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Abstract 

Our contemporary understanding of how the education process unfolds and who is believed to be 

primarily responsible for delivering it to our country’s children must be explored.  This research 

project examines the necessity of establishing solidarity between schools, and their families and 

its community.  This relationship then provides the necessary foundation for the institution to 

create an educational experience that affirms, empowers, and addresses the most pressing needs 

of the students.  Ultimately, this research project exposes the barriers which often impede upon 

the relationship shared between these three elements, illuminates research-supported solutions 

that must be employed to develop this synergy, and offers insight around how an educational 

experience should be crafted for society’s most marginalized communities.  The proposed 

partnership will require the education system to humbly challenge its understanding of itself and 

its responsibilities, while attempting to courageously transform the way in which education 

occurs so that in result, an education that advances the human condition will emerge. 
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An Urban School Design that Works 

Introduction 

 In my effort to complete the requirements for the spring 2013 HDFS 895 Families in 

Poverty online course I intend to research, analyze, and propose an approach that will serve as 

the infrastructure for schools located in urban communities.  Currently, there are many schools in 

our urban communities across our country, whether public, private, or charter, which are 

attempting to implement a model of education that creates outcomes mirroring those of our more 

privileged and affluent schools.  There is a wide variance in leadership, school structuring, 

measurements/assessments, students, and community dynamics which drive these models.  

However, perhaps it is the—persistent—daunting reality that more than half of all low-income 

4
th

 grade students are still failing to read on grade level (Isaacs, 2007) or worse, the average 

Black or Brown 12
th

 grader still scores lower than their White peers on all NAEP Assessments, 

including reading, mathematics, science, writing, and social studies (Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 

2003), which fuel this ongoing pursuit to find an approach that actually works.  Considering the 

current amount of political and local community involvement in the education reform movement, 

the moment is now to rally the support in adopting an approach that not only works, but 

redefines what educational success looks like for this under-served population.  So in essence, I 

will propose an educational model that is very similar to that which was presented by the 

predecessors who existed prior to the Brown vs. Board of Education era; however, my model 

will differentiate itself from those who currently exist, as it will not only highlight a way in 

which equal educational outcomes are achieved, but it will also illuminate ways in which equity 

can be instilled throughout the educational experience.  
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Background & Rationale 

 Throughout my experience in education I have been marked as a phenomenal educator.  I 

have received district recognition, school awards, and nominations from our country’s leading 

education and non-profit organizations in acknowledgement of the successes that have been 

achieved within my classroom.  I have taught students who have risen to challenge historically 

accepted low standards of achievement by performing higher than the vast majority of students 

from similar conditions who came before them.  Because of the collective success of my students 

and me, it was only a few short years before I was hired at a local charter school as an 

administrator with the expectation that the level of achievement that was earned in my classroom 

would now be replicated across an entire school.  

I have realized it was my students’ measurable academic success on standardized 

assessments that supported the popular rhetoric that students from urban communities can 

achieve equal outcomes when compared to their affluent and privileged peers.  My students 

achieved comparable results despite living within a community marked by enduring structural 

denial of access to various forms of resources and being educated within a school characterized 

by a culture of low expectations.  The success, specifically in terms of standardized test results, 

of my students and any others who look and live just like them is currently being misconstrued to 

mislead the American people in believing that this debased measure of achievement is worthy of 

challenging the inequity existing in their lives, and that educational achievement within the Age 

of Accountability can be earned if one is willing to simply—work hard enough.   

It is the contemporary fight for equality in standardized results and with that, the intent to 

elevate the “Black condition” to mirror that of the status quo, which results in the creation of 

social distance between the school and the vagaries of our students’ lives, their families, and 
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their community.   It is the successful performance of our Black and Brown students on 

standardized tests that dismisses the real challenges that are imposed by minimal access to 

political, economic, and cultural capital coupled with being criminalized, pathologized, and 

falsely labeled by grotesque stereotypes and unruly stigmas.  Unfortunately, despite the 

temporary momentum created by the academic success of our country’s most marginalized 

students, we all are ultimately failing in authentically educating this specific population.   

With such a strong adherence to reaching benchmarks of success, as detailed by the Age 

of Accountability and No Child Left Behind, and holding whiteness and their wealth as models 

of excellence, we are depriving any given group students of what they need most.  As educators 

we have succumbed to the pressures of standardization and therefore, we have compromised our 

ability to provide each unique population with what they require as they are guided in maturing 

into productive, well-rounded, critical adults.  In an attempt to achieve equality in results, we 

have conceded the necessity of instilling equity within our methods.  

