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Overview

Over its 14-year history, the Mental Health Board has invested in programs and services for school-aged children – in school buildings during and after school hours, as well as at community-based sites.  These efforts have had mixed results, often due to changes and decisions made within the school district over which MHB has no influence.  Those changes and decisions clearly were not made with the intent to disrupt the impacts of the MHB funded projects.  Mostly, they were made without full understanding or knowledge of potential implications beyond the direct scope of the school or district.   Over the years, the Mental Health Board staff have worked to build relationships and alliances with school personnel – only for the individuals to be re-assigned or to no longer be employed within the district.

Now, with the majority of MHBs revenue coming from the Community Children’s Services Fund, it becomes even more imperative to identify and/or create solid, low-risk opportunities for assuring school aged children have all of the supports and services they need to succeed not only in school, but in all areas of their lives.

St. Louis certainly isn’t the only urban area to struggle with educating the children and youth who reside within its city limits.  Many urban school districts, large and small, face similar challenges.  A number of them have found ways to improve the outcomes for some of the most at-risk youth living in the most depleted neighborhoods.  

This paper will review elements that appear to be essential to the success of these programs as well as learning that helped the implementers navigate barriers and challenges.  There are many ideas and considerations that come from these projects that can be helpful to the Mental Health Board Trustees as they determine strategies for investing in positive outcomes for school-aged children in St. Louis.

Introduction

Most people would agree that current American urban school systems are not well positioned to meet the challenges of educating children at the high levels required by a 21st century global economy and technology-based society.  Add to these already significant challenges the fact that the children having the most difficult time succeeding academically are those who are “at-risk”.  These at-risk youth are living in persistent and concentrated poverty, with high incidences of ill health, inadequate housing, outrageous rates of unemployment, frequent and violent crime, fractured families, prevalent substance use and abuse and societal alienation. 

Given the urgency of the situation and the many systems, fields, disciplines and stakeholders that are committed to improving these circumstances, it seems obvious that the solution is for all with a stake in the successful transition of children to adulthood to take immediate and decisive action in their respective domains.  However, the real-world issues of limited resources and the fact that reform in one sector often unintentionally impedes the work and progress of another have caused the results from most of these intra-disciplinary focused efforts to be disappointing at best.  A successful strategy must include, at the very least, communication and coordination among the stakeholders.

Research shows that in addition to a multi-disciplinary cooperative effort, change is most often successful when implemented in small concentrated areas.  Broad-based, decentralized change typically requires consideration of many factors and includes input from parties who are removed from the day-to-day situation.   This consensus process waters down good intentions into policies and practices that no longer have meaning or relevance to the individual schools and their communities.  Successful approaches to improving school outcomes and alleviating barriers to learning require a certain degree of autonomy on the local community school level with support, backing, and reinforcement from centralized districts and decision-makers.

The reform efforts discussed in this paper do include many of the types of services and activities found in other strategies, such as Community Education Centers (established in St. Louis Public Schools in partnership with city government in 1968) and Communities in Schools.  Yet the reach into and embracing of the community is much more profound in the strategies proposed.  The endeavor becomes one of making the school and/or educational experience the foundation for supporting the entire community to address the social issues that are common to youth, adults and seniors living in the neighborhood, as well as business owners and merchants who are located there as well.  

Community Education Centers do utilize the school building and district resources to provide extended and enhanced learning opportunities, offer family-oriented recreation and addresses health and mental health awareness.  These centers bring some benefits to the local communities however, they are coordinated at the district level and are not implemented on a day-to-day, round the clock, year-round basis.  The intent is to increase certain opportunities and awareness in the community, but not necessarily to create systemic neighborhood change.  Communities in Schools (CIS) is a not-for-profit school-community brokerage that focuses on bringing resources into the school that help youth overcome nonacademic barriers to learning.  CIS, formed in 1978, operates in nearly 3,000 schools across the country.  They provide access to services to nearly two million students annually.  A recent study by the United Way reports that schools where CIS is involved on a daily or weekly basis experienced dramatically increased attendance and proficiency test scores in comparison with schools without a CIS presence.  Similarly, an Ohio State University control group study of Champion Middle School students shows that those attending a CIS 21st Century Community after-school program improved their grades and attendance compared to their non-attending peers.  

