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The preK–8 Daniel Boone School is home to 1,000 students from
Chicago’s West Ridge neighborhood. Students speak 40 languages and more
than 80% speak languages other than English at home. There would seem
to be more than enough educational, logistical, cultural, and financial chal-
lenges to be found here already. Add in challenges from a determined school
district CEO together with those related to the No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB), and this school’s principal would seem to just about any bystander
to be adverse to any more work. The bystander would be wrong.

Boone’s principal, Karen Carlson, proposed that her school become a
participant in the Chicago Public Schools’ community school campaign and
offer an extended day program “designed to meet the academic, linguistic,
physical, social, and emotional needs of our entire learning community,” in-
cluding students, parents, and neighborhood.

Now does there seem to be enough work? Enough challenges? Enough
opportunities to screw up, make parents mad, run out of money, worry
about such issues as late-night building security and the fact that some day
you would show up to work just in time to watch your teachers walk out en
masse? 

But alongside the potential for all those disasters, there is also the goal
that students’ reading performance will improve, courtesy of Boone’s after-
school small-group tutoring. That science and math achievement will climb
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as well, aided by tutoring in those areas along with new
science and math clubs. That students will also improve
various reasoning skills through increased technology
opportunities, another goal of the program. Not to
mention peer tutoring, arts and crafts, poetry, dance,
yoga, sports, martial arts, music, and the newspaper.
And chess. Don’t forget about chess.

And that’s just for the students.
For adults in the community, Boone also offers ESL

and GED training and computer classes, along with
other classes and programs—such as exercise classes,
writer’s workshops, a school problem-solvers team, book
clubs, and sewing—run by the school’s own teachers as
well as by community participants. And there will be
programs for families to take together, including field
trips and math and science exploration nights.

By June 2004, Carlson wants to increase academic
achievement with homework completed every day; serve
300 adults and 650 students in morning, after-school,
and evening programs; begin hosting weekend events;
reduce discipline referrals; inspire more parents to sup-
port their children’s learning; and have the year one

evaluation completed and be ready to go for year two. 
Ambition obviously is not lacking in Carlson and

her staff members. Carlson’s school already offered some
programs before Boone’s community schools proposal
was accepted. But the bigger goals and increased re-
sponsibilities that come with being part of the district’s
new community schools campaign, together with every-
thing else an urban principal faces these days, add up to
a mighty burden. The first test is simply physical: “This
is a big job,” Carlson said. “We want to be open to 9
p.m. every night. And I already work 15 hours a day.”

Principals Leading the Way
Chicago Public Schools is the nation’s third largest
school district with 600 schools serving more than
437,000 students. It is not the only large school district
that is investigating a renewed commitment to the
community school concept. But it is doing so with
vigor, following a several-year experiment. 

Each of the 20 schools that were selected to be part
of the district’s new campaign will initially receive
$130,000 to support their community school plan,
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$65,000 of which will come directly from the district.
The remaining $65,000 will come from private funds.
Each school has a community organization as a lead
managing partner and will offer a variety of academic
and cocurricular programs. A parent-teacher advisory
committee will be organized at each school as well. The
goal is to create 100 community schools during the
next five years.

“We see our schools as the anchor of the commu-
nity,” said Arne Duncan, the district’s chief executive
officer, when the new campaign began a year ago. 
“The community school initiative is one way to im-
prove student achievement, increase parental involve-
ment and create opportunities for the community to
support our schools.”

Chicago Public Schools made the decision to move
forward after an evaluation of its Full Service Schools
Initiative (FSSI), a pilot project funded from 1996
through 2000 by Chicago’s Polk Brothers Foundation.
The evaluation revealed that academic performance im-
proved at rates “exceeding the citywide average” at all
three schools; student mobility decreased; and more
families reported they decided to remain in the commu-
nities served by the full-service schools (Whalen, 2002). 

The report also recommended that schools link the
school day to their after-school agenda and listen to and
build affinity with students; parents; and each school’s
resource coordinator, oversight committee, teachers,
building engineers, and lead partner agency to improve
connections and build consistency and momentum. 

Also among the evaluation’s recommendations were
insights for the principals’ roles. The evaluation re-
ported that: 

Principals played an indispensable role in advancing
the goals of FSSI. But incompatibility between
some aspects of principals’ leadership and objectives
of FSSI sometimes hampered development. Future
implementations of FSSI should emphasize the
need for consistent engagement and collaborative
leadership on the part of the principal. Create an
orientation process that helps principals to under-
stand the issues raised by leading community school
processes, focusing primarily on case materials and
mentorship with effective community school prin-
cipals. (Whalen, 2002, p. 4, italics omitted)

An orientation process for principals would certainly
seem to make sense because the major and minor con-
cerns of establishing a community center in a school are

legion: How do I convince my teachers that their class-
rooms used by our after-school programs will be treated
with loving care? How do I engage not only the com-
mitted, educated parents but also those who are not 
involved, less educated, or barely speak English? And
how do I find more money to keep this thing going
strong year after year?

