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confidentiality of the participants and the participating schools has been respected and will
remain anonymous. In addition, the researcher spent time building relationships and trust with
parents, staff members, and administrators at each of the schools. Through these relationships,
the researcher was able to honour the voices and experiences of each school and accurately

reflect those experiences in this manuscript.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Research Stories
As noted in Chapter One, the word authentic is used to describe meaningful engagement of
families and communities within the school. Authenticity comes from relationships built on trust,
where educators and communities work together in new ways. The importance of developing
authentic relationships with families and community members was highlighted throughout this
study. Figure 1, as described in Chapter One, demonstrates the continuum of informing,
involving, engaging, and leading. The relationships tended to devel op at the involvement stage.

Community Engagement

v

Informing Involving Engaging Leading
Increasing degree of collaboration and partnership
Figure 1. Progression of community engagement.
Involvement is the stage at which staff members and communities get to know each other, begin
to trust each other, and laugh and share with each other. These relationships form the basis for
shared leadership, shared responsibility, and achieving a shared vision of education for the
community. Too often though, relationships are held in the involvement stage and schools can
become comfortable, feeling content with thislevel of parent involvement. Parents are in the
school, attend school concerts, participate with fundraising, and there’s a general sense of a
welcoming, respectful relationship between educators and the community. Relationships are
necessary, but to what end? When schools continue and build further from these relationships,
engaging community in dialogue, learning, and reflection about teaching and learning,

transformation can occur.



A key to successin community engagement isto “do something” with community once
relationships are established. This something needs to be meaningful engagement with
community about the heart of what occurs in schools--teaching and learning. Examples of
authentic engagement include: hosting a community engagement forum, developing alearning
improvement plan, discussing curricular outcomes, or creating shared beliefs for decision
making. The researcher worked alongside the school staffs and families over the period of one
school year, and observed community engagement in action, as described in the stories of both

Eagle Point School and Sunrise Community School.

Sunrise Community School

Sunrise Community School has worked hard over the past years to develop meaningful
relationships with community. Staff members ensure parents are welcomed as they come into the
school. The school staff hosts events that bring parents to the school, and communicate clear
messages to families of the importance of the role of community in the school. In addition, the
school staff hasinvited familiesinto decision-making around school beliefs and selecting school
Elders. The school iswell known as awelcoming place, and both staff members and parents
proudly make it so. Asyou walk through the front doors, you will be greeted warmly by a
student, an Elder, a staff member, or a parent, who takes time to ensure you' re welcomed and
offers to help take you where you want to go. The school administrator sets the tone and
expectations for the school climate. She often isthe first person you see as you enter the school.
She greets you with awarm smile, and handshake, and her presence putsyou at ease in this
school. During staff meetings, she clearly communicates the expectation for al staff membersto

develop relationships with families and maintain regular communication with the home. Asa
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result of her commitment to community engagement, the school plan includes community
engagement as a priority. Through these respectful relationships with families and school staff,
and through her leadership, the school administrator signals the importance of community

engagement at Sunrise Community School.

Saff devel opment.

The staff members at Sunrise Community School began the 2006-2007 school year with
community engagement established as a school priority for the year. To ensure that it remained a
priority, the school principal made certain that staff development focused on community
engagement. A commitment of time was made so that opportunities for focused dialogue and
reflection were created during school staff meetings. Specificaly, dialogue and reflection
included asking critical questions about how community members were currently engaged;
sharing of effective community engagement practices between staff members; and brainstorming
new opportunities to engage families within the school. In addition, professional development
was scheduled for staff membersto increase their understanding of community engagement.

The first meeting occurred on a scheduled professional development day in September, and
included all staff members and two resident Elders. The meeting was held in the morning and
school staff gathered in the school library. The researcher provided an overview of community
education and information about community engagement progression (see Figure 1). Staff
members were invited to reflect on where they felt they could place themselvesin that
progression. Definitions and examples of community involvement and community engagement
were given by the researcher to explain the difference to staff members. The researcher shared

the work of McKnight & Kretzman (1993) about community gifts and assets. To seek out
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community gifts and talents is a different approach to building relationships with families.
Particularly given the First Nations and Métis population at Sunrise Community School who
may not have experienced positive relationships with schools, it is necessary for school staff to
reach out in new ways. The “hook” for parents to become engaged is built on relationships.
Through small group work and large group debriefing, the discussion moved to practices which
can build relationships with families, and further reflection occurred as staff members examined
the messages, and beliefs behind the messages, that are conveyed to parents. As one example, the
school staff examined the communication of messages that were sent home to parents on any
given day. When the bulk of these messages tend to be negative in nature (e.g. your child’s
homework is not complete or, your child is disrupting the class), parents will not want to engage
with the school. School staff began to discuss ways to ensure that positive messages were also
being sent to parents each day. One example discussed was to ensure that three of the four home
visits conducted by the School Liaison Worker each day would be to convey positive,
welcoming and inviting messages to families. These positive messages help convey shared
beliefs that parents are welcome at Sunrise Community School, and staff members value the
knowledge that parents have to share.

The presentation concluded after one and a half hours, and staff members were left with a
variety of articles on community education that they could collect to read. A commitment was
made for afollow-up learning circle to discuss further. Staff members were left with five
guestions to reflect on as they read the articles, and a starting place for the learning circle. The
guestions were:

1. What is community education.....community engagement? Why should we engage

youth, families and communities within schools? What are the outcomes?
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2. What strategies are we utilizing to engage families in new ways? Are they working?
Based on the literature, what other opportunities can we try to engage youth, families, and
community within the school ?

3. Doesthe literature suggest some new ways to engage those who may be disconnected
from our school? What practices can we try in our school to ensure we authentically engage
youth, family, and community, representative of our entire community?

4. Isour school open and welcoming to families and community members? What new
practices can we try to create a more welcoming environment?

5. How are decisions made in our school ? What further opportunities can we create to
engage youth, families, and community members in decision-making processes?

The follow-up learning circle with staff members occurred one month later. The meeting
was held at the end of the school day in the school library. Approximately 15 staff members took
part in the learning circle. Over the one and a half hours of the learning circle, a dialogue
occurred that invited reflection on current practices occurring at the school. Staff members
shared with each other highlights of the articles they read, and described the importance of
building relationships with families and community. A staff member shared how he had
personally connected with nearly all of the parents of studentsin his classroom. The visits were
done at the beginning of the school year and set a positive tone for relationships. He visited
parents at their home and communicated that parents were always welcome to his classroom. He
also asked parents about their gifts and talents, and if they would be willing to share those gifts
with students in the classroom. Staff members shared their stories of a parent volunteering to
work in the library and a parent offering to teach organ and choir lessons. As the staff members

shared it became apparent to all that much effort had gone into creating a welcoming
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environment at Sunrise Community School, where parents could be included. The principal
stressed the importance of staff members’ responsibility to follow through when parents express
awillingness and desire to be included. The learning circle provided needed opportunity for
critical reflection and sharing of promising practices. A commitment was made to come back in a
few weeks to discuss these ideas with all staff members at a school staff meeting.

At afollow-up school staff meeting in November, half an hour was set aside to share ideas
from the learning circle and discuss potential for community engagement. At the meeting afew
staff members raised challenges to parent involvement which, from their perspectives, included
difficulties in securing commitment from parents, getting parents to volunteer in the school,
getting parents to be involved in the school, and getting parents to attend school events. Other
staff members shared successful events, like arecent traditional feast, that were positive and very
well attended by families. Staff members also responded that they had achieved tremendous
success in community engagement during the selection of school Eldersin apreviousyear. As
these opportunities do not occur by chance, staff members were encouraged to consider what
conditions had to be in place in order to achieve the success they previously experienced. The
staff members identified some conditions for success as: a meaningful purpose for a gathering;
the chosen time of gathering; offering food and refreshments; giving personal invitesin advance;
offering childcare at meetings, etc. It was determined that building off a past success was a good
starting place.

As the discussion progressed, some suggestions from staff members inferred that building
relationships was the key to authentic community engagement and that time during the school
year should solely focus on this. Staff members were challenged to think beyond building

relationships, and to consider the past successes that have occurred at Sunrise Community
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School to engage community in a meaningful way. The researcher stressed the importance of
doing something by truly engaging with community over the course of the school year.
Transformation occurs as aresult of new learning, critical reflection, and creating a new practice.
The researcher asserts that if reflection and dialogue does not result in something new, then it is
not transformational, and one hears things like “we're already doing that.” Staff members
discussed the idea for a Community Engagement Evening to be held in the school year, where
staff members and parents would work together to create a meaningful dialogue to discuss the
strengths of the schooal, ideas for community engagement, and to hear from parents about their
gifts and talents and how to include them in the learning program. A commitment was made to
form a community engagement subcommittee that would plan an event.

At the same time as staff members were discussing community engagement, the parents
were invited into the same process through the community council. The community council
meets once per month at the school library, over the lunch hour. A core group of four to five
parents attend, as well asfiveto six staff members. At the September community council
meeting, the researcher, staff members and the community council members sat down to discuss
the opportunity to engage more meaningfully with community. Community council members
were very enthusiastic about the opportunity. The principal invited comments from parents asto
what the school could do to improve community engagement. Parents identified communication
as an issue, as some parents felt the school newsdl etter was not the most effective method of
communication. Parents identified that at times they heard about events after they had taken
place. At the second meeting of the community council, the researcher discussed the idea of
community gifts and talents that could be shared within the learning program. During the

discussion, parents began to openly share their expertise and their willingness to share these gifts
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with the school. The expertise the parents were willing to share included the teaching of sewing,

beading, and organ lessons to students.

Planning for community engagement.

To plan the Community Engagement Evening, staff members formed a subcommittee
assigned to plan the event. At theinitial meeting of this group at the end of November, nine staff
members attended the meeting over the lunch hour. The school principal opened up the
discussion to the staff members to brainstorm ideas for acommunity engagement activity or
event. Staff members described a number of potential events that bring parents into the school.
The researcher shared some successful community engagement events and activities carried out
at other schools. Staff members liked the concept of a dialogue with community that would bring
parents and educators together to discuss a variety of things related to learning. After much
discussion, the committee settled on the Community Engagement Evening and a focus on parents
and educators getting to know each other. A decision was made to approach parentsto join this
subcommittee so the event would be co-planned and co-lead with parents. A follow-up meeting
was scheduled for January, 2007.

