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“If we eliminate the social factor from the child we are left only with an abstraction; if we eliminate the individual factor from society we are left only with an inert and lifeless mass.  Education therefore must begin with a psychological insight into the child’s capacities, interests and habits.”                   








John Dewey 1897
The evidence base is growing.  schools and communities that work together can indeed enhance a child’s life chances, wellbeing and school outcomes.  Effective schools have always been reflections of effective families and communities not the other way round. 

This paper attempts to establish a strong argument for seeing schools as community organizations, not as government or private providers of educational services. When schools are seen as community structures to support education across the community working together is a matter of necessity.  On the other hand, when schools are seen as service agencies offering a product, working together is seen as improving economic and organizational efficiencies.   Reclaiming a time tested and social understanding of the relationship between communities and their schools will help promote the development of shared ownership, commitment and leadership across schools, families and communities.  When schools operate as partners with parents and the local community they are more likely to ensure that every child regardless of wealth, talent, gender, or social circumstance is a successful student, person, and citizen.

As a community organization the school will need to consider some key propositions about education in the 21st Century.

These six core beliefs are:

· Education is not synonymous with schooling and deals with an area much broader than academic training, vocational preparation and college readiness.

· Education is a lifetime process and is provided by the entire community, especially parents.

· There are many groups and individuals involved in the education process and every community has an abundance of untapped educational resources.

· Education is a community’s most valuable resource.

· Involvement of the community is a community right that results in better decisions and better community support.

· Services should be delivered as close as possible to where people live.

  Yet, recently, a belief in the power of schooling to single handedly change a child’s life chances has gained currency world-wide.  This belief gained support from the school improvement  movement that captured the hearts and minds of educational  institutions beginning in the early 70’s and can be found in the current policy structures of most Western educational systems.  The recent report by McKinsey & Company titled, How the World’s Best-Performing School Systems Come Out On Top asserts that regardless of history, culture, or community context applying a set of universal improvement strategies can make any school a success.  Schools are now seen as malleable to organizational change.  Key school effectiveness factors are identified and applied.  

The good school was now the school that produced effective students. As a result, the traditional role of the school in educating the young changed. Therefore the nature of the relationship between school and community changed.  Effective students had the best chance to continue through the education pipeline and therefore these students had the best chance of doing well in society.  Whereas in the past the school was an instrument of the community, the modern school, whether public or private, had emerged as a service providing academic success and a ticket to higher education and the good life. 

Schools and Communities Together:  An Education for the Whole Child

Educators, policy makers and the wider community are beginning to recognize that increasing a child’s life chances depend upon the action of the community and the school in concert.  Citizens in most countries are being called on to broaden their understanding of what schools and society need to do to support the development of well-rounded students ready to thrive in the modern world.  Educating the whole child includes not only fostering academic achievement, but also promoting physical and emotional health, offering a personalized education by qualified adults, strengthening students’ engagement with school and the wider community, and preparing them for success in postsecondary study and work.
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Figure 1 The variables influencing a child’s life chances and well-being
The three factors at the top of the diagram, which are italicised, are in a different category to the rest as they are essentially inherited; in the normal course of events there is nothing that can be done to change them – assuming that change was necessary or desirable. What is very clear is that in certain circumstances gender, ethnicity and disability can have significant negative implications in terms of life chances. In other circumstances they can have highly beneficial implications – it seems to depend on context. The other three variables are not fixed in the way of the first three factors i.e. they can be influenced, changed and mitigated.

The social variables are essentially contextual; they describe the social situation of every child and young person. The personal variables are the factors that explain the distinctive identity of every person – what makes us who we are. The school as a variable is significant in that it is probably the one common factor in every person’s life and in some respects is the most controllable of all.

Taken from:  Schools and Communities: Working Together to Transform Children’s Lives, John West-Burnham, Maggie Farrar, George Otero, Continuum Press, 2007.

The Outward Facing School – From My School To Our School

Current efforts to improve schools mostly miss the point.  First, they fail to understand what John Goodlad and his researchers documented years ago in A Place Called School, ‘a school is not a school is not a school’.  Every school is a dynamic and integral part of a local community.  He promoted a context-based assessment to individualize reform efforts.  A school is more like a community structure than a business.
Second, the school does not adequately control the factors that make a difference in what schools do.  Only when schools, students, families and communities share the responsibility for educating the young, can schools be said to be performing well. The variety and structure of “charter” and “community schools” in the United States attest to the fact that effective schools take many diverse forms.

