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Putting the Pieces Together
Comprehensive School-Linked Strategies for Children and Families

Chapter 1
Building Collaborative Partnerships

How do collaborative efforts get started?
How does a collaborative partnership plan for actia?

The axiom that two heads are better than one resaltye when it comes to strengthening childres an
families in a holistic way. By thinking, planningnd working together, the individuals and grou th
make a community can accomplish goals that nedbeld achieve alone.

Diverse stakeholders shape their holistic effdrteughcollaborative partnerships. These partnershi
give communities a structure for organizing, plagniand implementing their ideas. Collaborative
partnerships are the mechanism for desigcomprehensive strategiethat strengthen children and
families.

The process of building a collaborative partnersghimultidimensional. It involves:

recognizing opportunities for change;
e mobilizing people and resources to create changes;
¢ developing a vision of long-term change;
¢ seeking support and involvement from diverse andtnaditional partners;
e choosing an effective group structure;
¢ building trust among collaborators; and
¢ developing learning opportunities for partners.
Although the effort takes time and requires carafténtion, it's essential to creating strong, lgab

partnerships that produce lasting change. Thistehapldresses the work that collaborative parties:
typically engage in as they begin and as they nioward action.

How Do Collaborative Efforts Get Started?

Comprehensive partnerships begin
because individuals reach out to
like-minded people and groups
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address issues that affect children
and families.

There are many catalysts for comprehensive patiips:sSome form when school leaders or local
policymakers initiate collaboration. Others begimen a community becomes aware of an urgent

for change, or when funding becomes availablegpard to conditions in the community. For exan

a school superintendent, notified of new publipavate funds for comprehensive services, may work
with teachers, parents, and community agenciesteldp schoolinked strategies for health care, ac
education, child care, job preparation, and viodepievention programs. Or, school staff may iretiat
collaboration with the community to respond to eognized need:

In rural Kentucky, school staff learned of a depet@ntally delayed preschool child whose
parents had been unaware of the community seranatable to them but were willing to work
with school, health, and human service provideentoll the child in a preschool program.
Agency staff formed a team to support the parefitstts to work with their child at home. They
also helped the father enroll in a job traininggreom. Encouraged by the success of this
collaboration, the team decided to formalize itgnership in order to tackle similar issues.

Sometimes, parents initiate collaboration:

In Salinas, California, a small group of Spaniskeapng families with seriously ill children
formed a support group for children and familiegttRers included the American Cancer Soci

a Spanish-speaking outreach liaison from the satlistiict; and Healthy Start, a state initiative
that links families with multiple community agensiand providers. The families meet weekly at
the Healthy Start center to learn about local sesv/and to support each other as they confront
their children's problems. The partnership has Iseesuccessful in empowering parents that ¢
participants have begun to provide leadershipherdtiealthy Start projects.

Once an individual or small group of planners Iggtite spark of collaboration, school leaders jaih w
families, community leaders and representatives beralth and human service providers to forge
individual programs into comprehensive stratediéss core group evolves into a collaborative effort
by (1) understanding the context for collaboratid),dxpanding to include parents and other
community partners3j forming a partnership, and)(establishing an effective governance structure.

Understanding the Context for Collaboration

Before you can determine how to develop comprekerstrategies in your community, you will want
to know what local conditions will support or infiib collaborative effort. You can learn about the
school's readiness for collaboration by talkingwgithool administrators, teachers, paraprofesspnal
and support staff; parents and parent-teacher mafgon leaders; and teacher union leaders. At the
school district level, Title | coordinators, voleet coordinators, and other program administratans
explain the district's policies, practices, andspectives. In the community, religious leadery;, oit
county council members, and representatives ofhiheidhood and youth-serving organizations can
provide useful insights into the potential for amehensive partnershi

Be sure to involve community members, parents,aher partners in developing an understanding of
the context for collaboration. You may want to ddesthe following questions:

Which stakeholders have an interest in the partnefsip you are planning?
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Who might be willing to join your collaboration? Will the attitudes and culture of the school,
the school district, and the community supportgagnership?

Are the school, district, and other potential partrers willing to share their resources and
capacities?

