
IN THIS ISSUE 
When considering how to address 
educational disparities, it is often the case 
that people jump to schools as the sole 
cause of the problem and source of the 
solution. It's our hope that Circles of 
Influence - the guiding framework CYFC 
has been using in its educational disparities 
work- shows that the solutions to 
educational disparities are far greater and 
more complex than schools alone, but 
include children themselves, families, 
communities, society and policies! 
Addressing educational disparities 
simultaneously at all levels will result in the 
greatest success. 

It is certainly important to concentrate 
some attention on schools, however, 
because they are the major place where 
most children receive their formal learning 

experiences. Thus, we are devoting two 
issues of Connections to topics related to 
schools. In this issue, readers will find 
articles discussing big picture topics, like 
how schools and learning have been 
shaped by prevailing values and norms, 
and how alternative school financing 
options might change the way we address 
educational disparities. The role of schools 
in involving parents, and the importance 
of those partnerships, is discussed, as well 
as an article highlighting learnings from 
schools that have succeeded in closing 
gaps and increasing graduation rates. 

The Circles of Influence model contained 
in this issue has been substantially 
modified from the previous editions. It 
continues to be a work in progress and 
your feedback is always welcome! 

Engaging Families and School Personnel 
to Enhance Educational Outcomes: 
The Process for and Quality o.f 
Interaction Matters 
By Sandra L. Christenson 

Note: This article contains numerous citations and references. The!f are not included in 
the print version, but can be found in the enhanced on-line version. The on-line version 
also includes an additional section on the research supporting this article. 

The quality of family-school interaction has been found to be more important for 
fostering student learning outcomes than the quantity of interaction. 

Families play a meaningful role in children's educational success, and the interface of 
home and school must be accounted for when examining children's school performance. 
It is helpful to "iew parents and teachers as educators, but to remember that not all 
education is schooling. Bronfenbrenner appropriately has stated, 'The infonnol 
education that takes place in the family is not merely a pleasant prelude, but rather a 
powerful prerequisite for success informal education from the primary grades onward." 
Both parents and teachers have an important role to play; the role of each does not 
replace but rather complements and reinforces the other's role, thus providing the 
student with a consistent message about school and learning. Thinking of parents and 
teachers as "partners" refers to this mutual effort toward a shared goal. The defining 
features of a quality family-school relationship can be found in the box on page six. 

The process for creating and sustaining quality family-school interactions for children's 
learning is illustrated in the graphic on p. 6, and has three prerequisite conditions: 
Approach, Attitudes, and Atmosphere. The resulting actions are oriented toward 
building shared responsibility for educational outcomes by maximizing the congruence 
between students' in- and out-of-school learning time. 

Approach, or the general framework for interaction, considers mutual goals, recognition 
for the value of learning at home and school, and expectations that both families and 
schools will be involved in making relationships work and are essential for optimal 
outcomes for children. Family and school are viewed as contexts for children's learning, 
suggesting that families are "essential partners" not merely "desirable extras." Schools 
and teachers alone seldom help students achieve their full academic potential. This is 
not an indictment of schools and teachers. Rather, th.is is a fact of child development. 

Quality Family - School Interaction - continued on page 6 

Connections On-Line 
Conso1tium Connections has an enhanced on-line version that can be found at: 

http://www.cyfc.umn.edu/publications/cormection/ 
Connections On-Line contains a PDF copy of the print version. In addition, it contains all articles 

indjvidually, some of which are more extensive than the print version. When articles contain citations, they 
are included in the on-line version, but not the print version. 

Finally, Connections On-Line contains links to resources related to the articles. 
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Education and Children:,s Mental Health: 
Creating Understanding 
Across the Systems 
By Mark Sander, Psy.D., LP (Mental Health Coordinator, Hennepin County/Minneapolis 
Public Schools) and Jim Johnson, MSW, LICSW (District Lead for Social Work and 
Mental Health, Minneapolis Public Schools) 

Introduction 
Both educators and mental health professionals have a passionate commitment to the 
healthy development and success of children and families. However, the conceptual 
framework, language, and inteiventions they use can be very different and that can lead to 
misunderstanding and confusion between the disciplines. The goal of this article is to 
articulate a need well acknowledged by both educators and mental health professionals: 
there exists a communication gap and integration challenge between the two disciplines. 
This article will briefly examine the lens of educators and mental health professionals to 
help illuminate their unique perspectives and then suggest some initial strategies to move 
toward developing clearer understanding of each other and more effective integration. 

