MAYOR’S LETTERHEAD

January 16, 2008

Ms. Bela P. Shah

C/o National League of Cities

Institute for Youth, Education and Families

1301 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Suite 550

Washington, DC   20004-1701

Dear Ms. Shah:

On behalf of the City of Portland, I am thrilled to submit a proposal for a technical assistance grant to the National League of Cities’ Institute for Youth, Education and Families.  NLC’s interest in engaging mayors and city councilmembers in the creation of “seamless systems of learning in school and afterschool for children and youth” aligns beautifully with the City of Portland’s commitment to school-aged children and their families.

I know that you are familiar with the City of Portland’s dedication and role in the nationally recognized SUN Service System – a multi-jurisdictional system of supports for low-income residents in Portland and Multnomah County.  You may also know that this program was presented with an award from the Oregon State Department of Education in 2007, marking it as a program highly worth duplicating in other parts of the state.  This honor was largely awarded because of the SUN Community Schools component of the SUN Service System.  We are all proud of the success of the SUN Service System and our long history of community schools in Portland.

But we still have work to do.  We are not serving all kids who live in poverty with afterschool programs throughout Portland and the greater region.  We need to know the full extent of the opportunities out there, aligning those with a great system that has grown rapidly.   Our hope is to ultimately build further resource capacity amongst current partners, and bring additional partners to the table, once an opportunity scan can be completed.

With the help of the technical experts from NLC’s YEF institute, the leadership here in Portland serving high-risk kids and families could refine a system that I am pleased to support, truly taking the SUN Community Schools system to the next level in out-of-school time programming and other meaningful supports.

My thanks to you for your thoughtful consideration of this proposal submittal and all that the National League of Cities does for the great cities of this country.

Sincerely,

Tom Potter

Mayor

City of Portland, Oregon

Proposal Narrative

Connection of City Programs and Services to Schools and Community

The City of Portland has had a long and ongoing commitment to quality programming for children and families through its bureau of Parks and Recreation (PP&R).  For over one hundred years, the parks and recreation system in Portland has been a key resource for children, families and older adults.   PP&R has a comprehensive and geographically dispersed system of community recreation centers that offer a wide variety of arts, sports, life and leisure skills programming for children and families, including programs that operate in the after-school hours.  PP&R also offers an array of programming, much of it specifically geared toward children, in the summer and during school-year breaks including day camps, summer concerts and movies, aquatic programs at PP&R pools and activities in local parks.  PP&R maintains approximately 250 neighborhood parks, many of which are adjacent to schools.  PP&R installs and/or maintains playground equipment at scores of locations, including some on school properties.  PP&R also manages over 3,000 community garden plots, some of which are adjacent to public schools and at which schools offer gardening opportunities for students.  Finally, PP&R maintains over 100 miles of trails and nearly 7,000 acres of “urban wilderness” that provide opportunities to experience outdoor adventure and environmental learning within city boundaries.  

Beginning in 1971, PP&R collaborated with as many as 20 local schools at any one time to create a Community Schools program.  This program was originally designed to both bring greater community access to publicly owned facilities, and bring relevant programming to community residents at convenient locations.  Parks were located next to schools so that schools would not have to build playgrounds.  Recreation and enrichment programs were provided in school buildings so that PP&R would not have to build additional community centers.  Swimming pools located in schools were operated by PP&R to give the community access to this local resource.  PP&R and school districts shared athletic fields and other facilities pursuant to a Joint Use Agreement in effect since 1957.  

This collaboration between schools and PP&R has enlarged over time and continues today as leaders across our community have recognized the importance of quality after-school programming to support children’s success.  The City currently partners with Multnomah County, local non-profits, and local school districts, to support a network of 54 full service community schools, known locally as SUN Community Schools.  SUN Community Schools adhere to the following definition of community schools set forth by the national Coalition for Community Schools and promoted by the National League of Cities: Schools become centers of the community, are open to everyone and bring together many partners to offer a range of supports and opportunities to children, youth, families and communities.  The City has demonstrated strong commitment to policy and operational aspects of the SUN Community Schools system both by operating 12 sites, and by contributing financial resources to the system as a whole.

