DaviD S. SEELEY

Partnership’s Time Has Come

Community-wide partnerships turn over
responsibility for school reform to those who stand
to benefit most—to teachers and parents and to
students and their future employers.

t is time to escalate the cause of

home-school-community partner-

ship. Partnership is increasingly
part of the rhetoric of school reform,
but it is still oo seldom part of the
action agenda. One reason for this is
that educational partnership repre-
sents a basically different approach to
public education from the delegation/
service delivery model we are used
to. As long as everyone's roles and
relationships remain defined by the
current political and bureaucratic ac-
countability system, genuine partner-
ship between teachers, parents, stu-
dents, and community will be hard to
find.

Nevertheless, partnership’s time has
come, and school systems all over the
country are more ready than ever be-
fore to try this new approach to public
school reform. 1 suggest two different
strategies for moving from rhetoric to
action on educational partnership—a
gradual strategy and a bolder strategy

A Gradual Strategy

All approaches to partnership are
gradual in one sense, since human
institutions don't change quickly. But
gradualism can also be a conscious
strategy. Here are some ways to intro-
duce partnership without announcing
a revolution.

1. School volunteers. If you don't
have a schon! volunteer program, start
one, If you have one, expand it. The
senior citizen volunteer program in
duffalo, New York, has recently grown
from 8 to 280 volunteers, ranging in
age from 56 1o 94. Some school sys-
tems have over 20,000 volunteers
working in their schools. Others have
none. Why not? Because it's not part of
the professional “service delivery”
concept.’

2. Peer nuoring. Research shows
that peer tutoring is one of the most
effective and cost-efficient activities a

school can use—and it's at the heart of
partnership. It also doesn't fit the dele-
gation/service-delivery model, which
may explain why it is so seldom used
in today's public schools.2

3. Cooperative learning. Coopera-
tive learning engages students in help-
ing each other learn and changes
classrooms from sources of disruption
and apathy into resources for learning
and success. Again, though, it does not
fit the model of service delivery and
has therefore passed into disuse since
we "progressed’ from the ome-room
schoolhouse *

4. Business partnerships. A new hu-
man dimension enters your school
system when both institutions and in-
dividuals from the community relate
to students as helpers instead of just
taxpayers and voters. It's amazing how
much difference it can make when
students sense that somebody cares

S. Parent-teacher conferences. The
dreary rituals of parent-teacher confer-

e

ences accomplish little in many school
systems, but they are an existing re-
source that can be used to strengthen
home-school partnership. Beef them
up so they are productive sessions for
teachers and parents to plan together
how they can both help students be-
come successful learners. Houston and
Indianapolis have made this a center-
piece of their respective "Fail-Safe”
and "Parents-in-Touch” programs.

6. Home uvisits. Start or expand
home visits, so that teachers, schools,
and parents can develop the trust
needed for cooperative, mutually sup-
portive relationships. Teachers may
need extra compensation and help
from community workers for this pur-
pose, but it is well worth it in terms of
increased productivity

7. Alternative schools. The alterna-
tive school movement, presumed

dead or dying a few years ago, is alive
and well and deserving of further ex-
pansion.* The personal caring and
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sense of community found in alterna-
tive schools like the Satellite Academy
in New York put partnership princi-
ples to work for students who need to
assume more responsibility for their
own and each other’s learning and
behavior. Now that clearer output
standards are being applied to these
schools, there is less danger of their
becoming merely high-priced rap ses-
sions. When responsibly handled they
can become a reasonable step in a
gradual approach to partnership.