“Principals don’t always say ‘whoopee!’ in the begin-
ning,” said Martin Blank, staff director of the Coalition
for Community Schools, a national organization of 142
local, state, and national organizations in both public
and private sectors. “Because principals see it as one
more thing to do. But after they do this, they say, ‘How
would I ever run a school without connecting with a
community partner?’

“Principals are taking to this because they know
these challenges are in their schools,” Blank added.
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“Maybe more principal preparation needs to be a 
larger part of this. But principals already know all about
the problems and issues and baggage that exist in 
their schools every day. Which means there is more
work required than ever before. The question is: Should
schools do this work alone or should they engage their
communities to help them address it?”

Planning, Working, Listening
Carlson has help establishing her community school in
the form of a full-time program coordinator. The com-
munity schools effort at her school has its own steering
committee and Carlson must also answer to Boone’s
own school council, which hired her. 

During their full year of planning, the steering com-
mittee wrote a survey to find out what the community
surrounding the school wants, needs, and would re-
spond to in a community school program. Among the

quirkier challenges of the entire project was translating
that survey into eight languages.

Boone’s proposal was formally accepted by the
school district in May. Carlson’s lead partner at Daniel
Boone is Organizations of the Northeast, a Chicago
community nonprofit. The project’s 18-member over-
sight committee at Boone includes 8 parents, 6 teach-
ers, 2 members from the lead partner agency, and 1
consultant working with the school district. The com-
mittee met regularly and also held a community forum,
at which representatives from 25 neighborhood organi-
zations provided important input about their needs.

Carlson presented the guiding insight for the com-
munity school project at a faculty meeting: What could
this school do to support students and families that
would also raise student achievement?

Lessons Learned
Paul O’Toole understands the long hours and tricky
navigation that  is required of principals who are 
establishing, operating, and improving a full-service 
community school. O’Toole is now principal of the
2,000-student, preK–8 Marquette School, one of the
three Chicago schools that served as guinea pigs for the
school district’s community schools aspirations in the
late 1990s. A former computer teacher at Marquette, he
was assistant principal when the school became a com-
munity school in 1997.

“I was really excited when Marquette was chosen,”
O’Toole said. “I thought becoming a community center
is just a great idea for our kids.” O’Toole is still enthu-
siastic about the project. Listening to O’Toole is very
much like listening to Carlson, who is now seeing her
school become what Marquette has been for six years. 

Both principals talk about interminably long initial
meetings because partner agencies, community groups,
parents, teachers, administrators, and staff members in-
sisted on being heard. Figuring out how to work in a
whole new arrangement can be an odd experience for
principals who are used to figuring out forces they
know well—those they see every day or those based in
school district offices downtown. It is a new challenge
to work alongside neighborhood residents who can
bring valuable resources to a school but who have agen-
das, working styles, or needs beyond what public
schools have decided they need to pay attention to.
“One of the frustrating things was how slow everything
was taking at the beginning,” O’Toole said. “We had
meetings that would last hours and hours. I am the
kind of person who gets into a meeting and says, ‘Let’s
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Community schools open up their doors after 
regular school hours to provide enrichment 
and tutoring for students and adults.  
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make some decisions’ and then get out and get on to
the next thing.” 

Over time, O’Toole saw one benefit of putting up
with so many meetings: “I have more respect for that
process now. People need to be heard. Getting buy-in
to the process is so important. If you have a quick
meeting and push something through, you are not go-
ing to achieve that buy-in.”

Learning how some of these larger community
school projects are planned reveals the scope of how the
principal’s responsibility expands in these schools. At
Marquette, the original grant called for providing
health, educational, social, and recreational activities
and stipulated that those activities will be provided not
only to students and parents but also to anyone living
in the area surrounding the school.

Marquette’s lead partner is Metropolitan Family Ser-
vices, a Chicago counseling and family support service
agency. The offerings at Marquette, some of which
change from year to year, are diverse and much like
those at Boone and include “whatever the community
seems to need,”
O ’Toole said ,
from aerobics to
ci t izen sh ip  t o
drill team to bal-
let. Adult offer-
ings vary from
GED to computer training to basketball. 

