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Schools and Communities Working
Together: A Partnering Framework
of Education
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FOUNDATIONS OF THE FRAMEWORK
As educators, each of us continually seeks to answer these critical questions:
n Do we really believe we are maximising the achievement of every child?

ro

n Do we think that schools are maximising their effect, given their privileged
place in the community?

rB

n Can we carry on doing what we have been doing and still manage to meet the
needs of those young people who are achieving less than their potential within
the current system?
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n Where can we see future practice in the present? What are people doing
together to change practice?
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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 (2004): “A
school is not a school is not a school”. Every school is a dynamic and integral part of the local
community. Goodlad promoted a context-based assessment to individualise reform efforts
where the critical context for every school is the local community. Therefore, we contend that a
school is best seen as a local community organisation.
Second, the school alone does not adequately control the factors that make a difference in
what a school can achieve. Only when schools, students, families and communities share the
burden equally do schools “perform” well. Current examples of collaborations between schools
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and their community attest to this fact (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Bryk, 2010). These schools
– whether they are charter schools, community schools, core social centres or full service
schools, to name just a few – address the relevant social and personal factors that influence
student achievement in their locale.
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The following figure shows the potential variables operating on any individual in terms of their
personal life chances and wellbeing. Wellbeing can be best understood as the overall
effectiveness of a person’s life – where the key variables are largely positive, e.g. physical and
mental health, the quality of family life and friendships, living in a safe community, economic
life security, an overall sense of personal fulfilment and a positive view of personal futures
and potential.

ow

THE VARIABLES INFLUENCING A CHILD’S
LIFE CHANCES AND WELLBEING
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The four factors at the top of the diagram – gender, disability, ethnicity and history – are always
influential . 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 clear is that, in certain circumstances,
gender, ethnicity, disability and history can each have significant negative implications in terms
of life chances. In other circumstances they can have highly beneficial implications – it depends
simply on context and perception. The other variables are not fixed in the same way as the first
four factors, i.e. they can be more readily influenced, changed and mitigated.
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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.
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Our framework encourages the school to focus time and resources on making
sure that social and personal factors are positively applied to student
learning.
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Social factors are powerful influences on student learning. In fact, in some schools the social
factors have become the determining factors for student learning. Each school must work with
these factors in positive ways, and our framework describes how to ameliorate the negative
influence of these social and personal factors. Additionally, it can help schools to focus on the
assets that all families and individuals bring to each student’s learning. We will explore these
strategies in-depth later in the book, but they include providing time outside the regular school
day for student learning and development, partnering with agencies to deliver programs to
support families, and utilising the expertise of family and community members to support all
students in the school.
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School success is always more a function of the quality of relationships than the number or
effectiveness of specific programs or curricula. Michael Fullan, one of the most highly regarded
educational consultants in the world today, puts it this way in his book, Change Forces (1999):
“Any educational reform strategy that improves relationships has a chance of succeeding; any
strategy that does not is doomed to fail.”
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Our approach brings together relationship building, local context and significant educational
factors so that each and every school can maximise students’ learning, wellbeing and life
chances.
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THE FOCUS OF THE FRAMEWORK
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Our approach results in a framework that assists school leaders to change the culture of their
school. Everyone knows that positive relationships make a difference, but few understand how
relationships determine the quality of everything we do in a school and which relationships
deserve our attention. If relationship-building is central to success, why is this basic principle
of educational change violated and ignored so often? Once again, Michael Fullan (1999, p. 90)
hits the nail on the head:
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… because it is easier to pass legislation, announce a policy, prescribe
new standards, and reorganise. 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 for successful reform.
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The framework encourages educators to plan and deliver a comprehensive strategy for parents,
children and the community to change the agenda for improving learning. Such a responsive
and personalised approach cannot be accomplished unless everyone concerned is working
closely together as partners.
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This framework requires a basic rethink of the school, its purpose and its structure:
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It is also widely acknowledged that schools have a central role to play
in the building of social capital. In building effective schools, strong and
effective leadership that engages with the community to build partnerships
to support schools’ objectives (Masters 2004) is fundamental. In the UK,
there has been significant interest in forging ‘a new kind of leadership which
transcends the boundaries of individual schools – outward-facing leadership
with a system perspective’ (Carter & Franey 2005 p. 18). For example,
Harris (2009) identifies parents as key partners in learning and notes the
significance of including the school community in strategies to improve
student achievement. (Catholic Education Office Melbourne, 2011, p. 1)
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This framework will allow every school to change the way education takes place by focusing
all conversations, planning, activities and relationships on four relational domains: 1) Parent
Connectedness; 2) Personalised Curriculum; 3) Community-Based Learning; and 4) Community
Links. The available evidence is overwhelmingly in support of the impact and critical influence
that each of these four domains has on educational success, overall life chances and everyday
wellbeing (West-Burnham, Farrar & Otero, 2007).
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The four domains also specify who must be partnering, and what the focus of that partnering
should be centred on. The school is where this develops, and its reach should stretch beyond
the walls of a single building.
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Our approach to school and community is not a program or curriculum per se, but a framework
and strategy for educating youth. It sees positive relationships and the development of social
capital – and using those relationships and that social capital to enhance learning – as the
central dynamic of schooling. The strategy brings into focus four critical and interrelated factors
that ensure achievement and wellbeing for each and every child.
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The framework and the strategies described herein are specifically designed to maximise the
application of basic beliefs. These seven core beliefs are that
n education is not synonymous with schooling and deals with an area much
broader than academic training, vocational preparation and tertiary readiness
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n education is a lifetime process and is provided by the entire community,
especially parents