 In the urban settings located in our society’s most marginalized communities, educational 

leaders often find themselves confronting the resistance of leading an institution towards 

academic excellence while being positioned somewhere between the often relied-upon 

misguided direction of how success is measured and long-held erroneous beliefs that underscore 

these challenging educational environments.  Most precisely, I believe it is the inability of these 

educators to promote authentic collaboration with their students’ families and community 

members, respond to the school’s community interests and needs, and mobilize and leverage 

their community’s resources that all reside at the epicenter of the historically underperforming, 

economically deprived, and predominantly Black and Brown schools.  In order for schools in 

those communities who serve those students to reach outcomes that truly reflect academic 
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excellence, there must be an established partnership shared between the school and its 

community.  Together, an educational experience that empowers, affirms, and leverages their 

unique dispositions and abilities can only be created when it is inclusive to the most intimate 

needs of the community.  Further, this deliberate relationship can only be established when 

educational leaders present the duality of student success as a responsibility that is mutually 

shared and ardently strived for by both the school and community.  It will be through this 

dichotomous relationship that those citizens who have become marginalized from society can 

gain the ability to combat the hegemony of the status quo so they may enjoy, practice, and 

employ the rights and liberties that are granted to every other American.  After all, it was the 

African proverb that has, throughout history, challenged us all to confront the social reality that 

“it takes a whole village to raise a child”. 

Research Questions 

 Any educator who has served in an urban community can attest to the challenges relating 

to academic achievement, student investment, motivation, low expectations, communication with 

parents and caretakers, safety, community support, etc.  However, studies have proven schools 

that have gained, harnessed, and utilized the support of families and communities have been able 

to achieve excellence on any and all indicators of success (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahiticanichcha, 

2001; Lucas, Henze, & Donato, 1990; Noguera, 2004).  In an effort to guide my research I have 

created one leading question and three sub-questions to ground my analysis, discussion, and 

proposed solutions. 

The questions are as follows:   
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 What hurdles and what lessons can be learned from successful urban educational settings 

where students have become empowered and enabled? 

o What has contributed to the historically fractured collaboration between the 

school and its families, and what must (if any) be rectified for an authentic 

partnership to be established? 

o How has authentic collaboration between the school and community changed 

perspectives, shaped curriculum and program design, and increased student 

engagement and achievement?  

o What concrete steps can be employed by school leaders in creating an educational 

experience that enables all participants to not only confront, but also be equipped 

to transform the challenges imposed on those who exist in the margins of society? 

My intent is to provide a deep understanding around how urban schools have devolved 

into failing the children they serve.  Being an educator in this context has become a perplexing 

feat for even the most passionate and inspired leaders, but the challenges should never impede 

our ability to uplift and empower our students.  I will offer research-supported solutions to the 

peril of urban education in an attempt to offer our country’s most revered profession with an 

opportunity to lead our most disenfranchised students in engaging in and with an education that 

is more meaningful, and in the end—liberates. 

Methodology 

 There is a wealth of information on the topic of educating in the urban dynamic.  I will 

complete a limited review of literature prior to formally exploring my topic of interest.  This 

limited review will provide valuable insight to guide further research efforts and allow me to 

become discretionary as I investigate the concepts of creating authentic collaboration in an 

attempt to ground the educational experience in not only achieving equality in academic 
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excellence, but also equity within society.  My research methodology requires gathering an 

extensive amount of data and synthesizing the material to create a comprehensive understanding 

of the barriers and successes related to developing a meaningful education for our nation’s most 

underserved students.  My goal is to provide a concrete plan for educators to achieve equity in 

student achievement and equality in life outcomes. 

The methods I intend on using to identify and locate resources include accessing 

Michigan State University’s library of articles, journals, and texts.  I also plan to leverage Google 

Scholar to retrieve related scholarly articles based on the theme of my research.  Lastly, I will 

use other World Wide Web search engines to locate articles from online journals to provide 

supplementary research and evidence. 

I have created a list of criteria for assessing the information cited throughout this review.  

