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What and Why of Community Schools

Community Schools are not programs. Rather, they are a 
fundamental rethinking of how to deliver public 
education. 

As a model, Community Schools align to Vermont’s 
student-centered approach to learning and its existing 
statutory and regulatory framework to support 
proficiency-based, personalized learning and flexible 
pathways to graduation.

Fundamentally, Community Schools seek to close equity 
gaps. 



VT Community Schools – A Value Statement 

Every child should be provided with an equitable 
education, as defined by the Agency of Education as 
access to the resources, opportunities, and educational 
rigor they need at the right moment in their education, 
whatever their race, gender identity, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, religion, language, disability, family 
background, or family income may be. Every child 
should be able to grow up with the opportunity to 
achieve their dreams and contribute to the well-being of 
society. Our public schools must be designed and 
equipped to fully deliver on that promise.



Modeling Community School Values at the SEA

To support the goals and value statement of Act 67, the 
AOE had to position itself within the developing Vermont 
Community School model as a participant who would 
influence implementation efforts.

Designing for Equity and Sustainability

• Foster Community

• Establish a Supportive Accountability Approach

• Develop an Ethical Framework for Evaluation



Fostering Community – Pillar Talk

• Established quarterly cohort meetings every year to develop 

community, where leadership teams from each project can identify 

shared successes, opportunities and challenges, engage in 

collaborative problem solving, inform state-level work, and 

develop as a community a shared understanding of community 

schools in the Vermont context.

• Launched a bimonthly Community School Coordinator Learning 

Series where CSCs are invited to participate in professional 

learning followed by an unstructured opportunity to connect, 

problem solve, share, and receive technical assistance.

• AOE Interdisciplinary team meetings every six weeks to advise, 

problem-solving, and identify connections and opportunities for 

coherence and state-level innovations



Supportive Accountability

• Developed personalized reflection tool for each project 

organized by pillars, strategies and activities to support 

documenting progress toward 3-year goals and 

capturing successes and new learning 

• Established quarterly check-in meetings with each Act 

67 Lead Team to problem-solve and identify resources, 

supports, and connections 

• Conducted end-of-year empathy interviews with each 

Act 67 Lead Team to capture lived experience (as 

individuals and school team)



An Ethical Framework for Evaluation

Established Research Practice Partnership between the 
AOE and UVM in 2021

• Supports and advances state goals to foster community, 
supportive accountability, and resource development and 
identification

• Research methodology offers an ethical framework for 
evaluating implementation and effectiveness of Act 67

• Partners (AOE, UVM, Community Schools) codesign and test 
solutions in a long-term, collaborative, and iterative 
processes. 



Attributes of the Vermont CS RPP 

• Partnership development -- interactional not 
transactional 

• State-supported and locally informed

• Earned relational trust among all RPP stakeholders

• Participatory research and evaluation methods: CBPR & 
YPAR

• Mixed methods --> multiple data sources, multiple 
voices.

• Focus on PROCESS implementation… resist 
urge/pressure to study ”outcomes” of early CS 
implementation



Guiding Research Questions



Informed by CS Literature



Data Sources

Annual Empathy Interviews

•Community School Coordinators, Principals, Superintendents

Quarterly Check In Documents

•4 quarterly check in documents/yr

Grant Application/Renewals

Existing Education/School Health Data

•SLDS/Education Dashboard

•YRBSS/BRFSS

•School Health Profiles



Getting to Year One Insights

Center Qualitative and Anecdotal Data:
• Empathy Interviews and Document Review

Transcript Coding to Theme Development
• Defined by Community School Pillars, Act 67, and community context

• Collaborative approach of the relational and research perspectives

• Code examples: Integrated Student Supports, Family Engagement, Cohort 
Leadership Characteristics, Implementation Readiness, etc.

Evaluation Planning – Identification of Metrics, Logic Model 
Creation
• Developing Local Logic Models

• Roll up to State Model



Developing an Initial Portrait

Code Frequency - Act 67 Year 1 Interview 

Larger boxes 
indicate higher 
number of code 
use. 



Prevalent Codes 

Cohort Leadership Characteristics
▪ Unique characteristics of VT Act 67 grantees that surface unrelated to 

other codes; Qualities, circumstances of individuals implementing CS 
approach; Long-game perspective; Equitability, Sustainability, Empathy.

Community School Characteristics
▪ Community-based services offered; Community organizations operating 

in and/or with schools; Coordinator duties, roles, responsibilities; Three-
year goals/expectations; Training or facilitation of CS approach; Messaging 
and advocacy around CS.

Collaborative Leadership
▪ Professional learning opportunities; Interprofessional collaboration; 

Demonstrated use of MTSS (structure focused; overlap with other school 
policies or programs); Shared decision making; Data informed; Visionary.



Cohort Leadership Characteristics

“…It's about networks of connections […] I very much feel like 
if we're going to recover and heal in the world right now, it 
is about localizing and building networks of connection that are 
really rooted in kind of community and democratic ideals. And 
so, I think for me, […] the Community Schools work really 
allows us to name and embody that well. There are the five 
pillars but there's also sort of an ethos or philosophy, or a kind of 
[…] deeper commitment to the ways in which people are in 
relationship to each other.”



Community School Characteristics

“There's a social circle, the community, and there's a personal or 
spiritual or intrinsic circle, the student, and those are the 
three partners […] I think we’ve […] made attempts to have the social 
community one. And it's been lovely, and we took more on as schools 
with the social community, with mental health and even […] physical 
health and food, and even more so in the pandemic. I think what this 
grant does for me is really lock in that circle, that community circle 
beyond just the parent partner. So, I believe the partnership of whole 
education is the educators, the parents, community, and the student 
always putting the student in the center and that those circles move.”



