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COMMUNITY SCHOOLS are coming to Philadelphia. Developing partnerships in schools that can provide services and
supports for students and families, especially in high poverty communities, is an idea that winning broad political sup‐
port and rightfully so. But community schools, if they are to really to be a game changer, need to be more than this. First,
they need to empower the people who make up a school community: students, parents, educators and neighbors.

We know that lasting school reform, as opposed to a quick bump in standardized test scores, happens only when
communities take ownership of their schools and work together to improve them. That doesn’t happen when power is
concentrated in a centralized bureaucracy or in a selfappointed, charter school board.

We know from our experience that there is a strong reservoir of support for neighborhood public schools. We saw
this when parents and educators came together and decisively rejected charter takeovers at Steel and Munoz Marin two
years ago, and we see it now as Cooke, Huey and Wister school communities are trying to fend off charter conversions.

That support can be the foundation for a process of school renewal but only if energized stakeholders are given a
real voice in decision-making. A community schools plan that vests power in school councils that include the whole
school community could provide that opportunity. Unlike current and past advisory bodies, these councils would, in
partnership with the administration, develop the school plan, sign off on the budget, and have the power to select the
principal and community schools coordinator. And, in contrast to an earlier experiment with school councils, parents
and community members would constitute a majority in these bodies.

Over the last few years, we have seen a movement for education justice. Hundreds of people have been drawn into
fights for full and equitable funding, for an end to punitive zero-tolerance policies, for rolling back standardized testing,
and for a curriculum that is engaging and culturally relevant. The energy and commitment of these grassroots activists
and advocates for public education is essential if our schools are to be transformed. A community schools process needs
to address these critical issues and include these voices.

For this to happen, Mayor Kenney, Council President Darrell Clark and School Superintendent William Hite need to:
iCreate a broad community schools task force that includes parents, students and community members to develop a plan
within a specific time frame. iProvide this task force with the resources to investigate best practices and engage in re‐
search. iCharge the task force with organizing a process of community engagement that would include town meetings,
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surveys and, in conjunction with the SRC and City Council, public hearings
Commitment to this process will signal that our political leadership is serious about reversing the decline of our

neighborhood public schools and understands only if the people who depend on those schools are fully engaged can they
become the schools our children deserve. Kendra Brooks is a public school parent, a member of Parents United and the
PCAPS Community Schools Task Force. Ron Whitehorne is a retired teacher and the Coordinator for PCAPS.


