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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 Improving community/school connections has been identified as an area of interest for 

the Albany West Hill and West End neighborhood association. When communities and schools 

work together, they can increase student success as well as attract new investment into the 

community and decrease neighborhood flight. The following paper outlines the state of 

community/school relationships in Albany, as well as long-term and short-term objectives that 

the local community and schools can take on to foster greater community/school connections. 

 Section I will highlight the importance of considering community/school relationships in 

urban community development and how to build partnerships between all stakeholders. Section 

II will be a discussion of identified concerns as well as proposed long-term and short-term 

actions to mitigate them. Section III will be an exploration of the role of community schools, 

including successful models, potential funding models, and specific opportunities for the West 

Hill and West End neighborhoods of Albany, New York. 



Improving School-Community Connections Table of 

Contents 
 
 

ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ............................................................................................................ ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................................................ ii 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 1 

SCHOOLS AND THEIR COMMUNITIES ................................................................................... 2 
Why the Community Should Be Involved .................................................................................. 3 
How to Build Community/School Partnerships .......................................................................... 4 

COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES FOR ALBANY SCHOOLS ............................................... 8 

Background Information ............................................................................................................. 8 

Identified Concerns ..................................................................................................................... 9 

Suggestions for Coordinator: .................................................................................................... 10 

Suggestions for General Community “Improve Programming” Efforts: ................................. 11 

Strategies ................................................................................................................................... 12 

Final Recommendations............................................................................................................ 13 

EXPLORING THE ROLE OF COMMUNITY SCHOOLS ........................................................ 14 

Community Use of Facilities .................................................................................................... 14 
Co-Locating Services ................................................................................................................ 16 

Financing a Community School................................................................................................ 17 
Successful Examples of Community Schools........................................................................... 19 
Opportunities for the West Hill and West End Neighborhoods ............................................... 20 

CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................................. 21 

Short Term Goals ...................................................................................................................... 22 

Long Term Goals ...................................................................................................................... 22 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................. 23 

APPENDIX A ............................................................................................................................... 25 

EXHIBIT 1.................................................................................................................................... 29 

EXHIBIT 2.................................................................................................................................... 30 

EXHIBIT 3.................................................................................................................................... 32 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Improving School-Community Connections Introduction 
 

 1

INTRODUCTION 
 

The neighborhoods of West Hill and West End in Albany, New York boast an impressive 

number and variety of school options.  Seven schools are located in or close to these 

neighborhoods, including two public elementary schools and five charter schools spanning 

elementary and middle school levels (see Exhibit 1). Such a variety of school choices can be 

both a blessing and a curse. Albany has the most saturated Charter School market in New York 

State, with over 20% of students attending a Charter School rather than public school. While the 

idea of school choice may be appealing to the residents of these neighborhoods, the fact that such 

a large percentage of students do not attend Albany City School District schools in the 

neighborhood has an effect on relationships between school and community. Neighborhood 

residents concerned with revitalizing their neighborhoods want to understand how to create 

better school/community connections to ensure that West Hill and West End will continue to be 

safe and healthy neighborhoods for families with school-age children.  

This paper addresses four goals. The first goal is to address the importance of fostering 

school/community relationships from the perspective of community development, to answer the 

question: why (and how) should neighborhood organizations be involved with schools?  The 

second goal is to provide a discussion of the assets and concerns of neighborhood schools from 

both school officials and community members. Next, the paper suggests both short and long-

term strategies for Albany schools to improve their community connections.   Finally, the 

“Community School” model is discussed as a potential strategy to better foster connections 

between community and school, including looking at how the model benefits the community at 

large, successful examples of community schools, and potential ways to funding sources. 
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SCHOOLS AND THEIR COMMUNITIES 
One of the most important decisions a parent makes in their children’s life is where to 

send them to school.  Many parents choose their schools by default, sending their children to the 

school selected by the local school board; however, the decision is becoming increasingly 

complicated.  According to Nicolas Jacobs, a researcher of urban education, location is now only 

one piece in the school choice puzzle: “parents now have choice in a marketplace of education 

options ranging from intra-district transfers, magnet school programs, to increasingly popular 

charter schools” (2011 p. 462). In the case of the West Hill and West End Albany 

neighborhoods, the five area charter schools are as much “the local schools” as the two public 

elementary schools (see Exhibit 1), prompting parents to enroll their children in charter schools 

for a promised “better education.”   

