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Abstract 

Family and community involvement in schools is strongly linked to enhancing students’ entire 

lives through improvements in academic achievement, better school attendance, behaviour and 

school discipline. This article explores how establishing community links can enhance students’ 

learning experiences. It considers the need for community partnerships in schools, highlights a 

number of barriers to the development of these partnerships and briefly examines related UK 

legislation. It concludes by arguing that establishing and maintaining meaningful and sustainable 

links in a coordinated and strategic manner is a key factor in improving students’ academic 

achievement, their attitudes and behaviours, their social capital, and their general outlook 

towards school, family and their community. 
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Introduction 

There has been a long tradition in the United Kingdom, and globally, of schools developing links 

with the families of their students and with the communities they serve, which is underpinned by 

the belief that such partnerships lead to higher student achievement and better outcomes for 

students, parents and teachers (Dyson and Robson 1999). Many schools have embraced the 

concept of parent and community involvement in various forms, including aspects of school 

governance (Stein, 2009). Community links have become even more important recently as a 

means whereby schools can drive up standards of attainment, enrich students learning 

experiences, and serve as an important contributor to addressing the problem of social exclusion 

(Dyson and Robson, 1999).  

 

Studies conducted over the years have set a firm base upon which to build new research and to 

design effective programmes of school, family and community partnerships (Conrad and Serlin, 

2006). These studies have brought heightened awareness of the significance of connecting 

schools and their communities (Epstein and Sheldon, 2006). Community involvement as a 

means of improving student outcomes has been the focus of a number of educationalists over 

the years, some notable ones being Robert Owen, John Dewey and Henry Morris (Conrad and 

Serlin, 2006, Gereluk, 2008). For Owen, community education was a means of breaking out of 

the vicious cycle of social and moral degeneration of society. Owen sought to nurture children’s 

development through fostering their knowledge of and interaction with their community 

(Gereluk, 2008). 
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Dewey was recognised during the early twentieth century for his contributions not only in the 

United States, but internationally for his emphasis on community, which he believed was at the 

heart of schooling (Neill, 2005 in Tsang, 2007). Schools, he thought, should not be detached 

institutions that teach abstract and distinct subjects, but rather should instil the values of family 

and the local community. In this way, community was integral to his notion of schools, 

providing the social means of integrating the child into the larger community setting (Gereluk, 

2008; Neill, 2005 in Tsang, 2007). Finally, Morris, who established integrated-campus village and 

community colleges in Cambridgeshire and Leicestershire, believed that education should go 

beyond the confines of the classroom and the school. He believed that many schools operated in 

isolation, often alienated from many beneficial aspects of life and the community and its main 

role was to provide students with an array of activities that would enrich society as a whole 

(Gereluk, 2008). 

 

The influence and vision of these educationalists have provided much of the basis for 

contemporary community education, and continue to play a part in education systems 

worldwide. Many government initiatives over the years such as the Every Child Matters agenda 

(Department for Education and Skills, 2004) in the United Kingdom and No Child Left Behind 

Act (US Department of Education, 2001) in the United States have stressed the importance of 

establishing links with the community to help raise expectations and achievements of students 

(Chicago Appleseed Fund for Justice, 2007; Gereluk, 2008; Department for Education, 2013).  
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Why School-Family-Community Partnerships?  

Adelman and Taylor (2007, p. 6) argue that while schools are located in communities, they are 

‘often islands with no bridges to the mainland’. Families often live in communities with little 

connection to each other or to the schools their children attend. Developing comprehensive 

partnerships represent a promising intervention to address barriers to learning, enhance healthy 

development and strengthen families and communities. Building such partnership would require 

‘stakeholder readiness, an enlightened vision, creative leadership, and new and multifaceted roles 

for professionals who work in schools and communities, as well as for family and other 

community members who are willing to assume leadership’ (Adelman and Taylor, 2007, p. 7). 

Schools can thus become more effective and caring places when they are an integral and positive 

part of the community. 

 

Schools must therefore consider the larger social context of family and community since this 

context affects student outcomes (Conrad and Serlin, 2006). Family, school and community 

partnerships encompass individuals, businesses, community-based organisations, policymakers, 

teacher training institutions, religious and civic groups, programmes at parks and libraries, and 

any other facilities that can be used for recreation, learning, enrichment, and support. There is a 

growing acknowledgement by researchers that all aspects of school improvement are more likely 

to succeed if families and communities are effectively involved  (Conrad and Serlin, 2006; 

Adelman and Taylor, 2007). Family and community engagement has the potential to build 

students’ social capital, provide additional resources and opportunities for young people and help 

promote students’ social, emotional, and academic learning. Whether through improved relation-
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ship skills, higher achievement, or better school or life transitions, students benefit when fami-

lies, communities and schools work together on their behalf (Redding et al, 2011).  

 

According to Adelman and Taylor (2006), available evidence reveals that school-community 

collaborations can be successful and cost effective over the long-term and positive outcomes are 

associated with empowering children and families. For example, by placing community staff at 

schools, community agencies have easier access to students and their families, especially in the 

case of hard-to-reach populations within the community. They suggest that available evidence be 

scrutinised to establish how best these programmes can be implemented and how effective 

current programmes are. However, they argue that, in many instances, interventions and 

evaluations conducted tend to have been limited or patchy in nature and scope. In addition, 

when successful collaborations are scaled-up and carried out under various constraints such as 

limited resources, the interventions can be at risk of being watered-down and ineffective, leading 

to poorer results (Gereluk, 2008; Adelman and Taylor, 2006).  

