
August 2011 

Joy Jenkins 

The power of community 
A movement is afoot in Tulsa elementary schools that is making a big impact on students and families.   

 

A new model—When Phil Dressauer was growing up in Tulsa in the 

1950s, most everyone in Tulsa was middle class.  There was white and 

there was black, with few other ethnic groups represented.  Few people 

were poor.  Most lived in one place and stayed there.  There was stability 

in family life and school life.   

 

At Nathan Hale High School, which Dessauer a+ended, most students 

graduated and then started jobs, a perfectly acceptable next step.  Only a 

small group pursued postsecondary educa/on or “some great beyond,” 

he says.  Now, postsecondary educa/on is needed, par/cularly four-year 

bachelor’s degrees, to enter into the workforce.   

 

“The whole dynamic was completely different as far as trying to advance 

the success of everyone,” he says.  “It wasn’t needed.  Ironically, now it’s 

needed, but the condi/ons to help advance that almost by themselves 

have changed drama/cally—the economics, the demographics, the mo-

bility of people.   

 

“So now educa/on and this whole human development, making students 

successful, helping them be successful, the challenge of it has just com-

pletely changed—the magnitude, the complexi/es.  So we had to come 

up with a new ‘think’ about how to do this.”   

 

Dessauer and the Community Service Council (CSC) of Great Tulsa, a local research and planning organiza/on for which 

he serves as execu/ve director, first began to recognize these trends in the 1980s, when the CSC created the Tulsa Area 

Coali/on on Perinatal Care.  That organiza/on has since become the Family Health Coali/on, which offers a variety of 

programs to ensure healthy starts for Tulsa infants.   

 

By 1990, the CSC had shi?ed its organiza/onal thinking, Dessauer says, aiming to become more proac/ve in preven/ng 

problems in human development rather than reac/ng to needs and developing new services and programs.  That’s 

when the CSC got involved with early childhood development and child health ini/a/ves, looking at how it could inte-

grate community resources into schools to take a holis/c approach to mee/ng students’ needs.   

 

Dessauer says the CSC recognized that families and students were facing challenges stemming from economic situa-

/ons da/ng back to the 1970s, if not before, challenges that had manifested in the form of genera/onal poverty, lack 

of health care, hunger and other barriers.   

 

Other models had been introduced in the late 1980s and early 1990s, including Communi/es in Schools, a na/onal net-

work of professionals working in public schools to surround students with a community of support.   

 

Dessauer wanted to take these services a step further.  He wanted the schools to build partnerships with community 

resources to develop healthy students and families, as well as for the schools to develop rela/onships with the families 

they served.   

 

“From the get-go, we always had the vision that what really needed to happen was (to) integrate the use of other re- 
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sources in the schools, whether it was nutri/on programs, health care services, mental health care services, developing 

the neighborhood to be more stable,” he says.  “All the dimensions of development ul/mately focus back on geFng 

some kind of quality outcome for the students and for the families into an overall integrated, very ‘intenHul’ program.”   

 

In 2005, Jan Creveling, CSC’s Senior planner for community schools, and Dessauer a+ended the Na/onal Coali/on for 

Community Schools Forum in Chicago and were surprised to see Kiger and her assistant principal, who also wanted to 

learn about the model.  A?er mee/ng with coali/on staff in Washington, D.C., who recommended she bring a team of 

community representa/ves to the 2006 forum, Creveling contacted community school leaders around the country to 

learn from their experiences.   

 

In 2006, a group of 32 Tulsa representa/ves traveled to Bal/more for the Community Schools Forum.  It was this gath-

ering that spurred David Sawyer, then Tulsa Public Schools’ superintendent, to invite Tulsa schools to become commu-

nity schools and Dr. Cathy Burden, Union Public Schools superintendent, to determine that all of that district’s Title I 

schools should become community schools.   

 

In 2007, the Tulsa Area Community Schools Ini/a/ve (TACSI) was established through the Tulsa Metropolitan Human 

Services Commission.  Administered by the CSC, TACSI includes two staff members, Creveling and school liaison Genie 

Shannon; a resource center at the CSC; a management team with leaders from Union and Tulsa public schools and oth-

er stakeholders; and a community steering commi+ee comprising partners, funders and CSC board members.   

 

That year, 18 schools began their development as community schools and received funding from community founda-

/ons or corpora/ons for community school coordinators; in 2010, six others were iden/fied as inquiring schools.   

 

By 2008-2009, TACSI was working to develop a process to sustain the ini/a/ve and designed and implemented an eval-

ua/on plan.  Addi/onally, it hosted community school training for interested new schools to educate their site teams, 

which include the principal, local business owners, faith partners, families and school staff.   

 

TACSI has other teams in place as well.  Community school principals make up TACSI’s implementa/on teams, which 

meet monthly to share what is working in their buildings, Shannon says.   

 

In addi/on to connec/ng community school advocates and serving as a voice for community schools in Tulsa, TACSI 

works to engage resources in the community with individual schools through monthly partner mee/ngs and meets 

with school leadership and staff to ensure they have developed goals and have the professional development they 

need.   

 

Community schools also focus on the concept of “collec/ve trust,” Dessauer says—trust between the school staffs and 

their cons/tuents, trust between the families and the students, trust between the community resources and the 

schools and trust between the individual school sites and district administra/on.   

 

“All these are rela/onships that have to be forged into a much stronger, interwoven commitment together,” he says.  

“And that’s really the essence when you talk about community schools.  … It’s the nurturing, the founding, the develop-

ment of these trus/ng rela/onships that in turn have the capacity to develop this more … successful approach for eve-

rybody working together.”   