n there are many groups and individuals involved in the education process and
every community has an abundance of untapped educational resources

ow

n education is a community’s most valuable resource regardless of other social
and economic factors
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n the involvement of the community is a community right that results in better
decisions and better community support
n services should be delivered as close as possible to where people live
n schooling is a necessary, but not sufficient component of education.
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One theory of learning that informs the framework, Vygotsky’s Theory of Cognitive Development,
is now firmly established:
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Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on
the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people
(interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This
applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation
of concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships
between individuals (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57)

When education is a family experience, the benefits multiply. In fact, research from England
(Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003) established that up until age nine, the family is six times more
influential on student outcomes than the school.
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Parents and staff working together at Noble Park Primary School
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BUILDING SOCIAL CAPITAL – THE HEART OF THE
FRAMEWORK
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Social capital is the currency of effective learning in a community and a school, and can
be defined as the combined strength and power of community members. It is the trust and
reciprocity that develops over time and binds the whole group together. Strong social capital
means that people know each other, look out for each other and come together for social and
emotional support. Every school can build social capital (Putnam, 2001).
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At David’s previous school, where he was assistant principal, there was significant social capital.
Students came largely from backgrounds where English was the home language and the families
were engaged in their child’s school life and the life of the school. But at his current school,
where he is the principal, it is quite a different story. The overwhelming majority of students
come from “culturally and linguistically diverse” backgrounds and most families are in receipt
of some form of benefit payment. It was clear from his past experiences working in similar
communities that there was a need to support these families by actively building social capital.
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The whole-school community strategy is based on the school’s and leaders’ ability to build
social capital. This refers to fostering connections among individuals – social networks –and
the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them (Putnam, 2000). Putnam
sees three primary functions regarding social capital:
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First, social capital allows citizens to resolve collective problems more
easily. Second, social capital greases the wheels that allow communities to
advance smoothly. A third way widens our awareness of the many ways in
which our fates are linked … When people lack connection to others, they
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are unable to test the veracity of their own views, whether in the give or
take of casual conversation or in more formal deliberation. Without such an
opportunity, people are more likely to be swayed by their worse impulses.
(2000, pp. 288–290)
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Borrowing a definition from Michael Woolcock (2000), a social scientist from the World Bank,
and the University of California, Los Angeles’, Concord Project, social capital is comprised of
three primary functions: bonding, bridging and linking. Bonding social capital connects people
of similar identities and values; bridging social capital bridges social differences (Nelson,
Kaboolian & Carver, 2003). Linking social capital reaches out to unlike people in dissimilar
situations, enabling members to leverage a far wider range of resources than are available in
the immediate community (Woolcock, 2000).
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The Harwood Group from Michigan, USA, has been studying what social capital looks like in
public life, and have identified nine contributing factors. Of these nine, we identify the three key
factors as strong diverse leadership, informal networks and links, and conscious community
discussions, as they can bring people together so that community resources can be developed
into tangible activities and programs. Schools can model this style of leadership, provide the
dialogue and promote the linkages that will bring such social capital to bear on educating all
children. School leadership can unite a whole community, helping to solve its problems and
encouraging individual members to work together (Harwood Group, 1996).
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For much of the past three decades, educators and sociologists have been asking the same
question: to what extent do poor test scores, high dropout rates and other related issues reflect
not a schooling problem, but a community problem? We believe that the weight of the problem
is on the community side, and that building, bridging and linking social capital will generate the
resources and relationships needed to improve these important indicators of success. Again,
this belief is supported most dramatically by the work of Robert Putman. In his 2001 article,
“Community-Based Social Capital and Educational Reform”, he finds that at least four forms
of social capital influence the educational process in a powerful way. They include the family,
parent–school engagement, social capital within schools and community-based social capital.
He found a high correlation between educational outcomes and social capital across the US.
Building dynamic school cultures rich in social capital is at the heart of our approach, framework
and strategies. Therefore, principals must partner with their community and families to develop
this culture.

KEY MESSAGE 1: Every school can and should build social capital.
KEY MESSAGE 2: The quality of the relationships always determines
the quality of the learning.
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