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ABSTRACT

A growing body of research demonstrates the links between parental involvement and
students' outcomes. Some benefits of this involvement include improved academic achievement,
higher grades, increased attendance, and better social skills (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Sui-Chu
& Willms, 1996; Dryfoos & Knauer, 2004; Coalition for Community Schools, 2003). Despite
these benefits, many educators report challenges in engaging parents and community members
within the school. The purpose of the research was to explore the processes two school staffs
used to facilitate community engagement by utilizing community education practices and, within
each individual site, compare to any increase in community engagement at the school.

Over the 2006-2007 school year, the researcher spent time connecting with staff members
and parents at two schools — a suburban elementary school, and an inner-city community school.
Through observation, interviews with administrators, focus groups with parents, and focus
groups with staff members, the researcher obtained information regarding staff members growth
in community engagement, development of community education practices, and the impact of
those practices on community engagement in the school. Through analysis of the data, the
researcher identified themes, conditions for community engagement, and promising community
education practices.

Data from observation, focus groups, and interviews demonstrated the importance of
leadership, developing relationships with parents, creating a welcoming school environment,
focusing staff development on community education, and creating opportunities for staff
members and community members to come together, for community engagement to be
successful. The research captured the importance of making beliefs and assumptions explicit, and

identified how these beliefs can be helpful or harmful in engaging youth, families, and



community members. The research study demonstrated that as staff members at Eagle Point
School and Sunrise Community School increased their level of understanding of community
education and created community education practices, they experienced greater community

engagement in their respective schools.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Many schools are like little islands set apart from the mainland of life by a deep moat of
convention and tradition. Across the moat there is a drawbridge, which is lowered at
certain periods during the day in order that the part-time inhabitants may cross over to the
island in the morning and back to the mainland at night. Why do these young people go
out to the island? They go there in order to learn how to live on the mainland. After the
last inhabitant of the island has | eft in the early afternoon, the drawbridge is raised.
Janitors clean up the island, and the lights go out. Such, in brief, is the relation of many
American schools to many an American community. (Carr,in Minzey & LeTarte, 1994,

p. 63)

Community Engagement
The story above demonstrates how education is delivered in many schools across the
United States and Canada. Research continues to affirm the importance of engaging family and
community within schools (Henderson & Mapp, 2002), particularly its correlation to student
academic success (Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996). However, many schools and educators find
community engagement difficult to achieve.
The Saskatchewan Ministry of Education describes community education as a
philosophy based on community engagement and life-long learning. It isabelief that
learning occurs in many settings, not just school. Schools alone cannot do all that is
needed to help children and youth achieve success in their lives. The collaboration and

engagement of families, community members, organizations, teachers, and students to



build alearning community is the cornerstone of community education. Together, all are

involved in the identification of community strengths and needs, and together decide

upon courses of action. These processes lead to a more meaningful and successful
learning experience for all. Community education has proven to be successful in
addressing the needs of students, families and communitiesin an increasingly complex

society. (Saskatchewan Learning, n.d.)

Community engagement requires creating opportunities for youth, families, staff
members, organizations and community members to be involved in planning, decision making,
and evaluation (Saskatchewan Learning, 2005). The word authentic is used to describe
meaningful engagement of families and communities within schools. This practice of community
engagement moves beyond parents volunteering on field trips or hosting family dances to having
families and communities engaged in establishing school policies, becoming engaged in the
classroom, discussing student academic achievement, being involved in research, or becoming
actively involved in learning improvement initiatives. Authenticity comes from relationships
built on trust where educators and communities work together in new ways. “ Concentrated
networks of interaction foster better understanding, a broader acceptance of group norms of
behaviour, and, consequently, a more effective accomplishment of both individual and
community goals’ (Kliminski & Smith, 2003, p. 7). Asthere may be unequal power relationships
between schools and communities, school staff can initiate the process of developing

relationships within their community which, in turn, can lead to relationships of mutual benefit.