At the January meeting, nine staff members, five parents, and two students attended to
continue planning. The school principal ensured that parents and students were asked their
expectations for the purpose of the event. Parents indicated a need to network and get to know
other parents. The importance of creating a sense of belonging for all community members was
determined to be crucial. Parents also liked the notion of hearing what gifts and talents parents
and community members had, and felt the event could include time to solicit that input. The

committee built off of the success from the previous Elders’ selection and planned for childcare,
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transportation, personal invitations, meaningful opportunitiesfor dialogue, food and
refreshments, youth activities, and Elder involvement. To facilitate planning, a tentative plan of
tasks to be handled was shared with the subcommittee by the principal and researcher. The
subcommittee met again in February, and at afinal meeting in March, five days in advance of the
event. These meetings were held to finalize tasks and ensure logistics such as childcare,
transportation, food, and youth sessions were all being handled.

The community engagement committee paid attention to the importance of cultural
responsiveness. To ensure the evening was conducted in a manner respectful of First Nations and
Métis ways, Elders were invited, and the evening included sharing circlesin small groups so
parents would feel more comfortable sharing their ideas. Parents felt that the small groups were
critical to ensure that the voice of al parents would be heard. To facilitate parents engagement
in the dialogue, staff members volunteered to take notes for each small group, to allow parents
and community members to be free to dialogue in the groups. A final meeting was held at the
school two days prior to the event with the staff members who would be facilitators. At this
meeting, the researcher shared the protocols of the sharing circle, as understood by him through
teachings from Elders. The committee felt it was very important for the facilitators to be
respectful of the process and honour the participants through their role in the circle.

During each meeting, parents and staff members equally took on leadership roles by freely
sharing ideas and contributing to the discussions. Aswell, both parents and staff members took
on responsibilities related to the tasks to be completed for the event. As parents and staff
members formed the subcommittee, decisions related to details of the event were always made
by consensus. This consensus occurred quite naturally, as the atmosphere at these meetings was

respectful and open, and the voice of both parents and staff members was valued and included.
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The principal ensured these meetings were conducted in this manner. Over the course of a
month, the gathering was widely publicized to parents through personal invitations sent home
with students, by phone calls to parents, and by providing personal invitationsto parents who
stopped by the school to pick up their children. Parents and staff members each took

responsibility for the invitations. The stage was set for community engagement.

Community engagement evening.

The event was held on a Wednesday evening in early March, 2007. The staff members
remained after the school day to prepare for the gathering. Parent council members arrived early
to help with preparations. The start time was 5:00 p.m. at which time it was estimated that 60
parents, 20 staff members, and 50 students packed the gymnasium. Five Elders were seated at the
head table to demonstrate respect for their position in the community, as well as to show they
supported the gathering. The school principal welcomed families and invited the lead Elder to
bring greetings and an invocation for the event. The Elder thanked all for attending and for their
support of the school and their children’s learning.

The school principal and a community council representative spoke to the audience about
the purpose of the event and described the circle process that would be used that evening.
Another Elder was invited to share a teaching about the importance of the circle and the
protocols that were to be observed in the circle. After these instructions, students went to small
groups, preschool-aged children went to a childcare room, and parents went to small groups of
their choice located in rooms and hallways throughout the school. Approximately eight circles

for parents were occurring simultaneously.
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At each small group circle, a pre-selected school staff facilitator welcomed the parents and
again described the purpose of the sharing circle and passed arock or talking stick to be used in
accordance with the circle teachings. The facilitator invited parents to speak openly and share
their ideas and informed parents that they would be taking notes to capture parents thoughts and
ideas. Four questions were asked at each small group circle to get the conversation started. The
guestions were:

1. What things does the school do that makes you and your child(ren) feel welcomed,
connected and involved? What approaches or practices work well to engage your child in
school ?

2. What do you see as important for the school to do for you? What gifts and talents do you
have to offer to the school ?

3. What are some other ways schools and teachers can better engage young people and
parents to make certain your child(ren) have a successful school experience?

4. What projects, events or opportunities have captured your interest and make you excited
about having your child attend Sunrise Community School?

Facilitators were asked in advance to use these questions as a guide; not to rigidly adhere to
them, but to use them as a starting place for dialogue and to create comfort in the small group.
As the dialogue occurred, facilitators took notes on notepads to capture the ideas of the group.

Sunrise Community School was buzzing with conversation and dialogue. Small groups
around the school were discussing teaching and learning and parents were openly sharing ideas
with staff membersin arespectful, yet structured format. The circle format with small groups
was a key to the success of the dialogue. The circle alowed for the inclusion of the voice of all,

and staff members and parents were equal partners within that circle. In the small groups, staff



members demonstrated their respect for the process and parents ideas, as well astheir
commitment to listening to parents. Many ideas were shared that evening by parents. A small
sample of ideas by parents included:

1. A parent who is a seamstress offered to bring a sewing machine in to teach students.

2. A parent suggested books be sent home with children so that parents could support
learning at home.

3. Parents who were very concerned about child safety and negative influences in the
community and said they were willing to advocate more publicly about these issues to generate
community support and solution.

4. A parent who is a mechanic offered to bring a vehicle to the school staff parking lot and
show students some basics about a motor vehicle engine’ s operations.

5. A parent suggested that, instead of hearing of student work at only three scheduled
reporting periods, every second Friday during the last half-hour of the day could be atime where
parents could come in to discuss student progress with school staff and see their child’ s portfolio.

Over an hour had passed and small groups were still deep in conversation and dialogue.
Groups were invited back to the gymnasium for the evening supper. During supper the school
principal and community council representative gave closing remarks and thanked all for their
support and ideas. As decided by the subcommittee during planning, a message was
communicated to parents that evening that assured parents that their input would be acted upon
and that the school was very interested in working more closely with parents. Parents were told
this was not a one-time gathering, but rather a start of a new way of working with community.

Staff members and community council representatives were excited with the Community

Engagement Evening. Staff members were elated to find so many talents that parents had and
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were willing to share with the school. The evening demonstrated that when the conditions are
right and parents are meaningfully invited into the conversation, they will share openly and
willingly (Kliminski & Smith, 2003, p.7). The parents at Sunrise Community School wanted to
support the school and were willing to contribute their energiesto that end (Minzey & LeTarte,
1994). The evening also demonstrated the need to set aside any negative assumptions about
families and proceed on the notion that parents are interested in alearning program, and have
good ideas to contribute towards a school’ s continual improvement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002,
p. 61).

A follow-up meeting with the community council occurred at the end of March to debrief
the Community Engagement Evening. Parents had an opportunity to share their perspectives on
the event. Generally, comments were supportive of the event. Parents appreciated the small
groups which provided a good forum for discussion. Community council representatives spoke
to the significance parents place on the learning program. During the community engagement
evening parents identified policies and practices around homework, ensuring students are ready
for high school, and ensuring smooth transitions to high school as important considerations for
the school. The researcher shared with community council the four themes that were identified
from observation, during participation in two circles, and from notes taken during the evening.
These themes included: communication, school environment, relationship-building, and cultural
responsiveness. The researcher also proposed a planning tool the school could use to ensure
accountability to the themes of the event. The community council representatives expressed an
interest in keeping the momentum moving and building off of the success of the evening. The six

staff members who attended the community council meeting also expressed similar commitment.
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The Community Engagement Evening was a highlight of the year for both the staff members and
parents of Sunrise Community School.

In May 2007, the researcher returned to Sunrise Community School to conduct
interviews with the school administrators, to hold afocus group with the staff members, and to
hold afocus group with parents. (Questions asked are attached as Appendices A-D.) The
researcher conducted an individual interview with each of the two school administrators to get
their perspectives on any changesin community engagement they had perceived over the course
of the school year. In addition, the researcher structured two separate focus groups, one for staff
members and one for parents, in which individuals participated voluntarily. The researcher
wanted separate focus groups to hear independently from parents and staff members asto
changes perceived over the course of the year, and to have the groups each reflect on school
practices. One focus group for staff members was attended by 10 staff members who represented
both relatively new staff members as well as seasoned staff members. The focus group for
parents was attended by four parents/caregivers all of whom had been actively engaged in the
school community. The findings from these interviews and focus groups are synthesized and

discussed in Chapter Five.

Eagle Point School

Both staff members and parents of Eagle Point School indicated that over the past few
years, particularly beginning in 2004, the staff members and parent council had worked
collaboratively to create a new relationship. School staff reported that in years previous to this
the parent council and staff members were in conflict at times, with staff members feeling as

though they needed to be defensive of the school practices. In 2006-2007, staff members
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reported a collaborative relationship between the parent council and staff members as a result of
relationships built between the school and community. This collaborative relationship islived
out through an environment of trust and respect between parents and staff members as evidenced
in their interactions with each other, reflected in a warm tone, humorous exchanges, and inviting
atmosphere. The researcher observed these respectful interactions particularly evidenced at
parent council meetings, and in parent-teacher conversations. The staff members indicated that
this relationship allows them to be able to include parents in new ways, such as including parents
in establishing school priorities. In 2006-2007, parent council members also reported a
significant change in their relationship with the school staff over the past few years. In previous
years they were not involved in decisions, and perceived that the school administration merely
informed them at meetings rather than work collaboratively. Parents indicated they now can
freely share ideas with the school staff about opportunities for the school, feel valued and
included, and are involved in new ways within the school, particularly in decision making about
school priorities. Parents also reported that they have built relationships with school staff
members which enables parents to speak freely with teachers about student learning, as well as
support staff members by volunteering their time.

From 2003-2007, Eagle Point School has had three different school principals, each with
unique leadership styles and beliefs. To create a more authentic relationship with parents, and to
facilitate parents’ voice in the school planning process, the then new school administrator made
personal contact with the parent council prior to school opening to invite parents to a school staff
meeting at the beginning of the 2005-2006 school year to seek consensus on the school’s
planning document. At the meeting, the school’ s priorities for the year were established and

supported by both parents and staff members. Both staff members and parent council members
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acknowledged that this step of engagement signalled a new working relationship and opened up
the territory to work together in a more collegial, open fashion. Parents particularly appreciated
being included meaningfully in the core functions of the schooal, the teaching and learning, rather

than solely involved in supporting school events.

Saff devel opment.

