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ABSTRACT

A profile of urban public schools in the United States reveals under-utilized, outdated
buildings set in a neighborhood with little or no ties to the surrounding community. A
rising trend in urban school reform models is the community school concept where
schools serve as centers of communities. These schools are open throughout the year
and include a diverse set of programs to enrich the learning experience. They can also
provide adult learning opportunities in the evenings and health services for students and
their families. The key to providing programs such as these is through the creation of
partnerships with surrounding institutions. This thesis discusses three case studies of
community schools in Paterson, New Jersey, Brooklyn, New York, and New York City
and applies the lessons learned from *hese schools to the redevelopment of a former
Catholic school into a public school in Lawrence, Massachusetts. The school district,
Lawrenze Public Schools, and a grassroots community development corporation,
Lawrence Community Works, are identified as the two key partners in this project. This
partnership forms the core of a leadership team responsible for creating a community
school in ine North Common neighborhood in Lawrence. Recommendations are made
for other potential partnerships and key challenges for the two main partners are
identified.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Imagine a place situated on a large plot of land near a bustling urban core. A place fuil
of meeting spaces, performing arts space, the latest in computer technology, a
cafeteria, a gym, and perhaps even a baseball or soccer field. Now imagine this public
place is only open from 8 AM to 3 PM, Monday through Friday, from September to June.
In a year, this calculates to a place being open about 16% of the entire year, which is
further reduced given that most people in this country are at work between the hours of
8 AM to 3 PM. In addition, only a select sample of the population is able to take
advantage of these amenities. With such a light intensity of use, one may imagine
these places are carefully preserved and maintained public amenities. In contrast,
many of these places were built over 50 years ago and are in a deplorable state of

decay full of dangerous substances like lead paint, carcinogenic asbestos, and mold.

Now imagine a simiiar place open for 15 hours a day, 6 to 7 days a week, all 12 months
of the year. This place not only makes use of the aforementioned amenities, but also
includes a health clinic for people of all ages, childcare facilities, and a diverse set of
programs ranging from English language and GED classes to dance, theater, and arts
programs for adults and children alike. Through partnerships with non-profit, public,
private, community, and cultural institutions, this place is bright, clean, and full of the
latest in computer and building technology. Students, teachers, parents, and

community members work and volunteer inside and outside the walls of this place. This



space, created for and by the community, instills a sense of ownership and pride that

contribute to its function as a true community center.

Unfortunately, the first place describes the current state of many public schools in urban
areas in the United States. The second describes a concept of community schools
dating back to the days of Jane Addams' but only recently gaining momentum on the
agenda of school reform advocates and proponents of community development and

revitalization.

Background
The city of Lawrence, Massachusetts, like many former industrial towns in the United
tates, is attempting to recover from years of disinvestment in the community and its
poor performing school district. Only 30 miles north of Boston, Lawrence is seen as a
third tier city not included in the Boston Metropolitan area and therefore does not benefit
from Boston area initiatives. In 1998, the Lawrence Public School District (LPS) was
targeted as an at-risk district in a report by the Massachusetts Department of Education
for its continued poor performance and ineffective leadership.? This repcrt stated that
the school district would go under receivership and control of the State if actions were

not taken by LPS officials to improve their district.

' The Children’s Aid Society. Building A Community School. Third Edition. [online book], September
2001; page 17. URL: http://www._childrensaidsociety.org/comm_school_form/

2 Massachusetts Department of Education, Report of the Fact Finding Team on Under-Performance By
the Lawrence Public Schools, January 12, 1998.



The school district did not go into receivership but Lawrence High School did lose its
accreditation. Since then, the schooil district has taken proactive measures to improve
its schools, including the hiring of a new superintendent with a strong commitment to
educate Lawrence’s youth. In addition, Lawrence High School is on track to renew its

accreditation this fall.

LPS has also embarked on a plan to rebuild some of its schools and construct new
ones. ltis crucial that these public school capital improvemants be perceived as a
significant community development opportunity. These new developments are a
chance for LPS to approach school redevelopment with a comprehensive community

development approach.

The story of LPS is a common story of public school facilities in the United States. In
2000, the US Department of Education reported that the average school building in the
United States was built 42 years ago and that close to one-third of all pubiic schools
were built prior to 1970 and not renovated since 1980.° At the same time, the United
States will spend over $200 billion in public school capital projects in the next decade.’
School districts are faced with an excellent opportunity to not only improve the quality of
their educational facilities, but also to contribute to the development of the communities

in which they reside and become stronger, more active members of these communities.

3 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, The Condition of Education
2000, NCES 2000-602, Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2000.

4 Strickland, Roy, ed. Designing a City of Learning: Paterson, NJ. New Bedford Massachusetts,
Reynoids-Dewalt Printing Inc., 2001, p. 1.




