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School-community partnerships can aid in healthy youth development

By Kristen Fay
     Organizing and sustaining school-community 
partnerships can be central to address the diverse 
and multiple needs of  the whole child and to pro-
mote positive learning and non-learning outcomes 
for youth. Researchers, practitioners and policy-
makers have emphasized the value of  harnessing 
school-community partnerships to promote healthy 
development and learning among youth (Ander-
son-Butcher, 2004; Doll & Lyon, 1998). 
     This summer, researchers from the National 
Institute on Out-of-School Time surveyed and inter-
viewed 34 urban school principals and community 
program leaders about the types and nature of  
these collaborations, with specific attention to 
partnership structure (such as division of  labor, 
hierarchy, agreement and decision-making, use of  
individual and shared resources, accountability) 
and qualities of  successful school-community 
partnerships.

Partnership structure
     Research suggests that the best partnerships 
enable new interpersonal relationships, including 
cooperation, coordination and collaboration among 
diverse stakeholders (Anderson-Butcher et al., 
2010; Lawson, 2004). Interviews with community 
program leaders also suggest the importance of  
negotiating a shared sense of  responsibility within 
partnerships. Many of  the respondents described 
the structured-based strengths of  these partner-
ships as being the extent to which staff  mem-
bers were able to work together toward mutual 
goals. One participant said there is a process to 
achieving structural balance that involves shared 
responsibility and mutual understanding of  goals 
and expectations.  
     Several respondents underscored the impor-
tance of  flexibility with regard to the renegotiation 
of  roles and responsibilities and the shifting of  
partnership goals. A number of  respondents from 
community-based organizations said the structure 
of  their partnerships depended on the level of  
leadership happening within schools. According to 
several respondents, the most effective balance 
of  negotiating roles and responsibilities involved 
recognition by community leaders that school prin-
cipals and officials are overwhelmed with respon-
sibilities and information. Overall, the perception 
among community partners was that the relation-
ship represented a collaborative effort to jointly 
assume responsibility for youth by understanding 
what was necessary to support them.
     Although some partnerships were more casu-
ally structured, the consensus was that having an 
established infrastructure to the collaboration was 

beneficial to meeting long-term goals and objec-
tives, and to making the day-to-day functioning of  
the partnership more effective. Some of  the more 
commonly mentioned themes with regard to the 
structural characteristics of  partnerships included:

establishing clear lines for the division of  •	
labor and responsibilities
involving all participating school officials in •	
the partnership from principals to teachers 
from the planning to execution stages
engaging some level of  supervision from the •	
schools over the partnership
sharing of  student data between schools and •	
community partners
generating documents and agreements that •	
outline partners’ expectations for the collabo-
ration, management of  shared and unique 
resources, and specific roles and responsibili-
ties for carrying out a successful partnership. 

     Partners commented that having formal docu-
ments to structure the partnership also helped 
with issues of  accountability. Many respondents 
also emphasized the value and importance of  
sharing data, both as a mechanism for manag-
ing accountability and as a means of  monitoring 
progress toward meeting goals. 

Successful school-community partnerships 
     In interviews with community leaders, we 
inquired about those characteristics they believed 
were integral to the success of  their partnership. A 
number of  consistent themes emerged: 

maintaining open and consistent lines of  •	
communication
openness to change•	
having knowledgeable and well-trained staff  •	
(preferably who are familiar with the youth)
establishing a common understanding of  •	
partners’ roles and responsibilities within the 
partnership
sharing beliefs about the value of  learning•	
generating agreements that demonstrate •	
commitment to the partnership and following 
through on goals
having a system in place that allows for the •	
collection and sharing of  student data.

     Establishing clear and open lines of  communi-
cation was the most frequently cited characteristic 
of  a successful partnership. Community leaders 
and principals emphasized the importance of  
consistent interaction and communication across 
all phases of  the partnership, beginning with the 
development phase where trust is cultivated. 
     For some community partner leaders, main-
taining open communication with schools was 
described as helpful in building relationships with 

and managing behavioral issues among youth. For 
some partnerships where there was a change in 
leadership from one year to the next, open com-
munication became essential to the successful and 
smooth continuation of  the partnership.
     Gaining and sustaining momentum for 
partnership stemmed from relationships among 
staff. Several respondents described partnership 
success, particularly in the long-term, as “having a 
relationship with the right person at the school.” 

From partners to networks
     In general, consensus among all the respon-
dents to the institute’s survey was that there are 
many types of  people who can fulfill this role(s), 
including after-school coordinators, principals, 
teachers, family/community engagement person. 
Building a network that includes all levels of  school 
officials who are supportive of  the work and its 
importance is integral to developing a sustained 
relationship. In particular, one community leader 
underscored the importance of  partnering with 
teachers as an effective strategy for partner-
ship sustainability and the promotion of  positive 
outcomes among youth.
     Respondents recognized that partnership is a 
two-way street that demands shared visions and 
goals, as well as mutually beneficial contributions. 
For schools, the push to address the needs of  the 
whole child can be more readily and effectively 
targeted through partnership. The transformative 
vision of  partnership is not limited simply to youth. 
Most respondents emphasized that parents, fami-
lies, schools and communities were all beneficiaries 
of  the collaboration and make the efforts to create 
and sustain successful partnerships worthwhile.
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Study found open communication, shared vision among keys to success