This single minded focus on improving the school as the key to educating all children regardless of social and community contexts is based on the notion that the school is a closed system.  But, in order to continue to raise standards and ensure that all children have the opportunity and support they need to achieve, schools must begin to act much more as open systems.  They must embrace the families and community of which they are an integral part.

When schools claim sole responsibility for educational provision, they often find themselves at odds and often out of touch with the educational needs and aspirations of the local community of which they are a part.  Schools then often find themselves operating as silos: out of touch and no longer an integral part of the community.  Given the interdependence between family, school and local community, schools cannot only be about the business of improving themselves: they also need to address this isolation and alienation.  Schools must transform their relationship with the community.  This involves changing attitudes, relationships and the deployment of resources. (West-Burnham, Farrar, Otero) 2007.

Recent research in Chicago (Bryk and Schneider) 2002, confirms once again that schools are indeed reflections of each local community and that schools improve as communities improve.  Over the course of three years, Bryk and Schneider, together with a diverse team of other researchers and school practitioners, studied reform in twelve Chicago elementary schools.  Each school was undergoing extensive reorganization in response to the Chicago School Reform Act of 1988, which called for greater involvement of parents and local community leaders in their neighborhood schools.  They found that the personal dynamics among teachers, students, and their parents, for example, influence whether students regularly attend school and sustain their efforts in the difficult task of learning.  They demonstrate how effective social relationships across the school and community-which they term relational trust-can serve as a prime resource for school improvement.

Schools and Communities are interdependent.  Due to the recent emphasis on school improvement, many educators have come to believe that school has more effect on the community than vice versa.  Research like that of John Hattie (2009) which states that children do better as students in school if the parents understand the language of schooling is interpreted as evidence that the school can neutralize the influence of minority, ethnic or poor parents by teaching them the language of schooling.  Really, this research only indicates that the influence of parents and families is so great that if they don’t understand and support the school, success for their children, even as good students, is severely limited.  The power of parents who understand how to effectively partner with the school in the educational process is the critical factor in school success.

More recent research (Bryk, Easton and Luppescu) 2006, found that indeed a school’s capacity for improvement is heavily influenced by its community context. In a document reporting research underpinning the reforms outlined in the National Parnership on Low SES School Communities it is stated that “there is overwhelming agreement in the research that when schools address identified needs and engage with the broader community, student achievement improves (Henderson and Mapp, 2002, Berthelsen and Walker, 2009).  Schools in this National Partnership are encouraged to draw on Turners (2001) research in low SES school communities in which schools moved beyond collaboration to a point where they are working in partnership to bring about systemic change in education and community.

In fact, out of school factors still have a larger effect on young people’s educational and social futures than the school. They always have and they always will. “Inputs to schools matter, “  writes Henry C. Berliner, a professor of educational leadership and policy studies at Arizona State University. (2009). “As wonderful as some teachers and schools are, most cannot eliminate inequalities that have their roots outside their doors.”  What we need to do in schools is quickly reclaim the proven partnership with parents and communities in order to assure a fair, equitable, and socially just education for everyone in every community.

For example, in their study of 51 schools in the United States, Henderson and Mapp (2002) investigated the kinds of parent and community engagement that impact on student achievement and recommended that schools can best sustain parental engagement by personalizing the support to parents, by listening to parents and responding to the real need rather than perceived needs of families and local communities.

This was demonstrated in a practical way when OMD Insights, a marketing firm in Australia, got 125 families around the nation with children aged five to twelve to play board games at least once a week for a month.  They found that playing board games together just once a week improved the children’s social, educational and life skills in dramatic ways.  As a result, time poor parents whose kids usually spent too much time on computer and console games vowed to continue the ritual and noticed themselves becoming more patient and organized.  (Harold Sun, Wednesday, August 19, 2009, page 2.)

The  Outward Facing 21st Century School: Mindset Challenges

21st Century Schools will be no different than 20th Century Schools unless the leaders of such schools change their minds about the function of schools in this century.  Understanding what it means to be “outward facing” invites such an examination.