However, this trend has become problematic for community/school relationships in the 

neighborhood. Some parents who attempt to choose charter schools for their children find out 

that a local address is no guarantee of placement within the schools.  Most of the charter schools 

of Albany pull students from all over the city, as well as some of the surrounding areas, on a 

lottery basis. This process sometimes leaves parent who thought they were guaranteed a spot 

without one for their child.  In addition, drawing from a population of students who do not 

necessarily reside in the same community as a school limits the accessibility of schools to the 

parents. These parents would typically help to maintain positive community relationships. 

In order to remain open, charter schools are required to outperform area public schools. 

Failure to meet this requirement has caused some local charter schools to close their doors. Such 

closures leave the students and parents, who believed that these schools would be a better option, 
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scrambling back to the public school district. This situation can create a feeling of 

disillusionment and resentment in the neighborhood towards the charter school community as a 

whole, and prompts some community members to discount charter schools as little more 

effective than the area public schools. 

Finally, because charter schools are funded through the city school district’s pocket on a 

per-pupil basis, the large number of charter schools in the Albany area, coupled with high 

enrollment, takes a toll on the school district’s budget. The strained budget limits the services 

and extra-curricular activities that the public schools can provide. Likewise, charter schools 

receive less per-pupil funding than their public school counterparts, leaving many charter schools 

also lacking in funds necessary to provide “extras” like afterschool care and sports to the 

communities which they serve. These three factors have left the Albany community a 

contentious battleground for educational choice.  

Why the Community Should Be Involved 

Why should the community care about fostering positive school relationships within the 

West Hill and West End neighborhoods? The first connection looks at how school characteristics 

impact local housing prices. Many homebuyers consider the schools within a neighborhood 

before choosing to invest in the community.  T.A. Downes and J.E. Zabel, two urban economists 

who researched “the impact of school characteristics on house prices” in Chicago from 1987-

1991, found that, “holding all else equal, individuals are willing to pay more for a house 

proximate to a school with higher standardized test scores” (2002). In order to draw economic 

investment into the housing market of West Hill and West End, community organizations, as 

well as residents, should concern themselves with the quality of the neighborhood schools. 
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Increased home value also leads to an increased tax base, which could help to further improve 

neighborhood schools, making everyone who owns property a stakeholder in the neighborhood’s 

educational system. 

Secondly, the community itself plays an important role in the education of youth. 

According to one of the founders of the modern educational system, John Dewy, “what the best 

and wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the community want for all of its children. 

Any other ideal for our schools is narrow and unlovely”  (1915/1980, p.5). Under this philosophy 

of education, the community must rally around all of its schools regardless of whether it is a 

public or charter school or if their child attends a school in the neighborhood, and focus on the 

success of all the students.  Community involvement refers to the connections between schools 

and individuals, as well as businesses, formal and informal organizations and institutions within 

the neighborhood (Sanders, 2003).  “Proponents argue that schools need additional resources to 

successfully educate all students and that these resources, both human and material, are housed 

in students’ communities (Epstein, 1995; Melaville, 1998; Waddock, 1995). By fostering 

positive community/school relationships, communities can impact the quality of education for all 

students, lower absenteeism and dropout rates, increase test scores and broaden student’s “social 

networks, educational, and economic opportunities and cultural richness” (Sanders, 2003 p. 254) 

that is central to social and economic growth (Keith 1996; Sanders 2003). 

How to Build Community/School Partnerships  

 Blank, Jacobson, and Melaville explain in their 2012 research “Achieving Results 

through Community School Partnerships” how to successfully engage all stakeholders to 
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promote lasting community partnerships. They list six steps that must take place based on several 

successful models across the country (See Figure 1). 

     How to Engage Schools with their Communities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1:   A Model to Engage Schools with their Communities based on Blank, M.J., Jacobson, R., & Melaville, A. 
(2012). Achieving Results through Community School Partnerships: How District and Community Leaders Are 
Building Effective, Sustainable Relationships. Center for American Progress. 
 

First, stakeholders must ensure a common vision among all partners by gathering 

information about what the community would like from their schools and what the schools could 

provide to the community. The Albany City School district has already begun this important step 

by seeking community input on the draft roadmap for the future – “2020 Vision” at community 

meetings held throughout December 2013 and January 2014. (News, AlbanySchools.org) 

Second, stakeholders must establish formal relationships and collaborative structures by putting 

teams in place that routinely invite collaboration between all involved. Once again, Albany has 

already initiated this important step with their “Albany Promise” partnership. According to their 

website, “Albany Promise is a regional, cross-sector partnership where community leaders in 

Albany, New York come together to support a shared cradle to career education vision. The 

Albany Promise is made up of education, community, business, civic and philanthropic leaders. 