How do the interests of each potential partner fiinto the broader collaboration? How can
administrators of specific programs (e.g., Titlegecial education, school volunteers) join with
other partners in a unified effort?

Expanding the Involvement of Families and the Commuity

It isn't enough to simply round up the "usual sesgethe core group of teachers, parents, and bus
leaders who already participate in collaboratiogtsveen schools, families, and communities. If your
comprehensive partnership is going to have a campieture of community strengths, conditions, and
resources, you'll want to enlist families and comityuleaders who may be disenfranchised from
traditional groups but still have their finger dretpulse of important segments of the community.

Don't wait for these stakeholders to walk througg $choolhouse door; send representatives from your
planning group to neighborhood association meetitngscity planning office, and cultural a

community centers to invite these players to jaarypartnership. Try to enlist people who truly
understand and are committed to the goals of yartnership--not those who are simply assigned by
their supervisors to collaborate. You can alsodase the investment of potential partners by asking
them to help collect information about the locahiaxt for collaboration.

Forming a Partnership

As your partnership begins to take shape, youwalht to make sure you are attracting appropriate
participants to the collaborating ta--and that they can work effectively once theytpete.
Experienced partnerships offer the following advice

e Ensure a broad-based, inclusive partnershifpy seeking partners who represent a cross-section
of the community: parents, principals, teacheranselors and other school staff, cultural and
religious leaders, health care and human servimagers, business and political leaders, staft
administrators from community organizations, argtesentatives from local universities and
student groups. Make sure your partners refle@rde perspectives, experiences, cultures, and
levels of authority.

o Don't wait for all partners to get on board beforemoving forward with your plans. Most
partnerships expand gradually over time. For examplone community a partnership that
focused on school-linked strategies eventuallygdiforces with a partnership concerned with
community policing. The joint effort, dubbed "Pedalders," built capacity for conflict
resolution and supported community policing streegAs the entire community gradually
embraced the idea, the size and impact of the retmgrship grew.

e Secure a commitment to collaborationYou may want to ask partner organizations togtese
representatives' names and responsibilities inngrithis makes it more likely the same people
will be at the table every time the group meetaldb helps move decisions along quickly if
organization representatives are authorized to makemitments for their employers.

Once your partners are in place, you are readgtabish a governing structure for the partnership.
Take some planning time to consider the followingstions
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Will responsibility be shared equally, or will opartner take the lead?
How will decisions be made among partners?

The answers to these questions will be shapedebgitent to which partners share goals, respoitg)
and authority; the comprehensiveness of the patfieand its strategies; and the level of resouaoes
policy support for the collaboratio

Establishing an Effective Governance Structure

There is no prescription for the ideal size or gesif a leadership group. However, in many
communities a two-tiered approach to governangashghrtners balance the need for broad oversight
with practical considerations. A small managemeatig (10-15 members) that can respond quickly to
immediate concerns has responsibility for day-tp4ti@nagement, while a larger oversight group (30-
50 members) meets periodically to consider longitissues and ensure diverse representation.

Partnerships often use one of the following stiatetp create a governance structure that encasirage
collaboration:

e Select a lead agencyOne organization--often the school--may be setett manage the school-
linked partnership. "Linkages to Learning," a parthip for school-linked comprehensive
services in Montgomery County, Maryland, is ledtly county health and human services
department's division of children, youth, and fagnsiérvices. This agency coordinated the
community assessment, contacted potential partoeganized initial meetings, and developed a
memorandum of understanding among other partnercagge It continues to facilitate planning
retreats for program staff, provide a coordinatbowrganizes partnership meetings, and
contribute the majority of staff members. To enghed the lead agency does not assume undue
influence or bear an unfair burden, partners mesisg ways to involve all agencies and
organizations in decisionmaking--for example, biating the responsibility for conducting
meetings among partners.

o Create a new nonprofit agencyPrivately funded ventures, such as the CitieSdanools
partnerships, often formally set up a new agenaypaoage comprehensive school-linked
strategies. This approach frees collaborators ttarconstraints of existing institutions and of.
the possibility for change. However, partnershiya thoose this strategy need ample time and
support to allow schools, agencies, and other azgtans to coordinate their efforts with the r
entity.

