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Preface

At the beginning of a new millennium, the challenges
faced by America’s public schools are overwhelming at best.
Public school teachers serve a student population with
increasingly diverse needs. In any given classroom, you may
find special education students; gifted students; students who
speak very limited, if any, English; students of average ability;
and students whose circumstances at home make it very
difficult for them to learn. The impact of societal challenges
like poverty, homelessness, teen pregnancy, violence, and
drug abuse can be seen every day in our classrooms.

At the same time, public schools are facing the mandate
for greater accountability. Test scores are routinely used to
compare school districts, and the debate over high-stakes
testing rages on. The Bush administration’s “No Child Left
Behind” initiative calls for higher standards to be applied to
all students, with annual testing in reading and mathematics
to document results. Sixty-seven percent of the Americans
sampled in the 34th Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll
(Rose &Gallup, 2002) favor the use of annual testing to track
student progress, and 68% support the use of a nationally
standardized test.

Clearly, the demands on public schools have increased.
Unfortunately, the resources available to public schools have
not been able to keep pace with these increased demands.
Politicians face more pressure from voters to lower their taxes.
State funding formulas become more complex, and the dis-
parities that result often shortchange the districts in greatest
need. More school districts are finding it necessary to go to the
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voters with additional bond and levy referenda for building,
renovation, and operating funds. Expenses for social and
health services, transportation, and technology continue to
increase, leaving fewer resources for regular classroom
instruction.

A predicted teacher shortage places even more pressure
on the resources available for regular classroom instruction.
Demographic analysis indicates that, as a group, American
teachers are aging. Currently, two-thirds of the approximately
2.8 million public school teachers in the United States are
40 years old or older (Ward, 2000). Retirements, combined
with a high rate of attrition among teachers, will result in a
projected national demand of 2 to 2.5 million teachers by the
year 2013. American colleges and universities generate
slightly more than 100,000 bachelor’s degree graduates in
education annually. The supply of new teachers is unable to
keep pace with demand, for a number of reasons. Low
salaries, the challenging nature of teaching, and the lack of
opportunity for career advancement discourage many young
people from considering a career in education. Current certifi-
cation requirements make it difficult for older adults to make
a mid-career move into teaching.

As if the financial and human resource pressures on public
schools were not enough, most schools have experienced
diminished parental and community involvement in recent
years. Work by Robert Putnam (2000) and others has docu-
mented the fact that Americans are less engaged with their
public institutions than they were 50 years ago. This
phenomenon is due to a number of factors, which include
urban sprawl, pressures of time and money, the popularity of
electronic entertainment, and the birth of post–World War II
generations who lack the civic-mindedness of their elders
(Putnam, 2000).

Could this disengaged public become a driving force in creating
a brighter future for public schools? Suspend judgment for a
moment and consider the possibilities. If the public were truly
to become a partner with public schools in educating our
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children, we would ultimately see an improvement in student
achievement. A recent review of the education literature
confirms that the involvement of family and community
members has a significant impact on student achievement
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002). More involved parents and
community members mean more adults working together to
educate children both within and outside the classroom. An
engaged public means more people working together to find
the best approaches to the need for adequate funding and
school accountability.

But where are there any signs of hope? A 2002 poll,
conducted by Public Education Network and Education
Week, revealed that Americans rank education second only to
the economy and jobs in terms of national priority (Puriefoy &
Edwards, 2002). This poll also found that Americans see
public schools as a critical community resource. They believe
that quality schools help build stronger families, improve
local economies, and reduce crime rates. School quality also
influences where Americans choose to live, and education
plays a major role in determining their choices in the voting
booth. Education is a top-of-mind issue for most Americans.

CAN THIS BOOK BE HELPFUL TO ME?

The challenge to educators is leveraging this public interest in
education to bring about citizen action in support of schools.
What do we mean by “community engagement” and what
strategies are available to make it happen? The value of
community engagement has been well established, but
resources that address the “how to” questions have unfortu-
nately been more limited in number.

This book addresses that gap by providing a basic frame-
work that can be used in designing and implementing
initiatives to more effectively engage the community. K–12
school administrators, school board members, and teachers
are the primary audience for this book, but community
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leaders and citizens who are interested in improving student
achievement through community engagement will also find
the book to be useful.

Each chapter focuses on a key aspect of the community
engagement process. In Chapter One, the reader is introduced
to the concept of community engagement, along with evidence
supporting the relationship between an engaged community
and improved student achievement. Chapter Two addresses
the creation of a planning team for the community engage-
ment process, along with the selection of an appropriate issue
to initiate the engagement process. Chapter Three provides
guidance on identifying constituent groups within the com-
munity, while Chapter Four describes the techniques that can
be used to better understand the expectations and perceptions
of these different constituent groups. This insight is used in
Chapter Five to design strategies that will be most effective in
motivating constituents to act in support of improving
student achievement. As examples, action in support of
schools might include greater parent involvement in a child’s
education, more school/community partnerships, more
volunteer support, or increased efforts to ensure that schools
are adequately funded. Sustaining the ongoing process of
community engagement is the focus of Chapter Six, with
special emphasis on the training needed to create an engaged
citizenry.

The following summary links each chapter of the book
with key questions that readers might ask about the commu-
nity engagement process:

Chapter 1: What is community engagement? Why is an
engaged community important to student achievement?

Chapter 2: What types of issues might be addressed using
a process of community engagement?

Chapter 3: Who should be included in the community
engagement process?

Chapter 4: What techniques are available to help educators
understand constituent perspectives and expectations?
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Chapter 5: What strategies are effective in calling
constituents to action?

Chapter 6: What kind of training can help educators and
their constituents to be more effective in creating an
engaged community?

With support from an engaged community, schools can do
even more to help each student to achieve his or her full
potential. The framework provided in this book will guide
educators through each step of the community engagement
process.
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