These are all nonthreatening prac-
tices and can be instituted without
having to raise the issue of "funda-
mental change.” None of them by itself
will shift a school system from a dele-
gation model 1o a partnership model,
but they can begin improving educa-
tion almost immediately. And they all
increase partnership and help schools
and community work together for suc-
cess, instead of blaming each other for
failure. The time consumed during the
gradual strategy can be put to good
use in having a small group of school
and commumity leaders study the part-
nership approach so they will under-
stand it when the time comes to imple-
ment it more fully s

Most school systems will only go so
far with gradualism, however. As long
as the main policy framework is dele-
gation, service delivery, and bureau-
cratic accountability, partnership is
usually kept at the fringe. Only a tiny
amount of money (or none at all) is
made available for recruiting and
training volunteers. Peer tutoring is
left up to the enterprising teachers
who want to take the extra trouble to
organize it. And no resources are
made available even to find out about
cooperative learning, let alone try it

If you want to move more forcefully
into partnership, it may be time for a
bolder approach—one that would
move it from the fringe of the school
system to the center of educational
reform

A Bolder Strategy
Here are some possible steps for a
bolder strategy

1. Focus on the learning gap. It has
been difficult for school officials to talk
seriously about the gap between what
students are learning and what they
could and should be learning. Many
people fear that this will only increase

Parent-teacher partnerships ai the Howston Independeny School District begin when teachers
and perents plan a program to meet an ndividual student’s needs. Simon Gonzalez, Larrip
Elemeruary School teacher, meets with Imelda Baez, parent

the blame placed on the school sys-
tem, but the time mayv be ripe for
courageously facing reality

While making clear that your pur-
pose is not 1o blame anyvone but only
to identify a problem that everyone
can work on together, try to get a
rough estimate in the community
(whether it be a school, school district,
or entire state) as to what percent-
age of students arrive at high school
unable to do high school-level work
This need not be an exact measure;
use whatever combination of test
scores and teacher judgments seems
practical. '

Once the estimate is made, deter-
mine whether the community is satis-
fied with this level of preparation for
high school. If the community &5 satis-
fied, forget about bold new approach-
es; there won't be support for them
My prediction, however, is that few
communities will be satished with
what they find

My rough estimate from travels
around the country is that in most
school systems anywhere from 20 to
60 percent of the students entering
high school are not prepared to han-
dle high school-level work. Is it
not clear that these large groups of |
students headed toward high school
failure are the verv groups from
which dropouts, disruptive behavior,
unemployment, crime, drug abuse,
teenage pregnancy, and so on must be
expected?

If people are dissatished with the
percentages revealed by the estimate,
you are ready for step two

2. Suggest a community-wide effort
to close the gap. Skip over the usual
months-long “needs assessment” fol-

lowed by another vear for a goals
committee to produce a list of plati-
tudes. This oo often leads to obfusca-
tion and delav. Let the gap define the
need, and the community s dissatisfac-
tion define the goal. Then (and this is
crucial) do not follow the usual route
of looking to the schools alone to
close the gap. Instead, discuss on a
community-wide basis what the com-
munity as a whole can do to close the
gap—beginning with the schools, but
including the parents, community
agencies, churches, local businesses,
and the students themselves (both in
assuming responsibility for their own
learning and helping others learn).

Don't expect evervone to agree with
this approach. In fact, expect many
people to sav it is “impractical,” "vi-
sionarv,” "unprofessional,” and "not
the wav we do things.” Some will
point out that other school systems
aren’t doing it, that it wasn't recom-
mended by the blue-ribbon panel or
the costly foundation study, or that it’s
a diversion from the wonderful inno-
vations the school system has just an-
nounced or is about to institute once it
finishes its needs-assessment, goal-set-
ting, implementation-planning, and in-
service-training phases

Remind them that “the way we do
things™ hasn't been working very well,
and ask them honestly whether they
really expect the latest innovations to
close the learning gap identified in
step one. Suggest that they cornsider a
different approach. Suggest that blue
ribbon panels and foundation studies
can be trapped by obsolete models
just as school svstems can, and try o
have lined up ahead of time a few
influential people from the schools
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and community who will support un-
dertaking a community-wide ap-
proach. You don't have to go into a lot
of theory or educational philosophy;
the urgency of the problem and the
common sense of the proposal may be
enough to carry the day.

