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Objectives:
•	 Understand Collaboration and 

Partnerships 
•	 Develop Shared Leadership and 

Decision-Making Processes
•	 Develop an Understanding of Working 

With Different Cultures 
•	 Understand Ways To Engage Students
•	 Develop Ways to Gain Authentic 

Parent Involvement
•	 Understand Ways to Engage 

Organizations 

Activities:
•	E stablishing Clear Norms/Operation 

Agreements  
•	 Using Social Justice Youth Development 

Power Point 

Tools: 
•	 Decision-Making Methods 
•	 Sample Governance Structure
•	 Effective Collaboration Components
•	 Sample Collaborative Structures 
•	 Sample Memorandum of Understanding
•	 Parent Outreach
•	 Family Needs Assessment
•	 Business Partnerships: A Piece of the 

Staying Power Puzzle
•	 Social Justice Youth Development Matrix

Section 4
How to Collaborate  
and Form Partnerships

Collaborating and developing partnerships
Collaboration involves mingling our perspectives, resources, time and energy to create something new. Positive, 
trusting human relationships lead to positive results. Strong collaborative structure resembles a community bank 
and trust. Take time to build a strong, lasting structure that will support the relationships you create.

Decision-making process
Clarity About Meeting Structure: Decision-Making Strategies
Different tasks have different appropriate methods of making decisions. One method cannot suit all situations. 
In order to have clarity about meeting structure, you must pay attention to how you make decisions. The process 
of establishing appropriate meeting structure should help your group to understand why some goals have more 
appropriate methods than others. People who have not had experience with Robert’s Rules of Order, for example, 
could feel intimidated if others begin their comments with phrases like “I move to…” or “Point of order…” Also 
recognize that some methods were developed and used specifically to limit input from certain people or groups. 
Choose a method that makes sense for the meetings at hand. It’s not possible to “do everything by consensus,” as 
some well-meaning groups will claim. Everyone should understand how you make the decision.

Materials from this section have been excerpted from:

Planning Packet (1998) HSFO Clearinghouse, [0032], UC Davis, School of Education.

Parent Leadership: A Facilitator’s Guide to Improving Family Involvement in Schools (2003) Maria Casas, M.S.W. & Joanne 
Bookmyer, Ph.D, HSFO, UC Davis, School of Education.

California’s Healthy Start: Strong Families, Strong Communities for Student Success (1998) Rachel D. Lodge, HSFO, UC Davis, 
School of Education.

From Assets to Agents of Change: Social Justice, Organizing, and Youth Development by Taj James and Shawn Ginwright, 
Winter 2002 edition of New Directions for Youth Development, Jossey-Bass Publishers.

C ommunity         S c h ool    P a r tne   r s h ips 

Com m u n i t y School  
Pa rtn e r s h i ps
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Working with different cultures 
Many people find it difficult to negotiate cultural difference. Indeed, we often use the 
word “culture” synonymously with race or ethnicity. We often presume that white 
people have no “culture,” and that they have the most need of cultural competency 
training. This view of culture comes from the profound role race and class play in our 
society. We must not ignore theses issues, but it also does not make sense to use such 
a narrow definition of culture in the collaborative setting.

Culture means: “The sum of our experiences as members of certain groups and the 
way we recreate the expectations and activities of those groups in our daily interac-
tions”. In this definition, we can belong to many cultures at once and react to norms 
that sometimes conflict. We can act out our culture in ways that we don’t even 
recognize as culturally based, and we can learn new ways with time and comfort. 
Every culture has strengths and deficits. These often come from the ways that group 
has experienced privilege or oppression. Partners in a collaborative partnership must 
understand how the different groups to which they belong have affected the experi-
ences they have had. Sometimes this can mean discrimination. Sometimes it can 
mean privilege. Usually, people have experienced a combination of both. 

Aspects of a person’s cultural background can include:
■■ The way people react to a group because of inherent traits that group possesses. 

Inherent traits include things like skin, hair or eye color, gender, age and physical 
ability. We usually cannot change these things. Often, we have held these 
identifications longest in our lives. 

■■ Hidden cultural identifiers also affect the way people operate in the world. 
Whether inherent, chosen or imposed, hidden cultural identifiers affect the 
worldview a person develops and the groups to which that person can gain ready 
access and experience comfort. Examples of these aspects of culture include 
religious affiliations, membership societies, socioeconomic status, alternative 
lifestyles, and others.