In the 2005-2006 school year, the school principal invited the researcher to a school staff
meeting to lead a conversation about community education and community engagement. The
researcher left an article on community engagement with the staff members. The researcher had
the opportunity to reconnect with the school staff in February 2006 and through an oral
presentation and small group discussions, created an opportunity to reflect on school practices.
The researcher asked staff members to consider areas such as professional development,
assessment for learning, and establishing a school code of conduct, and explore ways within
these areas to engage youth, families, and community members. The researcher left a variety of
articles and research for staff members to read to further their understanding of community
education. In addition, the researcher also presented at a parent council meeting in the 2005-2006
school year on the topic of community engagement and opportunities to meaningfully engagein
the learning program. The parent council was particularly interested in moving in this direction
in preparation for the creation of a new School Community Council which would significantly
shift the role of parentsin support of learning improvement plans. These activities in 2005-2006
were useful to support afocus on community engagement at Eagle Point School prior to the

2006-2007 school year.
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In October 2006, the researcher attended a parent council meeting to discuss community
education and community engagement. Parent council meetings were held once per month on a
Wednesday evening beginning at 7:00 p.m. in the school library. At this meeting, 24 parents
were in attendance along with the school administrative team. The researcher distributed an
article on family engagement and highlighted the benefits of engagement for students. The
researcher asked the parent council if the researcher could work with the school and community
to promote community engagement over the course of the school year. Parent council expressed
awillingness to support this work.

The next day, the researcher attended the scheduled school staff meeting to lead a
discussion on community education. The school staff meetings were held in the school library on
Thursday, beginning at 3:00 p.m. At this meeting, approximately 30 staff members attended,
along with 10 parents. The researcher arranged small group discussion and activities, with both
parents and staff members represented in order for the perspectives of both parents and staff
members to be shared and brought forward in discussions. The researcher asked small groups to
discuss the community engagement continuum (see Figure 1), and discuss potential new ways
for parents, staff members, and students to work together. All present reassembled and large
group debriefing and discussion occurred to share new understandings raised about community
engagement as aresult of their conversations. A buzz of enthusiasm and excitement occurred in
the room as aresult of the dialogue, and both staff members and parents reported they greatly
appreciated the opportunity to work and learn together. The meeting concluded with direction
from the school administrator that the school staff would build off the success experienced that
day, and look to plan regular opportunities (perhaps every two months) for staff members,

parents, and students to gather for a school meeting.
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Asin the previous year, the school administration invited parents to a meeting at the
beginning of the 2006-2007 school year to establish the school’ s priorities and strategic plan. At
that meeting, three school priorities were described. Staff members and parents discussed the
priorities and a decision was made to proceed with al three priorities. Included in these priorities
was afocus on citizenship. Citizenship was selected as a broad theme to capture family and
community engagement, develop shared beliefs, create a sense of belonging for al students, and
raise anti-bullying awareness. A citizenship committee was formed which included parents, staff
members, and students to establish a plan for the activities to be undertaken in the school year to

support citizenship.

Citizenship committee.

The first meeting of the citizenship committee occurred at the end of November 2006,
immediately following a Thursday afternoon school staff meeting. In attendance were 11 staff
members, four students, and three parents. The school vice-principal chaired the citizenship
committee. The vice-principal shared with the committee that within the past month both she and
a parent had attended professional devel opment opportunities that focused on citizenship. Both
the vice-principal and parent shared articles and information about the professional development
opportunities so that all committee members had that same information. After the information
learned from the professional devel opment opportunities was presented, the vice-principal
opened the meeting up to a brainstorming session to develop ideas for proceeding with a
citizenship focus for the 2006-2007 school year. A variety of ideas were suggested with parents
and staff members contributing equally to the discussion. Ideas included surveying parents about

values and beliefs, hosting a school-wide assembly to discuss bullying, and working with
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students in every classroom to define values. After much discussion over the hour, the group
decided to proceed on al fronts-from within the classroom and getting input from families on
values and beliefs and then sharing these beliefs through a school-wide event. The goal of the
citizenship committee was to raise awareness and develop shared beliefs for the school
community.

At the December 2006 parent council meeting, the school vice-principal shared an update
on the citizenship committee. The parent council was given details of the citizenship focus and
the process used to identify values, both in classrooms with students and through opportunities to
solicit expressed values from parents. In addition, the parent council was asked for their advice
on proceeding with a citizenship event to pull together what students and parents shared as it
relates to values. The parent council fully supported the idea.

In March 2007, the citizenship committee was pulled together for a noon meeting to
continue planning processes. Five staff members, four students, and four parents attended. The
vice-principal shared the activities then underway within each classroom that were designed to
get students discussing values and identifying shared values. Parents were supportive of bringing
forward the students’ work on values by hosting a citizenship evening. The purpose would be to
inform the community, educate parents on bullying issues, and to create opportunities for
dialogue. Committee members discussed the format for the evening including who the guest
speakers would be, and set April 26, 2007 as the date for the event. The structure of the
citizenship evening was planned to allow time for collaboration both as families and as separate
groups created through breakout sessions for youth and parents. Parents identified the

importance of offering childcare at the event so all parents could attend. A follow-up meeting
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was planned for April, 2007 to ensure there was attention to al details planned for the citizenship
evening.

At the April meeting, five staff members and four parents attended. The researcher shared a
planning tool which he created from the dialogue at the previous meeting. The tool was to be
used to assist forward planning by breaking down the tasks required for the citizenship evening.
Both staff members and parents expressed a desire to change the planned citizenship evening to
an event at the end of April, 2007 which would be used to focus on all three priorities of the
school. It was decided that the citizenship committee would set up a classroom to share student
work and articles related to bullying awareness, as well as have parents identify values they felt
important to be included in the school. Parents and staff members thought that hosting one event
for the school community which would highlight work underway in support of al three priorities
was adesirable way to proceed. In addition, the citizenship committee felt the event would
sustain momentum, and create further dialogue and direction for the 2007-2008 school year. This
decision to host one event was made by consensus of the citizenship committee. The citizenship
committee then discussed what would need to be done in preparation for the event to be held at
the end of the month. Both staff members and parents equally volunteered in support of the tasks

that would need to be accomplished for the citizenship component of the event.

Celebrating school priorities event.

The event was held at Eagle Point School on the evening of April 26, 2007. Upon entering
the school, families were met with paper footprints on the floor. These footprints had values
written on them that previously had been identified by students. The footprints lead to the

classroom where citizenship was featured. In the room, further student work from across all
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grades and classrooms was displayed on the walls. A power-point presentation was continually
played which identified values and bullying awareness, as learned by the citizenship committee
through the professional development opportunities attended by both staff members and parents.
Refreshments prepared by parents on the citizenship committee were offered. The school vice-
principal greeted visitors to the classroom to highlight the work underway over the school year in
support of this priority. A ballot box was placed in the classroom for the submission of ideas.
This provided parents the opportunity to share important identified personal and family values
that they wished to have included in the creation of school and community shared values. The
event lasted for two hours, and both staff members and parents reported a steady flow of families

who dropped by throughout the entire evening.

Parent council math presentation.

During the 2006-2007 school year, the researcher noted another significant example of
community engagement. At one of the parent council meetings, some parents expressed an
interest in getting more information from the school principal about a new math resource being
used at the school. The principal acknowledged that a new resource was being introduced and
suggested that, at the next parent council meeting, ateacher could be invited to walk through the
resource and provide a sample math lesson for parents. Parents chuckled about being “put
through” a math lesson, and agreed to the idea.

At a parent council meeting in the spring, two teachers came to provide an overview of the
new resource. The teachers were skilled in their presentation and provided a history and context
for amove to anew resource. It was pointed out to parents that math is taught differently than

when parents went to school. Some students had gone home saying that they don’t do math,



when in fact they do math everyday. The teacher demonstrated a math lesson with parents to
show the difference in how math is now taught. Through an interactive and fun activity, the
teacher presented alesson in math. The concepts were well explained and the teacher was able to
model effective teaching. The teacher was able to show the new math resource and explained to
parents that this resource supports the provincial math curriculum, however other math resources
could continue to be used.

The lesson opened up much dialogue with parents. What was to be a 15 minute agenda
item turned into an hour long discussion. Parents were asking how they could support math at
home. The staff members responded about teaching mathematics while cooking (measuring,
counting, problem-solving, etc.). The teachers also showed some useful websites to support
learning math at home. During the presentation parents were busy asking questions and taking
notes. One parent who expressed dissatisfaction with the new resource, at the end of the
presentation was able to see its usefulness in teaching mathematics in a new way.

In May and June of 2007, the researcher returned to Eagle Point School to conduct
interviews with school administrators, hold afocus group with staff members, and, as well, hold
afocus group with parents. (Questions asked are attached as Appendices A-D.) The researcher
conducted an individual interview with each of the two school administrators to get their
perspectives on any changes in community engagement they perceived over the course of the
school year. In addition, the researcher structured two separate focus groups, one for staff
members and one for parents, in which individuals participated voluntarily. The researcher
wanted separate focus groups to hear independently from parents and staff members asto
perceived changes over the course of the year, and to have each group reflect on school practices.

One focus group for staff members was attended by four staff members, representing both staff
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members who came to the school within the past two years, as well as staff members who had
been at the school for over five years. The parents' focus group was attended by four parents and
included parents who were actively engaged in the school community, as well, one parent who
was relatively new to the school community. The findings from these focus groups and

interviews are synthesized and discussed in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Research Findings
Over the course of the 2006-2007 school year, the researcher spent time at both Eagle Point

School and Sunrise Community School, leading professional development opportunities,
connecting with the parent/community councils, and attending school staff meetings and
community events. Also, the researcher spent time observing the school environments,
interactions between staff members and community, practices of staff members in support of
community engagement, and any observable transformative changes that had occurred within
each school. Near the end of the school year, the researcher returned to each school to hold
interviews with the administrators, and to conduct two separate focus groups; one with staff
members and one with parents. The goal of the interviews was to record attendees’ perceptions
of community engagement, effective practices, school environment, and any changes to parent
and community engagement at each school. Through an analysis of the researcher’s
observations, administrators' interviews, and focus group responses of parents and staff
members, the researcher identified themes, conditions integral to community engagement, staff
members’ practicesin support of community engagement, and barriers to community
engagement as they related to each school. The analysis of the findings at each school will be
presented, and through a synthesis of both schools' experiences, the researcher will conclude

with responses to the key research questions.

