Pp. 6-7: Creating Partnerships, Bridging Worlds Family and Community Engagement

How Does Family and Community Engagement Fit in the Turning Points Design?

The Turning Points design places the young adolescent learner at the center and helps schools create strong collaborative learning communities where the unique needs of the young adolescent learner can be fully met. During middle school years, family engagement often drops off, perhaps partly because students claim greater independence, and partly because families and/or teachers believe they should pull back. In fact, the middle years of 10 to 14 are vulnerable times for children in every way—socially, emotionally, physically, and intellectually. There is probably no more critical time

for strong family involvement in a child’s education. Monitoring and supporting school work, being aware of peer and social dynamics, staying in touch with teachers’ and administrators’ goals and plans for the school—all of these strategies can be critical for the support of the young adolescent, especially if he or she is struggling academically

or socially. 

As a Turning Points school develops a strong vision and culture for teaching and learning that nurtures the young adolescent, it must also pave the way for productive family engagement. The school’s role begins with learning about families, defining a variety of ways for families to support the school and their children’s learning, and reaching

out to the community to engage individuals and organizations. Family and community are deceptively simple terms that have layers of meanings in today’s complicated world. Turning Points schools acknowledge the many forms a family can take—two-parent and single- parent homes, grandparents raising grandchildren, adoptive and foster families, gay and lesbian parents, and more variations than we can list here. In today’s world, families are also frequently changing shape—divorce, remarriage, and parents’ career transitions all have an impact on the family, and mean that a school needs to be open

and flexible in how it responds to each family. Similarly, in times when students often travel long distances from diverse neighborhoods to come to school, what is community? We need to consider the multiple communities represented in a school,

and define community broadly, to include individuals, organizations, agencies, and groups who have immediate ties to students as well as those with a particular interest in developing successful students and productive citizens. A school’s community includes the immediate neighborhood surrounding the building, the home communities of all

students, and potentially the entire town or city (Epstein, 2001, p. 470). 

Engaging families and engaging communities are really distinct activities with different goals and strategies. But they are inextricably linked in so many ways that they must be considered and planned for together. For this reason, Turning Points 2000 combined two

of the original Turning Points principles into one: “Involving parents and communities in supporting student learning and healthy development.” Jackson and Davis write, “Families do not succeed without community support, and communities do not succeed without support from families” (2000, p. 26). This guide will both explore the connection between families and communities, and provide distinct strategies for engaging them.


Pg. 78:  Building Family and Community Participation through Focus GroupsBUILDING FAMILY AND COMMUNITY

PARTICIPATION THROUGH FOCUS GROUPS

One way to begin to build participation in school governance and support for school

change is through conducting focus groups on how middle schools need to function in

order to successfully educate all students. In this way, a vision and purpose for involvement in the school is created.


In this focus-group model, 6 to 10 people are brought together by a facilitator and led

through a series of questions. For larger groups, a team of facilitators can run multiple

groups. Do not give the questions to participants in advance; read them and write them

up on chart paper one at a time as you discuss them. For each of the questions, allow

each person in the group a chance to respond, and record the responses on the sheet

of chart paper (start with a different person with each question).


What are the important changes in our world over the last 25 years?


What is now most important for our graduates to know and be able to do?


How will we know if they know these things?


Given your responses to the first questions, how would you change middle schools as

they currently are?


How would you involve the community more in the schools that you create?


This process has been used successfully across the country with hundreds of focus

groups. These groups have spanned the range of community and political groups, and

their participants have included faculty, students, parents, and members of community

organizations, faith-based organizations, businesses, school committees, city councils,

state legislatures, and the media. Inevitably, the responses to the questions have led peopleto the conclusion that, given the vast political, social, and technological changes that have occurred in recent years, students must master a far different set of complex skills, habits of mind, and concepts; their knowledge must be assessed in multiple ways; and their schooling needs to be radically reshaped to ensure that all students successfully demonstrate mastery of this new body of knowledge.


In conducting these types of focus groups, it is important to have a facilitator who has

experience in conducting them and who has already established a level of trust within

the community.
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