■■ Familial background and experience play enormous roles in the way people 
receive cultural identities. Generalizations about “the White, Black, Asian or 
Hispanic family” or even about “gay parenting” have their roots in assumptions. 
Generalizations will not reflect the experiences or identities of all people in those 

groups. Children of affluent, single-parent households likely have some different 
experiences than children of impoverished, single-parent households. Still, they 
might share some common experiences.

■■ Training and education also influence how people experience their worlds. College 
or university education, for example, involves learning the language, norms and 
experiences of that world. Someone who has gone to an auto mechanic trade 
school will have learned the language, norms and experiences of that world. 
Different types of training or education teach people different values about the 
world. They teach how people should act and interact. 

Engaging Parents/Guardians and Families 
Schools and agencies would have no meaning without the kids and families they 
serve. Involve parents and guardians from the beginning. Critical resources parents 
and guardians bring to the table include:

■■ Intimate knowledge of their children and concern for their well-being.

■■ Ability to teach their children.

■■ Power to reach and involve other parents/guardians.

■■ Knowledge of fundamental community values and communication styles.

■■ Knowledge of which services they and their children will most likely use; 
knowledge of what they need to make services accessible.

■■ Ability to lobby for political leaders’ support of your initiative.

■■ Authentic perspective on the most helpful types of activities or assistances.

Strive to create a welcoming attitude and environment. Some people have experienced 
school as an intimidating or difficult place. They may have learned that schools do 
not welcome them. They may have learned that schools do not have sensitivity for or 
accommodations to their cultural backgrounds or languages. 
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Engaging Organizations 
Community-based organizations (CBOs) already work in the community. Some 
community-based organizations may already have a relationship with your school. 
Reach out to those that have existing relationships with your school. If you overlook 
CBOs, you might duplicate activities or services that CBOs already provide. United 
Way provides a good source of information on CBOs in a given area. The state Depart-
ment of Health Services keeps a listing by county of all the community health clinics 
in California. 

CBOs offer the following important strengths:
■■ Intimate ties to neighborhoods

■■ In-depth understanding of the particular needs and challenges confronting various 
ethnic groups

■■ Staff who reflect the racial and ethnic identities of the students and families they 
serve

■■ Freedom from regulations; flexibility; the ability to mobilize resources 

Public Agencies offer the following important strengths:
■■ Data on the conditions of children and families in your community from the view 

point of each agency

■■ Involvement in and knowledge of local recreation opportunities and public safety 
issues

■■ Resources of public funds already devoted to service delivery 

■■ Degrees of expertise on health, social welfare, mental health, or juvenile justice 
issues

Engaging Young People: Build on Strengths 
When we think about the ways in which a student, family, school or community 
should change, we often label the problems, and then try to fix them. A simple focus 
on the problems may just back up an already limited sense of possibility. When we 
look for the strengths we can work to make them even stronger. Building on strengths 
in this way doesn’t mean ignoring problems. Instead, it allows us to overcome 
problems by drawing out the creativity, caring, and abilities of the people in the com-
munity. A youth development model called “Social Justice Youth Development” can 
help us to think and work from a strengths perspective.

Traditional youth development approaches do not explicitly address social inequi-
ties that many youth, especially youth of color, confront in their everyday learning 
environments. Many traditional youth development approaches merely teach youth 
to respond resiliently to negative environments. Social Justice Youth Development 
addresses historical inequities that institutions have preserved. Social Justice Youth 
Development aims to help youth reach a healthy adulthood. It also aims to teach 
youth to think critically about how to create communities in which all youth have 
equitable access to what they want and need to succeed. 
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Establish Clear Norms and Rules
You must make many decisions about how the actual work will get done. You don’t 
need to set these ground rules at the first meeting. You should have set them by the 
time a core group of planners has begun to work together regularly. Early on, your 
team should answer the following questions:

■■ Where, when and how often will the group meet? 

■■ Will the group always meet as a whole or will you form sub-committees?

■■ How will you share responsibility for meeting leadership?

■■ Who will prepare and contribute to meeting agendas?

■■ Who will write the minutes?

■■ If all of the participants do not speak the same language, how will the group make 
sure everyone can participate in discussions?

■■ Will you make decisions by majority rule, consensus or some other method?

■■ Sometimes groups or individuals can’t attend meetings. How will you incorporate 
issues they have raised into discussions and decisions? How will you inform 
people who miss meetings of decisions made in their absence?

■■ What can you do to ensure that the group makes decisions in public, and not 
behind the scenes?

■■ How will the group handle a problem or conflict?

■■ How does the group make decisions about how to spend funds?

■■ Who will keep copies of minutes and other forms of written documentation?