In Figure 1, the writer (Saskatchewan Learning, 2005, p. 14) has created a diagram to
demonstrate the deepening of relationships and responsibility through the progression of

informing, involving and engaging community members into the life of the school and



community to the point where they take on leadership roles. Engaging community in this way

facilitates |eadership opportunities at each stage of this progression.

Community Engagement

v

Informing Involving Engaging Leading
Increasing degree of collaboration and partnership
Figure 1. Progression of community engagement.

For the purpose of this diagram, the researcher has defined informing as: students,
parents, and community members are informed of decisions made by school staff. This may be
through a newsdletter, letter, or personal contact. Involving is defined as: students, parents, and
community members are invited to participate in the school. At this stage, the invitation is
extended based on the needs and ideas of the school staff. It isunidirectional and the agendais
determined by the school staff. A limited amount of trust exists between staff members and
community members, and decisions are made by afew individuals. Involvement may include
activities such as having parents organize family dances, arranging fundraising activities, or
inviting parents to support classroom field trips. Engaging is defined as: students, parents, and
community members are actively engaged in the life of the school and community. Together the
school staff, students, parents, and community members create the agenda, make decisions, and
take actions that affect many aspects of the school community. A high degree of trust is
developed among school staff, students, parents, and community members, and thereis
reciprocity in the engagement (Kliminski & Smith (2003, p. 7). As aresult of the trust
relationships created, there is freedom to collaborate and an openness and willingness to engage
others in making decisions together. Engagement may include activities such as parents and staff

members developing learning improvement plans, developing shared values and beliefs, and



jointly deciding on programs for the school. Thereis reciprocity in the relationship as both
school staff and community benefit from the mutual relationship. Leading is defined as: staff
members, students, parents, and community members have created a norm of community
engagement. The practice of community engagement results in staff members, students, parents,
and community members naturally assuming leadership roles within the school and community
as they work together towards a shared vision. This practice may result in parents and
community members taking on leadership roles within the context of the school-community such
as participating in school planning, facilitating professional development opportunities for the
learning community, and taking alead role in the school/community work-plan. In this context,
the leadership is shared and based on arelationship of trust created through the engagement

processes utilized within the school.

Context

Saskatchewan has arich history in community education. First Nations peoplesin
Saskatchewan have traditionally had a community approach to education and learning was
always associated with context and connectedness--to place, community, kinship, and shared
values. In Saskatchewan, the infamous one-room school house associated with rural communities
of the past, is another example of how community was connected to schooling. Saskatchewan’'s
provincia education system has supported community education since 1980. In that year, a
discussion paper was rel eased (Saskatchewan Education, 1980) which formed the basis for the
creation of Community Schools. Eleven Community Schools were designated in Saskatchewan
to respond to urban Aboriginal poverty. In 1996, a policy framework for Community Schools

was released (Saskatchewan Education, 1996) and the number of Community Schools grew to



26. In 2001, the Role of the School Task Force (commissioned by Saskatchewan’s Minister of
Education in 1999) developed avision for all schools and communities called School™"*
(Tymchak, 2001). This vision included an important recommendation that all schoolsin
Saskatchewan adopt the Community Schools' philosophy. The Government of Saskatchewan
responded in 2002 with the adoption of School™ "%, including the recommendation that all
schools adopt community education practices (Government of Saskatchewan, 2002). In 2001, the
number of Community Schools grew to 98, representing 12% of al provincial schools. The
adoption of School™"* signalled a positive change in Saskatchewan as schools would become
more open and inclusive of community.

In 2005, the Government of Saskatchewan announced legidlation to create a School
Community Council for every provincia school. School community councils are intended to
play akey rolein the provincia education system as they provide a structured forum for
community engagement. Their purpose is to develop shared responsibility for the learning
success and well-being of all children and youth and to encourage and facilitate parent,
community and youth engagement in school planning and improvement processes
(Saskatchewan Learning, 2005). All of these developments have supported the adoption of
community education and provided the policy direction for Saskatchewan schools to engage

families and communitiesin new ways.