These are good results - and by expanding this concept a broader spectrum of positive impacts are likely to be gained - not just by students attending the school - but by all members living and working in the neighborhood.  

The Lighted Schoolhouse Strategy

The Lighted Schoolhouse approach completely changes the concept of schools and school buildings beyond the place where children and teachers convene to learn and teach to a place perceived as the center of the community where people of all ages gather to learn, recreate, solve common problems and nurture families and neighborhoods.  This approach tends to include schools across all grade levels in the community as well as local churches, neighborhood centers and housing complexes.  This type of educational reform and community redevelopment goes far beyond the occasional use by the community of the school building or of the school district hosting continuing education classes.  This concept uses the school and its building as the “glue” that helps to bring and hold the community together.  This kind of an initiative brings all of the stakeholders together to address the extended needs of the community in a holistic, coordinated, innovative way.  Educational improvements, youth development, community progress and service enhancements are all incorporated in an all-inclusive manner that is appropriate to the culture, needs and strengths of the local community.  Multiple neighborhoods within a given district may opt to employ this strategy.  However, each local community builds its own initiative – recruiting the necessary and appropriate leaders and advocates who implement its specific enterprise.

In a study sponsored by the National Center on Education in the Inner Cities, a unit in the Temple University Center for Research in Human Development and Education outlines some fundamental factors present in successful Lighted Schoolhouse strategies.   The article was commissioned for a National Invitational Conference Report on Improving Results for Children and Families by Connecting Collaborative Services with School Reform Efforts and was published in the CEIC Review V8, N2 in September 1999.  The study drew on learning from a cross-section of 20 well-regarded school-community initiatives through surveys, interviews and group discussions.  The following describes nine key aspects of successful endeavors:

Initiation and Linkages

Public sector leadership, especially at statewide levels has helped to create a catalyst and at times the motivation for change.  Leadership and derivation from the nonprofit private sector infuses new ideas and brings a broad base of support to community-based educational initiatives. Regardless of which sector originates the venture – public or nonprofit - commitment and involvement of both is essential.  Neither jurisdiction has the financial, political, human or community resources to succeed in this kind of endeavor alone.  It does require that individuals with decision-making authority work to build trust, share responsibility, and generate community support.  
Governance

Successful Lighted schoolhouse initiatives must have local decision-making and management ability.  The local effort may be overseen by collaborative bodies made up of representatives from the various sectors engaged in the initiative, however, the day-to-day management must be individual school and community centered.  This local control includes implementing and coordinating activities, supervising staff, and evaluating and expanding program efforts.  Parents, community members, providers and school staff are involved in decision-making at the site level, usually in an advisory role.  The greater the community involvement and stronger the personal relationships of the members of the advisory group, the more consistent and sustained are the improvements and impacts that are experienced.

Staffing
Nearly two-thirds of successful Lighted Schoolhouse initiatives have a full-time coordinator at the site level.  The coordinator is supervised, at least partially, by the school principal – whether or not a direct district employee.  In the best of situations, the principal and coordinator work as partners, but a more typical relationship is one of host and guest.  Over time, though, as the school begins to experience clear benefits and trust is built, a more equal partnership is likely to develop.

Financing

Most Lighted Schoolhouse enterprises rely on multiple sources for core cash funding with State funds, nonprofit organizations (including United Way, universities, traditional service delivery organizations and foundations) and local, general-purpose government resources being the primary capital.  Even the most successful initiatives tend to receive $100,000 or less in cash support each year – with the greatest assets coming from in-kind and redirected services from the local school district, community service providers and neighborhood businesses.