How groups answer these questions can have a big effect on how they plan things. 
For example, when and where you hold a meeting often determines who attends. 
Meeting schedules produce tension. Teachers may prefer meetings held very early in 
the morning, before classes begin. Public agency staff may prefer to meet during the 
day, often in the late afternoon when teachers feel tired. Parents/guardians who work 
might prefer to meet in the evenings. You can rotate times and meeting places. Or, you 
can find ways for people to contribute without attending every meeting. 

Who Leads? The person or organization that got the group together in the first 
place often emerges as the informal leader. Over time, however, you will need to make 
a much more conscious decision about which person or people will officially lead. 
Groups can select a particular individual to lead. Or, they can create leadership roles 
that rotate. Members can also share leadership positions. The best results often occur 
when leaders rotate or share power. Members have a sense of shared ownership. They 
feel invested in the group.

Facilitators. Whatever you decide, you must avoid situations where it looks like one 
group runs the show. Otherwise, other groups may eventually decide that they make 
no vital or valued contributions. Look for at least one person who has strong facilita-
tion skills. You can solve some conflicts over leadership this way. The facilitator keeps 
a meeting on track. Facilitators don’t dominate or impose a personal agenda. A good 
facilitator also doesn’t allow others to dominate meetings.

A Good Facilitator:
Guides the meeting through the agenda.

■■ Structures the discussion so that all participants feel safe to openly share their 
opinions. All have an equal chance to participate.

■■ Encourages participation from all.

■■ Makes sure everyone works toward the shared vision and results
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Social Justice Youth Matrix

Principles Practices Outcomes

Analyze power in social relationships •	 Social problematizing, critical thinking, asking and 
answering questions relating to community and social 
problems

•	 Development of sociopolitical awareness
•	Y outh transforming arrangements in public and private 

institutions by sharing power with adults

Makes identity central •	 Development of pride regarding one’s identity
•	A wareness of how sociopolitical forces influence identity
•	F eeling of being a part of something meaningful and 

productive
•	T he capacity to build solidarity with others who share 

common struggles and have shared interests

Promotes systemic social change •	 Sense of life purpose, empathy for the suffering of 
others, optimism about social change

•	L iberation by ending various forms of social oppression

Encourages collective action •	 Capacity to change personal, community, and social 
conditions

•	E mpowerment and positive orientation towards life 
circumstances and events

•	H ealing from personal trauma brought on from 
oppression

Embraces youth culture •	A uthentic you engagement
•	Y outh-run and youth-led organizations
•	E ffective recruitment strategies
•	E ffective external communications
•	E ngagement of extremely marginalized youth
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Decision Making Methods
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Sample MOUs
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Sample MOU
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Sample MOUs
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Parent Outreach

First Step
Needs Assessment – identifies and defines the primary stakeholders – parents. Talk to community members, visit the area, and research any census data that 
is available to learn more about the strengths and needs of the community. Remember that a personal connection is often the key to getting the buy-in and 
commitment of parents who have not traditionally participated in school leadership.

Questions to ask during a needs assessment
•	 What do you know about the targeted community?
•	I s it an urban, rural, or suburban setting? 
•	 What is the socioeconomic status of the people living in the area? 
•	A re there cultural or language differences that you need to be aware of?
•	 Does the school play an active role in the community? 
•	A re children attending the school doing well academically? If not, why?
•	 What do you know about the parents who will be participating in the 

training?
•	 What are their values and beliefs?
•	 What expectations do they have for their learning? Are they currently 

involved as leaders in their school communities or will this experience be 
the first step for many of them?

•	 What types of leadership training have been requested?
•	 What other workshops have been offered on leadership? Were they 

successful?
•	A re parents already in leadership roles in their school community?
•	 What types of systems exist for parents and can parents rely on these 

resources and services?
•	I s the professional staff comfortable and willing to work with parents as 

leaders? If not, is professional development available for them?

Here are eight steps schools can take to  
help ensure effective parent involvement: 

1.	E stablish a welcoming school climate that encourages the talents and 
insights of all parents.

2.	F ocus on the school mission rather than personalities and egos.

3.	A cknowledge that communication, recognition, action, and trust are 
two-way processes that require the time and commitment of parents and 
educators.

4.	E ncourage parental participation in school improvement efforts and in the 
decision-making process.

5.	T ake positive steps to overcome cultural and communication barriers.

6.	 Provide staff in-service opportunities to attain knowledge and skills on 
how to communicate and work with parents in authentic ways.

7.	E stablish policies that reflect a commitment to a comprehensive parent 
involvement program.

8.	 Provide administrative support to parent leadership and involvement 
activities.
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