(Adopted from Dr. Zeitz) 

1. Is this the actual writer of the information? 

2. Is the information verifiable and authentic? 

3. Has the information been used in other research? 

4. Is the information based on previous research? 

Review of Related Literature 

Introduction 

 Urban schools are in need of reconstruction.  To be precise, these schools are in need of a 

total transformation as the historical and structural inequalities in our society have become 

extremely pervasive and assiduously debilitating (Dantley, 2005).  It is in these urban cores, 

which have been stained by social and political disparities, where leaders must arise to transform 

the ways in which education occurs to reconstruct the human condition.  The inequity found in 

schools has not happened by chance, so traditional paradigms must be replaced by more 

deliberate and intentional methods and systems of creating social justice (Theoharis, 2007).  
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Black, Brown, and poor White students are in need of a leader grounded in emancipatory ideals; 

one that uses the institution of education to boldly contest inequities, while also leading progress 

toward freedoms from economic challenges, racial oppression, ethnic domination, and the 

exploitation of anybody else who has been deemed as an “other” (Solomon, 2002).   

These children live lives that exist on the peripheral of society.  Because of the 

implications of poverty, these children tend to have “problems completing school, often score 

lower on measures of health, cognitive development, school achievement, and well-being than 

children in higher-income families” (Broussard & Joseph, 2009, p. 95).  There are two key 

factors that continually emerge when determining how to transform the lives of those who live 

within poverty—family income and education (Broussard & Joseph, 2009).  Unfortunately, the 

system of education has devolved into a powerful mechanism in determining the distribution of 

poverty, and for as long as these children have to deal with the negative effects of poverty, they 

will continue to underperform and therefore, be misconstrued as unmotivated, lacking 

commitment, and inherently void of ability (Schiller, 2008). 

Despite popular discourse found within education and because of societal failures and 

injustices, these students demand an educational experience where the end result will not 

necessarily be knowledge, but instead—change.  Many well-intentioned individuals have 

attempted this work, but inevitably, their failure or success is often measured by the mere 

consumption of knowledge and this only perpetuates and legitimizes the existing socio-economic 

order (Kumashiro, 2000).  Only through the emergence of a new breed of leader who works with 

disenfranchised communities and not on their behalf, and those who aspire to not reach the 

standard of excellence but instead redefine it, will the capacity exist to reverse the treacherous 

legacies of marginalization, subjugation, and privilege (Gorski, 2011). 
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Deficit Framework 

The Deficit Framework that many schools and their constituents operate within is the 

greatest obstacle that must be challenged to effectively collaborate with students’ families, 

respond to community needs, and mobilize community resources.  This framework is maintained 

by the assumption that inequalities are the product of intellectual inferiority, and not systematic 

inequities in access to power (Gorski, 2011).  This notion is not a recent phenomenon as 

evidenced by the indigenous tribes of North America being represented as savages to justify 

European colonization, African slaves depicted through minstrel shows to be unintelligent and 

dependent upon the slave masters to legitimize their inhumane treatment and exploitation, and 

more recently, homosexuals illustrated as being promiscuous to excuse their discrimination 

(Gorski, 2008).  Even more contemporary and particularly found within our failing education 

systems, it is the representation of deficit in our students, families, their communities, and the 

prevailing assumptions regarding poverty that has declared urban schools as problems, and 

placed blame upon the students who attend these institutions (Flessa, 2009).  In essence, the act 

of representation throughout history has proven to be incredibly powerful.  Representation is 

communication, and communication is symbolic of power. In the end, representation has evolved 

into greatly influencing how we make sense and give meaning to the world (Hall, 2006).   

Consequently, those who are currently making decisions for the underserved 

communities are the status quo.  As it currently stands, the wealthy have the autonomy to 

rationalize “why” the poor are poor and “how” the poor have come to exist.  Based on the 

perspective of the wealthy, they have created the educational experience to reflect their 

understanding of the plight of the poor, while not necessarily being inclusive to the perspectives 

of those who suffer within these conditions.  Much of the approach that we typically see in 
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urban schools is one that highlights the perspective that our urban students have a flawed 

character – that they possess defects in aspiration and ability, while remaining shiftless and lazy 

(Schiller, 2008).  With this perspective and approach, it becomes nearly impossible to create an 

educational experience that creates opportunities to acquire, develop, and employ the skills and 

dispositions needed to transform their social reality.  

The American citizens who live in the peripheral of our society due to inequalities in life 

outcomes and inequities in life experiences will not be effectively supported until the current 

unjust structuring of our nation is challenged and recreated (Wilson, 2009).  In order for their 

reality to be changed, the perspectives of the status quo must first be altered as their decisions are 

often made from the outside looking in. 