Issue
Parent and community involvement is supported by much research and provincial
education policy and legislation. Typically the literature uses the terms “ parent involvement” and

“parent engagement” interchangeably. The writer conceptualizes these terms very differently as



described in Figure 1. Pushor (2007, pp. 2-3) describes a clear difference between * parent
involvement”, where the school staff drive agendas and * parent engagement”, where new stories
are created as educators and parents work together in new ways. The actualization of parent
engagement continues to be a challenge for educators in many Saskatchewan schools working in
diverse school settings such as K-12, elementary, secondary, urban, rural, northern, and on-
reserve. Some staff members contend that they would like to have parents engaged, but their
efforts to do so have not worked. Many reasons for the lack of family and community
engagement are cited by school staff members and include: parents are too busy; families have
too many personal issues affecting their lives to be authentically engaged; parents won't attend
meetings and aren’t interested.

Families and community members also feel a mismatch between their willingness to be
engaged in the school and the staff’ s actions to engage them (Saskatchewan Learning, 2006).
“Representative authentic community engagement remains a significant ongoing challenge for
most schools’ (p. 107). To address this mismatch, the drawbridge needs to be opened more
frequently and the bridge needs to be wide enough to include parents and community. School
staffs are tasked with creating the conditions and environment for community engagement to
occur.

Community engagement occurs best when school staff have an understanding of
community education philosophy and implement community education practices aligned with
this philosophy. Engaging families and community within schools requires an environment that
is conducive to authentic engagement. School environment refersto “the atmosphere reflective

of an organization’s culture and beliefs. What is seen, heard, and felt” (Saskatchewan Learning,



2004). School staff can create an environment and place where the norm is youth, family, and

community engagement. Ira Shor (1992) speaks of this transformation in education as follows:
Empowering education is thus aroad from where we are to where we need to be. It
crosses terrains of doubt and time. One end of the road leads away from inequality and
miseducation while the other lands usin afrontier of critical learning and democratic
discourse. Thisis no easy road to travel. Any place truly different from the status quo is
not close by or down asimple trail. But the need to go there is evident; given what we
know about unequal conditions and the decay in social life; given the need to replace
teacher-talk and student alienation with dialogue and critical inquiry. Fortunately, some
valuable resources already exist to democratize school and society. That transformation is
ajourney of hope, humour, setbacks, breakthroughs, and creative life, on along and

winding road paved with dreams whose time is overdue. (front cover)

Purpose of the Study

This study is based on the premise and hypothesis that as school staff growsin their
understanding of community education, transformative learning occurs. This transformation
occurs through a process of looking internally at beliefs and assumptions and then externally at
possibilities for the creation of new practices aligned with shared beliefs. This process resultsin
new practices through engagement in which school staff members and community members
work together towards a common vision or objective. Henderson & Mapp (2002) recommend
that professional development occurs for school staff, devel oping their capacity to work with
parents in new ways. Professional development may lead to staff members creating new

practices based on community education and result in improved family and community



engagement in authentic and meaningful ways in the school (Henderson & Mapp, 2002, pp. 8,
65).

Because the literature supports adopting community education practices regardless of the
demographics or socio-economic make-up of the community (Henderson & Mapp, 2002), this
research was carried out at two elementary schools in a Saskatchewan city. Eagle Point School
(pseudonym) is a suburban elementary school situated in an upper-middle class community. In
this school, the assumption may be that parents and community members are too busy to be
authentically engaged in the school. The second school, Sunrise Community School
(pseudonym), is an inner-city school. The assumption at this school may be that families are
experiencing too many issues (poverty, addictions, illiteracy, etc.) to be authentically engaged in
the school. In addition to differences in socio-economic status between the two schools,
significant demographic differences exist as the inner-city school has an approximate 75 per cent
First Nations and Métis student population. The actual number of First Nations and Métis
studentsis likely higher than 75 per cent, as not al First Nations and Métis students self-identify.

