
The essential elements that make  
a San Diego community school thrive  by Katharine Fong

The Right Stuff
E A C H  C O M M U N I T Y  S C H O O L  is different — they have 
to be. The community school model draws on the unique 
strengths of a neighborhood to address its students’ unique 
needs. This is particularly clear at bustling 
Hoover High School in San Diego, one of five 
designated community schools in the San 
Diego Unified School District last year (another 
10 have been designated to begin their trans-
formation this year, 2023-24). 

Hoover, with 2,136 students, is situated in the 
most ethnically diverse neighborhood of the 
county, City Heights. Many students and fami-
lies are newcomers to the United States; 100% 
are eligible for free and reduced-cost lunch. 
“We have over 40 languages represented 
among our families,” says Candace Gyure, the 
school nurse. The demographic breakdown, 
according to Hoover’s website, is 75% Latino/
Hispanic,  12% Asian, 9% African American, 1% White, 22.3% 
English Learners and 7.5% Homeless Youth. 

“Hoover High serves one of the highest need communities 
in San Diego,” says Kyle Weinberg, president of the San 
Diego Education Association (SDEA), which with CTA has 

long advocated for community schools. “Com-
munity schools are a great way to identify the 
unique needs of a community like City Heights, 
and also to transform how we do education 
within the classroom, have more culturally sus-
taining curriculum — more community-based 
curriculum, real-world projects, collaboration 
with community organizations on the issues 
that are facing our communities.” 

Like many schools, Hoover offered vari-
ous services — including a wellness center, 
mental health center, etc., before officially 
becoming a community school. But the 
community school structure brought shared 
decision-making among students, families, 

educators, district and community as well as a data-oriented 
approach to assess needs and assets. This has resulted in 

Community Schools Site Governance Team 
Composed of 10-12 elected positions who have an equal voice and represent all 
stakeholders: students, parents, community, union educators, district leaders. The 
team oversees the working group subcommittee, composed of about 22 people 
who work on strategy and communication, assessing needs and assets, develop-
ing protocols and processes, etc. SDEA has a precedent for shared governance 
won in a contract fight in the 1990s - see page 38 for details on how key this is to 
the community schools model, and what it requires..

Involvement of all stakeholders
•  Parents: “Convincing parents that this is not district-driven but truly collabora-

tive [is hard],” says Richard Gijon, Hoover High’s community schools coordinator. 
“But I can see them get excited when I ask, ‘What are the top priorities for your 
students’, and we actually listen to them and ask them to work with us and be 
part of that process.” 

•  Students: It’s the same with students, Gijon says. “To see their excitement has 
been amazing — ‘not only are you asking me for my voice, but you’re actually 
telling me what you’re hearing.’”

•  Educators and community: A big part is played by the community schools 
coordinator and site coach, says Chase Fite, Hoover’s site coach, “You need 
someone who’s trusted, [who can convince others that] this is something that is 
going to improve our site and improve the life of the students as well as all peo-
ple surrounding our community.”

more accessible, coordinated services, and resources directed to or developed 
for specific needs. The structure has also allowed for enhanced partnerships with 
community organizations and stronger connections among the school, students 
and families. 

“It’s a long-term approach,” Weinberg says. “Addressing [social, mental, 
physical] needs now will impact such things as academic performance, social 
emotional learning, and attendance in the coming years.”  

Here are the elements that Hoover has put in place and continues to refine:

  Hoover High is situated in the most ethnically diverse 
neighborhood of San Diego County.

  Educator Tina Luu, center, teaches nutrition and culinary arts with fresh 
produce from Hoover High School’s food market.

“We’ve had top-down 
approaches to school 

transformation. But they 
didn’t take into account the 

unique needs of each school. 
The community schools 

model is different.” 
—RICHARD GIJON,  

Hoover High Community  
Schools Coordinator

  In class with Chase Fite, Hoover’s community schools site 
coach and AP Government teacher.
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Kyle Weinberg
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Assessment of needs and assets 
Hoover sought answers from all stakeholders: What does success for students 
and the school look like? What are the barriers to achieving it? What strengths 
— including from parents and community — can we draw on to address the chal-
lenges? Through surveys and focus groups, the top three needs, by group:

•  Students: Working bathrooms (last year there were only 2-3 working bathrooms 
per gender for 2,136 students; some were closed due to maintenance, vandalism, 
drug usage); health, including improved food; and attendance (not just chronic 
absenteeism, but security and being consistent with school rules).

