very im-
portant role in bringing real resources into the community.
It’s not a panacea that will solve all problems, but it helps
to overcome the isolation characteristic of many inner city
communities.

All sorts of things can happen when these relationships
are actively fostered. When parents build relationships with
each other, then you really start to see a collective sense of

Parent mentors participate in one of LSNA’s monthly
Neighborhood-Wide workshops.

efficacy and power that can mitigate against some of the un-
equal power relations that exist in poor communities. This
in turn can help to ensure that local initiatives respond to
the needs of families in the community. Some of the schools
I have written about have used these relationships to build
a large pool of parent leaders. In Chicago, for example, the
Logan Square Neighborhood Association (LSNA) turned
its considerable community development organizing back-
ground to the issue of education, engaging local immigrant
parents in the schools and building their leadership capacity
so that parents could become active decision-makers in the
community. A number of initiatives have grown out of this,
including a literacy ambassador program that brings teach-
ers and parents into households in the community in the
evening to read books out loud and to suggest strategies for
helping children with reading. While the program focuses
on improving literacy in the community, it also helps to
further build the relationship between parents and teachers.

I think there are two important lessons from my research
that can help to inform how to build these relationships.
First, sending a note home in a student’s backpack will not
be effective in getting parents to attend a meeting—particu-
larly if they are already strapped for time. The best way to get
people involved is if they’re asked personally by someone
they know to get involved. Second, too often the schools or
organizations fail to ask the parents what issues they’re inter-
ested in. It shouldn’t just be the professionals saying “This
is what you should care about.” Instead, the starting point
needs to be “What do you care about? What do you think
can be done?” From there, it becomes possible to create
meaningful collaboration between families and schools and
build towards addressing issues like curriculum development
that are central to teaching and learning.
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The Camino Nuevo Charter Academy in Los Angeles

CI: How can traditional community
development organizations help to
build these relationships?

Professor Warren: There certainly isn’t one way of doing
it. The type of community you’re in matters, and the type
of community development organization you are might
matter. But there are at least three models that seem to be
emerging in communities across the country. The first is the
community organizing approach, reflected in the work of
the Logan Square Neighborhood Association.

A second model is to approach schools as an institution-
al partner for providing some of the services in the com-
munity, like after-school programs, health care clinics, or
community learning centers for adults. Part of the idea here
is not just to create add-on services, but to use the services
as a starting point for building relationships with the school
and the wider community.

The third model is when community development orga-
nizations start a charter or semi-autonomous school that has
as part of its mission reaching out to the community. The
Camino Nuevo Charter Academy in Los Angeles is a good
example of that. The Academy was started by Pueblo Nuevo
Development (PND), a nonprofit community development
corporation, in response to the educational needs of low-
income immigrant families in the MacArthur Park neighbor-
hood. In a series of conversations with local parents, PND
learned that more than 16,000 children were being bussed out
of MacArthur Park to schools in other neighborhoods, and
the children of the neighborhood’s low-income Latino fami-
lies were not faring well at these schools. Many parents told

PND staff they wanted a neighborhood alternative for their
children, and the idea for a new charter school emerged.

One of the unique features of Camino Nuevo Charter
Academy is that PND has contributed to neighborhood re-
vitalization in the neighborhood by renovating abandoned
buildings for their schools. With financial support from
LISC and LITF, as well as from the philanthropic communi-
ty, PND started its first campus in an abandoned mini-mall
in the heart of the neighborhood that was an eyesore and
contributed to the derelict feel of the community. Today,
PND owns several school buildings and leases them to the
charter academy, building financial equity that can be lever-
aged to invest in new properties. These projects continue to
help reduce blight and spur others to invest in the neighbor-
hood, making the community a more viable place for raising
families. And since the families are much more strongly con-
nected to each other through the schools than in the typical
housing development, the schools become a way to build
community capacity.

But it’s important to remember that charter schools are
very hard to do well. 'm hopeful about the possibilities of
these charter schools, but a lot of them—even successful
ones like Camino Nuevo—struggle in the first few years to
establish strong leadership. Showing an impact on educa-
tional achievement can be equally challenging. The changes
take a long time. As hard as any other challenge—affordable
housing, job training—has been, I think that school reform
is probably the most difficult thing any of these community
organizations has ever tried to do.

Cl: What’s the potential to replicate these
efforts in other communities?

Professor Warren: I think the key is that any effort has
to start with reaching out and attempting to collaborate with
the institutions that already exist within the community.
Simply “scaling up” or applying the same model to every
community won’t work. There must be an indigenous effort
to build social capital and relationships, and to empower
people at any particular school so that they really own what
the reforms are. The best thing organizations engaged in
community development—including financial institutions—
can do is to look for promising things that are happening
locally and support them, either financially, or by helping
to build partnerships and connections to other resources
and networks. In the end, it’s the social fabric of communi-
ties that will determine whether the schools work well and
whether people stay and continue to invest in the neighbor-
hoods. Community development organizations can be an
important catalyst for helping to weave this social fabric and
contribute to lasting change. [l
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