Another thing not to do: don't ask
whether people are for or against par-
ent involvement or argue about who
should have how much power. Get to
work finding ways to collaborate in
closing the gap. Too many efforts at
participation have bogged down from
arguing over power before people
had a common goal to work for. Once
an important common goal is estab-
lished, those who are working togeth-
er to achieve it will be more likely 10
share decision making naturally, and
disagreements over power can be set-
tled in the context of a common enter-
prise rather than a "we/they” struggle

You will have to deal with this ques-
tion: can poor, single, and working
parents be partners? The answer is
unequivocally “yes." Surveys have
shown that single and working parents
care as much as other parents about
the educatonal success of their chil-
dren, and are as willing to help them
succeed as long as they know what to
do and how to do it® This does not
mean that working parents can be
expected to come to the school at 10
a.m. (unless their employers give time
off for school responsibilities, which
some do when there is real parner-
ship in the community). Adjustments
have to be made for changes in family
paterns, but the most important ad-
justrent is to start expecting parental
responsibility from the first moment a
child enters school, if not earlier.
Some schools present parents with a
"parents-as-partners’’ workbook when
their children enroll in kindergarten.
Wonderful materials are available
from The Home and School Institute
and other sources for parents to use
with their children at home, and train-
ing is available to help teachers and
parents use them.” For children whose
parents can't help adequately, re-
sources such as parent suppon
groups, peer tutors, local churches,
and various community agencies can
fill the gap; that is the reason for a
community-wide campaign. Poor and
single parents are not the only ones
who need suppont in helping their
children become successful students

Don't let extraneous political argu-
ments divert auention from your
work. Ignore ideologues of the left
and right who argue on the one hand
that nothing can be done about public
education until social and economic
justice is achieved, and on the other
that nothing should be done about
public education anyway (except may-
be abolish it) because it is socialistic.
The point is that a community cam-
paign o help students become well
prepared for high school is good for
everyone—a genuinely common ob-
jective that can unite people of every
political persuasion

This doesn't mean the campaign
can't take on its own political flavor,
however, with banners, stickers, and
whatever else will get people on the
bandwagon in your community. Hous-
ton put millions of dollars worth of
donated public service spots into its

The Senior Volunteers in the Schools in
Buffalo, New York & a partnership between
the Buffalo Public Schools and the Center for
the Study of Aging, SUNY—Buffalo. Top,
studenis ar School 31 show apfreciation for
Mrs. James Robinson. Bottom, voli

Jenmie Ballaching, 86 yvears of age. was a
student at School 77

Fhosograpds courtery of Keveneth | Fobeds

Fail-Safe Program. Some communities
might even use the old “"thermometer
in the center of town” technique,
showing the current gap and a goal to
shoot for (e.g., 95 percent by 1995)

Once a campaign spirit is under
way, all individual partnership activi-
ties will take on new momentumn. Vol-
unteers will be easier to recruit; teach-
ers will have an extra handle for
promoting cooperative learning in the
classroom; businesses will be more
inclined to join in an important com-
munity campaign; and everyone's mo-
rale will improve as they find them
selves working together on worth-
while common objectives

3. Talk up partnership. Although
dissatisfacton with the status quo,
frustration with past failures, and com-
mon sense may be enough to per-
suade many people to go along with a
community-wide campaign, it will still
take some effort to get people to oper
ate in this new way. Help people un-
derstand that this i1s a different and
better way of gerting the job done—a
way that will work and is therefore
worth the investment in time, effort,
and money. Explain how it will ex-
pand the resources available for edu-
cation and increase the productivity of
educational tax dollars. Show how it
will make teachers more effective by
presenting them with more motivated
students, who are readier to help
themselves and each other learn
Explain that a growing consensus of
research shows that paremt and
community partnership increases aca-
demic achievement and character
development ®

