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What is a Community Learning Centre? 

The Children’s Aid Society describes a community learning centre [CLC], 

often called a community school, as: “an integral part of the 

neighborhood, a focal point in the community to which children 

and their parents could turn for a vast range of supports and 

services.”1 Community schools are not an new idea - they can be found 

in the work of John Dewey in the early 1900s - but there has been a 

resurgence of interest in community schools in recent years. 

In the United States, the Coalition of Community Schools is an 

alliance of more than 160 local, state and 

national organizations engaged in creating 

and sustaining community schools.2 Here is a 

‘snapshot’ of their vision of a school for 

students, families and community.3 

Community schools are public schools that are open to students, 

families, and community members before, during, and after school 

throughout the year. They have high standards and expectations for 

students, qualified teachers, and rigorous curriculum. The staff knows 

that students and their families need more to succeed, so community 

schools do more.  

Before- and after-school programs build on classroom experiences 

and help students expand their horizons, contribute to their 

communities, and have fun. Family support centers help with parent 

involvement, child rearing, employment, housing, and other services. 

Medical, dental, and mental health services are readily available. Parents 

and community residents participate in adult education and job training 

programs, and use the school as a place for community problem solving.  

Community schools use the community as a resource to engage 

students in learning and service, and to help them become problem-

solvers in their communities. Volunteers come to community schools to 

support young people’s academic, interpersonal, and career success.  

Individual schools and the school system work in partnership with 

community agencies to operate these unique institutions. Families, 

students, principals, teachers, and neighborhood residents decide 

together how to support student learning. 
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Saskatchewan Learning has done considerable 

work developing a network of community schools 

aiming to foster a caring and respectful school 

environment for all members of the school community.4 

 The Community School concept has its roots in community development 
ideas. These schools collaborate with community members to strengthen 
both the school and the community in which the school is located. Close ties 
to the community ensure that school programs reflect the cultural and 
socioeconomic life experiences of the children and youth who attend, and 
also are directed at meeting their unique needs. 

 Community Schools are characterized by the provision of at least some of the 
following integrated school-linked services to children and youth, and their 
families: education, health, social services, justice and recreation. The school 
is the most convenient site for the delivery of these community-based 
services. 

 Community Schools value community involvement to enable all students to 
succeed. Parents especially are encouraged to share responsibility for the 
education of their children. Community School Councils are made up of 
representatives from the school, including students, and the community. 
This structure guides the development of the relationship between school 
and community, and creates the opportunity for community/school 
collaboration and participation in important decision making. 

 Community Schools focus on community development as well as school 
development. As well as programs for students, school facilities are used for 
community events, meetings and programs. Adult education activities and 
day cares are well suited to Community Schools and serve as examples of 
how community functions can be integrated into the school. An “open door” 
policy is evident in these schools. 

 Teachers’ roles are different in Community Schools. Teachers are compelled 
to interact much more closely with the community and various service 
providers. They are more integrally involved with the non-academic needs of 
children and youth. Teachers require in-service to prepare them to work 
collaboratively with non-educators. 

 Administrators play an important leadership role in Community Schools 
ensuring that decision making is collaborative and that power is shared with 
teachers, the Council and other service providers. 

 Many adults are present in Community Schools on a daily basis, playing a 
variety of roles from providing services to acting as volunteers. Students 
have access to a network of adults who support their learning and 
development. These include a coordinator, teacher associates, nutrition 
workers, counselors and elders-in-residence. 
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The CLC as a ‘Learning Community’ 

The CLC as a ‘learning community’ reflects a culture where everybody 

learns, not just the students (see text 

box).5 A learning community seeks to 

bind people together by shared 

commitment to common goals and 

values, and a shared conception of 

who we are. A learning community 

thrives on individual and 

‘organizational learning.’ As 

educators, we are used to thinking 

about student learning, how it works 

and what to do to stimulate it. Organizational learning takes this 

thinking to a new level to include learning by groups and ultimately by 

the school as a whole. Together, all members of the school community 

continually reflect not only about how things are but why. 

The CLC as a Community ‘Hub’ 

The Schools for Uniting Neighborhoods (SUN) 

initiative in Oregon6 exemplifies another hallmark of 

community schools - their capacity to serve as a hub 

for a range of services for students, families and communities, as 

illustrated in general terms below. 

 

After-School 

Programs for 

Students 

 

Health & 

Social 

Services 
 

Family 

Support 

Services 

 

Community 

Economic & Social 

Development 

 

A LEARNING COMMUNITY:  
“a group of people who 
take an active, reflective, 
collaborative, learning-
oriented, and growth-
promoting approach 
toward the mysteries, 
problems, and perplexities 
of teaching and learning.” 
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Why Would We Want One? 