Partners began meeting in February 2011 and together have developed a cradle to career 
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education vision, mission, and goals for the Albany community.” (AlbanyPromise.org)  Third, 

open dialogue about challenges and solutions should be encouraged.  Instead of only focusing on 

teachers and administrators to find solutions in school issues, schools must share ownership of 

the students with the community and be able to discuss all issues openly. Currently, the Albany 

Promise partnership is currently seeking to establish “Action Teams” to discuss issues facing 

Albany elementary, middle and high schools. (Action Teams, AlbanyPromise.org)  Fourth, 

partners must be engaged in the use of data.  Data collected can be used to “show student-risk 

factors, service-utilization rates, and connect activities and partnerships to student achievement.” 

(Blank, et.al, 2012 p. 18) The Albany Promise initiative began this step by collecting baseline 

data for the Albany City School District in 2012, which is available for download on their 

website. Fifth, schools need to create and empower central-office capacity at the district level to 

sustain community schoolwork. One strategy to do this would be to create a high-level position 

within the district’s central office that is “dedicated to ensuring the agreed upon community 

school principles are embedded in practice and policy” (Blank, et.al, 2012 p.19). Finally, schools 

and communities should be prepared to leverage community resources, and develop braided 

funding streams. Keeping such partnerships running takes more funds than either the community 

or the schools could shoulder on their own. Creating a braided funding system involves tapping 

into creative funding sources, such as grants geared specifically towards the initiatives schools 

wish to put into place. 

 Community-school partnerships can be fostered in any form of public school, including 

magnet and charter schools, making Albany an ideal location for partnering community 

organizations with schools. The Albany Promise initiative is an excellent first step in improving 
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Albany community school relationships, but it appears that information about this program is not 

widely available. There is no mention of it on the main page of the Albany District’s website, nor 

is there a link to the Albany Promise website.  In addition this partnership completely ignores 

Albany’s charter schools. In discussions with local Albany charter school leaders, it seems that 

many area charter schools are also eager and interested in fostering better school community 

partnerships. Here are a few recommendations to further improve relationships from Blank, 

Jacobson, and Melaville (2012): 

• Reach out: Talk with one other, with principals and teachers, with families, and with 

key leaders whom you know are involved with schools and concerned about young 

people and your community. 

• Look at the data: Review data on school and non-school factors that influence student 

achievement. Attendance, chronic absence, suspension, truancy, parent involvement, 

health, and other indicators should be examined and discussed. 

• Learn from other schools: Arrange to visit a nearby community schools initiative with 

a strong record of success. Nothing can substitute for seeing the energy, focus, and 

commitment of educators and community partners in an effective community school. 

• Review existing partnerships: Awareness of existing school and community 

partnerships can lead to a more coordinated strategy. Look closely at a few examples of 

strong partnerships and see what you can learn from them. 

• Get started: Together, school and community leaders should craft an initial plan to 

approach key challenges that must be addressed to improve educational life outcomes for 

students. 
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COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES FOR ALBANY SCHOOLS 
Arlene Way of the Arbor Hill Community Development organization mentioned that 

many members of the community in which she works with said they were unaware of programs 

that were available afterschool for the children of West Hill and West End neighborhood. This 

prompted a follow up interview with the Superintendent of Albany Public School District Dr. 

Marguerite Vanden Wyngaard (Dr. V).  

Dr. V granted Nantasha Williams and Kaitlyn MacLeod an interview to discuss the 

resources the Albany Public School District had for their community and the ways in which the 

school district communicated to the greater community about these resources. Dr. V provided a 

list of active programs that happen in the public schools that service the children of West Hill 

and West End (see Appendix A). This section will summarize the information provided to us by 

Dr. V. This section will focus exclusively on different ways in which the community engagement 

employee for Albany School Districts can further engage each school community. It will also 

contain suggestions with which individual schools can foster new paths of communication. 

