Communities In Schools
Finding solutions for successful students
By TEENA MAENZA
What does a child need to be successful in school?

The answer, of course, is unique to each child. 
Maybe it’s a little extra help with homework. Maybe it’s an eye exam because he can’t see the board. Maybe it’s just knowing that one other person cares about him.

Communities In Schools is dedicated to helping find the solutions to these and other barriers that can prevent a child from experiencing success in the classroom.
Communities In Schools of Brazoria County, headquartered in Angleton, is dedicated to helping find the solutions to these and other barriers that can prevent a child from experiencing success in the classroom. 
It is an extensive organization, with dedicated and energetic staff members whose days are filled with finding ways both large and small to impact the lives of hundreds of children. At the center of it all is Executive Director Bob Garcia.

“The philosophy of Communities In Schools is based on the idea of keeping students in school by directly addressing all of the problems and concerns that cause children not to do well in school,” Garcia said.
“It can be as simple as providing school supplies or a spare set of clothes,” said Columbia High School CIS Coordinator Sheila Newton. “Communities in Schools addresses issues from a holistic approach. In order for a student to be successful we assess the academic, emotional, economic and behavioral needs of the entire family.”
“Suppose the student’s mom just lost her job,” Newton said. “We step in to be sure she knows all the resources in the community that can be of assistance.”

Finding existing resources and utilizing them is at the heart of CIS.

“The vision program is very successful,” said Lisa Virgel, CIS Coordinator at Sweeny Elementary School. CIS partners with the Vision Source Program to provide vouchers for students to get eye exams and glasses at no charge.
CIS has recently begun partnering with the Brazoria County Dream Center in the Backpack Buddies program.

“Students come in on Friday and get a backpack filled with food for the weekend,” Virgel explained. “They return the empty backpack Monday.”
“Lack of food is a significant problem for many of our students,” Garcia said. “At Christmas instead of gifts all some of them want is food for themselves and their younger brothers and sisters.”

Mentoring is another important part of CIS.
At Columbia High School, Newton works with the student organization Stand By Peace to provide programs at the elementary school level about the dangers of smoking, drugs and other issues such as bullying.

She also works with the Peer Assistance Leadership Class to provide mentoring for English as a Second Language students.

This is one of her most visible successes, Newton said.

“We have about eight to ten students in there,” she explained. “All of them were referred to us because they were failing one or more of their core courses. We only have a couple of PALS students who are able to mentor with them because of the language barrier, but they have done an excellent job. Most of these students who were failing at the beginning of the year are now passing with A’s and B’s.”

Newton also has several discussion groups for CHS students where they can meet and discuss emotions, self-esteem, goal-setting, anger management, etc.

“We also have a Teen Mom’s Club,” she said.

At Sweeny Elementary, Virgel has a Chat-N-Chew during the lunch period. Students bring their lunch to her room and they discuss topics such as hygiene, character building, careers, etc. Another group, Banana Splits, includes students who are going through or have already gone through the divorce of their parents.

In addition to the CIS program, which operates during school hours, Communities In Schools of Brazoria County also operates the 21st Century Community Learning Centers, an after school program which enhances the school curriculum in different ways, at 14 schools serving over 1,800 students.  
“It’s not a rigid tutoring program,” said 21st Century Program Director Kam Marvel. “But it is not an after-school babysitting program. Everything we do works into the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills requirements.”
For example, students may do cooking lessons, photography, or even just play a ball game, but they’re taught how math and science skills are necessary in the kitchen, or how figuring angles can help you get the ball where you want it to go.
The proof of the programs, whether CIS or 21st Century, is the success of the students they serve, and that success is impressive.
In the 2009 program year, CIS of Brazoria County provided services for nearly 2,000 additional case-managed students and over 12,500 other students at 18 campuses in four school districts. There was a 91 percent improvement in academics for students in the CIS program, with a 99.8 percent rate for students grade 7 – 12 who stayed in school and a 97 percent rate for students who graduated or obtained a GED. These numbers are all significantly higher than those in the 27 other CIS programs in Texas.
School districts who have Communities In Schools programs understand the importance of these numbers. CIS directors work closely with the school administrators and teachers to develop a plan that is tailored to the type of needs at that particular campus.

“Schools are increasingly expected to provide more services for our children,” said CBISD Superintendent Carol Bertholf. “CIS is a wonderful partner to have.”

