National Curriculum Services  What Works. The Work program

School and Community Partnerships

The What Works, The Work Program is an Australian Government funded program that has been operating for ten years with the prime purpose of improving outcomes for Indigenous students. The program is managed by National Curriculum Services.

Our most recent work has taken a focus on the development of School Community Partnerships which we believe to be a key component to improving

· School attendance

· Student engagement

· Improved Literacy and Numeracy

· School retention

Throughout the draft Indigenous Education Plan 2010-2014 the above are key areas for improvement. The ability to engage community and parents is vital in this process.

Our Experience shows…..

First, success is genuinely derived from a partnership of the parties to the educational process — student, family, community, institution. Cultural support, recognition and acknowledgment can only be achieved by active and effective relationships between Indigenous communities and those who work in schools. Both parties have a role to play.  If all participants are ready learn from each other and through their own understandings and joint commitment to the Indigenous children better outcomes will be the result. Education of Indigenous children must remain the central focus.  

It is evident that partnerships cannot be achieved without support from the school leadership. It’s a waste of time starting the process without clear and visible leadership at a school level. The process is about connecting leadership in the school with leadership in the community.  Strong leadership in schools whereby the principal supports the notion of the agreement and guides the staff along that path is also a key factor in the success of this process.  Principal, staff and community members have an equal voice in the process are comfortable to express their views and speak honestly the successful participation will occur.
It is well documented that lot of Aboriginal parents are disengaged from education, and communities are disempowered. We must be aware that we will need to work intensively with parents and community, connecting parents, community governance, decision making before real engagement takes place. Negotiating partnerships is a challenging, time consuming process which requires intense engagement with school personnel and community members.  It takes a significant amount of time to establish a sound working relationship. The basis of a good relationship is knowledge, trust, respect, and understanding – which lead to co-operative behaviour. 

It is vital that this process is positive for the school and community and is able to bring about an awareness of what is happening at the school. The process needs to give parents the opportunity to feel that school personnel are accepting who they are, allowing people to have a say, listening to them and recognising their aims for their children.  

A factor in the success of the What Works school and community partnerships have been attributed to the skill of the independent facilitators and the time that has been allowed for community to have the conversation and build relationships .   Having an external facilitator with the appropriate knowledge and skills gives credibility to the process and will assist in bringing about the changes in understandings, attitudes and behaviours that have taken place.  It is the role of the facilitator to guide the process. It is not necessary for the facilitator to have all the information and skills, their role is to bring the mix of skills, knowledge and understanding to the table and provide a safe environment for people to talk. The facilitator needs to communicate to all groups consistently and coherently, they need to ensure that people know where they are and where they are going.

During the process the aim is to find the solutions from within the group.  Community people need to feel affirmed that their views on education of and for their children are valued, and school personnel need to feel that their contributions are valued and what they were already doing in the school is recognized and applauded by the parents.  It is important to encourage a deeper level of thinking to develop about the role of schools and how schools operate and the culture of schools.  It is also important that school personnel have an understanding of parental expectations of their children, teachers and school programs.  This understanding provides a way forward for the parents and the school and will enable the building of a respectful partnership between staff, parents, students, school council and the wider community. 

These processes are designed to support communities and schools in developing a partnership agreement while understanding the need for customisation and different emphases to meet the requirements of local contexts. Our focus is around the theme of creating conversations, developing relationships and forming partnerships is paramount.

For more information visit the What Works website to view the resources developed and case studies of our work www.whatworks.edu.au. 