It isimportant that this research study took place in two school sites with very different
school populations. Each experience was educative in different ways. The intent of the study was
not to compare the schools, but rather to understand the different processes the staff members
used to facilitate community engagement. “The doing or application will look different in each
setting, but the philosophy, the ‘way we do things,” the shared vision of community education is
the common thread” (Saskatchewan Learning, 2004, p. 1). Community education is based on the
principles of inclusion, shared |eadership, shared responsibility, and responsiveness (p. 38).
When these principles guide practice, it creates conditions for authentic community engagement,

which is an effective educational strategy regardless of community. The purpose of the research



was to explore the processes two school staffs used to facilitate community engagement by
utilizing community education practices and, within each individual site, compare to any
increase in community engagement at the school. The research questions were:

1. To what extent does focused staff development, based on a model of transformational
learning, shift family/community involvement in the school to meaningful family/community
engagement in the school ?

2. What specific practices do staff members adopt which result in increased
family/community engagement in the school ?

3. As staff members embrace authentic community education principles and practices,
how may a more inclusive and welcoming school environment be created? How may families
and community members respond to this new environment with greater commitment to the
school ? How does this commitment occur? What barriers prevent engagement from happening or

limit the degree to which this occurs?

Sgnificance.

This study had particular personal relevance, as the writer has been working at the local,
provincial, and national level with community education for the past decade. This writer has
worked with schools and school divisions across Saskatchewan on community engagement, has
an administrative role in the provincia education system, and has also written provincial policy
which supports community education. The writer has also worked closely with First Nations and
Métis families as a Community School Coordinator at Princess Alexandra Community School

and saw firsthand the benefits of authentically engaging youth, families, and community
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members within the school. It is recognized that the writer’ s experiences, passion for community
education, and expertise in community engagement played arole in shaping this research study.

This study has ongoing implications in terms of the social fabric of the province. Schools
still remain natural gathering places in community—*we still bring our kidsthere” regardless of
the experiences we may have had. As natural gathering places, schools hold atremendous
amount of influence in developing a sense of belonging for al community members, aswell as
addressing community needs. When community education is the norm, school staff and
community members work together in new ways and create something that wasn'’t there before.
The synergy that occurs when the we in schools includes staff members, students, families, and
communities is key to improving student outcomes, as well as addressing community identified
needs.

This study has further social implications given the re-populating of Saskatchewan. The
population of First Nations and Métis peoplesis young and growing in Saskatchewan, and, at the
current rate, nearly 45 per cent of children entering Kindergarten in the province will be of First
Nations or Métis ancestry by 2016 (Saskatchewan Learning Projections, unpublished, 2004).
While the growth in the First Nations and Métis population is occurring, the learning outcomes
for First Nations and Métis students have not been realized. In addition, health, education, and
employment outcomes for First Nations and Métis peoples in Saskatchewan need to be
“addressed for Saskatchewan'’s future sustainability” (Saskatchewan Learning, 2006). Asa
province, we must create new opportunities to authentically engage First Nations and Métis
peoples. Schools provide aready opportunity to do this. Schools can do much to lay the

foundation, and create the conditions and environment for success of First Nations and Métis
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peoples. Building a shared future with First Nations and Métis peoples happens first at schoolsin
communities.

In the context of provincial policy directions, as well as the requirement for schoolsto
create a School Community Council, this study has immediate implications. This study
researched the effects of community education and its correlation to improved family and
community engagement. The findings of this study can support the policy direction for
Saskatchewan provincial schools, as well as support staff development within schools and school
divisions. The goal of this study isto demonstrate that by school staff adopting community
education practices, the conditions may be created for families and community membersto
engage in authentic ways within the school. By demonstrating community engagement in both a
suburban elementary school and an inner-city community school, it aso helps to erase the stigma
someti mes associated with community education as valid only in ”poor” communities with

largely First Nations and Métis populations.

