Can Communities And Parents Help Turn Around Schools?
In a speech delivered to the NAACP last week, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan called for parents and communities to play a more formal role in the tough work of turning around chronically underperforming schools. The remarks came in the wake of much discussion among educators, policymakers and even some lawmakers that turning around a low-performing school requires a look at circumstances beyond the school building. "Based on your input and the very productive engagement we have had around the school improvement grant program," Duncan said, "we will revise our ESEA reauthorization proposal to require parent and community input." 

The required input "means notification, outreach, public input, and honest, open discussion about the right option for each community." Details about how exactly schools would gather input from surrounding communities are unknown.

What do you think is the appropriate way to structure parental and community involvement in the school turnaround program? Is it a meaningful role if they must still choose from the administration's preferred turnaround models?

We cannot engage in serious and successful school transformation without encouraging meaningful involvement and broad-based support from community groups, parents, and families. Our strategic plan, “Transforming Education in Rhode Island,” therefore, sets as one of our goals: “Promote active family and community engagement in improving student achievement and success.” 
We know that engaged parents and family members can make a tremendous difference in student achievement. Parents develop a foundation for literacy and learning by talking, singing, and reading to children from the time they are babies. Parents are the best advocates for their child’s education, and they can reinforce the importance of education throughout a child’s life.

As teachers and education leaders, we must do more to ensure that our schools foster parent engagement and support our students’ families. As we note in our Rhode Island Department of Education Literacy Policy, we must “recognize families as partners in the education of their children.” Too often, educators complain that parents are not engaged, and at the same time we fail to give parents the opportunity to become engaged with our schools. We have to welcome children and parents into our schools. School should be a joyful place to be, and children and parents should feel at home and comfortable in our schools. That means we need to know our students’ families and greet them by name. We should celebrate with them and support them when they need us. 

When, for whatever reason, parents are unable or unwilling to become engaged in our schools, that is when their children need us the most. I do not accept the excuse, which I often hear, that we cannot change our schools until parents change. First of all, I do believe that parents want the very best for their children and that they are doing what they can to provide for them. Also, we have more evidence now than ever before that a high-quality school—and specifically an excellent teacher—can overcome other barriers to provide a great education to every child, regardless of income, family circumstances, or language. We will be even more successful when we have meaningful parent engagement, but we can find success and reach high academic achievement even when we don’t. 
When we walk away from the few who blame and make excuses and link arms with our fellow teachers and parents who are ready to do whatever it takes, we will make a difference for our students. We have to embrace the genuine belief that parents want what is best for their children. This really has to be something educators deeply believe. Otherwise, we will have low expectations for parents and for our students.
If we truly believe that parents want what is best for their children, we must engage parents as real partners particularly when our schools have failed. In Rhode Island, our protocol for interventions in the persistently lowest-achieving schools requires that districts engage in community outreach “to engage affected family and community members in the work of reforming affected schools in order to provide students with meaningful choices to access the most effective learning environments possible.”
Our protocol requires that districts with the persistently lowest-achieving schools:

· develop “ongoing mechanisms for meaningful and periodic family and community engagement”; and 

· provide students and their families with “usable and accessible information” about schooling options and the school-choice selection process. 

Moreover, we require that the superintendent convene a “stakeholder group” to provide input and feedback during the selection of the model for school reform and the development of the plan for school transformation. In addition to educators and a school-committee member, the stakeholder group must include a parent, a student, and “representatives of applicable state and local social-service, health, and child-welfare agencies.”
We believe that our protocol does lead to timely notification, broad outreach, meaningful public input, and open and productive public discussion about schooling options available to communities in the process of school turnaround, and we would welcome such a requirement in federal laws or regulations, as described by Secretary Duncan. In fact, Title I does require parent and community engagement with schools, and we agree with this principle. Our experience to date in the two Rhode Island districts involved in school turnaround, Central Falls and Providence, indicates that community representatives and engaged parents can play a key role in articulating the needs of students and ensuring that the plan for school reform will earn enduring support and will close achievement gaps. 

For engagement to be meaningful, we must provide opportunities for parents and community members to work directly on issues of policy and practice – and we must proactively solicit and develop a cohort of citizens committed to improving our schools. Parents and community members must be involved in the whole process of transformation, from start to success. 


Together, we will make a difference for our students today and for the well-being of our communities in the future. 