What Does Research Tell Us? 

As educators, we have a natural inclination to 

look back to what others have learned to 

answer important questions such as: What is 

the knowledge base concerning school-

community connections? What evidence is 

there about these connections that will help us make an informed 

decision about starting a CLC? 

Wang, Haertel and Walberg are among the top researchers who, for many 

years, have been examining the policies and practices that make a 

significant contribution toward school success. In a review of more recent 

efforts at systemic reform, they state: “No effort ... has captured the 

essence of systemic reform more completely than the implementation of 

collaborative school-linked services.”7 

Thus, for example, the world renown Success for All program, which 

started in one school in 

Baltimore and is now used in 

cities around the world, 

including Montréal. It rests 

on three inter-related tenets: 

(1) all children can read; (2) 

schools can make a 

difference; and (3) family and 

community involvement is 

key.8 

There is also research demonstrating that the benefits of community 

learning centres flow both ways: from community to the centre and 

back again into the community, helping to create “the social networks 

that define and strengthen a community for all its residents.”9 

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY 

INVOLVEMENT IS KEY:  
“Schools can have an impact on 
their students’ lives, but that 
effect is made even stronger 
through the involvement of 
family and community, creating 
a web of support that sustains 
children both inside and outside 
of school hours.” 
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What Can We Expect from a CLC? 

Changing our perspective, we can now look ahead and ask what we can 

expect if we initiate a CLC: What results 

might we achieve? The answer lies in the 

notion of a results chain - a planned 

sequence of change where a combination of 

resources and activities produce short, 

medium and long term results. The intended 

results vary from program to program but 

can be illustrated by the following 

representation of the Bridges to Success program.10 

System and City Level: A range of human service systems relate to each other 

in new ways: to create a vision to meet all of the needs of children; and to enable 

and support neighbourhood level change. 

 

School and Neighbourhood Level: Schools, community organizations, parents 

and residents relate to each other in new ways, including: collaborative planning 

and governance; cooperative service agreements; services located at schools or 

linked to schools; and, schools made available to the broader community. 

 

Delivery and Utilization of Programs and Services: New, better, more 

convenient, and/or more cost effective programs and services are offered to and 

used by students, families and neighbourhood residents. 

     

Students 

Non-academic needs 

are met; more invested 

in learning. 

 Parents/Families 

Needs are met; more 

involved in student 

learning. 

 Neighbourhood 

residents 

Needs are met; more 

connected to school. 

       

Students achieve better  

in school 

 School becomes focal point  

of the community 

   

The community is strengthened 
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What About the Québec Context? 

Even if past research is supportive of community schools and even if 

experience elsewhere suggests that we can 

expect positive results in the future: What about 

the here and now? Is the current context 

surrounding schools and vocational and adult 

training centres in Québec conducive to 

creating and sustaining CLCs? 

More than ever today, considering context 

requires multiple perspectives to include everything from global to local 

conditions. Schools/centres and their communities are affected by 

globalization, and the expectations it creates for education as a key 

driving force in building the knowledge society which in turn is meant to 

underpin prosperity and competition in the global market place. 

Québec government policy, Shine Among the Best, reflects this trend. It 

views education as a key priority, notably in support of local and regional 

development. All public services are expected to be managed for results, 

which include successful schools/centres and strengthened 

communities. Education policies fit within this larger picture. 

For the past several years, schools, vocational and adult training centres 

have been the focus of ongoing reform that has shifted the emphasis 

previously placed on universal access to schooling, to success from 

schooling for both youth and adults. 

The challenge for schools/centres and 

community groups is to determine 

how a CLC can alleviate the pressures 

they are under, not add to them, help 

them to achieve the results they have 

set; and how they can do more 

together than they could do 

individually, for the benefit of all. 
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Notes

                                            
1  Children’s Aid Society, 2001, p. 8. 
2  For an overview of community schools, see: Blank, Melaville & Shah, 2003 

(summary); Blank & Shah, 2004; and Saskatchewan Learning, 2000. 
3  Institute for Educational Leadership, 2002, p. ix. 
4  Task Force on the Role of the School, 2001, p. 142. 
5  Mitchell & Sackney, 2000, p. 9. 
6  Hamann, 2003. 
7  Wang, Haertel & Walberg, 1998, p. 8. 
8  From http://successforall.com/; for other research about community 

schools see Harvard Family Research Project: http://www.gse.harvard.edu/. 
9  Blank, Melaville & Shah, 2003, p.43. 
10  Adapted from Melaville, 2004, p. 55. 
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