SUN Community Schools offer a range of social and support services including before and after- school programs.  These programs offer academic support connected to the school day, enrichment and recreation, and life skills development activities to children and youth.  Parent engagement and involvement programs and adult education are also offered at each site.  SUN Community Schools coordinate a broad array of services within the school to meet student, family and community health, mental health and basic needs.  A Coordinating Council of representatives from all partnering organizations, including the City, jointly governs the SUN collaboration.  

Although we have made considerable progress in creating an aligned system across jurisdictions and community organizations through the SUN Community Schools, there is no broader after-school initiative or system that encompasses the whole city.  Of the 108 schools within City boundaries, 64 do not have SUN Community School programs due to resource limitations.  More than half of these schools serve low income populations where at least 50% of students participate in the federal Free and Reduced Price Lunch (FRL) program.  Fourteen of these schools serve populations where more than 70% of students participate in the FRL program.

In addition to funding and programming provided through PP&R, the City also referred a special property tax levy to the voters in 2002 to support a Children’s Investment Fund that would provide after-school, mentoring, early childhood, and child abuse prevention/intervention programs.  The levy was passed by the voters and has generated an average of over $11 million annually.  The Fund has invested over $3 million annually in a variety of after-school programs throughout the city including new SUN Community Schools, additional after-school activities at existing SUN Community Schools, and community based programs.  The City will seek renewal of this levy by the voters in November of 2008.

Finally, in late 2004 and early 2005, the Portland chapter of Stand for Children, an advocacy organization, brought together city, county, school and non-profit leaders to develop recommendations for investing in a quality system for out-of-school time programs.  After a series of meetings and community feedback, the group made the following recommendations:

· Ensure core program outcomes including improving grades and test scores, improving school attendance, decreasing behavior referrals and improving children’s developmental assets;

· Engage high risk students through outreach to increase proportional participation, scholarships to decrease financial barriers and provide academic support that includes tutoring and homework support;

· Align after-school programs with classroom learning and individual school improvement plans;

· Assure providers of out-of school time programs are highly skilled and trained;

· Ensure clear lines of accountability for outcomes and program improvement.

While the partners agreed in principle to these recommendations, no mechanism existed then or has arisen since to implement the substance of the recommendations across all organizations and jurisdictions providing out-of-school time programming.  

City Vision, Reasons for Applying

The City concluded a community wide visioning process at the end of 2007.  The City’s vision for a “Learning Portland” sees Portland providing an educational environment that ensures:

· All residents can achieve individual educational goals;

· The public and private sectors join together to provide this educational environment, using schools as community hubs;

· The community invests in programming that prepares young people for the workforce;  

· The community commits to strategies that help lower juvenile crime, teen pregnancy and build youth assets.  

The City is seeking to participate in the opportunity scan to work toward several goals related to this vision: 

· Understand the out-of-school time programming needs for all children in the city, especially children living in poverty who do not currently have access to SUN Community School programs;

· Create a plan to address high priority needs that identifies private and public resources to expand the system, and coordinates existing community supports;

· Identify knowledge and communication gaps within elected, school and community leadership in order to create strong and unified effort for an after-school system across the city;

· Improve the system of community schools currently in place to address issues and gaps that have surfaced as the system has expanded and included additional partners.

Issues and Benefits

There are several specific issues the City would like to address that currently stand in the way of achieving these goals.  First, there is no system in place to assure that all elementary school children who need care after school have access to quality, affordable expanded learning opportunities, or to assess how many children do not have such access.  Understanding the scope of this need would help the city determine whether this should be a priority, and how current systems could be augmented to provide access to children who most need it.  

Second, while City, County, school district and community leaders have an understanding of the service model and types of programming available through the SUN Community School system, no one in our community has a good understanding of what types of extended day learning opportunities are available for the majority of students who do NOT attend SUN Community Schools.  As noted above, a significant number of our poorest students do not have access to SUN Community School programs due to limitations in funding the full service model.  No system exists to assess city wide assets and service gaps, the quality and availability of programming outside the SUN system, particularly in high poverty areas, or where the best opportunities for new collaborations might lie.  