Activities
One of the essential components of Lighted Schoolhouse initiatives is the broad and comprehensive range of services and activities provided at, or near, the actual school building.  The array of services can include tutoring and literacy services, parent education, referral services, employment training and placement, housing support, economic development, youth development, mental health and health services, as well as recreation, community building and other family support services.  The type and intensity of the services are determined based on community needs and preferences.  Another key aspect of the activities associated with this strategy is that they are provided year round, 7-days a week and during day and evening hours.

Location
Being a Lighted Schoolhouse strategy, the initiative is based primarily in and at neighborhood schools.  The most successful implementation incorporates schools at all levels of education from pre-K through high school.  In some cases, it works well to incorporate other venues within the neighborhood in providing services, at least some times.

Participation
All Lighted Schoolhouse initiatives have as their main focus school-aged youth.  It has been learned that widening the scope to include services, activities and benefits for all local residents helps to assure a broad base of support in the community.  The more community support, the more likely the initiative can be successfully sustained.

Accountability

Few initiatives currently employ results-based accountability, though it is important to understand what is being accomplished for whom and under what circumstances.   Leaders and conveners in developing Lighted Schoolhouse strategies should incorporate results oriented accountability that is shared and agreed to by all stakeholders.

Technical Assistance
Initiatives that receive technical assistance and support in the areas of designing results and accountability systems, engaging public support, building parent participation and professional development are most likely to successfully navigate pitfalls and overcome barriers.

The Lighted Schoolhouse as Compared to other Common Initiatives

The Lighted Schoolhouse approach differs from other common initiatives in that it does not so much focus on bringing academic enhancement services into the school building, but rather on building the school as the beacon of the community.  A Lighted Schoolhouse Community intentionally sets out to systemically create healthy, affordable, safe environments for all inhabitants, workers and visitors to the neighborhood.  Additionally, local stakeholders provide the leadership and vision, rather than an external brokerage agency.  The school and neighborhood fully own the initiative, its implementation and the results.

It is clear that a Lighted Schoolhouse strategy would require the participation of a school district or system that is comfortable with local decision-making and management, that has a stable leadership that is committed to the initiative, and that values the contribution of private and local partners.  These criteria may not yet be in place in the St. Louis Public School District; however, many of the school-aged population in the city attend Charter, parochial and other non-public schools.  More than a few of these school systems do meet these requirements and need support to help the children attending their schools to succeed.

There has been a trend over the last few years, but especially after the St. Louis Public School District lost its accreditation, for youth to leave the city public schools in favor of Charter and non-public schools.  According to district demographic information listed on the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website, enrollment in SLPS has gone from 40,868 in 2002 to 32,135 in 2007 – a decline of nearly 9,000 in 5 years.  This has created a challenge for the school systems the students have moved to who now have a larger population of high-need and at-risk youth.  Charter schools have enrolled almost exclusively past SLPS youth who already have long histories of below average academic skills.  Of the youth who were not previously served by SLPS, many of them turned to Charter schools because they were unable to meet the behavioral or academic standards of parochial and private schools.  The parochial and private schools are in a catch-22 because of their tuition-based income.  These high costs already stretch the abilities of many city families - neither they nor the schools have the resources to provide intensive behavioral and academic supports that meet the needs of at-risk youth.

Regardless of whether city youth are attending a school within the SLPS district, or if they are enrolled in other city schools, they live in the same environments that are often primary contributors to the barriers and obstacles to learning.  In order to successfully deliver needed services to school-aged children in the City of St. Louis, children participating in all educational programs need access, support, and encouragement to benefit from the learning opportunities presented to them. 