Sunrise Community School
Through analysis of observations and information garnered from interviews and focus

groups, the researcher identified five themes that emerged from Sunrise Community School data
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that illustrate specific impact on community engagement. These themes are: (8) communication,
(b) relationships, (c) leadership, (d) the need to “do something” and (e) cultural responsiveness.
Asidentified in the synthesis, the themes often interconnect with each other, and they do not

unfold in alinear fashion.

Communication.

Communication, as referred to here, includes both the verbal and non-verbal messages that
are conveyed between the school and home/community. It includes the process, how messages
are conveyed (newdletters, persona contact, tone of delivery) and the content (positive or
negative messages as expressed in the process). One example of effective communication at
Sunrise Community School is the warm and inviting environment experienced at the school
through welcoming messages by students, staff members, and parents as you enter the school
building.

Good communication is critical to community engagement. Weiss, Kreider, Lopez &
Chatman (2005) state the importance for educators to “ establish and utilize effective systems of
communication between home and school” (p. 49). For any relationship, open, two-way
communication is effective in building the relationship, and parent and community engagement
in schools requires no less. Caron (2006) speaks to the need for “ creating two-way
communication channels between home and school, and communicating with families about
school programs and student progress” (pp. 65-66). Communication is much more than verbal,
and is expressed in verbal and non-verbal messages that are created within a school environment.
For example, the warm feeling experienced as you enter Sunrise Community School occurs

mostly through the non-verbal messages of the staff members and parents (smiles, laughter in the
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hallways, handshakes, etc.). Messages can express an open and welcoming environment or a
closed, non-inclusive environment where there exists an impression of condescendence which
implicitly tells those within the school community of their lack of place and their limits. This can
be expressed in negative, jJudgmental remarks made by staff members regarding parents, or by
staff members assuming that parents are not concerned with their child’s education.

As experienced by the researcher over the 2006-2007 school year, Sunrise Community
School isavery welcoming place. Staff members and parents speak clearly of the openness that
existsin the building, and the welcoming tone that you feel when you arrive at the school.
Parents state that everyone is so friendly and they always fedl they are welcomed in a classroom.
The messages conveyed, both verbal (afriendly greeting, staff members and students offering to
help you find your way around the school) and non-verbal (warm smiles, the school mission
statement proudly displayed at front entrance), result in a clear signal that Sunrise Community
School welcomes you, values you, and respects all who become part of the school community.
Staff members feel open to freely communicate with parents and describe phoning parents to
invite them to events, or phoning and personally meeting with parentsin the hallways to invite
them to pancake breakfasts and three-way conferences. One staff member, who personally
visited each of his student’s homes, reported that 13 of 20 of his students' parents attended the
first three-way conference reporting session. Also, staff members create opportunities for parents
to connect with staff members through school/class events such as community feasts,
Kindergarten teas, and invitations to read with students in classrooms. Staff members have
initiated personal communication through home visits, phone calls, and by meeting parentsin the
hallways. In addition, the school has attempted a variety of communication measures which

include a bi-weekly school newsletter and using the word of mouth tactic to invite parents to
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events, such as the community engagement evening, as parents dropped off or picked up their
children at the school. Also, the school surveyed parents at the beginning of the 2006-2007
school year to find out when and what time of day parent meetings would be best held to meet
the schedules of most parents. These communication measures have worked to varying degrees
of success, however, as the school staff members note, they see value in continuing their efforts
to invite parents and devel op relationships to achieve effective communication with all parents.

Parents indicate that they feel free to discussissues of concern (e.g. such astheir child
experiencing verbal put-downs by other students) with staff members as they arise, and identify
that teachers demonstrate their willingness to communicate by stopping to hear the concern and
discuss solutions. Parents indicate that as a result of good communication with staff members,
communicating their concerns has resulted in immediate responses to resolve issues. Parents
state that they always have encountered teachers at Sunrise Community School who are very
willing to communicate. The researcher observed some parents communicating freely with staff
members and volunteering their energies and talents to the school, such as offering to teach
organ lessons or help out in the nutrition room. This occurred particularly during community
council meetings, and in conversations between parents and staff members after meetings. In
addition, parents speak to the community engagement evening as a vehicle for parent voice, and
an opportunity to engage new parents within the school community. However, parents identify
communication as a continued barrier. Parents express some frustration regarding hearing about
events that have already occurred, particularly in regards to not receiving the school newsl etter
on time, or at all. The open communication experienced at Sunrise Community School is coupled
with the challenge to maintain the consistency in communication required for authentic

community engagement.
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Relationships.

Developing relationships, as referred to here, involves a school staff making a concerted
effort to personally connect with all familiesin the school community. One example was
provided at Sunrise Community School with the staff member who made an individual decision
to personally visit the homes of each of his students to introduce himself and build arelationship
with families. During one school staff meeting, this teacher described stopping by each student’s
home to meet the parent, and ask parents about their talents, and if they would be willing to share
them in the classroom. He described a warm, non-judgmental tone of the visit that resulted in
positive interactions with families, and opened the door to engagement of parents in student
learning. This approach to building relationshipsis key to authentic community engagement. As
in this example, it begins with building trust and being open and willing to work with parents. In
this approach, there is an underlying belief that parents can contribute to student learning, and an
assumption that parents want to be engaged in the school.

In hand with effective communication lies the need to develop meaningful relationships
within the school community (Caron, 2006, p. 92; Pushor & Ruitenberg, 2005). Meaningful
relationships require an authentic, reciprocal relationship between staff members and the
community (Freire, 1970, 1973; Furman, 2002; Kliminski & Smith, 2003). Kliminski & Smith
(2003) describe an example of reciprocity where a parent may offer to chair acommittee, and
“trusts the school principal to make good on the promise to re-do the lunchroom schedule so
students have adequate time to eat” (p. 6). Without this reciprocity engagement does not occur,

and schools do not move past informing or involving parents and community. These

relationships between the school staff and the community are built on trust, open
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communication, shared leadership and decision-making, creating a new relationship between
schools and communities.

At Sunrise Community School, the administrator modeled the way for engagement in the
school community through consistent messages and warm, welcoming actions which conveyed a
clear message that relationships between school staff and families/community were the norm at
Sunrise. The staff members at Sunrise Community School were committed to developing
relationships with parents and community members. The staff members created a welcoming
environment which was apparent to community as described by parentsto the researcher during
the focus group. Staff members were open to engage with community in new ways as evidenced
in the community engagement planning, and were open to new practices to build relationships
with parents as particularly evidenced by one staff member’ s approach to personally connecting
with every parent in his classroom.

The parents and community members at Sunrise Community School greatly appreciated the
significance that the school administrators and staff members placed on devel oping meaningful
relationships with all parents. In the focus group, parents described a relationship of trust and
respect between the parent council and the school staff, speaking proudly of the school as a place
where all people can say they feel welcomed. The community council members along with staff
members, identified the community engagement evening as an opportunity that provided a
meaningful forum to meet and hear from parents and community, and together plan for
improvements. Parents expressed appreciation for the meaningful relationships and roles they
experienced in planning and co-leading with staff members while involved in the community
engagement evening. With the investment in relationships, time and energy in planning, and

shared leadership of the community engagement evening, parents had high expectations with
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regard to follow-up as aresult of their investment and developing this new relationship between
the school and community. Particular importance was placed on ensuring the evening was
planned in an authentic manner, so expectations were high that the follow-up would aso be done
in the same collaborative manner. Parents were clear that, as of the end of the 2006-2007 school
year, they did not feel the relationship between the school and parents’community had resulted in
the expected follow through on findings from the community engagement evening.

With authentic community engagement, the bar is set high for continued meaningful roles
and relationships. When these expectations are not met, by either staff members or parents, a
barrier remains which impacts negatively on community engagement. The opportunity, however,
still exists to take this new relationship between parents and staff members to a meaningful

engagement level, which the researcher will speak to further in later analysis.

Leadership.

A school leadership team’s greatest job isto create the conditions for growth and change to
occur. The leadership team takes an active role in shaping peoples’ beliefs and values by creating
abroader frame of reference for their learning community. They can do this by having a clear
picture of where they are now and where they want to go. They share ownership of this picture
by inviting others to help develop it (Saskatchewan Learning, 2004, p. 55).

Leadership is essential for authentic community engagement in schools. At Sunrise
Community School, leadership for afocus on community engagement was shared by staff
members and parents. The school administrator provided significant leadership in this matter by
ensuring community engagement was a priority throughout the school year and created

opportunities for staff members' professional development, a study circle for further reflection,
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and opportunities for staff members and parents to reflect. The administrator also supported the
creation of acommunity engagement committee with both staff members and parent
representatives, and through consistent messages, demonstrated clear |eadership commitment to
community engagement (Amendt & Bousquet, 2006; Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985; Collins,
1998; Freire, 1970; Mezirow, 1990; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000). As Freire identifies,
“Revolutionary leaders cannot think without the people, nor for the people, but only with the
people’ (Freire, 1970, p. 126). Thiswas certainly the case at Sunrise Community School.

Leadership solely at the administrative level in aschool will not sustain apriority. It
requires shared leadership and commitment of all, particularly staff members (Mitchell &
Sackney, 2000; Pushor & Ruitenberg, 2005). At Sunrise Community School, the staff members
voluntarily committed their time and energy in support of community engagement. They
willingly attended community council meetings at lunch. They willingly volunteered to
participate in professional development, in critical reflection, and to working with parents on the
community engagement planning. With a demanding workload for teachers, volunteering more
time required commitment and leadership to be able to support a community engagement
priority. Further, one staff member took it upon himself to personally meet each parent of
studentsin his classroom at the student’ s home, an example of effective leadership in action!
This example speaks clearly to commitment, creating time, and investing in relationships with
familiesin support of learning. All staff members throughout the year demonstrated their
leadership in developing relationships with families, as evidenced by the welcoming
environment and the feedback from parents.

Parents at Sunrise Community School were committed to ensuring their children would be

successful in their education, and provided leadership in support of community engagement. The
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community council members advocated on behalf of parentsin the school community and, in
2006-2007, actively supported the planning and co-leading of the community engagement
evening. They understood their leadership roles on behalf of parents in the community required
them to hear authentically from parents and community members, to develop relationships with
new families, and to commit to follow through on the engagement evening on areas of change.
The researcher observed community council members willingly volunteering their talents, gifts,
and energies to support teaching and learning (Kliminski & Smith, 2003; McKnight &
Kretzman, 1993). In addition, parents and community members demonstrated their commitment
and leadership throughout the community engagement evening. Parents expressed sound
leadership and excellent ideas in support of their children’s learning, clearly articulated how they
could be involved, brainstormed new practices to support teaching and learning, and offered to
follow through with an investment of their time to support their ideas.