o Build a consortium of agenciesin contrast to a new agency, a consortium isyéorinal
organization established and run jointly by themens. It ensures shared leadership and
collaboration and requires that partners be invbimemultiple aspects of the collaboration on an
ongoing basis. For example, the Local Investmemh@assion (LINC) in Kansas City, Missouri
is guided by a 3Brember consortium whose members range from chefugive officers of loci
corporations to low-income parents. A "professiaainet” of service experts advises the
consortium in its focus on professional developnaamt comprehensive neighborhood services
for 16 communities. In addition, three permanemhoottees address such critical implemente
issues as financial management and operationsaddtavaluation, and communication and
advocacy. This governance structure allows eadkidhaal and group to contribute specific
expertise to the consortium, and streamlines teesid@making process of the larger consortium
by having smaller working groups attend to the itketd issues such as financial planning.
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Creative Approaches Can Increase a Governance GrotgpEffectiveness

A large governing group can form subgroups to buildcommunication and trust, and

prepare members to address specific topic&or example, the oversight committee of one
partnership has 50 members who break into subgmwiipsach subgroup including parents,
school staff, agency representatives, and commumgtybers. Representatives from all of the
stakeholder groups also participate in a 12-mergbeernance group to provide ongoing policy
direction. Small groups provide opportunities fargnts and other partners to get to know each
other personally, before they work together in dargettings.

Providing a variety of options for participation enables many types of partners to contributt
to your efforts. Some people work best in small groups, while @tipeefer large committees.
Some partners make powerful presentations, whilerstcontribute best by writing down their
concerns and impressions.

The use of jargon-free language and bilingual tranators is essential to help all partners
understand the issues and feel that their contribubns are valued When everyone has the
opportunity to discuss ideas together, partnergeaat a common understanding.

How Does a Collaborative Partnership Plan for Actio?

Evolving collaborative partnerships often strugggtween the desire to take immediate action and the
need to plan for a sustained effort. There is rexsic formula for how much time and energy to
initially allocate for building relationships orrfplanning strategies, but experienced partnersigpse
that both activities are essential to long-terncess.

Planning for action involvedl) establishing guidelines for partner relationsh{@s defining a target
community, 8) creating trust and a shared vision among partaes ) building cultural awareness.
These steps take time, but they lay a firm fourmetor future action.

Establishing Guidelines for Partner Relationships
The challenge of putting collaboration into actrarses many practical issues:

Where will the partners meet to conduct businesal?one agency's facilities be used, or will
meetings rotate among several facilities?

Who will attend the meetings? What time(s) of thg dr week are most convenient for them?
How will child care be provided?

How often will the group meet? Will it meet for teame purpose every time? How long will
meetings last?

Who will determine the agenda for each meeting? ldod/when will partners submit agenda
items?

Will the position of chairperson rotate or rematiabde?

Who will distribute briefing materials to particips? Who will record and distribute meet
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minutes?

Will tasks be delegated to subcommittees? If sachvbnes? Who will staff subcommittees, and
how will topics and members be selected?

How can the meeting format best accommodate conuation styles and preferences within the
community? (For example, are informal meetings watineshments best?)

Clear guidelines and procedures that address ib®ses can help ensure effective communication,
minimize misunderstandings, and enhance collalmraimong partners and agencies. Guidelines ¢
important part of team building and collaboratitite process of deciding how to work together can
actually bring diverse stakeholders together.

The guidelines your partnership chooses shouldasedon the unique context of your community.
However, two general strategies can help most eestips work effectively:

o Share the spotlight; seek input from all partners In a truly collaborative effort, partners relate
to each other on a non-hierarchical basis, regssdiéthe organizational structure (Jehl & Kirst,
1992). No single agency, organization, or indivicgreould dominate or control the
decisionmaking process. You can promote this baldwycsetting goals for your comprehensive
partnership that are broader than the goals opanycipating agency or individual and cannot be
reached through the efforts of any single group.