All the hard work has resulted in clear benefits:
“There is a tremendous difference in the overall atmos-
phere of the school,” O’Toole said. “It feels warm and
inviting and people want to be here.” O’Toole credits
the full-service community school program at his school
as a leading factor in reducing mobility from 50% 
annually to 20%. Attendance is up as well and the
school feels confident setting high goals in that area.
O’Toole credits much of this success to the fact that
Marquette has employed the same program director
since the inception of the full-service program.

Many Marquette teachers happily participate in the
after-school program, but some programs are taught by
community members. Marquette teachers who are con-
cerned about how their classrooms are used during af-
ter-school activities are encouraged to meet with the
adults who are teaching or supervising activities. 

Despite Marquette’s success, needs remain. O’Toole
and his director are continually hunting for more adults
to supervise after-school activities. The ratio in classes
during the day may be 30 students to one teacher. 

But O’Toole aims for a 20- or even 15-to-1 ratio in the 
after-school program. And space itself is a factor. There
is never enough. 

His advice to other principals is to start small, find a
good primary partner, and begin hunting for ways to
reward teachers—which is difficult in years his budget
has been cut, like this one. Nevertheless, O’Toole is 
ambitious and has already sought to draw on that closer
connection to the school’s parents.

O’Toole is considering exploring ways to occasion-
ally explain complicated issues, such as NCLB, to par-
ents. The challenge of attempting to explain how federal
education policy can be related to individual parents is
something he would likely not have attempted before his
school reached out to its community.

Tapping Into Parents and Community
Carlson admitted she learned a lot about the importance
of large and small issues during the preparation year 
before t he community school effor t  kicked off 
and from her previous experience running a small 

a f t er - sch o o l
program. For
example, leaders
f r o m  a  lo ca l
dance organiza-
tion contacted
t he school t o

voice concerns that their school’s existence would be
threatened if Boone offered dance classes. “We are trying
to work with them and be respectful,” Carlson said.
“These things can get complicated if you are not careful.”

One of Carlson’s latest efforts is trying to find funds
to pay for additional janitorial help. She also is search-
ing for ways to find time to attend local school council
meetings, curriculum meetings, and other community
meetings. “We have a lot of involvement. You have to
sometimes say no,” Carlson said.

Principals in Chicago’s community schools do not
run the entire effort themselves. But having too many
hands on deck can also cause challenges. Another recent
Chicago community school grantee is Nettelhorst
School, a cluster magnet preK–8 school in the East
Lakeview neighborhood. The school’s very active 
parents group has helped implement a slew of recent
changes at Nettelhorst, along with the committee that
oversees the community school program, the program’s
resource coordinator, the school’s managing partner
agency, about 14 other community organizations 
that the school is partnering with, the school council,
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“If you help the parents,  that helps the whole 
family right away. And that gets everyone in the family 

excited about learning.” 
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the building engineer, and the principal. 
“I would think that it would be reasonable to expect

to see occasional conflict among those groups at other
schools, but not here,” said Jacqueline Edelberg, an or-
ganizer of the parents’ group that was active before the
community schools grant process. “This is a partnership
between all of us. If you genuinely want your school to
return to being at the heart of the community you have
to be able to turn to your community and say I need
help. And you have to work together.”

Working closely with Principal Susan Kurland
throughout the grant process, the parents’ group has
been at the center of massive changes, from setting up a
weekly farmer’s market in the school’s courtyard to ac-
quiring $300,000 in donated goods, services, construc-
tion, and new facilit ies from area businesses. The
school’s community lead partner is Jane Addams Hull
House Association, a nonprofit social service agency,
which is remodeling a wing of the Nettelhorst building. 

“The school is in a neighborhood that is changing
very fast,” said Kurland. The school lost many of its
neighborhood children to other schools in the early

‘90s, and is working to bring them back to choosing
Nettelhorst. “I cannot begin to tell you the amount of
work this is, but I can’t begin to tell you the amount of
people who have helped me,” Kurland said. “It’s a very
exciting time. And I know it is going to work. But the
amount of effort is enormous.”

Despite the magnitude of the challenge she has un-
dertaken, Carlson exudes a bottomless well of opti-
mism. “I believe that in order to improve academic
achievement of children, you have to work with the
whole family,” Carlson said. “If you help the parents,
that helps the whole family right away. And that gets
everyone in the family excited about learning.” Includ-
ing the students. PL

For more information on Community Shools and to
view Making the Difference: Research and Pratice in
Community Schools, visit www.communityschools.org
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