Definition of terms.
Many terms are used frequently in this study. The following definitions are provided to
inform the use of these terms.
Community — Baum (1997) defines community as:
both a social and a psychological entity. Socialy, it is constituted by a web of
relationships through which members interact frequently, for various purposes, and as
whole persons. Psychologically, it is asense of unity shared by persons who identify
themselves with some combination of real and idealized aspects for the collectivity

created by these relationships. (p. 45)



12

Selznick (1992) states that individuals are attached to communities by “aframework of

shared beliefs, interests, and commitments....bonds that establish...a sense of belonging, and a

supportive structure of activities and relationships’ (pp. 358-359).

Community engagement — The school is the natural gathering place of the community. School

staff, students, families, and community members are actively engaged in the life of the school

and community. Together they create an agenda, identify and address community needs and
work towards improved student success.

Community education — The Saskatchewan Community Schools Association (2001) states.
Community education is a remarkable approach to teaching and learning that serves all
children and youth. It is an inclusive approach that involves school staff, parents, family,
caregivers, seniors, Elders, volunteers, health nurses, policy, business people, social
workers, administrators, and anyone who has a vested interest in seeing students succeed.
When this level of cooperation is achieved, not only do the students flourish — the
community does as well (unpaginated).

Community education practices — These are the practices school staffs adopt which are based

on community education principles of inclusion, respect, shared responsibility and shared

leadership. These practices are successful in engaging community in authentic ways.

Engagement — Pushor & Ruitenberg (2005) define engagement as follows:

An engaged person is an integral and essential part of a process, brought into the act
because of care and commitment. By extension, engagement implies enabling parents to
take their place alongside educators in the schooling of their children, fitting together

their knowledge of children, of teaching and learning, with teachers’ knowledge. (p. 13)
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Parent(s) and families— These terms will be used synonymously and refer to the home
caregivers of achild, children, and youth.

School staff — This term includes administrators, coordinators, teachers, support staff,
educational associates, secretaries, and caretakers.

Staff development — Thisterm isused in abroad sense to describe interactions with staff
members focused on learning. These interactions can occur in the form of professiona
development, study circles, dialogue activities, reflection, personal reading, and interactions
between school and community members.

Transformative lear ning — The University of Toronto (n.d.) describes transformative learning

asfollows:

Transformative learning involves experiencing a deep, structural shift in basic premises
of thought, feelings, and actions. It isa shift of consciousness that dramatically and
permanently alters our way of being in the world. Transformative learning makes us
understand the world in a different way, changing the way we experience it and the way
we act in our day-to-day lives. Transformative learning has an individual and a collective

dimension, and includes both individual and social transformation. (unpaginated)

Assumptions.

This study assumed that family/community engagement is dependent on staff members
adopting community education practices and dependent on creating an environment where
families and community members feel welcomed, valued, respected, and included. The study

also assumed that by focusing staff development on community education using critical
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reflection on practice, transformative change amongst staff members occurs thus creating more

meaningful opportunities for families and community members to be engaged.

Limitations.

This study was limited to two elementary schools in Saskatchewan. The schools were
selected because they are at opposite ends of the socio-economic spectrum. One school isin an
upper-middle class community and the second school isin an inner-city community. The
literature supports that community engagement can occur in any setting (Henderson & Mapp,
2002), so the researcher selected two schools to demonstrate this hypothesis. The results are not
intended to tell the whole story. Instead they provide a basis for reflection and further
investigation for the school community. Each school was looked at individualy in regard to their

growth over the school year. The school sites were not compared with each other.

Delimitations.

The literature supports that community engagement can occur in any setting, and leads to
improved student success (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). For the purposes of the research, this
study was contained to an urban setting in Saskatchewan, with two elementary schools. Also,
this study addressed particular issues related to staff development and community engagement.