 Urban students have been unjustly defined by dominant ideologies, grotesque 

stereotypes, and false stigmas, and together these forms of representation have created a deficit 

framework that further perpetuates their oppression, while their oppressors and structures of 

inequality have been rendered undetectable.  When urban students and families are represented 

by hegemonic ideals, school failure is often correlated to family and community failure (Flessa, 

2009).  If the systems that produced our society’s social hierarchy and unequal access to power 

and privilege are not challenged by our schools and leaders, then consequently, the institution of 

education becomes an instrument complicit to the inequality found within academic achievement 

and later, inequity found in society (Gorski, 2008). 

Let us not forget the real meaning of education. The Latin root word of educate is 

“educere” and Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary defines this term as “the ability to draw or bring 

out”.  Understanding the historical Latin foundation to the word “educate” is particularly 

important, especially when it is juxtaposed to our contemporary understanding of what it means 
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and entails to be educated.  An education can more accurately be described as a process, 

consisting of the typical formalities found within institutions, but also, the learning gained from 

life’s habits of thoughts, expressions, experiences, and participation.  With this understanding the 

narrow and limited scope of what contemporary education has been rendered down to becomes 

more adaptive and flexible.  To reconsider our view of the education paradigm in such a manner 

grants us the ability to perceive education through a more intimate and personal lens, where the 

responsibility of educating is not possessed entirely by formal institutions, but also by the 

individual. In the end, the multifaceted dynamics comprising the educational process must be 

acknowledged as there exists a wide array of experiences and funds of knowledge that have the 

capacity  to be leveraged to “draw or bring out” one’s potential. 

 For as long as the deficit framework serves as the foundation to our nation’s urban 

education systems, we will continue to observe the failure of the students found in these 

communities.  In the meantime, principals will continue placing social distance between the 

schoolhouse and community in an attempt to create a sanctuary, free from the pathologies 

believed to be true of their students’ families and neighborhoods (Flessa, 2009).  Any school 

program that exists will only be offered to the extent of “improving poor people” and will lack 

cultural specificity in regards to the minorities that are involved (Lopez, Scribner, & 

Mahiticanichcha, 2001).  Teachers will not be held accountable to examining their own 

perceptions of themselves and their students, and exploring the ways in which race and class has 

influenced their classroom pedagogy and teaching (McKenzie, 2009). And in the end, academic 

success for urban students will continue to be downplayed as vocational pathways will be 

identified as the most appropriate solution to their presumed educationally-based challenges 

(Villenas & Deyhle, 1999).     
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Educational Leader’s Role Redefined 

 The training and preparation of educators must be enhanced in order for a school 

administrator to promote, both individually and collectively through their staff, the collaboration 

between the school and families, while also having the capacity to authentically explore 

community needs and leverage their unique resources.  The preparation offered in Colleges of 

Education, along with the ongoing development offered through many school districts must 

begin grounding their teaching in social justice ideals.  In addition to the traditional realms of 

study such as special education, curriculum planning, differentiation of instruction, and using 

data, schools must also challenge and refocus the educator’s dispositions towards race, working 

in impoverished communities with marginalized populations, and their understandings of how 

global influences affect education (Theoharis, 2007).  Educators must be trained to critically 

perceive the ways in which the insensitive bureaucratic structures and systems in education 

further marginalize families and place their knowledge and cultural bases on the peripheral 

(Villenas & Deyhle, 1999).  The overall sensitivity and conceptual knowledge of instructional-

based staff must be enhanced and placed at the epicenter of creating meaningful partnerships and 

sustainable collaboration between schools and their families and broader communities. 

Consequently, if this collaboration is not established, the students’ educational experience will be 

deprived of the insight that is needed to establish hope, self-determination, resistance, and 

transformation (Duncan-Andrade, 2008).  

 To discuss a school administrator in isolation and overlook the amount of influence that 

the rest of the school’s staff possesses would essentially equate to the discrediting of the 

potential of leadership residing within teachers (Crowther, 2009).  In essence, for an 

administrator to effectively collaborate with families and communities in more authentic and 
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meaningful ways, the work must be expected, supported, and executed on all levels within the 

school building.  The school must be led by leaders who support and ground their approach and 

instruction in critical pedagogy (Toner & Rountree, 2003), cultural relevancy (Ladson-Billings, 

1994), while also promoting “anti-assimilationist” ideals (Villenas & Deyhle, 1999).  These 

individuals must become relentless in creating a school culture that is equitable and democratic 

for both the students and families before proactively addressing these issues in the greater 

societal contexts through their instruction, which often impede upon the established partnership 

shared between school and community (Solomon, 2002).  The ways in which education has 

occurred in the past can no longer be accepted, and instead must be recreated to inspire the desire 

for change. 