The School-Linked Community Strategy

The School-Linked Community Strategy is similar to the Lighted Schoolhouse in that it has a local rather than centralized focus and it requires extensive community-based support.  The primary difference is that in this approach, the community does not deeply engage with the school system, but takes the responsibility for addressing non-academic barriers to learning.  The community effort does communicate and cooperate with the local schools, encourages and supports school-based academic efforts, and facilitates and promotes parent involvement in the learning experiences of their children, but does not directly integrate the academic and nonacademic services and activities.  All of the interventions and services are originated, created, developed, implemented and coordinated by the community-based initiative, but the focus is on removing the barriers to students learning while at school.  There are clearly defined roles in that the school is responsible for in-school time learning and the community efforts focus on meeting nonacademic needs outside of school.  The community and school linkage is created via the shared outcome of youth achieving academic success – the community simply takes a different route to get there.  The community comes together to embrace their youth and reduces the burden on the school system so that they all experience positive gains and impacts.  It is community reform and redevelopment with the goal of improving the educational experiences and outcomes for the local youth.

Included in key learning about developing a School-Linked Community strategy is how to organize the effort, recruit necessary resources (human and financial), engage in a cooperative positive way and sustain the effort.  The following is a presentation of essential elements and crucial conditions in order for the initiative to be successful.

Local Intent and Commitment

The local community and neighborhood have to own the initiative.  They do not necessarily have to have originated the idea, but they absolutely must wholly embrace it and adopt the undertaking.  The community leaders and advocates must proactively bring about the change they desire.  The facilitators and conveners of a School-Linked Community initiative have to have more than the desire for change, they must create the change – often times in neighborhoods where the greatest poverty is that of hope and optimism.

Clarity of Roles and Boundaries

In most cases, schools will be open to and welcoming of efforts by others to help support their goals and mission.  The schools frequently, however, do not perceive that they have the time, resources or responsibility to contribute to activities beyond their immediate scope of teaching during school hours.  Leaders and contributors in a School-Linked Community approach must work with the individual schools to determine what they can accept and are willing to provide.  The role of the community-based movement is to determine where they need to fill gaps, enhance current services and activities, and expand resources.  The initiative must allow and encourage the schools to take responsibility and be accountable for their efforts and contributions – while clearly establishing the results and actions it is committed to undertake.  At the same time, the community must clearly assert it will not address through its initiative any decisions or activities that are within the purview of the school.
Unity in Purpose and Shared Vision

All participants whether leaders, contributors, external resources, or consultants must have a clear vision that is agreed upon.  The vision for the School-Linked Community initiative becomes the foundation and compass for all endeavors associated with the reform movement.  As the initiative grows, broadens and expands, the vision guides direction and builds consensus among new members and contributors.

Accountability

Along with clear roles and shared vision, specific results must be identified that relate to all of the activities and undertakings of the School-Linked Community initiative.  Progress toward results will help to sustain the group during start-up and expansion times, demonstrate the commitment of the initiative, help to bring on additional supports and resources and provide concrete evidence of the impacts that are achieved.

Buy-in and Benefits

School-Linked Community initiatives depend on the advocacy, activism, involvement and engagement of a large number and broad spectrum of leaders, contributors and participants.  In order to recruit resources that have the necessary dedication, they must believe in the concept and vision and understand the benefits they will experience through their contribution.  Leaders and conveners of the initiative must be prepared to market the benefits of the initiative to a wide range of individuals, groups, and systems in ways that allow them to see how their investment reaps a pay off that is meaningful to them.  The interaction between and among this assortment of allies must be reciprocal.  Memoranda of understanding with groups and organizations can help to outline not only the contributions made, but also the results and values experienced as well. 

Logical and Grounded

In determining how to identify and recruit leaders, advocates and contributors into a School-Linked Community initiative, facilitators and conveners have to understand how the potential candidate or group logically connects to the needs of the community.  Intensive coordination and management are required to prevent duplication and turf wars from impeding the efficiency and effectiveness of the initiative.  This coordination must take into account the services and activities already available at the school and in the neighborhood, as well as any new resources brought into the mix.  In addition, a solid grounding in the culture, values and norms of the neighborhood and its inhabitants is extremely important for all partners.

Greater than the Sum of Its Parts

Not only should everyone involved in the School-Linked Community initiative experience benefits and returns for the time, money, and energy invested, but the initiative itself should reap rewards far greater than any of the participants could achieve independently.  The increase in efficiencies, sharing of resources, reduction in duplication of efforts, and increased cooperation should all occur and create positive impacts on the partners, the neighborhood, the school and the broader community.