Background Information 

 The two main ways in which schools currently reach out to parents are through a ‘dialer’ 

system and by ‘stuffing the back packs.’ A dialer system is a mass phone call that goes out to 

members of a specific school community. The number the dialer utilizes is provided by the 

parents. The second main way to disseminate information is by giving children information to 

bring home to their parents. Dr. V acknowledged drawbacks to each method. With the dialer 

method, there is a large problem with having accurate numbers. Many numbers that parents 

provide go out of service or become disconnected multiple times throughout the year. The 
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drawback of ‘stuffing the backpacks’ is that children don’t always get the information to their 

parents in a timely fashion. The backpack is essentially a “black hole” for information. 

Albany Public School District is not lacking in programming to provide for its students 

and community. Albany Public School District should explore new and innovative ways in 

which to reach the families of their students and the greater community. 

Identified Concerns 

A currently looming issue is the budget cuts from the Albany School district; upwards of 

$25 million have been cut from in the last five years from the Albany School District budget. 

With these drastic budget cuts the ability of the school to increase its community engagement has 

become quite difficult. The West End/West Hill neighborhoods are already struggling 

communities, and budget cuts will have the most devastating impact on these communities. 

Upon speaking to Dr. V, we discovered that the schools in the West Hill/West End 

neighborhoods – including Phillip J. Schuyler Achievement Academy and Sheridan Preparatory 

Academy - have over fifteen programs, including wrap-around and co-located services for 

families of children attending the schools. These programs include on site mental health services, 

extended day and summer programs, dental service during school, and food pantries. The Albany 

School District also allows outside organizations to utilize their facilities and offer services, 

however this process does not seem clear and easily accessible.  

Another thing that discovered was that a “community engagement” person was recently 

hired; this position is intended to build various partnerships and better communication, and to 

connect with communities surrounding the schools in the Albany district. However, the scope of 

work for this community engagement position is not clear. The community engagement position 
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is also operating in a part-time capacity, and doesn’t make a salary comparable to similar 

positions in other schools.  Per Chrzanowski, Rans, & Thompson’s (2013) article “Building 

Mutually-Beneficial Relationships between Schools and Communities: The Role of connector,” 

a community engagement professional plays a critical role in engagement and relationship 

building and the person in this position should be compensated properly for their work.  

Among the many things discussed in the meeting with Dr. V, she mentioned a “parent 

university:” Dr. V stated that “she would love to have a systematic “parent university in which 

the school actively engages parents, and works to expand their knowledge on things such as 

education, study habits, and financial matters.” A Parent University is a community effort that 

seeks to assist parents in becoming more active and involved in their child’s education. Although 

the aforementioned services, and community engagement professional main purpose is to serve 

the families and children attending the school, these various programs are good examples of 

some form of community engagement that goes beyond just class work. Below are some 

suggestions to improve the current state of school- community interactions and communication.  

Suggestions for Coordinator:  

 By more successfully utilizing a community engagement coordinator, the neighborhood 

schools could expand their positive connections with parents and the larger community. Some 

specific tasks/roles for the coordinator would include the following:  

• Research further exactly what the community engagement coordinator’s scope of work is 

and work to make appropriate connections  

• Coordinator to serve as an intermediary/negotiator between the community and schools. 
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• Initiate an “asset map” to discover resources in the community, and list in an organized 

format (would allow the coordinator to efficiently leverage local community resources) 

Suggestions for General Community “Improve Programming” Efforts: 

 As discussed, many different opportunities exist to foster improved community 

connections through school programming. Some examples specific to the West Hill and West 

End neighborhoods could include the following:  

• Establish a parent university that would offer free workshops, special community and 

family events and activities  

o Create Parent University by forming partnerships between the schools and 

community organizations to offer various activities, workshops, and events 

• Advocate for more funding for the Albany School district 

• Ask for better accessibility and better knowledge of current programs and services such 

as the usage of school facilities, and wrap-around services 

• Improve current school district websites to include more comprehensive information on 

the process of utilizing the school facilities and wrap around services (See Exhibit 2 for 

current website offerings)  

• Incentivize parents to be more involved with the schools (i.e. target gift cards for 

attending functions, participating in events, offering time to coordinate, etc.) 

• Request for certain wrap-around services to be more inclusive by allowing for the larger 

community to also access these services & programs; instead of the current exclusiveness 

of families of students only 
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Strategies 

 The first thing that needs to be done is similar to the asset survey mentioned previously. 

An assessment of best forms of communication needs to be done. Information can be gathered 

door to door, at Parent University function, or at a neighborhood meeting by use of a simple 

survey (Exhibit 3). The survey is brief and straightforward, asking simply for parents to note the 

best way to reach them. The goal is to make the parent feel included in the process of 

establishing best practices for communication. 

