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School-Community 
Partnerships 
and the Homeless

Working together, school and community can 
become the extended family of homeless students, 
fulfilling many of the needs their own families are
unable to meet. '

____I _________ 
MARIA LUISA GONZALEZ

C ity Park is proof that a school 
can successfully serve diverse 
populations, including the home 

less. Two years ago. I was principal of 
this inner-city Dallas, Texas, school, 
then an early childhood center for chil 
dren from pre-kindergarten through 3rd 
grade. More than half the population 
were Hispanic, one-third were black, 
and the remaining were mainly Anglo 
children residing at one of the three 
nearby downtown shelters for the home 
less. The uniting characteristic of me 
majority of these children was poverty.

However, it was our homeless stu 
dents who became the catalyst in bring 
ing together resources from all sectors 
of the community to help the children. 
Through the dedication of our teaching 
and support staff, the community had 
become aware that these children were 
willingly accepted and made part of a 
strong academic program (with 100 per 
cent mastery on the state's criterion-ref 
erenced test). Then, when community 
members learned about the tremendous 
needs of these children, they respond 
ed—and a partnership was created. 
Today, City Park School is considered 
an exemplary program for homeless stu 
dents—1 of the top 15 in the nation.

Local Churches Pitch In

When students suffer the compounding 
effects of poverty, the school may pro 

vide the only enrichment and recreation 
in their lives. However, because of the 
fast-paced curriculum that we must ad 
here to daily, we had difficulty extend 
ing our efforts into enrichment and 
recreation. To help us, our major 
adopter, the First Presbyterian Church, 
conducted a Saturday School. Once a 
week, volunteers from the church pro 
vided field trips and worked with young 
children in arts and crafts.

The Saturday School volunteers 
worked closely with the City Park staff, 
immediately notifying us if they detect 
ed ^iy problems. For example, when a 
volunteer discovered that a little girl had 
trouble sitting because her mother had 
spanked her, we were able to enroll the 
mother in a parenting program at our 
school.

The First Presbyterian Church went 
beyond offering Saturday classes for stu 
dents. They also provided computer 
equipment, with hardware and software 
that were compatible with the school's 
computer lab. In addition, they were in 
strumental in writing a grant for $40,000 
to buy much needed new playground 
equipment for our school. In addition, 
the^generous scholarship fund they 
helped establish—for students who had 
attended City Park and wished to attend 
a college or university upon graduation 
from high school—helped |aise the ca 
reer aspirations of our boys and girls.

Another organization, the Dallas Jew 

ish Coalition for the Homeless, also pro 
vided many resources, including volun 
teers who tutored in the classroom.on a 
daily basis. Every week many of these 
women also ate lunch with the children 
to help us provide the nurturing children 
need. In memory of a couple who had 
been strong supporters of the school, the 
Jewish Coalition set up a library fund to 
provide money to replace books inad 
vertently lost due to the high mobility of 
the population. Through this fund, we 
were able to strengthen our commitment 
to make the homeless feel "at home" 
while at school. And, finally, the Jew 
ish Coalition contracted with the 
YWCA to arrange day-care activities 
after school for all our students for a 
year. They later set up a permanent ac 
tivity center for all homeless children to 
attend either after school or during the 
weekend.

Business and Service Groups 
Do Their Part

Business and service organizations also 
enhanced our efforts to serve our needy 
students. During the Christmas holi 
days, for example, a local talk-radio sta 
tion adopted City Park. For a month, 
the station collected toys and clothing 
and then organized a special program to 
distribute the items to our students: Ap 
preciative parents often remarked that 
these were the only gifts their children 
would be receiving that winter.

A private law firm established a fund 
to provide instructional material's not 
available through the district. From 
our teachers' "wish lists," the firm 
would then estimate the budget and 
issue a check for the amount requested. 
We spent a large percentage of the 
money on manipulatives, as children 
learn better through concrete, hands-on
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activities.
Other groups, such as the Lion's 

Club, took some of our neediest chil 
dren to a department store to buy new 
clothing every year. In a school where 
most children are poor, it is not easy to 
decide which ones are the neediest. By 
keeping careful records, we were able to 
ensure that new children were selected 
each year.

