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Moving from survival to fulfi llment: 
A planning framework for community schools
The authors suggest a three-part conceptual framework to help community 
school coordinators plan and assess the wide range of services they provide to 
children and families.

By Wendy E. Shaia and 
Nadine Finigan-Carr 

Community schools are designed to integrate a 
variety of academic programs, social services, and 
economic supports for students, families, and com-
munity members by strategically bringing resources 
from partner organizations into schools. This holis-
tic approach moves beyond a narrow focus on indi-
vidual children and considers the larger forces that 
infl uence students’ well-being. 

While community schools operate in a wide range 
of urban and rural areas, they play particularly im-
portant roles in neighborhoods affected by poverty, 
systematic disinvestment, and segregation (Shaia, 
2016; Shaia & Crowder, 2017). One of the key fi gures 
in every community school is the site coordinator, 
a dedicated member of the school’s leadership team 
who identifi es students and families’ most pressing 
needs and directs resources to help meet them. To-
day, though, when all kinds of schools are subject 
to constant measurement and tough demands for 
accountability, community school coordinators are 
confronting diffi cult questions about their work. 
Critics ask, for example, precisely what outcomes 
do they hope to achieve? And why favor the com-
munity schools model rather than other approaches 
for delivering services to those who need them? 

In this article, we offer a planning framework 
meant to help fl esh out the mission, goals, and de-
sired outcomes of local community schools, as well as 
to highlight the distinct value of the larger commu-
nity schools model. Specifi cally, we describe what are 
typically called the transactional and transformative
approaches to coordinating and delivering services, 
and we suggest a third approach, which we call fulfi ll-
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housing policies, unjust patterns of criminal sentenc-
ing, and a lack of access to child care, transportation, 
and other services.

Neither of these efforts — finding ways to meet 
transactional needs and providing transformational 
opportunities to build social bonds and address the 
causes of everyday problems — is straightforward. 
Gains and successes often unravel due to the trau-
matic experiences of students, families, teachers, 
school staff, administrators, and others living and 
working in segregated and impoverished communi-
ties (Shaia, 2016).  

For this reason, we recommend also that com-
munity schools design and deliver programs meant 
to promote what we call fulfillment: the capacity to 
withstand and counteract the continuing effects of 
poverty by building healthy relationships, finding av-
enues for creative expression, managing stress, and 
planning for the future. For example, this might in-
clude school and community services that focus on 
restorative justice, mindfulness, social-emotional 
learning, character development, and the building 
of leadership skills.  

To help community schools decide how to priori-
tize, assess, and evaluate the services they provide, we 
have found it useful to organize these approaches into 
a framework loosely modeled after Abraham Maslow’s 
(1943) well-known Hierarchy of Needs (see Figure 1). 
Most fundamental is the work of addressing transac-
tional needs by bringing in partner organizations to 

ment, that points toward more ambitious outcomes 
for children and other community members. 

Three dimensions of planning

A transactional approach to planning and pro-
gramming focuses on the long-term quality and sus-
tainability of essential services that must be provided 
continuously. For example, this includes efforts to 
keep food pantries stocked and accessible, provide 
winter coats and other clothing when necessary, ar-
range health and dental care for those who are suf-
fering, offer financial coaching to families during tax 
season, and meet emergency housing needs for those 
who’ve had to leave their homes. Such transactional 
services are absolutely critical, as they are meant to 
ensure day-to-day survival and stability for children 
and their families.

Transformational services aim to help children and 
families develop and strengthen their own power to 
determine the course of their lives. At this level, the 
focus is not just to meet immediate needs but also 
to build a sense of agency and self-esteem by tap-
ping opportunities for collective action. For example, 
students and their caregivers might be asked to help 
identify specific ways to improve their schools and 
communities, such as by creating academically chal-
lenging after-school programs or confronting bias in 
school disciplinary practices. Often, a transformative 
approach is meant to address the deeper root causes of 
everyday problems facing families, such as inequitable 

FIGURE 1.
A three-part mission for community schools

Source: Shaia, W.E. (2016). University-supported community schools: One organization’s journey. Universities and Community 

Schools, 8 (1-2), 55-63.
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begun to address the level of fulfillment (e.g., by 
teaching mindfulness, prioritizing student’s social-
emotional learning, and expanding access to college 
and career planning). However, many schools strug-
gle at the transformational level where the aim is not 
just to provide basic services and teach new skills but 
to form partnerships with students and parents that 
will help them build their own power. 

At this level, community school staff must be will-
ing to relinquish some control and play a supportive 
role for students, parents, and community members 
as they become leaders, strengthen their voices, and 
perhaps even disagree with and demand changes in 
the school and other service providers. Teachers, 
staff, and site coordinators may find it difficult to 
take a back seat in this way. But local community 
members must be motivated and empowered to 
stand up, criticize the status quo, define the changes 
they want, and act (Lee, 2001), whether that means 
leading voter registration drives, advocating for new 
legislation, or organizing parents to change school 
policies. (See Figure 2 for examples of the kinds of 
activities associated with each level.) 

While community school site coordinators may 
lead the effort to plan and manage local programs, 
this type of transformational work cannot depend 
solely on them. Rather, it requires an organization-
wide commitment to sharing certain kinds of leader-
ship with members of the community. School admin-
istrators, in particular, must agree to keep the lines 
of communication open to students and parents who 

stock the food pantry, distribute clothing, offer medi-
cal, dental, and mental health treatment, and provide 
other essential services and supports. Only if basic 
needs are met can site coordinators make successful 
efforts to engage children and parents in school and 
community activities, help them organize to influence 
school practices, and help school leadership and staff 
become more responsive.