 This past Fall Schenectady City School District hosted an all day event on a Saturday 

entitled ‘Celebration’. Celebration highlights the programs that are offered through the school or 

to school age children within the Schenectady school district. Organizations from within the 

community come in and have a tabletop with a representative from the organization (YMCA, 

Girls on the Run, etc.). Various student groups perform and student’s artwork is on display 

throughout the high school. Many students as well as whole families came to the event. The 

program helps to promote programming provided by the district as well as the surrounding 

community organizations. A similar even within the West Hill/West End neighborhoods could 

produce similar positive results in the community. 

 Many public schools have begun to use social media as a way to reach their parents, 

including activating Twitter and Facebook accounts for the school (ASCD, 2013). Social media 

allows teachers and administrators to update the community in real time about activities that are 

happening in and around the school. Pages can highlight information specific to the school, such 

as reminders about on-going or new activities. Pages could also be used to highlight a student’s 

work or a school’s athletic triumphs. Specifically, Twitter is an exploding social media (Twitter 
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Statistics, 2010), and could be considered the perfect platform for quick, short messages to those 

who follow school accounts. 

 Dr. V mentioned that many of the school principals send out monthly newsletters 

describing the ongoing activities at the school; a supplement to this newsletter could be a short 

YouTube segment: State of our School. The principal can read a 2-5 minute run-down of what is 

going on in the school. This method is an improvement to a paper or e-newsletter because the 

hyperlink remains accessible and parents can go back and watch the clip again, as they are 

publicly archived. Creating a video does not take a lot of technology or specialized knowledge to 

produce. Other administrators or teachers could also read the monthly State of the School, which 

would help parents and guardians place a face to a name for teachers and key administrators 

within the school, further fostering a sense of connection to the school. 

Final Recommendations 

 The Albany City School District has an employee whose main role is to engage the 

community, which is a valuable resource if utilized appropriately. The school-wide community 

engagement employee (CEE) needs to devise programs to help foster communication between 

the schools and the community. The CEE should begin by implementing the following: 

1) Communication Survey 

2) Albany School District “Celebration” 

3) Launch Social Media pages 

4) State of Our School- Monthly YouTube Posts by the Principal 
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EXPLORING THE ROLE OF COMMUNITY SCHOOLS 
 Within communities, schools are often conceptualized as “closed vessels,” with only a 

responsibility to provide teaching and learning within their walls and programming. Other 

community services, such as physical and mental health services, then, are likewise seen as fully 

distinct from and mostly unrelated to the goals and processes of schools. However, failure to 

consider the possibility of schools as an integrated part of the community can be detrimental to 

overall community health, function and vitality. To better utilize the resources offered by 

schools, many communities across the nation are making efforts to “open the doors” to their 

community’s schools, and to forge new partnerships and connections with residents, service 

providers, and local organizations. The concept of a “community school” offers potential 

frameworks and strategies to share space and co-locate services between school and community, 

based on the commitment to serve as a major asset to the entire community, rather than simply to 

the children who attend the school (Joseph & Feldman, 2009). The schools currently within the 

West Hill and West End neighborhoods already offer a variety of services to students (see 

Appendix A for a list of current services); this section focuses on strategies to increase the 

community utilization of existing services, as well as to offer possible expansions for the 

neighborhood schools.  

Community Use of Facilities 

 Generally, schools are constructed with a wide variety of physical facilities, to allow 

students to participate not only in classes, but also extracurricular activities, sports, assemblies, 

and recreational activities. Resources such as gymnasiums, auditoriums, playgrounds, tracks, and 

fields may be available at a school, but not at other locations throughout the community, making 
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the school an important physical asset to the community (Joseph & Feldman, 2009). In spite of 

their unique resources, schools have historically tended to “close their doors” when students 

leave at the end of the day, with only activities that are directly related to school programming 

generally occurring on-site after hours. As a result, communities are often unable to take 

advantage of the physical resources already present within a school. Even if some of the facilities 

(such as gyms, fields, or courts) are available to community members after hours, the hours and 

regulations are often poorly publicized and the sites are underutilized. While the schools in the 

West End/West Hill neighborhoods do offer use of the facilities to the community, not all 

community members may be aware of the wealth of options available. An additional benefit to 

increasing the joint-use of schools is the potential to increase the physical activity levels of 

community residents; low levels of physical activity and sedentary hobbies are often correlated 

with greater rates of obesity. Communities may not have appealing facilities to promote more 

physical activities, or the facilities/open space may be in areas thought of as “unsafe” for 

children without supervision, which encourages more sedentary, indoor activities, such as 

watching television or playing video games (Filardo, Vincent, Allen, & Franklin, 2010).  By 

giving all community members access to better opportunities to exercise and safer locations to do 

so, even after school hours, the overall physical health of a community could be improved. 