The leadership by staff members and parents at Sunrise Community School was dynamic
and allowed for authentic community engagement to take hold. Aswith all schools, challenges
remain in respect to consistent leadership and messages, sustained leadership in support of
priorities, and shared leadership by al involved to ensure momentum continues to support a
move forward. In 2006-2007, Sunrise Community School witnhessed and experienced leadership
and commitment by an entire school-learning community in support of community engagement
(Mitchell & Sackney, 2000). The challenge remains for Sunrise Community School to ensure
that this leadership and direction is sustained, shared, and built on the talents, gifts, and energies

of all leadersin their school community.
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The need to * do something” .

To “do something” in this context, is reference to a school staff’ s willingnessto try
something new and engage with community in new ways. Nakawé knowledge keeper, Peter
Nippi, from Kinistin Saulteaux Nation in Saskatchewan, describes the characteristics needed for
this as the “HOW — Honesty, Open-mindedness, Willingness’ (P. Nippi, lecture and personal
communication, January 25, 2008). These characteristics are necessary for staff membersto
overcome fears of unknowns, be honest with communication, be open-minded to new practices,
and be willing to explore new territory with community.

At Sunrise Community School, the researcher observed an interesting phenomenain
transformational change--the need to do something; something new within the school community
in support of community engagement. With reflection, atendency to comfortable steps can
occur, leading to a default statement, we' re already doing this. Kutner, Sherman, Tibbetts &
Condelli (1997) identify the tendency to fit learning “into existing instructional practices’ (p. 6).
After an investment in staff members' professional development, critical reflection on practices
by the learning community, and a shared commitment by staff members to the principles of
community education, there was an initial tendency by some staff members towards a comfort
level to sustain current involvement practices and build relationships with families, without
necessarily a new approach or need for new practices. The researcher observed a moment in the
research when staff members were presented with two options. One was to sustain current
involvement and continue to work on building relationships, while another was to “do
something” different and engage familiesin anew way. At that moment, staff members reflected
critically on which option to pursue. Staff members were challenged by each other, the

administrator, and the researcher to pursue doing something different, which resulted in further
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reflection on new practices. It was at that time that the staff members committed to doing
something new, and opted to join with parents to plan a community engagement evening--which
the researcher notes as a moment of transformational change.

The critical elements of dialogue and reflection contributed greatly to making the
community engagement evening a success (Collins, 1998; Freire, 1970; Mezirow, 1990; Mitchell
& Sackney, 2000). As observed by the researcher and clearly articulated by the administrators,
staff members, and parents at Sunrise Community School, the preparation and successful
completion of the community engagement evening was a highlight of the 2006-2007 school year.
Not only was it ahighlight, it was an event in which every aspect of planning, design, and
leading was jointly created by parents and staff members. It provided an opportunity for
transformational change in the school community, and was, in fact, something different at

Sunrise Community School.

Cultural responsiveness.

Cultural responsivenessis based on the belief that “a student’ s background and experiences
are assets that, when nurtured and affirmed, will help them succeed in learning and in life’
(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, unpublished). To become culturally responsive, schools
and educators build their knowledge of First Nations and Métis peoples’ cultures, worldviews,
perspectives, histories, and contributions, and reflect thisin arespectful, inclusive way within all
aspects of the school.

Getting to know the community, and reflecting community norms and practicesis an
important aspect of authentic community engagement. Amendt & Bousquet (2006) speak to the

importance of cultural responsiveness and, in their study, identified staff members’ practicesto
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engage First Nations and Métis families (Amendt & Bousguet, 2006, p. 6). At Sunrise
Community School, the staff members have committed to honouring and including First Nations
and Métis ways of knowing. Through a community process, the school selected Eldersto join the
school staff and support the school community. In regards to community engagement, the
planning that went into the community engagement evening honoured First Nations and Métis
ways of knowing and doing. The staff members and parents committed to holding sharing circles
asaway to get community feedback, and honour the 75% of their population who identify as
First Nations or Métis. During focus groups, staff members spoke to the importance of hearing
from parentsin the sharing circle, and parents clearly articulated their appreciation for the small
circles as away to ensure parents were comfortable and their voices were authentically heard.
The researcher observed the significant role Elders played in the community engagement
evening, and identified that being culturally responsive was an important factor in the success of

their community engagement.

Conditions for community engagement.

At Sunrise Community School, community engagement was enhanced by paying
attention to certain conditions. Through observation and comments by staff members and parents
at Sunrise Community School, the researcher was able to identify these conditions as follows:

1. Creating a welcoming environment. Lunch was provided at meetings/forums for staff
members and community members. Warm greetings by administrators and staff members
conveyed a message of welcome to families. Staff members paid attention to their relationship

with parents, they worked with parentsin collegial ways, and they were consciously working
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from respectful beliefs and assumptions during community engagement committee meetings and
community council meetings.

2. Being open and honest. The school administrator set the tone for open feedback from
parents and community members by consistently asking for feedback from parents during parent
council meetings. When concerns and criticisms were raised, the staff members and
administrators did not take them personally, and options for resolving these issues were sought
collaboratively with parents.

3. Sharing leadership. Proceeding with the community engagement evening called upon
the staff members to create and share |eadership opportunities with parents. It required a
willingness to explore unknown territory with parents, and was based on a trusting, reciprocal
relationship with parents. Kliminski and Smith (2003) describe reciprocal relationships being
built on trust. In their story of a parent chairing the committee and trusting the principal to adjust
the lunch schedule, they describe wins for both parents and staff members as aresult of
reciprocal relationships, and expectations that parents and community members have once
reciprocal relationships have been formed (p. 6).

4. Engaging staff members' commitment. Community engagement was enhanced with
strong school staff commitment and participation. Staff members at Sunrise Community School
willingly volunteered their time and energies to learn, reflect, plan with parents, and participate
in the community engagement evening. As staff members committed their time to engage
community, they experienced benefits of parent engagement, and support from parents for
student learning. Staff members also drew upon parent knowledge, ideas, and energy in support

of school continuous improvement.
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5. Paying attention to details. Planning for the community engagement evening took a
significant commitment from staff members and parents. Carefully plotting out all the evening
details, creating the small group sharing circles, being culturally responsive, and sharing
responsibilities and leadership for the engagement evening were important activities to ensure

the conditions were right for parents and community to openly express their voice.

Promising community education practices.

Through the researcher’ s observations and through staff member and parent focus groups, a
number of promising community education practices were identified. A few of the staff
members’ community education practices at Sunrise Community School are identified below.

1. Personally connecting with each parent at the beginning of the school year. During these
visits, staff members asked parents about their strengths, talents, and gifts and personally invited
parents to connect their gifts to the learning program. School staff members followed through on
these invitations and created the connection between community gifts and the learning program.

2. Planning opportunities for dialogue and reflection. The commitment of time to
professional development on community education and community engagement was important
to sustain momentum in support of this priority (Amendt & Bousquet, 2006; Mitchell &
Sackney, 2000). The study circle provided the opportunity to reflect on current engagement
practices at the school and to determine what ways the school could expand on or add to these
practices (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985; Collins, 1998; Freire, 1970, Mezirow, 1990). In
addition, the study circle created the necessary time to dialogue, reflect and share effective
practices from staff members’ experiences, and the opportunity for staff members and parentsto

support each other as they move towards further community engagement (Kutner, Sherman,
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Tibbetts & Condélli, 1997, p. 6). The administrators and staff members of Sunrise Community
School acknowledged the support of the researcher in pushing the community engagement
agendaforward. Given this acknowledgement, it appears that arole for a catalyst leader within
the learning community may be important to encourage new learning, reflection, and the creation
of new practices.

3. Forming a school committee/forum where school staff members, parents, and
community members come together to “do something” in support of community engagement that
they have not previously tried at the school. The community engagement committee planning
forged a new relationship between staff members and parents at Sunrise Community School, and

created opportunities for shared leadership and decision making (Furman, 2002).

Involvement to engagement.

The researcher shared with staff members examples of informing, involving, and engaging
(see Appendix D), and asked staff members to reflect on where they felt they were on this
continuum (see Figure 1). Staff members indicated they felt they were between involving and
engaging, and expressed they still have awaysto go in order to achieve authentic community
engagement. As evidence for this, staff members cited connecting with familiesin new ways,
paying more attention to devel oping relationships through personal connections with families
than in previous years, focusing attention on community education throughout the school year in
meetings and professional development, and facilitating the community engagement evening
which brought the school staff and community together in a meaningful way. Staff members

commented that if asked two years earlier, they would have been at the informing to involving

stage, as they did not devote as much time to learning about community education, and
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opportunities were not as frequently created to involve the community within the school. Staff
members acknowledged the successes they experienced over the 2006-2007 school year, with a
particular focus on the community engagement evening success. It provided an opportunity for
staff members to see community engagement in action, and opened up the territory for further
engagement of parents within all aspects of the school community. Staff members had some
continued concerns about the challenges to getting all parents engaged. Some staff members
identified the challenge of getting parents to support student learning, particularly in attending
shared-vision conferences on student progress. They identified challenges related to transitions,
poverty, and the distance most families live from the school. In addition, staff members
identified that they have continued work to do to align their practices with community education
principles and planned to build off of the successes experienced during the 2006-2007 school
year to sustain a priority on community engagement.

When asking parents to reflect on where they felt the school was on the spectrum of
informing, involving, and engaging, they felt that the school was between informing and
involving. Parents felt that staff members involve parents through their investment in
relationships, and some parents felt like they were involved in the school as aresult of the close
personal relationships they had created with the school staff. Also mentioned was how parents
clearly appreciated the leadership of the school administrator. Parents felt, though, that they were
more often at the informed level on the spectrum. When probed further, parents identified the
following examples:

1. Parents felt that they were informed of feedback, rather than meaningfully engaged in

the analysis of the community engagement evening.
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2. Parents expressed some concern that, while they invited staff members to community
council meetings, parents were not invited to school staff meetings. Parents appreciated the
community engagement committee planning. They saw the benefits of working more
collaboratively with staff members, and believe aregular invitation to staff meetings would
facilitate this becoming more of the norm.