Saskatchewan’s provincia education system continues to support the adoption of
community education practices by all schoolsin the province. The literature supports the
importance of community engagement. Given the mismatch that occurs between parents and

community being authentically engaged in schools and a desire for community education, a



study of community education and what conditions allow community engagement to take hold

was timely.

15
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
This research study focused on community education, and staff development. For
community education, the literature review has been arranged to describe community education
through provincial education policy frameworks; to look at Community School movements
across North America; to identify a Saskatchewan model and successful examples of community
engagement; to describe community engagement as atool for school improvement; and to
demonstrate the correlation between community engagement and improved student outcomes.
There are many writers and researchers in the area of community engagement. Paulo
Freireis one who stands out as aleader. Hiswork (Freire, 1970, 1973) is significant in that he
challenged the traditional models of education and facilitated the engagement of communitiesin
new ways. As acommunity developer, he identified that the principles of community
development work to create a new philosophy of education upon which community education is
based. Community education authentically engages community within the school. A reciprocal
relationship of respect is created where schools respond to community-identified needs and work
with communities in non-judgmental ways. Through Freire’ swork in Brazil, he successfully
engaged marginalized families and community members in improving their community. His
work informs the theoretical framework and foundation for this study.
For staff development, the literature review describes critical reflection asa

transformative learning practice and speaks to transformative staff development.
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Community Education

Saskatchewan Ministry of Education policy.

Saskatchewan has been a leader in community education for many years. In 1980,
Saskatchewan Education first designated Community Schoolsin the province (Saskatchewan
Education, 1980). Eleven Community Schools were designated in the core neighbourhoods of
Regina, Saskatoon, and Prince Albert to address issues of urban Aboriginal poverty. In 1996, a
new policy direction for Community Schools was released entitled Building Communities of
Hope (Saskatchewan Education, 1996). The number of designated Community Schoolsin the
province grew to 26.

In 1999, Saskatchewan Learning released a document entitled Parent and Community
Partnerships in Education (Saskatchewan Education, 1999). This document was a compilation
of the research which soundly endorsed family and community engagement in schools. This
document provided the policy framework for schools to engage family and community within
schools. The research cited throughout the policy framework suggests that parent and community
engagement in schools improves student success and wellbeing. The research was organized
around themes which demonstrated links to student benefits, parent benefits, teacher benefits,
school benefits, and community benefits (pp. 6-7).

In 2001, Dr. Michael Tymchak, Chair of the Role of the School Task Force, released his
final report to the Minister of Education (Tymchak, 2001). The report described how the role of
schools has changed, and listed a number of recommendations for the Minister to respond to.
The number one recommendation was for all schoolsto adopt community education philosophy

and practices. In 2002, the provincial government responded to the report (Government of
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Saskatchewan, 2002) and endorsed the recommendation for al schools to adopt community
education philosophy and practices.

In 2004, arevised Community Schools policy and conceptual framework was released
and the number of designated Community Schools in Saskatchewan grew to 98, representing
12% of provincial schools. Thisrevised policy document discussed community engagement
throughout and provided direction for schools to engage youth, family, and community within all
aspects of the school, including the learning program (Saskatchewan Learning, 2004). Further
direction to high schools came from Saskatchewan L earning through the release of a new high
schools policy document in 2005 (Saskatchewan Learning, 2005). This document laid out
effective practices for high schools around themes: strategies to engage all youth within high
schools, rethinking teaching and learning, enhancing the culture and climate of high schoals,
reaching out to families and community, creating learning communities, and improving
educational outcomes by sharing results. Y outh, family, and community engagement is described
asthe key ingredient to each of the themes laid out in the document.

In preparation for the creation of School Community Councils, Saskatchewan Learning
provided policy direction to school divisions and schools to identify the purpose for the Councils
(Saskatchewan Learning, 2005). The province described the key role for School Community
Councils as engaging the community within learning. The policy directs that school staff and
Councils will work together on creating school learning plans that focus on continuous
improvement.