School-Linked Community – the Answer to Common School Reform Barriers
A School-Linked Community initiative is implemented outside of the confines of the school system, therefore, the politics and procedural red tape that can often kill change efforts can be circumvented or avoided.  However, it is an intensive undertaking and requires the facilitation and leadership of an organization or group that is highly skilled in brokering partnerships, convening stakeholders, building alliances, and inspiring action.  

The hard cash investment is not necessarily a barrier or obstacle to implementation because of the shared nature of the approach.  The more advocates, members and participants that become involved, the more capacity to create efficiencies and utilize in-kind and redistributed resources.  Attracting investment of cash and other support from a broader range of sources is a viable option because of the neighborhood community focus of the initiative.  Funders and foundations that are not traditionally associated with education have an opportunity to connect with the more expansive vision and scope of a School Linked Community.  

School systems that are struggling to sustain stable leadership, adequate funding, qualified teaching personnel and structural and physical plant integrity do not have to obstruct the movement either.  The initiative works to help the school shore-up assets that are currently present and works outside of the school system to enhance academic and fulfill nonacademic needs.   This approach to improved learning can achieve impacts regardless of the current school status and with minimal school commitment – primarily because the focus rests on improving the environments and environmental conditions in which the students live.  Removing these extra burdens from the school allows teachers to teach and students to become unfettered in their efforts to learn.   

Table 1: Comparison of Key Components of the Two Strategies
	
	Lighted Schoolhouse
	School-Linked Community

	Educational Reform
	X
	

	Community Development
	X
	X

	Embedded in School
	X
	

	Neighborhood Involvement
	X
	X

	Requires local resident and stakeholder ownership
	X
	X

	Multi-Disciplinary Approach
	X
	X

	Cross-Systems Approach
	X
	X

	Integrated educational & social service focus
	X
	X

	Requires public-private collaboration and partnership
	X
	X

	Governance shared by School System & Neighborhood/Community
	X
	

	Requires district level buy-in & support
	X
	

	Requires full school personnel buy-in & support
	X
	

	Incorporates academic & non-academic services & interventions
	X
	X

	Serves youth & other neighborhood inhabitants, workers & visitors
	X
	X

	Requires a shared vision & agreement on common goals and results
	X
	X

	Requires clarity of roles and accountability
	X
	X

	Requires facilitation by impartial, committed 3rd party convener
	X
	X

	
	
	


Summary and Exemplary Models

Nationally, urban areas are moving school reform beyond the schoolhouse walls and district central offices and into the neighborhoods and communities where schoolchildren reside.  This trend has occurred for several reasons including: 

· the inability for large, centralized school district to respond to the urgency of the situation

· political and systemic barriers present within the district, 

· attrition and replacement of school and district personnel, 

· disconnects between the school district and the culture and values of local neighborhoods and their residents, 

· lack of school and district resources to address the broad range of barriers that impede learning and  

· research and studies lead to the conclusion that strategies and interventions that were scattered about in various schools within a district and that did not have intensive coordination with local resources and community members were not having systemic or sustainable impacts.

There are numerous models that have been used to successfully implement the 2 strategies discussed in this paper.  Should the Mental Health board choose to go in either of these directions, they may want to consider replicating or integrating aspects of community oriented projects effectively employed in other urban areas.  Three such models are Beacon Schools and The Harlem Children’s Zone and Local Education Funds.  Beacon Schools and the Harlem Children’s Zone both originated in New York City, and have now adopted in other urban areas.  Another model implemented nationally is the Local Education Fund.    