3. Parents perceived that they were merely informed of student learning. They expressed
some concerns that they were not engaged in dialogues about student learning, and felt their
guestions about student learning went unanswered. Parents felt they were involved in peripheral
activities at the school, however, parents were not as yet included in the core function of the
school -- teaching and learning.

The perceived mismatch between parents analysis and staff members analysisis not
unigue (Saskatchewan Learning, 2006). However, in the researcher’ s analysis, Sunrise
Community School iswell-positioned to move further into authentic community engagement.
There is astrong foundation built at this school. Thereis leadership and commitment to
community engagement, the school has a strong team of staff members who are continually
reflecting and creating new community engagement practices, and most importantly, the staff
members and parents have experienced success in seeing community engagement in action. The
researcher’ s observation and comments expressed during focus groups clearly display that there
is commitment from staff members and parents to sustain community engagement. Both the
school staff and parents articul ated that a change between the relationships of parents and staff
members occurred at Sunrise Community School, as they continued to put community
engagement into action. We see in their comments an understanding of Gladwell’ s (2000)

thinking that if you want to change peopl€’ s beliefs and behaviour, “you need to create a
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community around them, where these new beliefs could be practical, expressed and nurtured”
(Gladwell, 2000, p. 173). Parents and staff members recognize the need to continue to align their

beliefs with action.

Eagle Point School

Through analysis of observations, interviews, and focus groups, the researcher has
identified four themes that emerge from Eagle Point School that specifically impact on
community engagement. These themes are: (@) relationships, (b) leadership, (c) the need to “do
something,” and (d) reciprocity. With the exception of reciprocity, these themes are the same
themes asidentified at Sunrise Community School, and the definitions described in the synthesis
of Sunrise Community School will apply. Reciprocity was especially highlighted at Eagle Point
School, and it will be defined in the analysis below. Asidentified in the synthesis, the themes

often interconnect with each other, and they do not unfold in alinear fashion.

Relationships.

At Eagle Point School, there was agreement by staff members and parents that there had
been a significant change in the relationship between the school and community, which resulted
in a positive and collaborative relationship. Both staff members and parents indicated that just
three years prior to 2006-2007, the relationship between staff members and parents was such that
conflict often arose between them. Parents and staff members indicated that the change occurred
when staff members began to engage parents in new, meaningful ways within the school
community, and they cited bringing parents and staff members together to establish school

priorities as the key example. Their comments affirm Smink and Schargel’ s (2004) belief that
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“[p]arents must trust school staff before positive relationships and effective communication can
be established. Parents will not participate in engagement initiatives designed to support students
if they distrust or feel disrespected by staff” (Smink & Schargel, 2004, p. 105).

Inviting parents to school staff meetings, to set school priorities with staff members, and to
include parents on committees, were examples parents at Eagle Point School identified as
meaningful engagement (Amendt & Bousguet, 2006; Furman, 2002). Staff members
acknowledged their responsibility to develop relationships with parents and community, and they
did this through personal conversations with parentsto let parents know they care. Staff
members described a friendship that exists with many parents and their comfort with asking
parents for their help. In addition, staff members created a welcoming environment and drew
upon the strengths of parents in the community. One example was given of a staff member who
invited a parent into the classroom to help with a science (chemistry) lesson. These new
relationships were changing, and continue to change, the environment at Eagle Point School, and
are paving the way for community and staff members to work collaboratively in support of
school priorities. Henderson & Mapp (2002) calls:

the strategies of welcoming, honouring, and connecting families the joining process.

Parents state that this process creates a school culture and community where they feel like

members of afamily. Parents respond to this culture by participating in their children’s

education in ways that they themselves had never foreseen and by becoming loyal members

of the school community. (p. 45)
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Leadership.

L eadership was shared and emerged from the initiatives of staff members and
parents’community members at Eagle Point School. Staff members and parents gave credit to a
previous school administrator for providing leadership in community engagement. Staff
members acknowledged that this administrator set the tone and expectations for community
engagement among staff members. Parents acknowledged that this administrator changed the
relationship between the school and parent council by personally inviting parents to be included
in school staff meetings, and by establishing school priorities with staff members.

The staff members at Eagle Point School provided the necessary leadership for community
engagement to take hold. The school administrators committed to scheduling professional
development time for staff members for community education. The staff members engaged the
parent council in establishing school priorities, and invited parents to form committees
comprised of school staff members, students, and parents. In addition, staff members continued
to open up new territory for community engagement by their willingness to include parentsin
dialogue about the learning program, as evidenced by the math presentation by two staff
members.

Parents at Eagle Point School were committed to the school and to working in collaborative
ways with the staff members. Parents took on leadership roles in the school, with one example
being the co-leadership role of a parent on the citizenship committee. The researcher observed
parents in leadership roles on the committee, freely sharing what they had learned and their
ideas, and committing to follow through in support of the shared goals of the committee. The
researcher observed, at Eagle Point School, how authentic community engagement is manifested

when leadership is shared by alearning community of staff members, students, parents, and
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community members (Amendt & Bousqguet, 2006; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000; Pushor &

Ruitenberg, 2005).

The need to * do something” .

The notion of moving beyond dialogue and doing something new with community was also
highlighted at Eagle Point School. It was a previous administrator who began a new practice of
inviting parents to school staff meetings to set school priorities with staff members. Staff
members commented on their initial hesitation with this practice, but quickly experienced the
benefits of working in new ways as parents volunteered to support school priorities, as evidenced
in the positive relationship and communication that began to occur between the staff members
and parents (Kliminski & Smith, 2003; Sheldon & Van Voorhis, 2004). Parents indicated that
thisinvitation signalled a new relationship with the school, and they appreciated that level of
trust and respect.

Eagle Point School moved beyond that important step, to arranging parent engagement on
the citizenship committee -- one of three priorities for the school. Staff members and parents did
not have the agenda already laid out for community engagement, but developed their shared
leadership roles and shared agenda as aresult of their collaboration. The momentum continued
throughout the school year as the school and parents carried out their work in values
identification, and the citizenship committee decided to share their findings with the school
community at large. Together they planned a priorities evening where their findings on
citizenship were shared, and they created a forum to hear from the broader community. The
researcher, as well as staff members and parents, identified that these were critical stepsin their

community engagement process over the 2006-2007 school year.
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Reciprocity.

“When educators gain the trust of the community, the community will respond in kind with
agreater willingness to support the goals of education” (Kliminski & Smith (2003, p. 7). Other
writers also speak to the reciprocal benefits that can be experienced as aresult of community
engagement (Freire, 1970, 1973; Furman, 2002). A reciprocal relationship occurs between staff
members and parents when both groups experience and can describe benefits that occur as a
result of the relationship. The reciprocal relationship equally benefits staff members, parents,
community members, and students.

At Eagle Point School, reciprocity was particularly evidenced as attested to by
administrators, staff members, and parents. The school administrator spoke to the reciprocity in
the relationship between staff members and parents and described parents volunteering to
support classroom teachers and school activities. One example he pointed to is support from
parents for canoeing. The administrator described how a parent experienced in canoeing
willingly offered to spend the time teaching water safety and canoeing to students, and
volunteered to go on the student canoe trip. The administrator acknowledged that the canoe trip
would likely not have been able to have been offered to students without the support of this
parent. Staff members acknowledged the reciprocal benefit of engagement as it related to parents
supporting classroom teachers, as evidenced by the parent who taught a chemistry lesson, and
parents supporting the priorities celebration evening. Also staff members described the
willingness of parents to support classroom teachers, due mainly to the friendships that had been
created between parents and staff members. Parents al so acknowledged the reciprocal
relationship. They freely volunteered their time in support of the school, teachers, and student

learning. Within this relationship, they appreciated the ear of staff members when they needed to
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discuss issues, concerns, or new ideas. Parents described a sincere appreciation of being able to
contribute to establishing school priorities, and saw the benefit of their voice influencing the
school’ s direction and student learning. The reciprocal benefits of community engagement were
experienced by parents and staff members, and created the conditions for further community

engagement opportunities.

Conditions for community engagement.

At Eagle Point School, community engagement was enhanced by paying attention to
certain conditions at the school level. Through observation and comments by staff members and
parents at Eagle Point School, the researcher was able to identify these conditions as follows:

1. Creating a welcoming environment. There was a respectful and open environment
created at Eagle Point School. The researcher observed a high level of respect among the staff
members and parents at the school which was evidenced by the engagement of parents in school
staff meetings, on the citizenship committee, and in exchanges between staff members and
parent council representatives at parent council meetings. One example of this occurred during
the professional development day where parents were invited to also attend. During the small
group discussions, both parents and staff members were engaged in respectful dialogue, and
support for each other was felt through the enthusiasm in the room. This environment appeared
necessary at Eagle Point School to engage the community in new ways.

2. Creating opportunities to come together. Through the forming of the citizenship
committee, and extending invitations for parents to attend school staff meetings, Eagle Point
School created the necessary opportunities to engage with community. These forums were

valuable for staff members and parents to come together to reflect, share ideas, laugh with each
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other, and discuss opportunities for improvement (Amendt & Bousquet, 2006; Boud, Keogh &
Walker, 1985; Collins, 1998; Freire, 1970; Mezirow, 1990; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000). In
addition, these forums created opportunities for leadership to be shared and decisions to be made
collaboratively amongst staff members and parents (Mitchell & Sackney, 2000; Pushor &
Ruitenberg, 2005).

3. Sharing leadership. Proceeding with the citizenship committee called upon the Eagle
Point School staff to create and share leadership opportunities with parents. It required a
willingness to explore unknown territory, based on atrusting, reciprocal relationship with
parents. It enabled parents to bring their knowledge and perspectives to the table and created
gpace for parents and staff membersto work side by side. By sharing leadership, educators at
Eagle Point School could take off the sole “expert” hat and engage the gifts, talents, experiences,
and ideas of parents, which together created strong foundations, and new initiatives in support of

student learning.

Promising community education practices.

Through the researcher’ s observations and through staff member and parent focus groups, a
number of promising community education practices were identified. A few of the staff
members community education practices at Eagle Point School are identified below.