 By enhancing initial developmental programs for educators, we would observe their 

perception and educational leadership become more enhanced and meaningful, which would in 

turn advance school-wide restructuring and redesign school initiatives.  In urban communities, 

the schools are often the most reliable source of stability and social support (Noguera, 2004), so 

it is imperative this institution recognizes the micro-level elements such as norms, values, and 

beliefs within families, along with the macro-level elements such as poverty, racism, and 

discrimination within the community (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahiticanichcha, 2001).  With this 

recognition, the school gains the capacity to operate with greater meaning and purpose, as the 

structure of programs and education becomes redefined and reshaped to more accurately align to 

the most pressing needs of the community.  It is no longer about classroom approaches, but 

rather, school-wide approaches that promote cultural pluralism and place authentic value on the 

students’ languages and heritages (Lucas, Henze, & Donato, 1990).  The environment of the 

school is based upon the cultural values and norms of the students, and due to the fact that the 
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staff is committed to meeting the needs of the entire student body, they provide all of the 

necessary support -- psychologically, mentally, and physically -- to be successful.  This 

heightened sense of being culturally, racially, and economically specific allows staff to build 

partnerships with families and communities beyond mere participation, and instead create 

concepts that encompass an awareness of school and community programs and self-

empowerment training (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahiticanichcha, 2001).  Furthermore, instead of the 

school offering the traditional programs that have been rendered down to “parenting skills”, they 

have instead assumed the responsibility because of their unique positioning to leverage the innate 

cultural and educational potential of families and the community to increase its social capital 

(Noguera, 2004).  It is only through the development of the social and cultural capital of 

communities and the increasing availability of opportunity through the instrument of education 

that students will begin to be surrounded and supported academically, and therefore gain the 

capacity to improve their lives.    

 Family’s Role Redefined 

 It must no longer be acceptable to tolerate the excuses that parents and the community are 

the reasons why students are underperforming as this line of thinking merely supports a deficit 

ideology (Flessa, 2009).  For far too long, the institutional authority of educators has diminished 

the influence of marginalized parents because of the discrepancy between their social and 

cultural capital as it relates to the intuition of education (Noguera, 2004).  These parents have 

essentially been denied the right of advocating on their children’s behalf, despite them having the 

unique potential to increase achievement, enhance self-esteem, and serve as the infrastructure of 

the partnership between the school and community (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahiticanichcha, 2001).  

Parents must be encouraged by the school and hold themselves accountable to becoming 
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involved in the school-created parent centers and offices, community-based mobilizations, and 

local opportunities to share the governmental decisions pertinent to the school (Noguera, 2004).  

The school must stretch beyond the four walls of the building out into community, alongside 

families, to allow them to feel safe and vulnerable in sharing both the lived realities and the 

socio-cultural fabric of their lives.  When parents become more involved they gain the capacity 

to deepen the awareness of the school, and this can potentially increase the commitment of the 

staff (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahiticanichcha, 2001).   Through the cooperation of schools and 

families, social networks can be developed to create more effective advocacy efforts on behalf of 

inner city neighborhoods (Noguera, 2004), for in the end, community uplift and social justice can 

only be achieved through the active engagement of families (Flessa, 2009). 

Community’s Role Redefined 

 Assuming the school has been restructured and parents have become actively involved, 

the community must also play its role to ensure the academic success of all students.  The 

effective collaboration between the school and community agencies plays a vital role in creating 

safety nets to promote student academic achievement (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahiticanichcha, 

2001).  Schools are inevitably entangled in their communities, so understanding this premise is 

vital for educational leaders and should ultimately direct how they approach their work (Flessa, 

2009).  Students should come to school to receive theory, but upon leaving, should enter a 

community that has either opened its doors to opportunity, or created pathways to opportunities 

through the utilization of broader, more relevant knowledge and skill-based learning of the 

students (Theoharis, 2007).  Students should be able to participate in grassroots tutoring and 

mentoring programs, housing and economic development programs, or any other initiative 

designed to enhance the lives of those in their community (Dantley, 2005).  The equity and 
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democracy found within the school should be extended to the community through deliberately 

created partnerships between the educational leaders and equity conscious community groups 

and agencies (Solomon, 2002).  Essentially, the students, through the enhanced capacity of the 

staff, redesigned structure and focus of the school, active advocacy of parents, and opportunities 

granted through the community, should now become armed and involved in the community’s 

struggle for liberation from marginalization and hegemonic control.   