¢ Include families in decisionmaking Parents bring unique perspectives and skillattnprships
and are knowledgeable about the community's cltangl languages. Parents remind school
professionals that their issues require more coxrgadutions than simply creating a new
categorical program, and parents can educate p#narers by describing what they and their
children experience in the community outside tHestor agency. By involving families in
decisionmaking, emerging partnerships may findatyias that eluded professional staff and also
demonstrate that families are respected as fulhpes. However, the schedules of working
parents may make it hard for them to participatessithe partnership schedules meetings on
evenings or weekends--and provides child care.

Tips for Taking Action: Guidelines and Procedures ér Shared Decisionmaking
Partners often use the following approaches:

Group consensusDecisions made by consensus require input frazh e@mber and agreement
that he or she understands, supports, and is gvilinmplement the group's decision. This
method is ideal for partnerships because the psaeeglires thorough discussion of alternatives,
allows all voices to be heard, and fosters commitm@onsensus decisionmaking can be time
consuming. To reach a decision in the time allottgdups sometimes have to resort to another
method such as majority rule.

Committee decisionmaking Sometimes a few members are appointed to a cdeamad decide
an issue on behalf of the full membership. Thispss expedites work; however, not all mem
of the larger group may support the committee'ssttat If the larger group frequently overrides
decisions, committees may begin to question tneiestment of time and effol
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Majority Rule . With this approach, the greatest number of voteges the decision. Because it
is a winner-take-all method, it may erode partinigacommitment to collaboration and is
probably most useful for deciding minor issues.

Defining a Target Community

Defining a community involvesl] identifying a group or groups of people with whtime
comprehensive partnership should focus its effartd, @) choosing a location or locations for
partnership activities. Both steps require collation and inclusivenes

The multiple stakeholders who form a partnershiprofvork with different communities, based on
geographical location, service boundaries, fundmgstraints, and other factors. As schools, agencie
and community organizations build collaborativeodf, they cannot assume that all children or fixs
interact with the same agencies and organizat{tiney did, comprehensive strategies might not be
necessary.) So, a collaborative partnership mustmée which community or communities it will
work with and eliminate any barriers that preventdren and families in the community from
benefiting from the comprehensive strategies.

To define your target community, consider the fwilog factors:

Are there specific issues such as the concerngdofiduals with disabilities, needs of different
age groups, or other conditions that can and shmeiladdressed through the partnership?

What physical or geographical boundaries may atfeecommunity, and how?

Are there political, social, or cultural factorsdonsider? For example, will policies for busing
complicate the participation of any populations?'\gang rivalry or a reluctance to cross
neighborhood boundaries prevent some residents gaoticipating?

Will non-English-speaking families or families néathis country be afraid to participate in
activities located at a school or other officiadtitution?

Does affordable, accessible transportation exiBhkoyour chosen community with the operating
sites you have chosen?

Community members are the best source of informatmut many of these factors, and their input is
vital.

Creating Trust and a Shared Vision

In many communities, the partners who join a cafakive group may not have worked together be
they may not even know each other, or they may doome organizations with long histories of conf
and competition. And although diversity among parsrgives multiple stakeholders a voice in the
comprehensive partnership, it can also mean diftexe of opinion about issues involving children,
youth, and families and the best strategies foresdihg them. In order to shape a group of diverse
individuals into a focused, trusting, effective tparship, you will need to find common ground and
develop a unified vision for success.

Find common ground Take time to help partners familiarize themselvék each other and with the

participating agencies. As discussion developsrat@eneral issues affecting children and fami
encourage your partners to exchange specific igemseptions, and concerns. Discussion topics
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include:
o how local schools, agencies, and organizationsabger
o what activities each partner conducts, and withmho
o families' perceptions about education, health card,human service providers;

o how organizations are funded, how funds are alkmt&ir activities, and how much is spent on
each activity; and

o the effect of state and federal policies on agehaikeility to work with children, youth, and
families.