1. Inviting parents to become involved in school strategic planning (Furman, 2002). Both
staff members and parents at Eagle Point School spoke to this as the springboard for a new
relationship between staff members and parents. In addition, it laid the groundwork for shared
responsibility of school priorities and positioned parents as authentic partners who could

contribute to student learning, beyond a supportive role.
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2. Inviting parentsto join school committees. As parents supported strategic planning, they
joined committees in support of priorities and took on leadership roles. Through the citizenship
committee, leadership emerged from both parents and staff members in support of this priority.
The researcher observed that as parents and staff members worked together on the school
citizenship committee, a norm in the committee became community engagement, and parents
and staff members worked together side by side as partners.

3. Engaging parents and staff members in shared professional development opportunities,
and creating leadership roles to share their findings and formulate awork plan. An important
factor in the success of the Eagle Point citizenship committee was the beginning stages when
both the staff member and the parent co-lead attended professional development and together
shared their findings with the citizenship committee. This demonstrated that both the parent and
staff member were equal partners, both positioned as learners and leaders.

4. Engaging parents in the classroom and connecting parent knowledge to student learning.
McKnight and Kretzman (1993) identify the need to seek out the gifts of community members
and connect them to support learning. The staff member at Eagle Point School who invited a
parent to share a science (chemistry) lesson in the classroom indicated this was a successful
engagement opportunity. In addition, providing the opportunity for parents to identify their
values at the celebrating priorities evening, created inclusion of parental voice, and demonstrated
that the knowledge of all parents matters. Another example of engaging parents in the classroom
occurred when a parent was invited to lead the Kindergarten Information Night with a teacher.
This partnership invited parentsin attendance to ask another parent questions.

5. Having staff members present learning program updates at school council meetings, and

soliciting parent ideas to inform the learning program. The interaction that occurred at the Eagle
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Point parent council meeting when the staff members presented the information on math,
indicated that parents were interested in the learning program and supported schools/educators
when they are respectfully invited into the conversation (Kliminski & Smith, 2003). Engaging
parents in dialogue on learning changed the conversations from peripheral activities (fundraising,
or planning the family dance) to the core function of the school — teaching and learning (Collins,
1998; Freire, 1970; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000). These interactions enabled parents to be
informed, to learn from educators, and to share their ideas and gifts to inform teaching. Building
time into shared meeting agendas facilitated these interactions.

6. Scheduling regular times throughout the year for staff members, students, parents and
community members to come together to learn, share leadership, and make decisions. When
parents and community were specifically invited to such forums, they responded. It appears that
when the invitation is made explicitly, or regularly, parents and community members at Eagle
Point School feel welcomed to attend.

7. Ensuring regular communication with families. Some Eagle Point School staff provided
an example of sending daily emailsto families relating to student learning. This practice
facilitated further learning at home, and created an opportunity for parents to support the success
of their children. Upon further development, there may be potential for this practice to encourage
parents to ask questions of teachers; provide ideas, advice and support to school staff; and inform

school policies based on parent feedback.

Involvement to engagement.
The researcher shared with Eagle Point School staff members the examples of informing,

involving, and engaging (see Appendix D), and asked staff members to reflect on where they felt
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they were on this spectrum (see Figure 1). Staff members indicated that they were transitioning

between involving and engaging, and acknowledged that while they now regularly involved

parents, they have a way to go to engage parents in the learning program. They cited including
parents in establishing school priorities as an example. Staff members also cited involving
parents in the classroom and presenting at parent council meetings, as examples of their
progression to community engagement. They commented that if asked two years earlier, they
would have been at the informing stage, as school staff communication to parents was mostly
through newsletters, and on occasion, staff members would invite parents to become involved in
events such as supporting the Christmas concert.

Parents were also asked to reflect on where they felt they were on the spectrum of
community engagement. They felt the school was well past the involving stage, but not yet
totally engaged. They cited as examples, their being included with setting school priorities, being
invited to school staff meetings, and joining staff members at school board meetings. A parent
who was relatively new to the school community expressed, however, that not all parentsin the
community may share the sentiments of feeling invited and included to become engaged in the
school in the same way that those parents who were already involved may feel. Parents were
interested in becoming more engaged in the learning program as aresult of the collaborative
relationships they formed with staff members. Parents indicated they were getting to a place at
the school where they could become more involved in the learning program. When asked where
they were on the spectrum two years earlier, they said they were always informed, and at times,
involved. Parents reported that in previous years they would have been mainly involved with

field trips, classroom activities, and supporting the Christmas celebration, which is very different
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from their experiences over the 2006-2007 school year. Parents were proud of the strides the
school had made in community engagement.

Over the 2006-2007 school year, the researcher observed community engagement in action
at Eagle Point School, as particularly evidenced in establishing school priorities, and the
citizenship committee. The parents and staff members created a new relationship and the norm at
the school was becoming community engagement. Eagle Point School was not without its
challenges. Over the past five years, the school had had significant administrative changes -- four
principals and three vice-principals. With change in administration come transitions, new
priorities, and new directions. Staff members spoke to the challenge for Eagle Point School to
sustain the momentum for community engagement. This may prompt staff members to consider
engaging community in dialogue around the learning program. Along with this, staff members
acknowledge that parents at Eagle Point School may continue to keep high expectations for
community engagement. It appears that afoundation islaid at Eagle Point School for
collaboration and shared |eadership to address these challenges as they move further towards

authentic community engagement.

Research Questions

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 the utilization of the practices to any increase in community engagement

at the school. The research questions were:
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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?

Asthe literature speaks to the importance of parent and community engagement on student
learning regardless of a school community’ s socio-economic make-up, the researcher felt it
critical to include two schools from very different socio-economic and demographic
compositions. The intent was not to compare the two schools, but rather to identify the processes
utilized by school staff to engage community members in each school. As aresult of this study,
the researcher was able to identify the value of community engagement for each of the schools,
aswell asidentify promising community education practices that were successful at each school.
Through analysis of the experiences at Sunrise Community School and Eagle Point School the
research questions are answered in a positive frame as follows:

1. Focusing on community education in staff members’ professional development
provided clarity and direction, challenged staff members to make community engagement a
priority, and provided the forums needed for the creation of new practices (Kutner, Sherman,

Tibbetts & Condelli, 1997). Staff members at Sunrise Community School indicated this focus
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sustained their commitment to community engagement over the course of 2006-2007. Staff
members at Eagle Point School felt they could have had more structured staff development to
support community engagement. It is apparent that both schools articulated growth aong the

spectrum between informing, involving, and engaging. It was also clear new experiences at each

school resulted in transformational changes in both relationships and practices. The researcher
appreciates the importance of staff development in this process, however acknowledges that it
appears that staff development was only one support in this change. Through the stories of each
school, there is credible evidence that other variables al so attributed to any transformation —
namely leadership and awelcoming school environment.

2. Staff at both Eagle Point School and Sunrise Community School clearly developed
community engagement practices. The stories as presented in this study demonstrate promising
practices that staff members can employ in order to achieve greater community engagement in
the school. Staff development activity can only result in better practicesif it “allows instructors
to access special knowledge, provides instructors the time to focus on the requirements of a new
task, and provides time to experiment” (Kutner, Sherman, Tibbetts & Condelli, 1997, p. 6). The
researcher wishes to thank the staff members at each of these schools for their willingness to
“play” with community engagement ideas, and create their own effective practices.

3. A new relationship between school staff and community at these two schools, built on
trust, respect, and openness, created a more collaborative and welcoming school environment.
“Parents and educators can be honoured in a composite community of practice, acommunity in
which parents and educators are the friends of one another’s minds’ (Pushor, 2001, pp. 287-88).
In the case of Sunrise Community School, the staff members clearly created a welcoming

environment. From that environment, staff members explored the engagement of community in
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new ways. In the example of Eagle Point School, the nature of the relationship between the staff
members and parents changed, awelcoming and respectful environment was created, and this
collaborative relationship facilitated the beginning stages of community engagement. As
evidenced at both schools, the welcoming environment resulted in more parents being engaged--
with the citizenship committee at Eagle Point School, and through the community engagement
evening at Sunrise Community School.

Asdiscussed earlier in this chapter, each of these schoolsis not without their continued
challenges in engagement and some barriers still remain. Although these research questions were
answered in a positive frame, the reality is that there are compl exities throughout each of these
answers. While transformational change occurs for many, it doesn’t necessarily occur at the
same time, or even for al members of the learning community, and resulting “islands’ can till
remain in schools. What isimportant is that each school has experienced and created successin
community engagement, and each has a solid foundation laid to move forward in addressing

their challenges.

Leadership, Power, and Sructures

At the beginning of this manuscript, the writer introduced a drawbridge metaphor in
reference to schools being set aside as islands from communities (Carr,in Minzey & LeTarte,
1994, p. 63). To begin a process of community engagement, a school community does well to
reflect on their current practices of family and community engagement. It isimportant to identify
if the school has indeed become “alittle island set apart” from the community. More
importantly, it iscritical to examineif the “drawbridge” is wide enough to include all youth,

families, and community members. Through a process of critical reflection, it may become
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apparent that certain school practices are not “community friendly” and often require a
disruption to beliefs, assumptions, and practices. L eadership, power, and structures are good
places to begin deconstructing and recreating to facilitate authentic community engagement.

Schools are busy places, and Sunrise Community School and Eagle Point School are
certainly no exception. A result of schools being busy places, at timesit becomes a challenge to
continue with a priority, such as community engagement, particularly when schools and
educators are tasked with a number of priorities from the province and school division. In this
environment, it isimportant for school staffs to begin thinking of community engagement as
foundational, and as the basis for exploring how they address any current or future prioritiesin a
manner that engages youth, families, and community members. The leadership provided at the
schools was critical to ensuring community engagement remained top priority for the school
year.

Through the experiences at Sunrise Community School and Eagle Point School, the
researcher claims that essential to transformational changeis creating a“space” where alearning
community of staff members, students, families, and community members come together to (a)
dialogue, (b) critically reflect on practices, and (C) create new practices (transformation).