Mindset Challenge # 1  Give up being all things to all people!  Move to a right here right now approach.

A quick look at the brief for a 21st Century School seems to encourage schools to be all things to all people.  It is clear from collective experience, systems analysis and the power of social and economic forces that schools cannot hope to organize their resources to address effectively all the factors that affect educational success.  So why try!  Better to work with the entire community, especially families, to personalize the school program for each and every student by addressing the social  personal and psychological  factors that dominate the learners world in the present.  To educate in partnership with the student, his or her family and the immediate community requires the school to face the student, family and community as the key resources required for the school to provide educational success.  

Mindset Challenge # 2  Move from a “find and fix” instructional approach to a “predict and prevent” curricular approach.

Mindset Challenge # 3  Understand the deep structure of schooling

Schools are best understood as learning communities not as institutions or organizations.  That means the structure of the school is reflected best in the day to day relationships that occur.  School leaders need new lenses in examining their school’s effectiveness.  Relational frameworks that address learning, networking, wellness and communication will be critical tools in developing the 21st Century School.

Mindset Challenge # 4  See the purpose of the 21st Century School as helping a family raise a child rather than the multitude of purposes that have dominated 20th Century Schooling.

Rudy Crew provides this metaphor.  

“Schools must be the common garden where we (school, family and community) grow our future.  Let’s begin by seeing our schools as places of connection.  We must put schools squarely in the center of all the things that make up our communities---families, teachers, businesses, government, the arts, and faith and service organizations. Once we have done that, schools will no longer be perceived as a social program or form of charity.  Rather the relationship between schools and various community entities will be transformed into an agreement to produce children who can compete anywhere in the world.”
Mindset Challenge # 5  Understand that the most important resources needed to educate children and youth are located outside the school and not within the school.

This understanding requires that school leaders adopt processes of community engagement and relationship building if they want to move forward with the partnerships that help achieve the 21st Century School.  Using tools of relationship building and community engagement schools can create the opportunity for the community as a whole to develop educational and change processes tailored to the needs and resources of the community.

COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS: THE KEY TO BUILDING THE SCHOOL OF THE 21ST CENTURY.

· Fostering community conversations

· See, Feel, Change vs. Analyze, Think, Change

· Dialogical approach vs. program approach

· Turning policy and good thinking into changed relationships

Community Conversations Questionnaire:
1.  What do you love about this community? What makes it unique?

2.  What are the challenges this school and community face?

3.  How do schools contribute to economic, social and environmental revitalization?

4.  What is the present economic base of this community? What are the economic opportunities that the school and community, working together, could develop?

5.  What aspects of this school and community need to be protected and retained?

6.  When, where and how do school and community members share resources and diverse perspectives with each other? When do people get together to share their ideas? Who participates in these discussions? How are young people involved?

7.  What risks, barriers or obstacles need to be considered?

8.  What and who is in your community that could contribute to a real and positive change in the way things are done around here to help create a worthwhile future for people?


Taken from the School-Led Community Revitalization Project, Center for RelationaLearning

(Visit www.relationalearning.com for a full description). 
Communities and schools working together: A True Partnership

Working together, parents, teachers and community members can focus their time and resources on making sure that social and personal factors are positively applied to student learning before during and after school. (West Burnham, Farrar and Otero, 2007).  The potential for successful partnering is great within Australian communities.  The NAB Schools First program is an excellent example of the quality of partnerships within Australian school communities.   

Effective strategies for working together can be found in many initiatives.  Two that have a strong evidence base that demonstrates their positive effect on student achievement are the asset approach developed by the Search Institute and the extended learning approach developed by Citizen Schools.  These initiatives depend upon the community for their success.  In rural communities the Center for Relationalearning established a capacity building approach where the community and school through a discovery conversation process created educational opportunities that addressed the communities needs and aspirations.
For over 75 years, the Mott Foundation, based in Flint, Michigan, has sought to develop principles and practices that provide local residents and community agencies (including schools) to become active partners in addressing community needs.  The basic need of any community is educating the young.  The following principals are applied to any and all educational activities:

Self-Determination

Self-Help

Leadership Development

Localization

Integrated Delivery of Services

Maximum Use of Resources

Inclusiveness

Responsiveness

Lifelong Learning

CREATING POWERFUL LEARNING RELATIONSHIPS: A WHOLE SCHOOL COMMUNITY APPROACH

The author, in partnership with two principals in Melbourne has developed a unique partnership model of education to support school and community working together as partners.  Following this model (Csoti, Otero, Rothstad  2011) shows any school how to partner education by focusing all conversations, planning, activities and relationships on four basic domains; (1) parent and family as primary partners (2) Community engagement (3) a personalized Curriculum and (4) extended learning for all.  The model is specifically designed to maximize the application of basic beliefs that undergird school and community partnerships.
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Partnership Model of Education

Current efforts to improve schools mostly miss the point.  First, they fail to understand what John Goodlad and his researchers documented years ago.  A school is not a school is not a school.  Every school is a dynamic and integral part of a local community.  He promoted a context-based assessment to individualize reform efforts.  Second, the school does not adequately control the factors that make a difference in what schools do.  Only when schools, students, families and communities share the burden equally do schools “perform” well.  The variety and structure of charters and community schools attest to this fact.  Third, school success is always more a function of the quality of relationships than the number or effectiveness of specific programs or curriculum.  Michael Fullan, clearly one of the most highly regarded educational consultants in the world today, puts it this way, “any educational reform strategy that improves relationships has a chance of succeeding; any strategy that does not is doomed to fail”.  Until these three truths come together in an integrated strategy, schools will basically remain the same.

This model brings together relationship building, local context, and significant educational factors so that each and every school can maximize learning, wellbeing and life chances.

This model changes the culture of a school.  Everyone knows that positive relationships make a difference but few understand how relationships determine the quality of everything we do in a school.  If relationship-building is central to success, why is this basic principal of educational change violated and ignored so often?  Once again, Michael Fullan hits the nail on the head.  “Because it is easier to pass legislation, announce a policy, prescribe new standards, and reorganize.  Those who imagine strategies of legislation and prescription will really work are treading a fine line between ignorance and arrogance.  It is much harder to work through complex problems with diverse personalities and competing groups.  Yet altering relationships for the better is absolutely necessary (italics mine) for successful reform”.

This model forces educators to plan and deliver to the parents, families and children as they come to school each day.  Such a responsive and personalized approach cannot be accomplished unless everyone concerned is working closely together as partners.

Some operating principles in schools using the whole school community model

· High expectations for all, adults and students, who participate in the work of the school.

· The practice of building on the students, parents and community’s strengths.

· A priority on creating and fostering partnerships, public and private, from many parts of the community they serve.

· Recognition and acceptance of the responsibility for shared accountability in the results, with schools, families and community as partners.

· The will to embrace diversity, recognizing the strength that diversity brings to the community and respecting the many opportunities for growth that such diversity provides.

· Processes that involve creating and recreating themselves with the participation of the many stakeholder groups to respond to the needs and assets of their community.

Indicators of these principles and examples of the principles in action usually include:

1. Shared leadership structures and activities

2. Quality education available to all groups in the community and at many times of the day or evening.

3. Emphasis on asset development for children, youth and families in all areas, cognitive, social, psychological, and physical.

4. A broad array of family supports

5. Community engagement and development opportunities for the stakeholders.

After nearly 40 years of school improvement from inside the system it is time to renew the basic partnership between school, family and community that makes education a success for everyone.

The evidence is clear.  If you find an effective school in today’s terms, one that has most students doing well on literacy and numeracy tests, you can be sure this is due to an effective community and not the other way round.  

WHAT IS OUR SCHOOL DOING TO BUILD OUR COMMUNITY’S WELL-BEING?
	
	YES/NO
	HOW

	Our school buildings and grounds are used by the local community.
	
	

	We provide coordinated services for families by cooperating with other agencies.
	
	

	We have extensive participation by students and their families in decision making.
	