Develop a shared visionFor example, a comprehensive partnership in Ebounty, Texas,
developed a vision statement focusing on famiebpols, and communities. The vision for each ef th
three groups began with a broad objective--suchSahools actively involve families and communities
in their operation"--followed by specific goals buas:

o Campuses are open to the community, not just yabildren and students, for a wide array of
child care, educational, health, and social sesvice

e Service providers, parents, teachers, and adnatoss . . . share responsibility for education
goals as well as the services offered at the school

o Higher education institutions . . . reach out tmheommunities so that student teachers,
especially those from the community, can teacluialrcommunity schools and be supervised by
university staff.

As you explore perspectives within the group and tommon ground, you can begin to shape a vision
that will guide your partnership. This process wilblve from discussions to consensus to a final
written vision statement that reflects the condisiointerests, and issues of the community's many
groups and organizations. The vision statementesgas your partnership's dreams, aspirations, and
concerns for children, families, and the communitye vision may include concrete goals, but it also
encompasses broader purposes.

Because a shared vision sets the tone and dirdati@ehoollinked comprehensive strategies, it's wi
investing time in formulating and reviewing yousin. This is an opportunity for you and your
partners to think creatively about traditional &gges and to imagine innovative chanc

The process of developing a shared vision is opeled and exploratory (Kagan, 1994). It requires
partners to set aside individual and ag«specific views in favor of a broader, communitydei
perspective. The vision statement should refleztfdict that fulfilling the vision will requir
collaboration among all partners, so they are pegptor the collaborative nature of the path thayen
chosen.

Tips for Taking Action: First Steps in Formulating a Vision

Visit existing schoo-linked comprehensive strategie. Arrange for administrators, agen
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representatives, school staff, parents, and otirngxs to visit nearby school-linked programs.
Seeing other efforts first-hand brings the contephe and starts creative ideas flowing.

Build shared ownership Solicit ideas from all participants during theiening process to
promote inclusion. Write down ideas as they emévgalidate the contributions of all
participants.

Use a variety of approaches to capture ideaRemember that some people express themselves
better in nonverbal ways. Use pictures, chartgrdias, and color-coded lists to relay
participants' ideas.

Develop resources to support the local efforEven a contribution of $150 from a local service
club provides something tangible to move the efiomvard--for example, postage and printing
for flyers or child care for a community meeting.

Building Cultural Awareness

Collaborative groups function most effectively whgarticipants recognize, understand, and value
cultural diversity. As you establish guidelinesfide a target community, and develop your colleztiv
vision, try to learn about the cultures of indivadisiand groups in the community.

Ethnic groups, organizations, and communities @adsess a distinct culture. A group's culture
includes the informal rules, beliefs, and practitted guide interaction but are invisible to thoseside
the culture (Boyd, 1992). Encourage your partneisonsider the following questions:

How is each organization's culture reflected irpii$icies, procedures, and practices and in the
beliefs, values, and behavior of its staff?

How might cultural factors affect the way a partoefamily participates in comprehensive
strategies?

Does each partner organization support collabaratal a focus on children and families, or are
these concepts likely to be met with resistancelacklof understanding?

How might the partnerships's goals and vision feceéd by cultural factors?

Parents and other community
members help the partnership bridge
cultural differences and support the
home cultures.

Parents and community leaders are valuable sooféeormation about cultural diversity. They can
provide insights into the match (or mismatch) dfunal beliefs, values, and practices between fes
and institutions. For example, staff involved inamprehensive partnership may unwittingly contrebut
to cultural miscommunication and misunderstandingniaking direct eye contact (a sign of disrespect
in some cultures) or by scheduling appointmentfaarilies' religious holidays. Parents can bringsthe
concerns to the attention of other collaboratos suggest solutions that bridge cultural differen
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Learning Opportunities

The process of creating comprehensive strategfessafpportunities for learning at every stage. As
collaborators join forces and begin to work togetkieey need to learn about:

¢ each other and the community groups, organizatems,agencies that they represent;
o the community and its cultures, assets, and tcawiti

o the conditions and strengths of children and fasiln the community; and

o strategies that have been successful in similanoamities and settings.

Collaborative partnerships often bring togethenimials with very different knowledge bases,
attitudes, and assumptions. Each partner possesspsge knowledge and skills that can benefit the
others. As partners organize, plan strategiespaow forward, they create learning opportunities fo
themselves and each other.

