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There is tension here. Principals

need to recognize that teachers have

expertise in education and that parent

and other community leaders have a

legitimate role to play in decisions

about educational issues. Increasing

parent power through collaboration

does not require that teachers lose their

authority as experts in education. But 

it does require that teachers enter

authentic processes of relationship

building and engagement with parents

and community leaders. Rather than

approaching parents with the agenda of

teaching them how to be better parents

or simply to support the school’s agenda,

the relational approach engages parents

around their own interests and values

and respects their contributions. In this

process, both educators and parents

grow and change, potentially forming a

learning community together.

High-stakes testing regimes have

put tremendous pressure on principals.

These regimes often work to narrow

the purposes of schooling to producing

increases in scores; they can crowd 

out the space for the kind of collab-

orative experiments discussed here.

Investing in building social capital takes

time. Yet it promises a more holistic

approach to student learning and

development through the broader

strengthening of community and civic

life. Despite the pressure of testing

regimes, many school leaders are

beginning to see their school as one of

a set of institutions that can anchor

poor neighborhoods in partnership

with other community organizations.

A Broader Vision of
Collaboration
So far in this article, I have focused on

change at the individual school level.

However, that perspective is, ultimately,

too narrow. Individual schools can do a
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better job of educating inner-city 

children when they form partnerships

with locally based CBOs. However, it is

patently unreasonable to expect that

this partnership alone can compensate

for the effects of poverty and racism.

Urban schools suffer from a lack 

of resources tied to their location in

poor communities. They often have

less-qualified teachers, overcrowded

classrooms, older buildings in need of

serious repair and upgrading, inade-

quate textbooks, and outdated facilities.

Meanwhile, the socio-economic 

conditions faced by families in these

communities lie in deep structures of

inequality and power differentials in

American society. Governments at many

levels could address low pay, inadequate

health care, the lack of affordable 

housing, and many other conditions 

if the political will existed to do so. In

other words, poverty is a problem of

power – or the lack of power.

Partnerships that go beyond indi-

vidual schools to the district level could

help move collaborations towards a scale

more commensurate with need. School

districts can direct extra resources to

support innovative projects between

CBOs and schools and allow the kind

of flexibility in policies that partnerships

often require. The Austin Independent

School District, for example, has pro-

vided this kind of support to the IAF’s

Alliance Schools network in Texas.

More than that, school administrations

could work with citywide networks of

CBOs to develop strategies to foster

partnerships across the district. Chicago

Public Schools, for example, has worked

with a network of philanthropic,

corporate, and community organiza-

tions to adopt a districtwide strategy to

build community schools.

Ultimately, however, addressing

the structural inequality in American

education and community life requires

building a political constituency for a

combined agenda. As Jean Anyon

(2005) has suggested, a movement for

education reform might provide the

backbone for advancing a broader

social agenda for urban families.

Collaborations with broad-based 

community organizations whose con-

stituents have their children in urban

schools can supply the foundation for

the political effort necessary to address

school and community inequality.

Some kinds of partnerships

between schools and community

organizing networks show real promise

in this direction. The Texas IAF net-

work, for itself, brings community

resources into schools to help them

improve. However, it also brings schools

out of themselves, engaging parents

and teachers in collaborative efforts

Partnerships that go beyond individual schools to the district 

level could help move collaborations towards a scale more 

commensurate with need. School districts can direct extra resources

to support innovative projects between CBOs and schools.
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with other community leaders to build

affordable housing, improve health care,

and foster economic development.

School-community collaborations

at the individual school level can, in

fact, provide a foundation for larger

political constituency building. My

research has suggested that people,

especially those without human and

financial capital, are more likely to

engage in civic and political life through

their social relationships. The first step

in this process is for people to build

face-to-face relationships at the most

immediate level – for example, in their

neighborhood schools. Through that

experience, they can gain the skills and

build the confidence conducive to 

participation in wider efforts in their

cities and beyond.

That experience, in turn, can help

parents, teachers, and community 

residents become stronger leaders at the

school and neighborhood level. Larger

collaborations for systemic change are

still rather rare. However, partnerships

between individual schools and CBOs

provide some of our best hope for 

creating the kind of change we need –

both in individual schools and commu-

nities and in our broader society.
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