	

	We provide a community resource directory for families
	
	

	We provide education for the community
	
	

	We work with local businesses and community organizations
	
	

	We have after-school and holiday programs for children and/or families
	
	

	Our students do service in and for the community
	
	

	We take part in community planning


	
	

	We are contributing to local community building
	
	

	We routinely use community resources in the curriculum meeting local and cultural needs
	
	

	We have positive relationships with families and with the community


	
	

	We know what’s going on in our community


	
	

	
	
	


THE MOST IMPORTANT TWO THINGS WE COULD DO TO IMPROVE OUR SCHOOL”S FAMILY-SCHOOL- COMMUNITY RELATIONS ARE:

Given the movement world wide to make education a function of the entire community working in partnership, the Queensland Parent and Community Engagement Framework presents a world class strategy to ensure the best education for every child.  The framework focuses on the relational domains that enable each local school to form an educational partnership for learning with parents and the wider community.

References:

Berliner, David C. (2009). Poverty and Potential: Out-of-School Factors and School Success.

Boulder and Tempe: Education and the Public Interest Center & Education Policy Research

Unit. Retrieved [date] from http://epicpolicy.org/publication/poverty-and-potential
Barber, Michael and Mourshed, Mona,  How the World’s Best-Performing School Systems Come Out On Top. McKinsey & Company, September 2007.

Berthelsen, D. and Walker, S. 2009.  Support at home increases chance of school success. Queensland University of Technology.

Bryk, Anthony S. and Schneider, Barbara, (2002)  Trust in Schools: a Core Resource for Improvement. New York, Russell Sage Foundation.

Bryk, Anthony S., Easton, John Q., and Luppescu, Stuart.  The Essential Supports for School Improvement, Consortium on Chicago School Research, September 2006.

Center for Relationalearning.  http://www.relationalearning.com
Citizen Schools.  http://www.citizenschools.org
Otero, George, Robert Csoti and  David Rothstadt . Creating Powerful Learning Relationships: A Whole School-Community Approach.  Hawker Brownlow, Melbourne. 2011.
Hattie, John A. C. (2009)  Visible Learning. New York. Routledge.
Harold Sun, Wednesday, Aug 19, 2009. Page 2.

Henderson, A. Mapp, K. 2002.  A New Wave of Evidence: The impact of school, family, and the community connections on student achievement.  Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, Austin.  http://www.sedl.org/connections/resources/evidence.pdf
Turner, D. 2001.  The Partnership Journey and 360 degree Accountability.  Enterprise and Careers Education Foundation.

West Burnham, John, Farrar, Maggie, and Otero, George.  (2007)  Schools and Communities Working Together to Transform Children’s Lives. London. Continuum Press.

A shorter adaptation of this paper was published in final edition of Learning Matters, a journal of the Catholic Education Offfice Melbourne, 2011.
Resources

Schools and Communities: Working Together to Transform Children’s Lives, John West-Burnham, Maggie Farrar and George Otero, Network Continuum Education, 2007.

Creating Powerful Learning Relationships: A Whole School Community Approach, George Otero, Robert Csoti & David Rothstadt, Hawker Brownlow Education, 2011.

Educational Leadership and Social Capital, John West-Burnham and George Otero, Seminar Series, Agust 2004, No. 136. Melbourne, Incorporated Association of Registered Teachers of Victoria or Center for Strategic Education.

Leading Together to Build Social Capital,  John West-Burnham and George Otero, What are we learning about…..? Community leadership in networks, National College of School Leadership, www.ncsl.org.uk/communityleadership. 
Better Together, Restoring the American Community, Robert Putnam and Lewis M. Feldstein, Simon and  Schuster, 2004.

Community, The Structure of Belonging, Peter Block, Berrett-Koehler, 2008.

The Spirit Level, Why Equality is Better for Everyone, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, Penguin Books, 2010.

Listening to Country, A Journey to the Heart of What it Means to Belong, Ros Moriarity, Allen & Unwin, 2010.

True Partnership, Revolutionary Thinking About Relating to Others, Carl Zaiss, Barrett-Koehler, 2002.

Smart Trust, Creating Prosperity, Energy, and Joy in a Low-trust World, Steven M.R. Covey and Greg Link, Simon and Schuster, 2012.

The Trust Worthy Leader, Leveraging the Power of Trust to Transform Your Organization, Amy Lyman, Jossey-Bass, 2012.

School





Family





Social Capital





Social Class





Poverty





Resilience





Readiness





Motivation





Ability





Social





Personal





Gender, disability, ethnicity








PAGE  
1
Dr. George Otero    Center for Relationalearning    February 2013 