 

Sanders and Epstein (1998), Dyson and Robson (1999) and Adelman and Taylor (2006) argue 

that a comprehensive, multifaceted, and integrated approach that promotes the well being of all 

students through strengthening families, schools and communities should be developed in 

schools. This, they add, requires a cohesive policy that facilitates sharing of resources. From a 

policy perspective, efforts should be made to guide and support the building of collaborative 

bridges connecting school, family and community. In order to ensure sustainability, the initiative 

should be fully integrated into school improvement planning and show an appreciation that the 

process involves significant systemic changes. Such an appreciation encompasses both a vision 
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for change and an understanding of how to create and institutionalise the type of systemic 

changes required to build an effective collaborative infrastructure. This process requires systemic 

changes related to governance, leadership, planning and implementation, and accountability 

(Adelman and Taylor, 2006, Dyson and Robson, 1999; Sanders and Epstein, 1998).  

 

Barriers to developing School Family and Community Partnerships 

Developing school, family and community partnerships is a developmental process, which 

should be nurtured, facilitated and supported, with special attention being given to overcoming 

institutional and personal barriers. Institutional barriers may involve school policies, 

accountability, leadership, budget, space and time schedules while personal barriers may 

incorporate lack of knowledge and skills and negative attitudes from both school personnel and 

community members. Adelman and Taylor (2006) identify further barriers, which may include 

problems related to the differences in organisational mission, functions and culture, and power 

differentials, especially when low-income families are involved with professionals with 

substantial credentials. Many of these barriers may arise as a result of inadequate attention to 

factors associated with systemic change. Working collaboratively requires overcoming these 

barriers. It entails a commitment by stakeholders to move beyond simply identifying problems to 

careful analysis of why the problem has arisen and working towards creative problem solving. 

Furthermore, if partnerships are not well conceived and carefully developed, they may generate 

additional barriers to their success (Adelman and Taylor, 2006; Symons, 2008).  

 

Gereluk (2008) warns that prospective community partners should be aware of the negative 

aspects of community before they embark on a partnership. One concern is that the collective 
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rights of a group can sometimes supersede those of the individual. To place individual rights 

before collective interests could potentially jeopardise the survival of the community and thus 

decrease an individual’s capacity to lead the life that he or she chooses. If these issues are left 

undefined and unaddressed, tensions may develop which could cause problems between the 

school and community. Policy statements and curricular objectives should be developed that 

place strong emphasis on promoting community values in schools. However, much attention 

must also be given to resolving the tensions in the community when they may conflict with 

competing values.  

 

UK Legislation on Community Involvement in Schools 

The Education and Inspections Act (2006) inserted Section 21(5) to the Education Act (2002) 

introducing a duty on the governing bodies of maintained schools to promote community 

cohesion. From September 2007 schools had been under a duty to promote community 

cohesion (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2007). Dunn (2011, p. 79) defines 

community cohesion as ‘the promotion of positive relationships between faith communities, 

ethnic groups, people of all (or no) disability, people from different geographical areas and of 

different age, gender and sexual orientation’ and argues that community cohesion, whilst a 

relatively new initiative, is something that all stakeholders of the school should be aware of and 

promote. The Department for Children, Schools and Families (2007, in Newman and Ratcliffe 

2011, p. 191) defines community cohesion as ‘working towards a society in which there is a 

common vision and sense of belonging among all communities’.  
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The Department of Education released another statement in 2011 (DfE, 2013) noting that while 

the explicit duty of school inspectors to report on schools’ contribution to community cohesion 

has been removed, the duty of schools to promote community cohesion remains in place. The 

statement adds that new reforms, as set out in the Schools White Paper (2010), focus on the 

spiritual, moral, social and cultural (SMSC) development of students and that school inspectors 

should consider how links with the wider community contribute to students’ development in 

these areas.  

 

Conclusion 

The development of partnerships is an ongoing process that is continually subject to negotiation. 

In the majority of schools today, partnership tends to be seen as a collaborative rather than a 

reciprocal relationship. The notion of partnership advocated in many schools consists of 

collaboration in response to teachers’ requests to meet with parents, with a view to exploring 

how parents can help teachers improve their children’s academic performance. Reciprocal 

partnership seems for the moment, a goal that remains to be achieved (Adelman and Taylor, 

2006; Vincent and Tomlinson, 1997). In theory community involvement in schools provides an 

opportunity for a more democratic and participatory approach to school functioning – one that 

can serve to enhance students’ achievement and well-being, build stronger schools, assist families 

and revitalise communities. In reality however, it seems that it is too often a reminder of the 

difficulty of implementing inclusive strategies for educational reform. The research on 

community collaboration underscores key issues that if addressed, can help to move the reality 

of community involvement in schools closer to theory (Sanders, 2001, p. 173).  
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Sanders (2001) emphasises that a genuine school and community partnership should be one 

based on mutual trust and two-way communication, a high commitment to learning, and school 

leaders’ support. The literature on community involvement in schools clearly establishes how 

such involvement is potentially beneficial to students, schools, families and communities. 

Successful school-family-community partnerships require that partners have collaborative skills, 

common goals, structures for inclusive decision-making, and time for reflection and evaluation. 

Despite all its promise, community involvement is not a solution for the ills of many of today’s 

schools. It cannot replace sound educational policies and excellent teaching. It can, however, 

enhance the effect that these factors have on schools. When properly executed, community 

involvement in schools can be ‘that little extra that makes a big difference’ (Sanders, 2001, p. 

176). 
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