Be sure to talk about this different
approach with all stakeholders in the
community: not only school adminis-
trators and school board, but also civ-
ic, parent, and business groups. And
don't forget teachers and students
Teachers have been oo little involved
in discussions of school reform, and
they will have much to offer both in
ideas and supporn once they see some-
thing that might really work for a
change. And students might be the
secret weapon that can change the
whole picture. They have less invested
in old ways of operating and a high
self-interest in making school more
satisfving, They have a strong strain of
idealism and good will and can help
not only implement but lead the way
to partnership
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While partnership differs from the
prevailing model of school reform
thinking, people mav be more ready
for these ideas than in the past. They
are more aware that something is fun-
damentally wrong with the school sys-
tem. Thev are more frustrated with the
many reforms that haven't worked.
And thev are more aware that even
factories don't operate like factories
anvymore in our most progressive in-
dustries. Theyv apply many of the same
partnership principles now required
in education, but with one important
adaptation: in education the students
are the prime workers. and to be
productive, the students, as well as the
teachers and parents, must have a
sense of ownership and be responsi-
ble members in a community of
shared values ”

4 Ask for money for partership
Partnership doesn’t cost much money,
especially in relaton to its benefis,
but some mvestment 15 needed 1o
move bevond the initial stages. It costs
money for workshops 10 orient par-
ents, teachers. and citizens 1o a differ-
ent approach [t takes monev to re-
crut, tramn, and coordinate volunteers,
peer tutors, and business partners.
Some monev will have 1o be spent 1o
support home visits and coordinate
with community agencies. If vour
school board 1s reluctant to approve
such expenditures, ask some of vour
business partners to explain  how
‘conversion costs” pav for retooling
an industry or for introducing a new
business process Theyv know thar fail-
ure 1o Invest IN necessan’ conversion
costs leads to failure and bankruptcy
Anv community unwilling to pav the
COSIS o convert 1s not genuinely inter-
ested in shifting to a partnership ap-
proach—and not serious about meet-
g its educanional challenges. The
new community  educanon founda-
tions now forming around the countrv
or perhaps industrv uself might be
willing to help pay some of the extra
transition costs.

5. Don't blame people Linle will be
gained and much lost from trving to
find out who is w0 blame for past
failures. The fact is that we have been
working at school reform in the wrong
way, and manv good people’s efforts
have gone awry because of the dvs-
functions of the svstem. The only solu-
tion is to forget the past and start out
on a new cooperative basis

“Teachers, principals,

and volunteer
coordinators in schools
...don’t realize that
they have hold of what
America is looking for:
a new and more
optimistic approach to
educational reform.”

6. Legitimate scare lactics. When
the river is rising dangercusly and it's
time to call for volunteers to save the
levee, nothing is wrong with sounding
the alarm. Likewise, nothing is wrong
with reminding people that public
educauon 1s in danger if we don't rise
to the challenge. The bugaboo of
vouchers and ruition tax credits has
already probably done more to alen
people to the need for a new approach
to public education than all the books
and articles of reformers put together.
Don't hesitate to remind people that
this may be our last chance

A New Vision
of Public Education
We are in the midst of a reform move-
ment in which improvements in edu-
cauonal policy and technology can
bring success if—and only if—they
operate within a framework of part-
nership. Teachers, principals, and vol-
unteer coordinators in schools across
the countrv have seen and felt the
power of educational partnership, and
they have experienced rewarding re-
sults in their own classrooms, schoaols,
and programs. What many of them
don't realize is that thev have hold of
what America is looking for: a new and
more optimistic approach to educa-
tional reform

It's time 10 escalate the cause of
home-school-community  partnership
to a new level of impornance. It's time
to start talking about:

@ not just the desirability of partner-

ship, but its cenurality 1o school re-
form;

@ not |us(pw'em participation, but

community, business, teacher, and stu-
dent pannershap,
® not just participation and frvolve-

ment, but partmership and collabora-
tion to achieve shared goals;

® not just some nice little programs
to add to the present svstem, but a new
approach 1o public education.

It's time to tell people that the
risks of staving with the starus quo
are greater than those of uniting peo-
ple around a new vision of public
education.
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