Beacon Schools 
The Beacon School-Based Community Centers are school-based community centers open afterschool, evenings, and weekends for an average of 10-12 hours a day offering children, young people and families a wide range of services. The goal of the program is to offer integrated services and activities for positive youth development and to develop a sense of community linked to the school and home.  The first 10 Beacons were established in 1991, in response to the recommendations of a study group, chaired by former Attorney General Nicholas deB. Katzenbach.  Their intent was to develop a coordinated anti-drug strategy for New York City by creating safe havens for children, youth and families and to stand as a symbol of hope and opportunity in the neighborhoods most affected by substance abuse, crime and violence. Since that time, the Beacons have expanded to 80 throughout the five boroughs of New York City. 

Beacons are managed by non-profit community-based organizations (CBO's) working collaboratively with their Community School Boards, principals, advisory boards, parents, teachers, school administrators, youth, church leaders, private and City service providers and sub-contractors.  The school principal works closely with the managing organization and board to ensure smooth implementation and running of the center. 

Various community agencies use school facilities to offer educational services, job training, parenting workshops, and counseling to families in need of such services. After-school programs for students consist of tutoring, athletic leagues, clubs, and computer classes. Students and their families also have cultural and recreational activities provided.

The Beacon Schools model is an example of a Lighted Schoolhouse.

The Harlem Children’s Zone

Founded in 1970, The Harlem Children's Zone is a non-profit, community-based organization that works to enhance the quality of life for children and families in some of New York City's most devastated neighborhoods. The emphasis of The Children's Zone work is not just on education, social service and recreation, but on rebuilding the very fabric of community life.    Harlem Children’s Zone has become a national standard-bearer for a simple but far-reaching idea: It is difficult, often impossible, to raise healthy children in a disintegrated community. Without local institutions that draw families and young people together around common interests and activities — religious, social, and recreational organizations, effective schools, safe and well- used public spaces — even the most heroic child-rearing is likely to fail.

Conversely, by gathering and organizing members of the community around activities of

common interest — particularly the healthy development of children — even the most

devastating conditions can be reversed. Harlem Children’s Zone has demonstrated amazing success by focusing that kind of activity on the well-being of children in Central Harlem, where poverty and unemployment are many times higher than national averages, education and student achievement fall well below U.S. and New York City levels, and the rate of foster care placement is the highest in the state.  

The following are some achievements of the Harlem Children’s Zone in FY 2007.

·  16,000 children and families served.

· For the fifth year in a row, 100% of Harlem Gems Pre-K students tested "school ready" at the end of the school year.

·  HCZ youth of all ages won hundreds of awards at film festivals, chess competitions, and martial arts tournaments.

· Through Lehman Brothers Investment Camp, a program offering engaging workshops about the economy, the stock market, investing and personal finance, HCZ students earned a profit of over $17,000.

· High school youth continued on their path to college, with 97.8% of juniors and seniors expressing the desire to attend college and 96.5% of high school seniors visiting at least one college.

· 142 students entered college in the fall, all of which received an HCZ scholarship of a laptop computer or $1,000 for school-related costs. This class doubled the number of HCZ students now in college to nearly 300.

· Graduating high school seniors from HCZ secured a total of $2,253,561 in scholarships for college.

· HCZ prepared tax returns for 2,935 Central Harlem residents, with refunds totaling $4.8 million, with over $1.7 million earmarked for the Earned Income Tax Credit.

The Harlem Children’s Zone is an example of School-Linked Communities.

