
“It is time to face the truth of our 

situation—that we’re all in this together, 

that we all have a voice—and figure out 

how to mobilize the hearts and minds of 

everyone in our workplaces and 

communities.” 

-Margaret Wheatley and Debbie Frieze 



Exploring Community 

Engagement

August 24, 2021  

New Hampshire School Boards Association

David J. Ruff, executive director



Learn about the benefits of community 

engagement to promote deeper student 

learning 

Recognize barriers that impede deeper 

community engagement 

Understand how effective community 

engagement operates along a continuum of 

strategies

Outcomes



Agenda
Welcome + Overview 

What is Equitable Community Engagement?

Why Community Engagement?

A Community Engagement Continuum

How to Create Community Engagement

Closing



is a nonprofit school-support organization  

working to redesign public education and  

improve learning for all students. 

      @GreatSchoolsP



We believe in equitable, personalized, rigorous learning 

for all students leading to readiness for college, careers, 

and citizenship.



WELCOME

Please use the chat box 

to share your name and 

community



Personal Reflection…

What is Your Experience with  

Community Engagement?



How was your family 

connected or not connected 

to your school and 

educational experience?



How might these past 

experiences, positive or 

negative, shape your beliefs 

about community 

engagement—both in terms 

of value and process?



What is 


Equitable Community 

Engagement?



an ongoing and intentional 

process of building trusting 

relationships, sharing power, 

and working collaboratively with 

all stakeholders toward 

educational equity  

        

Equitable  

Community Engagement



How does your experience connect 

with GSP’s definition of 

engagement? 

Where is there dissonance and why?

CHAT BOX



Who in your 

community do you 

most need to 

engage?



State/Federal Requirements v Local Control


Individual Constituent Desires v General Good


Policy Implementation v Strategy Enactment


Full Board Authority v Individual Member Interests


Competing Interests v Limited Resources


Recognized Tensions  

Faced by School Boards



1. Equitable Outcomes 

2. Lasting Impact 

3. Innovative Solutions 

4. Community Support

Why Community Engagement?



Schools’ instructional, budgetary, and policy priorities

—and the actions and results that flow from them—

better reflect the needs and goals of everyone they 
serve. This results in schools that are more responsive 

to all stakeholders’ needs, regardless of their race, 

income level, dominant language, or other social 

markers.

Equitable Outcomes



Quality programs are more resilient in the face of 
inevitable changes and challenges, whether 

prompted by state policy, the local economy, 

technological developments, global events, or a social 

or political crisis. In addition, school improvements are 

far more likely to persist beyond the tenure of a 

visionary superintendent, a dynamic parent leader, or 

a committed school board member.

Lasting Impact



Bringing a range of voices and experiences together 

broadens leaders’ perspectives and generates a 
wider array of ideas to act on opportunities and 

challenges while being responsive to stakeholders’ 

needs.

Innovative Solutions



Intentional inclusivity builds trust and provides 
leaders an opportunity to hear different 
perspectives and help find common ground. People 

are more likely to remain involved in the next phases of 

the work and to stand with the school in the face of 

pushback or challenges when they have been part of 

setting the agenda and working together to achieve it.

Community Support



Common 

Barriers



Failure to recognize unseen structural 

barriers for participation

BARRIER 1



Traditional hierarchies of power and 

privilege in district systems reduce 

engagement and willingness to 

participate

BARRIER 2



Changing the deeply entrenched 

patterns of perceptions across groups 

from different socioeconomic, cultural, 

racial, and ethnic backgrounds

BARRIER 3



What barriers would you add to this 

list from your experiences?

CHAT BOX



Moving Toward 

Equitable 

Community 

Engagement



Engagement Spectrum

More school 

directed  

Less community 

involvement

Less school 

directed  

More community 

involvement

Providing 

Information 

Sharing 

Power

Encouraging 

Involvement



Providing Information 
Teachers and school administrators provide basic and expected 

information to students, families and other community members 

at regular intervals.

Moving Toward Engagement

Encouraging Involvement  
In addition, educators actively seek feedback and input from 

students, families, and other community members.

Sharing Power 
In addition, use resources to engage equitably with all 

members of the community when making decisions that affect 

the community.



Example: 

Competency-Based 

Learning



• Learning standards are determined solely by school 

staff. 