It is tempting for new efforts like comprehensivdgol-linked strategies to "just do it"--to assqdan,
and organize for action as quickly as possiblerdento begin program implementation, leaving ‘fstaf
development” for a later time. But the time it take build knowledge and support is essential if yo
want partners to reflect on the effort as they tgvé and develop a shared understanding of thié&wo
they are doing. This is the real work of a parthgrsto build a community of learners by allowing
different stakeholders to come to consensus andnmmunderstanding.

Because developing a partnership is essentiabtaraing process, it is artificial to separate
"professional development,” "parent education,” ‘@anmunity involvement" from the rest of the
work. This guidebook is organized to promote oppattes for learning in every phase of building the
partnership, organizing for action, and maintaimmgmentum; each of the following chapters\
provide suggestions for reflective learning andaggment

Learning Among Partners

As collaborators initially come together, they néedpend a considerable amount of time learning
about each other and the community. For exampleasuperintendents and heads of other public
agencies often do not know each other, despitesysarorking in the same community. "Horizontal"
relationships (among people at the top levels aihea organizations) need to be built, as do
relationships that span roles in the community-eieample, between parents and agency staff. THe goa
is to develop a sense of collegiality and commaompgse throughout the partnership.

Successful partnerships suggest the following apgves to create learning opportunities for partners

e Conduct "cross-learning” exercisesin which each partner tells the others who heheris and
what he or she does.

¢ Remember that people learn in different waysadults as well as children. Honor different
learning styles within the partnership by providimgterial in many forms, verbal as well as
written, and paying attention to the length of nregt so that action-oriented people don't feel
frustrated.

¢ Use smal-group activities to stimulate discussio between partners and to help parents

http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/envrnmnfpgesichapl.htr 2006/02/1!



Building Collaborative Partnershi Pagell of 12

other partners develop personal relationships dsas@rofessional interactions. One partnership
holds "pre-meetings" before every partnership sessvhere parents and community members
can learn about meeting protocols and staff canwgage parents to raise the issues that concern
them. These meetings give parents a comfortabte ptadevelop leadership skills.

o Create opportunities for partners to learn about the community. Many partnerships rotate
their meetings among different locations in the oamity so members can learn about their
partners' organizations and clients.

o Build awareness about collaborationEducate partners and the community about thefibené
working together by reaching out to agency admiaists, community-based and advocacy
organizations, businesses, and religious leaderggtain how comprehensive school-linked
strategies work.

o Make information and ideas accessible to all partns. Participants frequently leave with
varying meanings of what occurred; but partnersioaitearn from each other if they do not
understand what their collaborators are sayingedgffe partnerships teach school and agency
partners to avoid technical language and acronfiatsnay intimidate or confuse other
participants. One partnership provides languagapnéters at group meetings; the interpreters
work with small groups of partners to review arahslate documents, so that all participants
share the same knowledge base. You may also waewiew or "debrief" after meetings. A
session to talk about what just happened can laknps and other partners make sure they
understand interactions between agency heads ersotfhose communication styles are diffel

o Build capacity for shared decisionmaking Partners may want to adopt a model for group
decisionmaking or devise their own approach; eithey, all partners must understand and feel
comfortable with the process.

A Neutral Meeting Site Can Facilitate Collaboration

An interagency group in Florida initially alterndti#és monthly meetings between a school and
community agency. However, staff from the host agemere interrupted frequently by phone
calls and questions. Finally, the group decideché@t at a neutral site: a local community coll
This allowed uninterrupted meetings, enabled tloeigto draw support from the community
college, and created the sense of a level playaid &#mong the group members.

Summary

The impetus for forming a collaborative partnersbiifgn comes from an individual or a small group of
community members seeking answers for a partiqtaslem, or from funding that is available for
broad-based change. A core group of planners evahe a partnership after assessing the context fo
change and expanding to include additional partaedsparents. The governance structure for a
collaborative partnership can come from a lead egean nonprofit agency created to lead the
partnership, or a consortium of agenc

Partnerships begin planning for action by estabiglguidelines for partner relationships, definang
target community, creating trust and shared visimong partners, and building cultural awaren
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