Curriculum Redesigned  

 First and foremost, educators must understand that they exist in an era where successful 

completion of standardized tests serves as the gatekeeper to their futures.  But while educators 

must acknowledge this, they must never allow the politics, policies, and priorities of the Age of 

Accountability and No Child Left Behind to hinder their ability to authentically bring or draw 

out the fullest potential of their students.   

 Teachers must create literary guides that promote critical race theories and are grounded 

in multicultural readings of canonical texts which work towards affirming and empowering the 

students (Duncan-Andrade, 2008).  There must be a priority placed upon creating school-wide 

and classroom centered dialogue on issues of power, oppression, and transformation, while 

leveraging student cultural strengths to combat the inequity and injustice that exists in their lives.  

We need subjects to be presented and analyzed in ways that students become critical of their 

society, while feeling confident enough to create counter-narratives for the underperformance 

that has become normalized in their neighborhoods and empowered to implement the action 

needed to confront the social, political, economic, and health-related subjugation that 

characterizes their lives.  As evidenced by our students’ lives, the core elements which drove the 

education system in previous eras are no longer capable of meeting the demands of our 
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contemporary society (Perry, 2011).  Ultimately, educators who work with society’s most 

marginalized students must envision themselves and create classrooms that focus on developing 

the skills to both function academically and professionally, all while prioritizing the acquisition 

of  the dispositions needed to function with sensitivity in our multicultural nation (Duncan-

Andrade, 2008).  This creates students who are not merely consumers of knowledge, but 

essentially, these students become critical producers of it.  Humans, specifically children, are 

only able of maturing into adults who possess a sense of humanity when they gain the capacity to 

reflect on their lives and take critical action to recreate life and transform their reality in an 

attempt to live more justly and humanely (Freire, 1970).  This day will only occur when 

education begins prioritizing liberation, operating with a critical conscious, leveraging cultural 

funds of knowledge, and is grounded in collaboration.   

Summary 

 To effectively bridge the gap between schools and their communities, which is 

unfortunately so often characteristic of urban school districts, a host of deliberate and strategic 

tactics must be employed.  Serving as the foundation to such an innovative and genuine approach 

is the priority of operating within an asset-based belief system.  From there, an approach 

consisting of three integral components must be employed, and symbiotically work in unison.  

The school leaders and staff must operate with greater purpose and sincerity, while the parents 

and caregivers must willingly engage and honestly express themselves, and the community 

must wholeheartedly support the school and the families by extending or assisting with the 

creation of opportunity for their community’s most prized possession – the children.  As a result, 

an educational experience marked by an emerging sense of humanity and an unwavering 

commitment to liberation will be created (Freire, 1970).  Finally, students’ lives are held in 
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jeopardy and the sustainability of our nation is compromised if this trichotomous system is not 

enacted and supported.  

Findings & Conclusions 

Introduction 

 In the end, the challenge of instituting change within disenfranchised communities begins 

with the school and society, not with children and their families.  Through the partnership 

between the school and community, space is created for the voices of children and their families 

to be leveraged and utilized in the fight to improve their human condition.  The ability to 

collaborate should be centered on no other ideal than complete emancipation and liberation. 

 Our educational leaders should no longer accept our nation’s cultural and historical 

legacies of placing blame upon the victims of oppression, and instead critically examine the 

structures that exist to include the oppressed in the fight for social justice.  For far too long our 

nation has held the poor accountable for the social ill and decay in their communities, and has 

failed to acknowledge and disrupt their institutionalized and structural racism, political 

exploitation, and economic marginalization (Gorski, 2008).  This deficit framework that is being 

alluded to refocuses our vision on mere symptoms of the injustice found in our society, whereas, 

through the proper training and effective collaboration, education can be the means to 

dismantling unjust practices in their entirety.  