Finally, the current partners funding and delivering services in SUN Community Schools have not set common outcomes and methods for collecting data on after-school programs.  This hampers assessment of how well existing investments in after-school programming are performing, and makes it difficult to garner additional resources.  The lack of common outcomes and data collection methods creates additional work for providers who must track different outcomes and data for different funders, and makes it difficult for funders to understand the effectiveness of various programs, as well as the overall impact of programs on children in our community.  An opportunity scan could help the city and its partners plan to take our current system to the next level.

In sum, the lack of an integrated system for after-school care and out-of-school time learning opportunities makes it difficult for leaders to identify needs outside the SUN Community School system, create the political will to meet needs, and finally, when funds are available, to seize the best opportunities for investing in expanded learning opportunities for school aged children.

Addressing these issues would provide multiple benefits to not only the city, but the county, many community-based organizations, and the school districts as well.  Understanding the scope of the need in schools where no SUN Community School programs are operating will help the community to prioritize the commitment of existing and future resources.  Taking these steps will help our city take the next steps in building a true system for after-school care and learning opportunities that includes SUN Community Schools as well as community-based and fee-based providers.  Further, in November 2008 City Commissioner Saltzman will seek renewal of the special property tax levy that currently provides over $3 million annually for after-school programs in the city.  The information gathered in the opportunity scan will help describe current needs, and set the stage for making the best investments if the levy is renewed.  

Leaders’ Commitment to Expansion of Out-of-School Learning Opportunities

City, County, community and school district leaders have all demonstrated a strong commitment to expanding out-of-school learning opportunities.  As noted above, City Commissioner Dan Saltzman sponsored the City’s referral of the Children’s Investment Fund to the voters in 2002.  The language of the ballot measure specifically states that funds generated by the special property tax must be used to expand proven and cost-effective after-school programs.  Commissioner Saltzman, with City Council’s support, plans to refer the renewal of this levy to the voters in the fall of 2008 with the same ballot language requiring funding for after-school programs.  Commissioner Saltzman’s ongoing commitment to city funding for out-of-school learning opportunities is evidenced by his willingness to raise substantial private funds for the campaign necessary to pass a renewed tax levy.

City and County leaders have increased resources to SUN Community Schools over the last 9 years, growing from 8 to 54 school sites.  SUN Community School funding is included City and County ongoing budgets.  The City (through PP&R and the Children’s Investment Fund) and County annually contribute approximately $3.5 million and $3.6 million respectively to the system.  

County leaders, despite eight consecutive years of cuts to its general fund budget, have fought to preserve investment in out-of-school learning opportunities, particularly for low income children and families.  The county provides substantial financial support for the SUN Community School system and has facilitated the effort to improve ongoing collaboration between all system partners.  County Chair Ted Wheeler continues to champion ongoing funding for the system in the face of further predicted general fund shortfalls.

All of the 9 non-profit partners who operate the majority of SUN Community Schools have demonstrated substantial commitment and ongoing financial support to expanding out-of-school time learning opportunities, especially to low income children and families in our community.  Each of these non-profits must contribute in-kind or privately fund-raised resources to operate the SUN Community School sites.  The current community school system simply would not exist without their ongoing financial commitment and investment.

There are 5 school districts within City boundaries and the leaders of each of these districts have demonstrated substantial commitment to expanding out-of-school time opportunities for the students in their districts.  They have all voiced their recognition that schools cannot do the job alone and need community and other government partners to help all children succeed.  All of the school districts provide in-kind support through the use of their facilities for program delivery, and many also provide transportation support.  The districts also support a variety of other programs and providers who operate in buildings where no SUN Community School program exists.     

Carole Smith, the recently appointed superintendent of Portland Public Schools (PPS) – the largest school district in the City - has been a long-time supporter of expanded learning opportunities aimed at engaging disengaged youth.  She directed a premier alternative school in the City for more than twenty years prior to moving to the district.  In her former capacity, she designed and implemented an innovative after-school and summer academic support, enrichment and high school transition program for 8th and 9th graders.  The program has shown tremendous early success in improving school achievement and engagement and preventing drop-outs.  Based on this success, PPS funded an expansion of the program to two additional high schools at the beginning of the 2007/2008 school year.  

All of these leaders or their senior staff stand ready to attend a cross-site meeting for the purpose of information sharing and exchanging lessons learned.
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