 School facilities can also serve as meeting space for a wide variety of groups and 

organizations. Common school rooms, such as auditoriums, gyms, or cafeterias, can easily host a 

large number of people, and provide space for a wide range of activities. Another way to connect 

the school with its community is to provide meeting space for other community organizations, 

free of charge. This strategy can also increase the number of community meetings and 
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gatherings, as it removes the cost associated with room rentals and other overhead. While 

schools often use their grounds after hours, these uses are often related only to school functions; 

offering the community opportunities to “sign out” meeting space will encourage stronger 

connections between school, residents, and community groups. 

 A common concern with joint-use of facilities is the liability and maintenance that comes 

with longer hours and varied activities. Schools may be concerned that organizations would not 

clean or secure the grounds after their, and that the physical state of the facilities would decline 

more quickly. However, these concerns can be addressed through a clear “joint-use agreement.” 

Such an agreement would clearly outline expectations and procedures for utilizing school 

facilities, addressing issues of maintenance, operations (e.g. – “Who unlocks/locks the door?”), 

liability (what happens in response to injury), ownership, and cost (Joint-Use 101, 2009).  

Successful joint-use agreements protect school facilities, even as different groups use them. 

Shared use of facilities can also save the community money, as there is no need for new 

construction. Schools within the West Hill and West End neighborhoods are willing to “host” 

other community events; however, the possibility is not well-known in the community, and could 

benefit from increased publicity and a published joint-use agreement. 

Co-Locating Services 

 Beyond the use of already existing facilities, community schools generally offer other 

services to students and community members. By partnering with other providers, these schools 

are able to offer a wide variety of services that would otherwise be fragmented across a 

community, or may not be available at all. While schools do not have funding to provide all 

possible services, many agencies are willing to partner with schools to provide services on-site. 
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Outside agencies benefit from a larger census, thus increasing revenue or community outcomes. 

Providing ready access to services could also allow achievement scores and standardized test 

benchmarks to improve by reducing the number of children struggling with physical or mental 

health concerns (Dryfoos, 2003). This improvement would also benefit the community, as the 

“report cards” of schools can serve to attract or deter families with children looking to relocate 

(Joseph & Feldman, 2009). Within the West Hill and West End neighborhoods, there is potential 

for growth in the areas of mental health and provision of services to the larger community. 

 The types of co-located services vary widely across different model community schools 

across the U.S. Mental health services are often a high priority, as these services are often 

difficult for families to access. Families may not be aware of agencies providing services, may 

not have transportation or access to such services, or may feel shame in entering a facility they 

feel is associated with mental illness (Dryfoos, 2003). While shame is a less common deterrent to 

physical health services, lack of access or time constraints can prevent residents from pursuing 

health/dental services. Coordinating services within the school can combat many concerns; 

services can be provided to students during school hours, and/or to community members after 

hours or at designated times. Physical and mental health services are not the only services 

available; other community schools have services including extended hours and after school 

programs, working to ensure academic success, while still other services include adult evening 

classes, access to technology, or even restaurants (Chung, 2005; Joseph & Feldman, 2009).  

Financing a Community School 

 With any major change to school function, the consideration of cost is essential. School 

budgets are often “shoestring” as it is; school administrations may be concerned with the 
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potential cost of offering services to the community. However, community school costs are often 

much lower than expected, as facilities already exist and outside organizations may be willing to 

partner with schools at low or no cost. Often, the biggest new cost is the salary for a full-time 

“community school coordinator,” to connect the school and community with needed services and 

resources. A variety of funding sources are available, and can be accessed through grant writing 

and research efforts of the community school coordinator. The diversification of funding sources 

also increases the likelihood that the community school will persist, even in the face of changing 

revenue sources. An example of possible funding source breakdown, created by the Coalition for 

Community Schools, is seen in Figure 2 (Blank, Jacobson, Melaville, & Pearson, 2010). 