Resistance 

 It is surely a daunting task to understand and fully employ the tactics necessary to 

collaborate with families, respond to community interests and needs, while also leveraging the 

strengths of the community to aid in the academic achievement of all students.  A worthy 

education is revolutionary; it forever changes the educators, the students, and the lives of all that 
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the educated influence.  In order for a principal to accomplish such a feat they must embody and 

advocate for socially just ideals.  Any time you confront injustice you are going to face 

resistance.  The experience with education for educational leaders, schools, and students will 

certainly become more complicated and compounded as the intricacies of the process assume 

more challenging dynamics.  Raising student achievement, improving school structures, 

enhancing and refocusing school staff, and strengthening school culture and community 

(Theoharis, 2007), all while being challenged and tempted to conform to traditional ways of 

operating requires great courage and conviction.  These demands are not for the weary, and often 

times, operating in such a manner will leave them working in isolation and with very little 

support.  As it currently stands, there are very few exemplary models offering guidance, so 

without doubt, forging into this territory can take its toll and feel discouraging. 

The Process 

 However, if universities, colleges, and district-run professional development centers 

reshape and realign their preparation programs to better address authentic collaboration and 

social justice issues, we can begin reversing the trends of historical under-service on behalf of 

our urban school districts and society at large (Theoharis, 2007). If educational leaders and their 

staff can critically reject a deficit laden approach in dealing with urban students and families and 

craft a school-wide vision incorporating families and their communities, they can begin to 

understand, explore, and leverage their cultural funds of knowledge and historical-based 

resiliency (Villenas & Deyhle, 1999).  If student diversity is no longer ignored or minimized 

through the structuring of the school and the school is essentially offered to the families and 

communities, then these students will begin achieving at higher levels as their families and 

community will be there to aid in their journey (Lucas, Henze, & Donato, 1990).  If parents are 
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no longer blamed and instead used as valuable resources, the school will create allies and ignite a 

movement that not only increases student achievement, but also works towards changing the 

perceptions of the contemporary institution of education (Flessa, 2009).  If the community 

extends an invitation to its skilled and passionate students to utilize their knowledge and 

leadership, the struggle for emancipation from exclusion and marginalization will become more 

meaningful to all and sustainable as more individuals will become involved (Dantley, 2005).  

And finally, if the student’s educational experience becomes one of affirmation, culturally 

congruence, collaboration, and empowerment (Ladson-Billings, 1994), then the inequality in 

achievement and inequity in life outcomes will no longer characterize America—the  wealthiest 

nation in the world.  Further, the very soul of those communities that exist in the peripheral of 

society will be restored to reject the historical and falsely crafted stereotypes which hinder the 

advancement of the marginalized, and will instead begin affirming the current reconstruction of 

what it means to be “othered”.   

Summary 

 The educational leader, who possesses a sense of moral responsibility and a legitimate 

level of preparation, can use their institution as a tool to reconstruct society and free the 

marginalized from the hegemonic hold which currently restrains all facets of their lives. The 

alliance created between the principal, the school, and the community has the capacity to 

influence everyone from policy officials and dominant groups to the students and families 

themselves. As a result, a conscious type of learning will occur, and consequently, a new, more 

humane way of life will emerge (Freire, 1970).  Ultimately, this deliberate method of challenging 

and equalizing of who has access to power and resources will create space for equal participation 

in our democratic society (Solomon, 2002). 
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Implications 

 As a result of this exploration I have adopted a questionnaire that can be given to families 

within a school community to gain valuable insight on the extent of their partnership.  This tool 

can reveal the strengths and weaknesses of the current partnership and school curriculum, and 

with a sense of humility, school leaders can view their school’s progress through the lens of the 

students and families.  In the end, strengthening the partnership between the school and 

community not only benefits students, but every other facet within the school building as well 

(Frank, 2012). 

Reference appendix A for the questionnaire  

Summary 

 I introduced this project by explaining the great success that my students achieved in my 

classroom.  I mentioned the recognition that my students and I received from both district and 

educational-based non-profit organizations in acknowledgement of shattering historical legacies 

of underperformance.  I went as far as to say that I have even been elevated to assume formal 

leadership positions in my school in hope of creating space for me to influence others to do as I 

have done.  But like I also mentioned, according to my students and their families—we 

ultimately failed in creating an experience that equipped them with what they needed most to be 

successful in society. 