Local Education Funds

Local Education Funds (LEFs) are tax-exempt, nonprofit, community-based organizations that work to improve student achievement for all children attending public schools. A local education fund convenes key players in the community, administers innovative school programs, brokers resources, awards grants, and enhances the visibility and value of the public schools. LEFs are independent of the school districts they serve and are focused on the improvement and reform of the public school system as a whole. LEFs are organized as ongoing community organizations, with professional full-time staff and a board of directors reflective of the communities they serve.
LEFs convene a wide range of stakeholders to help develop and implement local public school improvement strategies. In cooperation with schools, businesses, and other community-based organizations, LEFs broker creative school reform initiatives with teachers, school boards, and administrators.  Local Education Funds are propelled by the belief that improving educational environments for children is too big a task for school districts to undertake alone.  Over the last fifteen years 43 LEFs around the country have become viable and assertive players in educational change efforts in their communities. Network members work in 25 states and the District of Columbia, in over 260 school districts, and serve approximately five million students, the majority low income. LEFs in many communities appear to have been able to sustain a consistent reform vision and focused programming over many years, bridging successive waves of reform in politically turbulent districts.
LEFs were set up to be fast-moving, nimble, non-bureaucratic, and able to take on areas of work that posed greater organizational or political challenges to large and inflexible school bureaucracies.  LEFs, in contrast to many of the thousands of local school foundations across the country, galvanize support for their constituent districts, but also prod them to make fundamental changes in a range of policies and practices.  Each LEF is an individual and somewhat unique entity – planning and implementing strategies appropriate to the needs of their constituents.  What they do share in common is their function as brokers in change efforts are are thereby able to develop an astonishing array of partnerships to assist them in their work. The work of the LEFs is grounded in the belief that meaningful progress in education will be achieved only when key stakeholders communicate and collaborate with one another. LEFs work to bring people and groups together to achieve a common purpose, even when the parties may be in conflict.  Another commonality is the areas of impact focused on by LEFs, which is generally concentrated in one or more (usually two to three) of five program areas:

· professional development for teachers and administrators;

· public engagement in educational issues;

· programs that connect families, schools, and social services;

· the transition to college, post-secondary training, and careers; and

· the use of technology.

Local Education Funds are implemented differently in each city.  Most tend to be School-Linked Communities, but some function like a Lighted Schoolhouse. 

Points for Further Consideration

· Would one or more of these strategies be a viable alternative to MHB’s current approach of funding individual agencies to offer services in individual schools?

· Would one or more of these approaches offer greater opportunities to achieve a higher level of positive results for children?

· Does the current environment in SLPS offer opportunities to engage in close collaboration?
· Is working with students enrolled in SLPS a priority over students enrolled in other schools?
· Would other funders likely join MHB to support such reforms?

· Are there agencies with track records in advocacy and community organizing to lead such efforts?

· Does MHB have the leadership capacity, ability to convene, and skills in facilitation to initiate and support one or more of these strategies?

· Are there enough service providers who have the conviction to engage in integrated, comprehensive partnerships for change?

Conclusion
The Mental Health Board, as administrators of the Community Children’s Services Fund, has the obligation and opportunity to assure the children in St. Louis grow up safe and have opportunities to succeed.  If these children are not able to read, write, do math and otherwise achieve academically, they will be unable to take advantage of any opportunities to succeed.  It is always a challenge to impact change within another system, and the St. Louis Public School District is a system that presents even more challenges.  There has been a change in Superintendants almost yearly over the last 6 years, accreditation has been removed, an administrative board has been appointed, an unbalanced budget has been pervasive, and enrollment is steadily declining.  There are a multitude of reasons, excuses and causes for this near-crisis situation and blame is not an approach that will ever lead to improvement.  Changing the focus of the discussion away from dissecting the problems facing the school system and shifting it to discovering proactive ways to bolstering children’s ability to be ready and able to learn while at school can bring a new energy and sense of optimism to the venture.  The best course is to acknowledge the state of the situation, determine the strategy and actions that best suit the needs and opportunities, build alliances based on shared vision and commitment, and get to work.

One of the great treasures of the City of St. Louis is the history and continued culture of neighborhoods.  Building on the strengths of this inherent social structure, inspiring renewed hope with the residents of these neighborhoods, and bringing a diverse array of stakeholders and concerned citizens into the mix takes St. Louis back to its roots as a thriving, exciting, successful urban haven. 

Resources
Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website – www.dese.mo.gov
St. Louis Public School District website – www.slps.org 

New York City Department of Youth and Community Development website - www.nyc.gov/html/dycd 
Afterschool Alliance website – www.afterschoolalliance.org
Public Education Network website – www.publiceducation.org 

The Harlem Children’s Zone website – www.hcz.org
United Activities Unlimited PS18 Beacon Center website - www.uaups18beacon.org 
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