The researcher feelsit isin the coming together in this “ space,” where school staff and
community dialogue and discuss beliefs and assumptions, reflect on how these beliefs and
assumptions play out at the school, and create new practices, that authentic community
engagement occurs (Amendt & Bousquet, 2006; Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985; Collins, 1998;
Freire, 1970; Mezirow, 1990; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000; Pushor & Ruitenberg, 2005).
Transformation occurs through this process. Without this process, new practices are not created,

and staff members default to what they already know and do; and the result will be “tinkering
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around the edges” (Brown & Moffett, 1999, p. 51) with community involvement. Tinkering may
include inviting parents and community members into discussions when decisions have already
been made. Stelmach (2004) describes institutional constraints that impact negatively on parent
and community involvement in a school improvement initiative. In her work, she describes
“teachers and principals [as] gatekeepers’, who although included parents on school
improvement teams, were buffering parent voice, resulting in “parents sensing their role [was]
not to interfere” (p. 6). Such interactions result in staff members and community members
disillusionment with an inauthentic attempt at community engagement. “ Attempts to engage
parents in schools may falter without consideration of the social distance between parents and
teachers, and the fact that discrepant power relations inhibit authentic partnership” (Stelmach,
2004, p. 10). A similar context of gatekeeping can also occur in parent council structures, where
those parents who have found their place in these structures may not create the conditions to
engage all parents from the community. This can result in an “inner-circle’ of parents, which can
not authentically reflect the voices of al members of the community.

AsFreire (1973) noted, “ Teaching the purely technical aspect of the procedureis not
difficult; the difficulty lies rather in the creation of anew attitude-that of dialogue, so absent in
our own upbringing and education” (p. 52). Paying attention to the themes and conditions
identified at these two schools provides a starting place for a school interested in community
engagement. The onus for engagement, as experienced at Sunrise Community School and Eagle
Point School, rests with school staff. Staff members are the holders of power, and they are the
ones who have to shareit. Grundy (1982) describes the need for structures to alow equitable
power relationships. Collins (1998) speaks to the need for staff to “transform their own

practices’ and change institutions (p. 170). Kliminski & Smith (2003) identify the need for
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educators to pay attention to “socia capital” as a benefit to schools (Kliminski & Smith, 2003, p.
7). These writers articul ate that educators must make a conscious attempt to share leadership and
power in order to engage community membersin authentic ways. As staff members embrace
community education, create new practices of community engagement, and create opportunities
to meaningfully engage parents in respectful ways, the researcher sees how parents and
communities may respond and support the school.

Of similar importance is the need to pay attention to “ structures’ that exist in schools.
Pushor & Ruitenberg (2005) describe the “taken-for-grantedness’ in the structures that exist in
schools. In their study, they speak to “rethinking a number of educational structures’ for
community engagement to take hold (2005, p. 60). Stelmach (2004) describes “institutional
constraints’ that are derived from the culture of schools, and play out in structures that can serve
to disengage parents. At Sunrise Community School and Eagle Point School, purposeful attempts
were made to disrupt the norm and create “structures’ where staff members and community
members could come together in new ways. As described in the stories from each schooal, it was
in those new structures where power was shared, |eadership was shared, decision making was
shared, and the creation of new practices and new opportunities for both staff members and
community members could be experienced. Structures may need to be disrupted to create the
conditions for authentic community engagement. If the school is working in an authentic way
with community, the “island” wouldn’t exist, and there would be no need for a*“drawbridge”’, as
the school would be connected to the community, and community members would be engaged in
the school community. In thiskind of arelationship between schools and communities, the
agenda is shared by school staff, youth, families, and community members, and the engagement

resultsin reciprocity of benefits for all members of the learning community.
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Concluding Thoughts

After experiencing community engagement in action at Sunrise Community School and
Eagle Point School, and in writing this manuscript, the researcher was able to step back, reflect,
and synthesize the findings into themes, conditions, and promising practices. The researcher has
attempted to capture the complexities of educational change, and the potential benefits aswell as
barriers to authentic community engagement. Of importance is the fact that community
engagement was successful at both schools, building on the belief that community education
workswell in all school settings, regardless of demographics or socio-economic factors. It is
clear, however, that a*“one sizefits all approach” does not work for community engagement
(Brown & Moffett, 1999, p. 51). Beginning with community education principlesisagood
starting place, as “the doing or application [of community engagement] will look different in
each setting, but the philosophy, the way we do things, the shared vision of community education
isthe common thread” (Saskatchewan Learning, 2004, p. 1). Of critical importance is making
beliefs and assumptions explicit and engaging in dialogue as learning communities of staff
members, parents, and community members as to whether those beliefs are helpful or harmful to
engaging youth, families, or community members.

Based on the literature and experiences of the researcher, at the onset of this research
study, the researcher made assertions about certain elements necessary for successful community
engagement. These included staff development, critical reflection, leadership, and a welcoming
environment. This study identified that paying attention to these el ements isimportant and can
result in more parents and community members being engaged within the school. Given the
importance of these elements, there are implications for the provincial education system, and

responsibilities for policy-makers, Universities, school division officials, school administrators,
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staff members, and School Community Councils. These include: school and school division
policies to support community engagement, staff development to increase awareness of
community education and develop community education practices, Ministry of Education
policies and supports for community education, and teacher training programs to develop
competencies and expectations for community engagement in schools. Upon further reflection,
the researcher is left with a number of questions which may form the basis for further research
into community engagement:

1. Ascommunities and schools continue to experience changes in staff members and
families, how can community engagement become “ systematized” so that practices of
community engagement remain the norm?

2. How can an educator’ s capacity in community engagement be built to ensure community
engagement practices are sustained?

3. With frequent changes in school administrators, how can leadership in community
engagement be sustained and not affected by administrative changes?

4. What further opportunities can be created for shared decision-making between school
staff members and communities? How can existing structures, such as school staff meetings and
parent council meetings, be shifted to focus on community engagement in student learning?

5. What impact does authentic community engagement have on student achievement?

6. Does reciprocity privilege some parents over others? What can schools and School
Community Councils do to engage parents and community members who remain disengaged

from the school community?
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APPENDIX A
School Staff Focus Group Questions
. Please describe your understanding of community education and community engagement.
Has your understanding of community education changed over the course of this school
year?
. Over the course of this school year, professional development focused on community
education and community engagement. This took place in the form of formal presentations,
study circles, staff members’ dialogue/reflection, and personal readings. How has this
approach to professional development been helpful in your learning? What part worked best
for you? Describe any change in professional practice that occurred as aresult. Have you
devoted more time this year to professional development focused on community engagement
than in previous years?
. Here'sacontinuum of community engagement. (Appendix D) Please describe where your
school is at on this continuum in regards to community engagement. Why do you think so? If
| had asked you last year to place your school on this continuum, where would you have
placed it? Why?
. How successful is your school in getting parents engaged? What processes have you used
which have resulted in further community engagement? I s this different than in previous
years? What has changed?
. What types of things are parents engaged with? What benefits have you observed? What

barriers till exist?
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6. Describe the school environment. How does it welcome and value parents’ knowledge and
create opportunities for community engagement? How do you know? Has the environment
changed this year as compared to previous years?

7. If you feel your school is more successful in engaging parents, name the things that you

believe changed which resulted in this.
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APPENDIX B
Parents’ Focus Group Questions
. Please describe your experience at this school over the course of this year. How have things
changed over the course of the year that now works to engage parents and community more,
if at al?If your experience is different this year than in previous years, what changed, if
anything?
. Please describe how parents and community are engaged at this school now. What kind of
things are parents and community asked to participate in? Is this different than in previous
years? How so?
. Please describe the school environment. How isit welcoming of parents? How does it
demonstrate that it values parent knowledge and parent voice? Is this different than what you
experienced in previous years? How so?
. Here are examples of informing/involving/engaging. (Appendix D) Where is this school at
now in terms of parent engagement? Why do you say so? If | had asked you last year to place
the school on this continuum, where would you have placed it? Why?
. What opportunities exist for staff members and community to come together to dialogue,
reflect, and make decisions?
If you believe the school is more successful now in engaging parents and community, name

the things that you believe lead to this change.
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APPENDIX C
Administrators Interview Questions
. What were your observations over the course of the year regarding:
a) Staff members understanding of community education?
b) Staff members engaging parents’community within the school ?
¢) Community engagement connected to the learning program/classroom?
d) Staff members practices changing to reflect community education?
e) Any changein school environment?
. You arranged focused time for staff development on community education and critical
reflection on practices. To what extent do you believe this impacted on any changes you've
seen over this school year? Please explain.
. Describe the school environment. How is it welcoming and how does it value parent
knowledge and voice? How do you know?
. Here’ s a continuum of community engagement. (Appendix D) Where is your school now in
terms of community engagement? How successful is your school in engaging community?
What examples can you give to support this perception? If | had asked you last year, where
would you have placed the school on this continuum? Why?
. What opportunities now exist for parents and staff members to come together to dialogue,
reflect and make decisions?
. What plans do you have to build on any success this year in engaging community? What
barriers still remain?
If you believe your school is more successful in engaging parents and community, name the

things that occurred this year which lead to this.
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APPENDIX D
Informing-Involving-Engaging Continuum
An elementary school has received the results of areading assessment. The school iswell below
the division, provincial, and national averages. The staff members want to make a concerted

effort to improve the reading achievement of every child.

INFORMING
Students, parents, and community members are informed of decisions made by school staff. This

may be through a newsdletter, |etter, or personal contact.

Example: The school staff develop a program and inform parents and students of the program

elements in the school newsdl etter.

INVOLVING

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. (Parents volunteering on
field trips, fundraising, or hosting family dances. No formalized connection to the learning

program, or shared ownership of the agenda.)

Example: The school staff want to encourage reading to improve literacy. The staff members
plan and host an annual “Read-On” day where parents, community members, partners, and
dignitaries are invited to come read one-on-one with students during the school day. Read-On

occurs oncelyear and encourages literacy.



112

ENGAGING

Students, parents, and community members are actively engaged in the life of the school and
community. Together, the staff members, students, parents, and community members create the
agenda, make decisions, and take actions that affect many aspects of the school community.
(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 school improvement initiatives. Authenticity comes from relationships built

on trust, where educators and communities work together in new ways.)

Example: A community gathering is planned to share the latest assessment results. All staff
members make a concerted effort to personally invite parents to the gathering, and childcare and
transportation is available to assist parents to attend. At the gathering, one question is posed:
What can we do so that our children are more successful now and when they leave this school ?
Those in attendance address this question by arranging circles through the school to discussit.
Together, staff members, students, families, and community set goals, develop a strategy

(through follow-up meetings), and work together to achieve goals.
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