Figure 2: Where Resources Come From (from Blank, Jacobson, Melaville, & Pearson: Financing Community 
Schools: Leveraging Resources to Support Student Success, 2010) 

 
 Federal grants are available to assist in the development of community schools, including 

from the Department of Education, Department of Health and Human Services, the Department 

of Justice, and more (Blake et al., 2010). Common sources include (but are not limited to): 

• School Improvement Fund  • School Improvement Funds • Promise Neighborhoods 
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• 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers 

• McKinney-Vento Homeless 
Assistance Act 

• Child Care and Development 
Block Grant 

• Volunteers in Service to 
America (VISTA) 

• Community Prevention 
Grants Program 

• Parent Information and 
Resource Centers (PIRC) 

 
 Albany City School District has historically already worked to pursue and secure grant 

funding; grants for the 2013-2014 school year include those from 21st Century Community 

Learning Centers, McKinney-Vento, the School Improvement Fund, the Magnet School 

Assistance Program, and more. The 2012-2013 school year saw total grant revenues approaching 

$25 million (Albany City Schools, 2013). In addition grants the school already receives, a 

community school coordinator could provide the school with opportunities for new funding, not 

only from the government and grants, but also from private foundations, businesses, community 

organizations, and more. Many community schools have seen the need for minimal increases to 

budgets with the addition of additional services (Blank, Jacobson, Melaville, & Pearson, 2010).  

Successful Examples of Community Schools 

 Community schools are widespread across the U.S., and many resources are available for 

schools interested in expanding their service repertoires. These resources offer information about 

successful community schools currently operating. While community schools can flourish in any 

environment, examples of successful community schools in urban areas include the following: 

• The Children’s Aid Society formed a partnership with the NYC Department of Education 

to develop 16 community schools across Washington Heights, Harlem, the South Bronx 

and Staten Island; schools are open at least six days a week year round, providing 

services including dental/medical/mental health care, adult education, and more 

(Children’s Aid Society, 2013) 



Improving School-Community Connections Exploring the Role 

of Community 

Schools 
 

 20

• Boston’s City Connects (CCNX) initiative has resulted in improved test scores, report 

card grades, and lower rates of retention (fewer students “held back” each year) than 

comparable non-community schools (Blank & Jacobson, 2013). 

• Communities in Schools New Jersey assisted the South Seventeenth Street School in 

Newark, New Jersey to create a new “Rigor” program that provides a variety of services, 

including mentoring, health, nutrition, counseling, and more to students at a high-risk 

inner city school; the program showed improvements in attendance, grades, and student/ 

teacher/parent surveys (Communities in Schools New Jersey, 2013). 

Opportunities for the West Hill and West End Neighborhoods 

 Many of the schools in the neighborhoods provide a wide variety of services to attending 

children, including physical and mental health services or referrals.  However, services are often 

offered only to children or their families, and joint-use opportunities of school facilities are not 

well known in the community. The following recommendations would encourage the successful 

integration of community school characteristics into the West Hill and West End neighborhoods: 

• Increase the opportunities for services (dental, health, mental health) to be provided to 

community members on school grounds (after school hours or at designated times) 

• Publicize the facilities available for joint-use and develop a strong joint-use agreement 

• Create a method for organizations to “sign out” facilities, possibly through online access 

• Secure a “community school coordinator” to pursue grant/funding opportunities and 

additional partnerships with community organizations, agencies, and service providers 
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CONCLUSION 
 There are many simple ways to help improve the school-community connections in 

Albany’s West Hill and West End neighborhoods. Goals can be formed and then divided up into 

short and long-term objectives.  

The short-term goals should focus on accurately assessing the current resources, and 

publicizing the programming already in place. The most important short-term objective is to 

provide clear goals for the community engagement coordinator.  The community engagement 

coordinator should immediately begin creating the asset map and beginning the communication 

survey of the West Hill and West End neighborhood. Both projects will take anywhere from a 

few weeks to a few months to complete. While the asset map and communication survey are 

being compiled, the community engagement coordinator can launch social media pages for the 

Albany School District. From there, the community engagement coordinator should work with 

each school’s individual communication officer to launch social media pages for each school. 

These platforms should be utilized to publicize when schools have other services available on-

site, such as dental care or primary care services for community members. At the same time, 

information should be published about how community organizations can obtain permission to 

utilize the school facilities (joint use). 