• The school posts the learning standards on its 

website.

Providing Information 
Participation is minimized and contained



Encouraging Involvement 
Participation is supported within 

established channels

• Leadership at the school encourages parents and/or 

community members to attend a forum to give 

feedback on the proposed learning standards. 

• Leadership takes a straw pole regarding support for 

the proposed learning standards. 

• School leadership makes the final decision



Sharing Power 
Resources are dedicated to maximize 

participation and share ownership

• Parents, community members, school board 

members, teachers and students debate various 

learning standards. Participants are deliberately 

asked to weigh various standards based on their 

lived experiences. 

• Once implemented, parents, community members, 

educators, and students engage in a data dialogue 

about how students are doing and why.



Example: Mastery-

Based Graduation 

Assessment



Operating Progressions

Providing Information
Encouraging 
Involvement

Sharing Power

CT Statute requires all students 

must demonstrate mastery for 

graduation through mastery-

based graduation assessment 

Our district is expanding to 

offer this in 4th, 8th, and 11th 

grades. Students will create a 

portfolio of their work that will 

demonstrate achievement of 

the characteristics from our 

Portrait of a Graduate

We believe this opens up more 

opportunities, but we are not 

sure what these are

Is this state requirement clear?

How does this sound?  

What suggestions would you 

make to this strategy?

What else should be embedded 

in this work?  

How might we use our 

internship or early college 

programs? 

What community resources 

exist that could help us? 



What aspects of this continuum 

resonate or contradict with your 

thinking regarding community 

engagement?

CHAT BOX



A Focus on Self Interest 

Since most people feel they do not have 

an agency, power, or authority when it 

comes to navigating the education 

system, they adopt a defensive posture 

that favors a consumerist “me and my 

kid” approach to education issues 

Key Findings from the  

Frameworks Institute



The Tangible Triad 

Unframed conversations about 

education and education reform tend to 

default to three highly visible actors who 

are judged as primarily responsible for 

education results: parents, teachers, 

and students

Key Findings from the  

Frameworks Institute



Avoid the Crisis Frame 

Crisis thinking, while common in 

educational communications and 

campaigns, leads to caution and 

conservatism, not innovation 

Key Findings from the  

Frameworks Institute



Make It Understandable 

When people begin to understand the 

education system in concrete, familiar 

terms, and they recognize the need to 

coordinate its different parts for the good 

of the whole, they become more 

expansive in their thinking and 

commitment

Key Findings from the  

Frameworks Institute



NESSC School Board Focus Groups

1) 21st century skills--like critical thinking, 

problem solving, teamwork, financial literacy, 

and technology--are essential for success in 

today’s world 

2) It’s every high school’s responsibility to teach 

students the skills they need to succeed in 

college, work, and citizenship 

3) Every student should graduate from high 

school prepared for college



NESSC School Board Focus Groups

1) 21st century skills--like critical thinking, 

problem solving, teamwork, financial literacy, 

and technology--are essential for success in 

today’s world 

2) It’s every high school’s responsibility to teach 

students the skills they need to succeed in 

college, work, and citizenship 

3) Every student should graduate from high 

school prepared for college

4.91


4.50


3.20



Strategies for Community Engagement

Do Less Do More

Why don’t they ever come to things?
How can we involved them in 

developing activities?

Emailing Face-to-face conversations*

Explaining why Asking why

Relying on the same folks Connecting with the outliers

Designing and facilitating all the 

meetings
Building others’ capacity to lead



Strategies for Community Engagement

Do Less Do More

Making assumptions Looking for your potential blind spots

Hosting events at the schools Hosting events in the community

Marketing & public relations Inviting personal stories

Waiting to share something until it’s a 

finished product

Bringing others in to design, refine, and 

communicate about a work in progress

Having all the answers “I don’t know” or “I’m still learning”



Look back at your ‘personal 

experience with CE.’ What insights 

have you gained today regarding 

equitable community engagement?  

What might you do differently, or more 

often when you return to your 

community?

Reflection and Commitment



Resources

greatschoolspartnership.org



CHAT BOX QUESTIONS



THANK YOU

482 Congress Street, Suite 500

Portland, ME 04101

207.773.0505

greatschoolspartnership.org

David Ruff


Executive Director


druff@greatschoolspartnership.org
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