From 1980 onward, the provincial government has been advocating for community
engagement. Through the recent devel opments in both legislation and educational policy, there

are continued opportunities to build on the momentum to engage community in new ways within
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the school. The direction is clear that the provincial education system believesin community
engagement and this theme will continue to be central throughout Saskatchewan Ministry of

Education priorities.

Community engagement to create a learning community.

Community education is not new, nor isit solely localized. Community education has been
advocated for many years as a means to engage the broader community into the life of the
school. Paulo Freire iswidely recognized for his contribution to community education as a
vehicle to respond to social issues (Freire, 1970, 1973). In 1960, Paulo Freire, then ayoung
educator from Brazil, advocated that education had a dynamic link to social issues such as adult
literacy, poverty, health and political exclusion. He argued against the “ banking model of
education” (1970, p. 58) and challenged othersto alter their approaches to education, and to
support community development, social empowerment and self-determination in their
communities and schools. He believed that “revolutionary leaders cannot think without the
people, nor for the people, but only with the people” (p. 126).

Furman (2002) describes the terrain of school community literature. Furman argues that the
literature tends to focus on two camps. school-community connections, and school -as
community. Supporters of school-community connections are concerned with the relationship
between the school and surrounding community. Shared governance, coordinated services, and
Community Schoolsfall in this category. School-as community tends to focus on the school as a
community unto itself. Professional learning communities, democratic community — social
justice, and students' sense of community in schools fall in this category. Furman proposes a

more “ecological model” which incorporates aspects of both categories. The ecological model
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proposes that the relationship between school and community is so organically intertwined and
reciprocal that it isimpossible to discuss without considering these linkages.

Mitchell and Sackney (2000) identify alearning community as inclusive of teachers, staff
members, administrators, students, and parents. The successful creation of alearning community
requires shared vision, values, a sense of belonging and commitment to the ideathat “we are
better together.” Learning communities are built on the principles of community education as
school staff members engage the assets of the broader community.

Authentically engaging youth, family, and community involves identifying the assets
(McKnight & Kretzman, 1993) of afamily and community and mobilizing them to improve
outcomes. Engaging community in thisway is not simply about needs identification, nor isit
about rescuing families. It is about honouring and including youth, family, and community assets
—their strengths, resources, knowledge, beliefs, values, traditions and cultures. A learning
community is formed by working with familiesin this non-judgmental way. Kliminski & Smith
(2003) build on this concept of assets through the term social capital. They describe community
education as more than a feel-good program, but rather as something “that has primary relevance
to the success of K-12 education and to the building of healthy, vibrant communities’ (p. 5).
“When educators gain the trust of the community, the community will respond in kind with a
greater willingness to support the goals of education. Building social capital needsto be
recognized by all educators as a priority that has a direct benefit to the bottom line of school

operation” (p. 7).
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Community education and student outcomes.

Henderson & Mapp (2002) analyzed research studies from across the United States of
Americawhich measured the impact of community engagement on student outcomes. In their
analysisthey found that:

students with involved parents, no matter what their income or background, were more

likely to earn higher grades and test scores, and enroll in higher-level programs; be

promoted, pass their classes and earn credits; attend school regularly; have better social
skills, show improved behaviour and adapt well to school; and graduate and go on to

postsecondary education. (p. 7)

Sui-Chu & Willms (1996) also looked at parental involvement as an important aspect of a
school’ s success. In their study (1996) they found that, on average, schools with high levels of
parental involvement have higher levels of achievement and shallower gradients, even after
controlling for the effects of students’ family backgrounds.