Collaborative Leadership

“We have systems in place that will help. So, we use the global 
best practices as our self-study tool in the leadership team 
and then that got distributed out through the different 
departments in grade level teams at the school. So that we 
understood sort of where we were, how we assessed ourselves 
and what are some concrete steps we might take to improve this. 
And then we were able to examine which of those steps had... 
which ones we controlled the best lever on to do and it was a way 
of building consensus and building a shared vision and then 
being able to move forward."



Emerging Themes and Observations

We’re a community school, everything that 
happens here is a school function.



Leadership - Community School Mind-Set

Characteristics, work processes, and 
leadership styles all emerged in dialogue 
and shaped the methods schools applied to 
implement CS.  

The values and approach that key leaders 
took to implementing, discussing, and 
supporting school staff in thinking about 
CS influenced the experiences over year 
one of implementation.

Setting and sustaining vision and tone; 
encouraging big picture/out-of-the-box 
thinking.



Communicating Vision

Community Schools at their best start to decenter school and recenter [the] 
kind of the networks of relationships around young people that helps them feel 
[like] learners.

Community School is the center of a community that the community has 
pride in, and as the outcomes for the students improve then the community is 
also bolstered. And if the community is flourishing and thriving, then the 
students will. So a Community School doesn't believe in artificial separation 
of their students […] I believe a Community School is a fully integrated, an 
important piece of the community that reflects the Community's hopes, 
dreams and pride, and likewise […] the school has to be proud of its 
community and integrated with it. So that's how I see it.



Integrative Thinking; Adaptive Leadership; 

Responsive Design

A lot of inequity has been 
highlighted by the pandemic. 
How can these resources be 
brought to reeducate 
ourselves about what our 
community needs in order to 
thrive, what our students 
need in order to thrive, and 
how can we reallocate to meet 
those needs...that's a million 
things, a lot of different 
directions, but it is all 
connected [for] me now.



"The Community School is really kind of the pinnacle of where 
we're at when we're talking about deep learning. I feel like the 
impact that we can have through a Community School is greater 
than any other model of education that I've experienced, I feel. 
The only effective way to do school is to do it in partnership and 
collaboration with community partners in a reciprocal way. So 
not just we are tapping into our communities to get their 
resources to benefit us, but the role of schools needs to be in the 
act of knowing everyone in that community, both our 
community that supports the school and the school itself. So, I 
feel the power of the Community School is to transform not just 
education, but also how we do community and do it together and 
the reciprocal relationship." 



Developing Coherence; Strategic Narratives

Cohort leaders consistently use CS as a unifying narrative 
to articulate and advance existing strategic plans and 
source for creative problem solving.

The funding, it didn't necessarily change... it allowed me not to have to say 
no to things. And that, in a time when like, there's lots of uncertainty and 
lots of change and lots of feelings. Where? What's the role of school? It 
allowed us to keep going with initiatives in a really unique way.

I keep the five pillars on my wall next to me because, you know, in every 
conversation, there's a way that a combination of the pillars can be brought 
to resolve, a concern that comes up, you know.



Engaged Leadership; Collaborative Practices

Cohort leaders engaged in frequent and open conversations 
with school staff, CS coordinators, and community partners to 
determine what might work best for students and families in the 
moment.

Intentional dialogue and collaboration around blending or braiding 
together existing programs or processes (MTSS) and the professionals 
responsible for administering.

Significant dialogue around community-based partnerships and 
services being offered; Each cohort member prioritized the ongoing 
and anticipated work with community partners, engaging with the 
community, and focusing on ways to bring local connections, 
opportunities, and experiences into their schools.



Preparing for the Future

Now What?



So, we’re seeing parents and family members 
coming back to school communities wanting to 
be in the school and wanting to be connected.



I've been in the grant funded nonprofit world for my whole 
career, and I have never seen a grant that appreciated the 
importance of the connection between providing socially relevant 
and focused basic needs support alongside all of those things that 
we say we [want to] do all the time about bringing community 
members in, about, you know, having inclusive governance. You 
cannot do those things in a rural community with such a high 
level of poverty as we have without providing those basic 
supports around things like transportation and clothing and food 
and all of those things that make it possible for people to be fully 
engaged in, you know, systemic work. No, I've never seen any 
funding source that kind of seems to understand the connection 
between these things like the Community Schools Grant has 
allowed for.



What Help Would Look Like at the Federal 

Level?
• Leverage/replicate the 21CCLC Nita M. Lowey model for Full-

Service Community School grant program to support:

– Efficiency and predictability – allocations to SEAs to run competitive grant 
program and identify connections across existing state and federal programs to 
support

– Coherence and reduce initiative fatigue – which will also address real-time 
and extended concerns about educator workforce shortages and unintended 
inequities that arise through short-term pilots and “innovation zones” which 
helps

– Scaling community school implementation -- cohorts and communities can 
grow and can learn from one another and an SEA can staff and support 
appropriately which requires

– Avenues for small and rural districts and schools to compete – (which is hard 
to do if you’re a school that has a shared principal or a nurse once a week) 
which can be supported by

– FSCS grant allocations to states/SEAs



Developing State Level Strategies for 

Sustainability
Predictable funding to support capacity building grants 
and scaling Community School development across the 
state

• Aligns with and can advances our goals for students within our 
student-centered education regulation and initiatives (e.g., Act 
77, Act 173, Act 1, Act 28, EQS, etc.)

Appropriately resourcing state-level supports for 
sustaining Community Schools

– Multi-million-dollar grant programs require dedicated staffing

– Sustainable, anchoring organization structure for equitable and 
transformative research and evaluation. Unique partnership 
between SEA and University
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