•  Parents: Academic enrichment and tutoring, mental health, opportunities for 
students to connect socially.

•  Educators: Attendance (including tardiness), mental health supports, student 
engagement. Mental health services and supports were also among the top 
needs for students and parents.

Data collection:

•  Students: “We reached 83% of the student body through surveys and focus 
groups,” Fite says. “We audited the information to ID those students we have no 
data on — such as the chronically absent. Then we created a system to engage 
in home visits with those students and parents to ID a unique stakeholder group 
who have particular needs, assets and wants.” 

•  Educators: 92% of certificated staff completed surveys. Overall, an aggregated 
74.5% of classified and certificated staff participated in focus groups.

•  Parents: “By June 2023 we will have reached 75% of parents,” says Gijon. “We 
started multiple focus groups in January 2023, in Spanish and English, electronic 
and paper surveys in six different languages. Every day at drop-off we were ask-
ing ‘Have you done your survey? We want your feedback.’ We were also hitting 
all our big events, and asking community partners who have parent meetings to 
pass along the survey.”

“ Hoover reached out and invited us parents to get involved; they did 
a focus group to find out what we needed for ourselves and for our 
students. That was wonderful because, as a single mom, I could 
get comprehensive help for my child. And now I’m a member of 
the Site Governance Team — we get to make good choices, good 
decisions for the students....The school has a lot of activities to get 
involved with, a lot of clubs for young people, trainings and events 
for parents, family engagement.” 

— LISA PEOPLES, parent and Hoover Site Governance Team member

“Because of community schools, we were able to expand Hoover 
Market; it gave us the infrastructure to give everyone more access. 
What made it meaningful is that it’s infused throughout campus, it’s 

part of our curriculum. Our lessons this month are on the connection 
between mental health and food, and how eating nutritious food 

can change your mood and decrease depression. Students are part 
of the transformational knowledge about how food impacts people, 

their health and their communities.” 
—ELIZABETH LONNACKER, English teacher who started Hoover Market

People power
It takes a village, of course, but specific people in specific roles are 
crucial to success.

RICHARD GIJON, Community Schools Coordinator. Gijon works full 
time to coordinate all student and family support services and cre-
ates an environment that helps support student achievement and 
wellness. “The students and families in our community dictate what 
I do. Some days a family comes in in crisis [over] issues of food 
security, housing, and I connect them to the resources we have. 
Sometimes it’s mental health....We had all these resources [before, 
but] it was a little disjointed. Part of my role [is] trying to get all 
these programs to develop a plan to engage all our students.”

CHASE FITE, Community Schools Site Coach. The AP government 
teacher spends one class period on community schools work, 
including needs assessment and data collection and analysis; 
implementing expanded and enriched learning; and developing and 
implementing collaborative leadership and decision-making proto-
cols and structures. “A site coach helps build up the relationships 
and the onboarding of the staff as well as the community partners 
on site. I’m also developing collaborative leadership protocols and 
structures and helping implement them.”

SITE GOVERNANCE TEAM, see previous page. The site team 
approach, with its shared governance, was actually established 
in the SDEA contract in the 1990s to ensure members’ ability to 
democratize the workplace, determining such things as school 
schedule and dress code. (Note: The team is different than the 
School Site Council.) Community schools’ work builds on these 
existing decision-making bodies.   

SDEA AND MEMBER EDUCATORS, a critical force in supporting 
community schools as drivers of equity, democracy and engage-
ment among students, families and community — and educators. 