Individual Volunteers Lend a Hand

Other community members further en 
riched our daily program by offering 
recreational activities not available 
through the neighborhood or the district. 
For example, when the children ex 
pressed an interest in karate, ballet, soc 
cer, and baton-twirling, several volun 
teers pitched in to provide lessons, 
including a probation officef. a young 
journalist, a university student, and one 
of our teachers.

These enriching activities helped di 
minish disciplinary problems by build 
ing students' self-esteem and providing 
a proper outlet for pent-up energies and

Assisting Migrant 
Students in Your Area
The children of migrant workers are 
one segment of the student popula 
tion whose home status is precari 
ous. Readers who would like to 
learn how to help migrant students 
in their locales can contact:

Francis Corrigan
Director of Migrant Education
400 Maryland Ave., SW
Washington, DC 20202
202-401-0740

He will be able to direct readers to 
local Migrant Education offices 
around the country.

emotions. The value of the positive role 
models these volunteers provided for 
our youngsters was immeasurable. For 
children who participated continuously

Personal attention 
from a concerned 
adult enhances the 
child's experiential 
background and self- 
esteem and, in turn, 
facilitates the 
teaching-learning 
process.

in the recreational programs, the bene 
fits were often dramatic. For example. 
Jonathan, a young boy of 9 being raised 
by his grandmother, chose to remain at 
the shelter for two years. When asked 
why he preferred living at the shelter, he 
said he stayed "because I love the teach 
ers and all the neat things to do at City 
Park."

Since the school is situated in a high- 
crime area known as "the war zone." 
we believed that a close relationship 
with the police would give the children 
a sense of security. Many of the polrce 
officers willingly obliged by becoming 
a visible presence in the school, often 
stopping by to have lunch with the chil 
dren in the cafeteria. They also made a 
concerted effort to attend PTA meetings 
and all special events.

The Shelters Offer Support
Support from the shelters was another 
integral part of our efforts to care for' 
our homeless children. The personnel 
there set up a process by which the 
time-consuming paperwork for enroll 
ment began at the shelters, thus giving 
us more time to orient parent and child 
to their new school. In addition, the 
shelters helped provide school supplies 
when our packages ran out. They also 
encouraged parents to meet with us on a 
continuous basis, and they offered par 
enting classes.

Another way the shelters helped was 
to keep us abreast of additional prob 

lems the families of our children were 
encountering. As soon as they notified 
us of a difficulty. I met with the child's 
nurse, counselor, and teacher to formu 
late a plan for how best to address the 
situation.

For example, with the help of the 
shelter, we were able to provide psycho 
logical support for a child traumatized 
by his mother's terminal illness and, 
later, reading lessons for his father. 
Such cooperation between school and 
shelter can help homeless child and par 
ent alike.

An Extended Family

Coordinating a variety of programs for 
homeless children is not an easy task. 
Every school may not have access to the 
wealth of volunteer services available in 
the City Park community, and educators 
may have to expend great effort to re 
cruit such resources. Another obstacle 
is that all people working with children 
traumatized by homelessness and/or 
poverty need training in advance. Such 
a time-consuming task may be exacting. 

Nevertheless, the additional time and 
effort schools spend in gaining support 
from their communities is relumed 
manyfold. Community groups furnish 
"extras" that go far beyond the tangible. 
For example, the impact that a con 
cerned adult can have on a homeless 
child—through tutoring, playing after- 
school games, or stopping by for 
lunch—is immeasurable. Such personal 
attention enhances the child's experien 
tial background and self-esteem and, in 
turn, facilitates the teaching-learning 
process. In this way, community sup 
port benefits not only the child but the 
entire school as well. Working closely 
with the school, the community, thus, 
becomes part of an extended family for 
the poor and the homeless.

Maria Luisa Gonzalez is Associate Profes 
sor, New Mexico State University, Depart 
ment of Educational Management and Devel 
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NM 88003-0001.

24 EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP



 
 
 
Copyright © 1991 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