Joy Dryfoosisawell-known writer and researcher in the United States of America, who
advocates for community education and Community Schools. In mid-2000, Joy Dryfoos
surveyed the field and collected 49 published and unpublished research documents that fit into
the broadest definition of Full Service Community Schools. In her report (Dryfoos & Knauer,
2004) she documents the following in relation to the benefits of community education:

Achievement. Thirty-six of 49 programs reported academic gains. These gains generally

included improvements in reading and math test scores, looked at over atwo-or three-

year period. Attendance. 19 programs reported improvements in school attendance.

Several reported lower dropout rates. Several mentioned higher teacher attendance rates,

suggesting higher levels of satisfaction. High-risk behaviours. 11 programs reported
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reductionsin rates of substance abuse, teen pregnancy, disruptive behaviour in classroom,

or improvement in behaviour in general. Parent involvement. At least 12 of the programs

reported increases in parent involvement. Family functioning. In many programs with a

strong family focus, improved family functioning was reported. Access to services. Better

access to health care, lower hospitalization rates, higher immunization rates, or access to
dental care were reported at least once. After-school programs cited access to childcare as

asignificant outcome. Neighbourhood. Six programs reported lower violence rates and

safer streetsin their communities. (Dryfoos & Knauer, 2004, pp. 6-8)

The Coalition for Community Schoolsis an alliance of more than 160 national, state, and
local organizations in the United States of America which advocates for community development
aswell as provides anational network for Community Schools in the United States. In 2003,
they released a research report (Coalition for Community Schools, 2003) which analyzed the
impact of 20 Community School initiatives across the United States, focusing in particular on
outcomes that directly affect student learning. The executive summary of their findings described
Community Schools as making a difference for students in four important ways:

1. Community Schoolsimprove student learning. Fifteen of the 20 initiatives in this study

reported improvement in student academic achievement, as measured by improved
grades in school courses and scoresin proficiency testing. In addition, more than half of
the evaluations looked for and found evidence of positive development as measured by a
variety of indicators, including improved attendance, reduced behaviour or discipline
problems, greater compliance with school assignments and rules, increased access to
physical and mental health services, greater contact with supportive adults, and

improvements in personal and family situations.
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2. Community Schools promote family engagement with students and schools. More than

half of the evaluations measured and reported specific benefits to families, such as
improvements in communication with schools and teachers, family stability and ability to
provide for children’s basic needs, parents' ability to meet workplace obligations,
confidence in their ability to teach their children, and attendance at school meetings.

3. Community Schools help schools function more effectively. Almost three-quarters of

the evaluations examined the school’ s overall environment, identifying improved
outcomes in many areas. For example, principals and staff members affirmed the
importance of on-site services; more parents participated in their children’ s learning;
there was nonpartisan support for public education and access to resources through
community partnerships; and services were well-integrated into the daily operation of
schools. In the classroom, evaluators found increased emphasis on creative, project-based
learning and more innovations in teaching and curriculum. School environments were
more cheerful and were more likely to be perceived as safe.

4. Community Schools add vitality to communities. Eleven evaluations that |ooked at

this aspect suggest that Community Schools play a powerful role in community building.
Evaluators noted a variety of improved outcomes, including improved community
knowledge of, and perception of, the Community School initiative; increased use of
school buildings,; awareness of community agencies and access to facilities previously
unknown or unaffordable; improved security and safety in the surrounding area; and
strengthened community pride and engagement in the school. (Coalition for Community

Schools, 2003, pp. 1-2)
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Sheldon & Van Voorhis (2004) examined data from over 300 U.S. schools in their efforts
to develop high-quality programs of school, family, and community connections, which they
speak of in terms of partnerships. They found that higher quality partnership programs were
associated with wider implementation of parent-child interactive homework, higher levels of
parent volunteering, and more parents on decision-making committees. The study also found that
partnership programs trand ate into higher levels of family involvement in students’ learning.

In her study, Caron (2006) examined the ways teachers and schools create opportunities
for First Nations and Métis parental involvement. Through interviews with teachers and parents,
sheidentified barriers to First Nations and Métis parents’ involvement, as well as highlighted
effective practices to involve First Nations and Métis p