  At top: Slide from a San Diego community schools 
presentation. Bottom: At Hoover’s Health Center, students 
can visit licensed therapists from Rady Children’s Hospital. 
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“If we improve the 
community at large, we’re 
improving it for everybody, 
including ourselves. All the 
things that allow for us to 
be community schools is 
a product of union fights, 
union wins and continued 

union work.” 
—CHASE FITE, Hoover High 

Community Schools Site Coach

Social Justice



Featured Services, Programs
Based on its unique needs, Hoover High School has 
integrated a number of successful student and family 
supports, among them:

•  Hoover Market, in partnership with Feeding San 
Diego; a variety of foodstuffs are free to students 
and available in classrooms as well as at the mar-
ket. Special needs students and Hoover’s Health 
Academy students stock and distribute foods; 
educator and chef Tina Luu teaches nutrition and 
culinary arts with fresh produce and other ingre-
dients from the market, and the food distribution 
center is open to the community twice a month. The market 
was started by teacher Elizabeth Lonnacker in 2022, after 
she noticed students were taking snacks she had in a 
classroom cupboard as “food for the weekend.” She used 
project-based learning with students to help bring the mar-
ket to fruition. The initiative addresses some of the student 
absentee problems as well, as many students hold part-
time jobs to help their families pay for food, rent, etc., but 
whose jobs interfere with school. (See a recent video about 
the market at tinyurl.com/2jc5s8sm).

•  Organic school garden project
•  After-school programming with strong parental input, 

focusing on arts and music, science, etc. 
•  At-risk student support through Youth Empowerment

•  Health center, offering health assessments, general 
assistance with chronic illnesses, immunizations, vision 
and hearing screening, family planning services, dental 
services; some services through La Maestra Community 
Health Center (on campus)

•  Mental health supports, through Mending Matters, 
offering drop-in and crisis services and Rady Children’s 
Hospital, offering licensed therapists (both on campus)

•  Recovery services, through Union of Pan Asian  
Communities (on campus)

•  Laundry facilities, washing machines for student/family 
use (on campus)

•  College and career services, through Avenues for  
Success (on campus) 

“ The numbers of kids who are referred or self-refer to mental health 
services just exploded. Families don’t always have access to 
services. So one of the things we’re hoping is [that] our students 
bring awareness around mental health to parents, to be a bridge 
to help destigmatize getting services. There is still a lot of shame in 
families about what it means if their child is struggling with a mental 
health issue. Through community schools, we connect more with 
them and help them access services for their students.” 

— ELLEN HOHENSTEIN, Health Academy director

“Having health services at Hoover benefits students because they 
have access in a timely manner, they can have their needs met and 

remain in school. It benefits parents who take less time off from work. 
They don’t have to worry about transportation or hours. Everything’s 

right here. … [I will soon have] a spot screener to test vision and 
screen students who would otherwise not be screened. It will take 

about 5 seconds to get a complete reading, and then provide 
information to a vision specialist for follow-up.” 

—CANDACE GYURE, school nurse

  Below, students stock classrooms with items requested by teachers 
for their students — a variety of healthy snacks and other foods.

Exploration of potential solutions
Use the data to determine the needs and assets; the working group with input from others are coming up with 
ways to use the assets to address the needs, as well as create other assets or bring in services for specific 
needs. This is an ongoing effort. Some early outcomes:

•  Class projects: In a first-semester U.S. History class with juniors, Chase Fite’s students worked on a public 
health advocacy project using the community schools framework. “For me, this was a rough draft/dry run for 
implementing the framework before doing so with other stakeholder groups,” Fite says. Focusing on the bath-
room issue (see previous page), students developed a needs and assets assessment survey and pushed it 
out to the school for completion, and created a website where they analyzed survey data, presented historical 
context of the issue, explained the science behind why the issue is harmful to the community, and put forward 
philosophical and ethical theories that they used to argue whether or not to act on the issue. 

Students then presented their findings to other classes, teachers and administrative leaders, and engaged in 
collaborative dialogue about solutions the community would want to see implemented. 

In a second semester AP Government class, Fite had students refine the working group protocols for deter-
mining and implementing solutions. This class found that the root cause of the bathroom issue was vandalism 
due to lack of student ownership, and that a student art installation, for example, could allow them to regard 
the space as their own and discourage vandalism. Another class found the root cause to be bathroom drug use 
and vaping, which cause other students to avoid bathrooms. Students suggested those who are caught using 
drugs take part in a Social Justice Academy-run student mentoring program with a focus on restorative justice.  