 My entire approach to educating my students was based upon “assimilationist” ideals, 

where students were forced into the classroom and fed a curriculum that truly did not leverage 

their identities and cultural funds of knowledge.  Despite the high scores on standardized tests, 

and the temporary sense of achievement it produced, the injustices that have enveloped in their 
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lives still remain.  My students were not any more equipped in dealing with the treacherous 

realities of their lives at the conclusion of the year than they were in the beginning.  My school 

was not an environment where students and families felt welcomed, and more times than not, 

were blamed for the lack of social, economic, and cultural capital found in their community.  Our 

school leaders did not advocate for social justice, and the structuring and program design of our 

school only further marginalized our families and their community.  The parking lot of our 

school was symbolic of the aforementioned social distance, and represents a deliberate attempt 

by educators to create a sanctuary at the school, free from the effects of enduring poverty, 

systematic failure, and persisting crime.  Ultimately, our school was indicative of the ways things 

have always been done. The combined experiences of the educators and students serves a 

testament of why the most valuable knowledge cannot be produced by merely relying on state 

standards and benchmarks or measured by standardized testing.  And unfortunately, our 

educational insitution became an accomplice to the perpetuation of the dehumanization of urban 

youth as our silence to injustice made us complicit to it.  For the effects of poverty continued to 

inflict pain and agony, and the school failed in providing its students with the ability to identify 

their oppression and the capacity to contest and redesign their lives.  If schools are not held 

accountable and operate as is if they are responsible for the preparation of our youth to face the 

crises of today—then who is?    

New Questions 

 This exploration project investigated the impediments that obstruct effective 

collaboration between the school and the community, and provided valuable insight as to what 

must occur in order for effective changes to be made to the educational experience of 

marginalized children.  The initial questions directed the research and in the end, yielded tough 
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answers and realities that must be considered and further explored.  It was made clear that 

education has the potential to liberate as it can serve as the instrument to intercede on behalf of 

the human condition found in society.  Ultimately, education is only effective if it is inclusive to 

all citizens and is intimately bound to dismantling the hegemonic restraints found in society. 

 While the investigations into this content may have been limited and informal in scope, 

new questions have emerged which may aid in an even more thorough understanding of how to 

establish partnerships, leverage community resources, and create an experience centered on the 

promotion of humanity.   

The new set of questions is as follows: 

 Are the standardization of curriculum and the design of national benchmarks hindering 

the adaptability of schools? 

o We have learned that schools must be incredibly flexible to adapt to the most 

pressing needs of the students and their community, but considering the amount 

of structure that is being advocated for, will this in the end further prevent 

teachers and schools from being able to incorporate students’ voices and lived 

experiences in the classroom?  

 Should school districts include schools from various communities, both culturally and 

economically, considering the great variance in how schools must be led and operated 

based upon communal interests?  

o We have learned that schools must be responsive to the unique cultures of 

families, while also mobilizing unique community resources.  Would it not make 

more sense to decrease the size of school districts so that they are more focused?  

How would ethics play into this? 



AN URBAN SCHOOL DESIGN THAT WORKS  25 

 

 Should the training offered at colleges and universities continue to be one-size-fits all? 

o We have learned that the curriculum, teacher preparation, professors and their 

educational experience, and college student volunteer work are most valuable 

when they are integrated in the particular community that they will eventually 

serve.  Is it of any value to receive an undergraduate degree with the teacher 

preparation exclusively being executed in an affluent neighborhood, when a 

number of these teachers may end up being hired at urban schools? 

 What would it take for politicians to prioritize and advocate for the creation of 

community agencies and coalitions of support to aid in school’s success?  

o We have learned that the community must essentially open its doors to the 

students, but if there is minimal organization within the community because of a 

lack of capital, can politicians step in and provide the leadership?  If these 

individuals are advocating for community building with urban neighborhoods 

would this lessen their likelihood of being (re)elected? 
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Appendix A 

Team Work 

1. What opportunities does your school have for shared leadership that involves teachers, 

parents, and administrators? 

Written Plans 

2. How does your school or district assist your family and community in creating synergy 

between the school and your community? 

a. What evidence exists that demonstrates your family’s and community’s actions 

are linked to the teacher’s goals? 

b. What evidence exists that demonstrates the school’s priorities around including 

the family’s and students’ lived experiences in the educational experience of the 

students? 

Implementation 

3. What challenges does your school face in implementing your family and community 

proposals and do avenues exist where you can address your concerns? 

Evaluation 

4. Do the evaluation methods of your proposals assess the quality of the program and 

teamwork shared between school and community? 

Collegial Support 

5. How can you build support of colleagues in the school, district, and community for your 

influencing the school and its operations, priorities, curriculum development, etc.? 

Adequate Budget 

6. Who would be a key ally in ensuring your family and community ideas receive adequate 

funding?  

a. What avenues have been created for you to communicate the importance of 

properly funding your efforts? 

Networking 

7. How can you and other school leaders join or create networks to share best practices, 

tools, and assessments? 

Adopted from Tools for Learning Schools 