 The long-term goals should deal with new programming that focuses on fostering a 

deeper connection between the community and the schools.  One program would be to host 

Albany Schools’ ‘Celebration’.  It will allow the schools and community organizations to 

showcase the services they provide to the community. Another program that would foster a 

school community connection would be the creation of the “parent university.” It would engage 

parents and help provide them to the tools to support their children through school.  Finally, there 
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should be a focus on increasing availability for wrap around services not only for students who 

attend the public schools but also for members of the community. It is also vital that the school 

and community at large continue to advocate for more funding for the schools. 

Short Term Goals 

• Provide a clear job description and objectives for the Community engagement 

coordinator. 

• Begin communication survey and asset map of the West Hill/West End Community 

• Launch social media pages and “State of Our School” videos 

• Publicize the opportunities for community members to use school facilities and services 

Long Term Goals 

• Organize Albany School District “Celebration Day”  

• Establish a parent university that would offer free workshops, special community or 

family events, and activities 

• Request for certain wrap-around services to be more inclusive by allowing them to be 

accessed by the community at large 

• Advocate for increased funding for Albany School district 
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EXHIBIT 1 
 
Albany City School District Schools 
Philip J. Schuyler Achievement Academy 
Prekindergarten-Grade 5 
 
 676 Clinton Ave., Albany, NY 12206  
Phone: 475-6700 
Fax: 475-6704 
Web site: http://saa.albany.k12.ny.us 
 
Jalinda R. Soto, Principal 
E-mail: jsoto@albany.k12.ny.us 

Points of distinction 
• Full-day prekindergarten and kindergarten 

programs 
• Voluntary school uniforms 
• Full-service school 
• YMCA after-school child care 

 

Sheridan Preparatory Academy 
Prekindergarten-Grade 5 
 
 400 Sheridan Avenue, Albany, NY 12206 
Phone: 475-6850 
Fax 475-6852 
 
Zuleika Sanchez-Gayle, Principal 
E-mail: zsanchez@albany.k12.ny.us 

Points of distinction 
• Full-day prekindergarten and kindergarten 
• YMCA extended-day program 
• Full-service neighborhood-school model 
• School-based health center 
• Voluntary school uniform program 

 
Albany Charter Schools 
Brighter Choice Charter 
School for Boys 
116 North Lake Avenue 
Albany, NY 12206 
518.694.8200 
 
Brighter Choice Charter 
School for Girls 
250 Central Avenue 
Albany, NY 12206 
518.694.4100 
School Leader:  Darryl Williams 
www.brighterchoice.org 

The Brighter Choice Charter School for Girls and the 
Brighter Choice Charter School for Boys offer a 9 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. school day, a year-round school calendar, an 
enriched visual and performing arts curriculum, 
computers in every classroom, school uniforms, and a 
unique single-sex public school environment. The 
Brighter Choice Charter Schools currently serve 275 
students each in grades K through 4. ( School Overview, 
brighterchoicefoundation.org) 

Brighter Choice Charter Middle School for Boys and 
Brighter Choice Charter Middle for Girls 
395 Elk St. 
Albany, NY 12206 
518.703.6100 
http://www.brighterchoicems.org 
School leader: Darryl Williams 

BCMS will offer differentiated and single-gender 
instruction, commitment to technology use, group 
seminars to support the positive social and emotional 
development of adolescents, individualized high school 
placement counseling, and an extended school day and 
year-round school program. The schools will grow to 
serve grades 5-8 and 200 students each by 2013-14. 

Henry Johnson Charter School 
30 Watervliet Avenue 
Albany, NY 12206 
518.432.4300 
www.hjcslearn.org 
 
School Leader: Kathleen O'Brien 

The Henry Johnson Charter School provides an extended 
day and a 193+ day school year, has academic and 
behavioral expectations and focuses on teaching core 
academic subjects and values.  All of the students wear 
uniforms.  The school offers kindergarten through fourth 
grade and enrolls approximately 300 students. 
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EXHIBIT 2  
  
 Below are screenshots of two websites for the elementary schools that West Hill/West 
End children attend. They are basic information websites. They each have a brief history of the 
school, schools times, and upcoming events. They have a news and information section, however, 
the section does not relate specifically to each page but rather to the school district as a whole. 
 
Phillip Schuyler Achievement Academy 
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Sheridan Preparatory Academy 
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EXHIBIT 3 
 

Sample Communication Survey 

 

Communication Survey 
 
Name: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
Number of school age children: _________________________ 
 
Names and ages of school age children: ______________________________________ 
 
Name of Schools children attend: ___________________________________________ 
 
Best form of communication to reach you (Circle One):        E-mail           Phone          Text 
 
 
 
 