•  Next wave of planning: The district is paying for a two-week 2023 PBL summer institute where the working 
group and other stakeholders are delving deeper into the needs and assets data to come up with solutions. 
For example: creating a mental health campaign through Hoover’s Health Academy, as data shows more than 
half of students don’t know how to access the school’s mental health services; and dedicating community 
schools funds to more supports offered by community partners, such as those involving mental health. 

These new efforts around mental health build on current/earlier initiatives by educators such as Ellen Hohen-
stein, whose students work on campus-wide projects to bolster mental health awareness and interventions, 
and Elizabeth Lonnacker, whose students created mental health public service announcements for the school.

•  More opportunities for engagement: “Parents want the school to become that hub where they can have 
meaningful relationships with each other and with other positive adults,” says Gijon. To that end, he and 
Hoover have further developed resources and events for students focused on social connections, and for par-
ents/families focused on health and wellness, government and community programs, etc.
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“ Our counseling team facilitates attendance, academics, mental 
health, education, referrals. We saw that there is a high need for 
parenting workshops, how to parent your teen, so we recently 
started them, with childcare available. We have lots of resources 
for families — Hoover Market, our upcoming Cardinal Closet 
with clothing, lawyers to help with the undocumented, wrongfully 
eviction, students who have lost their only guardian or parent.” 

— ANDREA MUNOZ, head counselor

“The biggest part about shared decision-making  
and why it is a strength [is that] no one has to be the most 

important voice in the room. We draw upon all the knowledge 
and experiences. So when we add all the voices, including 

student voices, we hear multiple perspectives and have to really 
think through what the impact for the student is.” 

—TRACEY MAKINGS, Principal

Strong partners
In addition to community partners 
at individual school sites, a steering 
committee at the district level includes 
representatives from San Diego State 
University, community organizations, 
educators, high school students and 
others who meet monthly, oversee work 
groups and provide recommendations.

SDEA is a member of the San Diego 
Community Schools Coalition, which 
advocates with parents, community 
organizations, school board members 
and at the bargaining table to elevate 
parent and educator voice in the deci-
sion-making process.

Hoover High School maintains an 
extensive network of community, dis-
trict and city resources for students and 
families in multiple arenas, including 
legal services, food and shelter, health 
and wellness, tutoring and more.

The Union Role 
San Diego Education Association is unique in that it won a contract fight with 
the school district in the 1990s that codified shared decision-making. This has 
proved crucial to San Diego community schools’ success — and is a sticking point 
for other locals who do not have such contract language. Without it, educators, as 
well as parents, students and community members, often struggle to be heard and participate as equals. Many locals are 
now organizing to ensure shared governance is codified, for community schools and for the public education structure 
that best serves students. 
    “SDEA has advocated for community schools because we view them as a way to elevate the voice of our highest-need 
school communities and get more resources and better processes to the students that we serve,” says SDEA President 
Kyle Weinberg. 
    CTA’s role is important on a statewide level. “CTA has been essential to establishing strong community schools in Cal-
ifornia — lobbying with the State Board of Education, with the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, to make sure 
that the pillars and mechanisms of transformative community schools are embedded into state policy,” Weinberg says.

  At left, students working in Hoover’s garden. At right, inside the campus Health Center. 
Next page, across: Mural on the Hoover High campus.

CTA and Community Schools
CTA is deeply committed to helping grow 
and support California’s community schools, 
a partnership with the state, school districts, 
students, families and communities. Com-
munity schools’ democratic model of shared 
decision-making ensures all students’ needs 
are addressed so they can thrive and helps 
build power with community that leads to 
a more equitable society. Read more of 
our coverage of CTA and members’ work, 
and find information and resources, at 
cta.org/communityschools.

Media Spotlight 
CTA’s series of TV, radio and digital ads 
spotlighting community schools are in 
full swing during this back-to-school 
season. They focus on the importance of 
the shared leadership and decision-mak-
ing governance model that gives voice 
to educators, students, parents and 
community members. Watch them at 
youtube.com/@CaliforniaTeachers.