Further, community schools can best engage chil-
dren and families in pursuing more fulfilling lives 
if they have also made progress at the transforma-
tional level.   

Our proposed framework is neither linear nor 
chronological — community schools should focus 
on whichever level makes sense for them and their 
clients at the time. The important thing is that they 
take an intentional and strategic approach to decid-
ing which levels to address, when, how, and with what 
resources. When considering any new program or 
when taking a second look at an existing program, 
they should ask themselves: Precisely what outcome 
is this activity designed to achieve? Is it focused on 
meeting transactional needs, addressing the root 
causes of local problems, or laying the foundation 
for students and families to thrive over the long term? 

Many community schools provide effective pro-
grams and services at the transactional level (e.g., 
running food pantries and health clinics). Further, 
in recent years, as educators and social workers have 
become more informed about the causes and effects 
of childhood and family trauma, many schools have 

FIGURE 2.
Community school activities associated with each part of their mission
 Mission  Program /activity  Target  Focus

Fulfillment Counseling/therapy
Case management
Mindfulness
Restorative practices
Leadership training
Parenting training

Individual
Family
Groups

Consequences of poverty

Transformative Community organizing
Parent organizing
Student organizing
Coalition building
Advocacy
Letter writing
Visits to lawmakers
Social media
Voter registration & education

Lawmakers
Anchor institutions
Community members
Media
Philanthropy
Social service agencies
Individual
Family

Root causes of poverty

Transactional Food pantry
Clothing
Housing support
Medical visits
Dental visits
Tax preparation
Financial counseling
Job training/placement

Individual
Family

Consequences of poverty

Source: Prepared by Shaia, W.E. & Finigan-Carr, N.
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more engaged and empowered to pursue their own 
goals, it becomes difficult to distinguish between 
the accomplishments of the community school and 
the things community members have accomplished 
through their own actions. In short, cooperative 
partnerships — featuring joint planning and shared 
responsibility among stakeholder groups — are 
tricky to assess. Measuring the long-term changes 
in community members’ behaviors, beliefs, and en-
gagement is important, as is assessing the quality 
of the shared decision making, the effectiveness of 
the partnership, and efforts to pursue changes at the 
community school or elsewhere in the community.

This goes well beyond the typical effort to measure 
a program’s outcomes against predetermined met-
rics. For example, the assessment might include sur-
veys of community members’ well-being and mental 
health — both individually and throughout the wider 
community — using tools such as interviews, focus 
groups, document analysis, and other instruments, 
such as the Wilder Collaboration Factors Inventory 
(Mattesich, Murray-Close, & Monsey, 2001).

This is complex and time-consuming work, but 
given the nature of the challenges facing people in 
areas affected by intense poverty and segregation, 
there is no choice but to embrace that complexity. 
Community schools can help students and families 
meet immediate needs, create a hopeful vision for 
the future, and achieve long-term, sustainable im-
provements in their lives. But, to do so, site coordi-
nators must be diligent in planning, delivering, and 
assessing the wide-ranging services and supports that 
they provide, touching on all three of the missions 
described here.  K
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choose to express their needs and desires, exercise 
their rights, and call for specific changes. That may 
strike some people as a recipe for disaster, bringing 
endless conflict into the school, but administrators 
must keep in mind that the most vocal students and 
parents tend to be the most engaged and dedicated 
to long-term improvement.  

Assessing outcomes at each level

Of these three levels of programming, transac-
tional services tend to be the simplest to assess, as 
they can often be counted or measured quantita-
tively. For example, a community can assess a food 
bank’s effect by counting the number and percentage 
of families who receive food, measuring the amount 
of food distributed, or calculating the number of peo-
ple who could potentially be provided with the mini-
mum recommended number of servings per day for 
each food group (Cotugna, Vickery, & Glick, 1994). 

The other two levels of the framework (trans-
formative and fulfillment) are not as easily quanti-
fied. Rather, the challenge is to assess the quality of 
processes, outputs, and outcomes and then use that 
information to demonstrate each program’s effect 
and inform efforts to improve it. Further, at these 
two levels, assessment tends to occur over an ex-
tended time since the goal is to measure long-term 
changes in stakeholders’ behaviors, sense of agency, 
and engagement as well as to determine the extent to 
which specific programs and services contributed to 
those changes. At a minimum, then, the evaluation 
of programs focusing on transformation and fulfill-
ment should include: 

• A mix of formative and summative methods of 
assessment, with stakeholders invited to help 
choose and develop those methods; 

• Well-defined metrics to measure changes in 
community engagement; and

• A commitment to sharing data, highlighting 
promising practices, and using findings to help 
guide school operations and strategic planning. 

Given the emphasis on helping children and fami-
lies take active roles in improving their own schools 
and communities, it is hard to overstate how critical it 
is to gather input from key stakeholders throughout 
the assessment process. Further, every assessment 
plan should begin with a community mapping activ-
ity that identifies the specific groups represented in 
the area and asks members of each group to define 
their most pressing needs and goals, their priorities 
for school improvement, and the extent to which the 
community school’s services are (or could be) aligned 
with those priorities. 

At the same time, as children and families become 