  CTA President David Goldberg records  
a community schools spot.
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“ Being part of the 
subcommittee has given us 
(students) a voice that we 
know will be heard and 
valued for many years”

— DANIELA SILVA, Hoover student

Daniela Silva graduated from Hoover in June and was a member of 
its community schools working group subcommittee. She spoke in a 
Hoover video presentation about how she and other students have 
been able to witness the many impactful changes at the school in 
recent years, including the community garden and Hoover Market. 
Watch the video at tinyurl.com/3fyrkue4. 

Social Justice



CTA and California were well-rep-
resented at an eight-person panel on 
community schools, held at NEA’s 
Representative Assembly in July and 
moderated by NEA President Becky 
Pringle. In addition to UTLA President 
Cecily Myart-Cruz and Anaheim Sec-
ondary Teachers Association (ASTA) 
President and CTA/NEA Coordinator 
Grant Schuster, a recent graduate from 
Anaheim’s Sycamore Junior High (a 
community school) also spoke. 

The significant Golden State pres-
ence reflects California’s nation-leading 
$4.1 billion investment in community 
schools as well as CTA chapters’ suc-
cess in organizing, bargaining for and 
now implementing community schools 
in multiple school districts.

“The community schools model — an 
actual democratic model that includes 
every stakeholder — is for every school 
across this nation — urban, rural, sub-
urban and every school in between,” 
said Myart-Cruz. “It is the absolute 
antidote to privatization.”  

In 2019, following a six-day strike, 

UTLA reached a deal with LA Unified 
School District that included funding 
to convert 30 campuses to community 
schools. LAUSD now has 55 commu-
nity schools, with plans to add more. 

Student Emma Alvarez, who was on 
Sycamore Junior High’s community 
schools site team, spoke of being 
heard as an equal. “I get a say in what 
I want in my classroom, what I want 
to learn. I have the same amount of 
voice as my principal, my adminis-
trator, my parent, my friend and the 
people in my community.” 

Schuster talked about his and ASTA’s 
experience in working with the school 
district, parents and students and 
community allies to open/transition 15 
community schools. 

“What we’ve learned is that listening 
is critical in building trust. We engaged 
with and educated our members and 
built relationships with community 
partners. Then we went together to the 
district and said, ‘we want to imple-
ment this model.’ We built a steering 
committee including teachers, ESPs, 

“We are learning that we must 
go intentionally slow to build 

the structures so that in the 
future we can go much faster.” 

—ASTA President Grant Schuster

  From left, Grant Schuster, Emma Alvarez, Cecily Myart-Cruz, Catherine Gilmore 
(Florida), Becky Pringle, Kelly McMahon (Iowa), Mary Parr Sanchez (New Mexico); 
not pictured: Nikki Woodward (Maryland).

Talking Community Schools

parents, students, community groups 
and our district. 

“We set out a five-month path for 
teacher leads and community school 
organizers to talk to every teacher, 
ESP and facility worker at every site, 
and then followed up with parent and 
student conversations, and community 
circles and one-on-one interviews. 
Before we started, parent participation 
averaged 15 percent. We made it a goal 
[to reach] 75 percent — and we got that 
at every one of the community schools. 

“We were able to bring [what 
we learned] into the classroom. At 
Sycamore Junior High, for example, 
immigration [came] out in all the sur-
veys. Parents did not understand what 
their rights were or what resources 
were available. Students were anxious 
about their families’ future, and teach-
ers saw that reflected in the classroom. 

“The site team got together to talk 
about solutions. We now provide ser-
vices around immigration, so parents 
can understand what they can do. 
The 7th grade English teachers got 
together to create a unit on immigra-
tion, so students can study U.S. policy 
on immigration and deportation to not 
only relieve their anxiety and express 
how they feel but to learn about oppor-
tunities for civic engagement and to 
advocate for themselves and their 
families. 

“We are only two years into this 
process, but we are learning that we 
must go intentionally slow to build 
the structures so that in the future 
we can go much faster. Because we 
know that progress only travels at the 
speed of trust.” 
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