The Lens of Educators 
Educators approach learners from the unique lens of their profession, developed in training 
programs and shaped by experience. Students develop the skills and art of instruction and 
knowledge of curricula. They learn to task analyze learning. They are taught to challenge 
students to acquire knowledge and engage in increasingly complex thought. With these 
learning demands, little time is given in training programs to the systematic understanding of 
mental health. After training, the core work of a teacher is to educate children. They must 
create a positive classroom environment that allows for instruction to occur in groups. This 
results in and is evaluated by individual achievement. With the demands of No Child Left 
Behind, the measure of achievement is a score on a standardized test, and the consequence 
of low scores is a label of failure. There is then, for a teacher, a constant tension between 
focusing on the individual need of a child and the need to continue the aca~emic progress of 
the group. Through this lens, even for the most skilled and compassionate educator, a 
behavior that is an expression of a mental health need may go unrecognized or be seen as a 
disruption in instruction and a detriment to the achievement of the individual and their 
classmates. For educators, the focus is instruction leading to achievement. The setting is the 
group and the standard is individual accomplishment. 

The Lens of Mental Health Professionals 
The lens of the mental health professional (clinician) is much different from the lens of the 
educator. Their lens is likewise formed through training and expe1ience, but many 
similarities stop there. For the most part, clinicians focus on an individual or family and 
their effort may be directed at many areas of the young person's life; the focus is larger 
than the school setting. The clinician conducts an assessment based on a theoretical 
understanding of human development within the context of biological and social systems, 
and then develops an individual treatment plan to improve the young person's functioning. 
Mental health inteiventions identify ways an individual child can cope better within 
certain situations and environments. To create the best outcome for the child, these 
inteiventions sometimes involve making adaptations to the environment, requiring the 
support of others including family members and often educators. The challenge for the 
clinicians can be helping members of the supportive systems understand the nature and 
purpose of the inteiventions and commit to implementing them. For clinicians, the focus 
is inteivention leading to improved functioning. The setting is the individual within a 
social system and the standard is improved psychosocial functioning. 

How do educators and mental health professionals work more effectively together? 
• Integrate with and follow the lead of student support staff in the schools who already 

have expertise bridging the education and mental health gap 
• Understand and appreciate each others' language and systems 
• Recognize where fundamental concepts are similar but "words" are different (i.e. the 

strong skill of educators to task analyze is similar to clinicians' ability to assess what 
skills an individual needs to develop) 

• Make the most of the shared value of strong positive relationships with children 
• Work towards a common functional language that describes specific behaviors that 

could be early warning signs of mental health concerns 
• Develop and tailor recommendations and inteiventions that are attuned to the 

realities of the educational environment 
• Develop educational environments that support the social/emotional development 

and well being of all students, as well as early inteivention strategies and resources 

These are beginning steps and are more easily said than done, but they will help to create 
more common ground between these two sets of professionals. Both have strong skills and 
passion to offer effective care for children; moving toward greater understanding and more 
integrated work could ease the challenges in each professional's work and offer stronger 
services for children with mental health needs. 



School/Community Collaborations that 
Eliminate Achievement Gaps 
By Joe Nathan 

Focus, leadership, startup funds and 
collaboration can produce terrific 
progress. \Vorking together, social service 
agencies, businesses and schools have 
dramatically reduced or eliminated 
achievement gaps. Outstanding rural, 
urban and suburban collaborations in 
eleven states are described in "Smaller, 
Safer, Saner Successful Schools" a new 
publication from the Center for School 
Change. Two examples from the booklet 
are highlighted in this article. 

Progress In Cincinnati 

Despite problems common to many urban 
areas, Cincinnati grew from a four-year, 
51 % high school graduation rate in 2000 
to a four-year, 79% graduation rate in 
2007. It also ELIMINATED the 
graduation gap between white and African 
American students. Graduation rates for 
all students increased. Cincinnati appears 
to be among the first, if not the first major 
urban district to eliminate this gap. 

No one is satisfied with 79% graduation 
rate. But the progress is encouraging. 

Having worked with the Cincinnati 
Schools as a representative of the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation since 2000, I 
see several key lessons: 

1. Study success stories. Visiting urban 
schools that closed or dramatically 
reduced achievement gaps was vital. 
Cincinnati Public Schools (CPS) 
students, parents and educators visited 
several schools that had succeeded. 
Conversations changed from whether 
major progress was possible, to how it 
would be done. (The new booklet is 
designed to help readers identify places 
they might want to visit.) 

2. Set a few explicit, ambitious goals. 
Seven years ago, the CPS 
Superintendent and the Gates 
Foundation agreed that within 5 years, 
the district would aim for a 75% 
graduation rate and cut the racial gap 
in half. Both ambitious goals were 
exceeded. 

3. Review research. CPS used research 
about benefits of small schools, open to 
all students, to create small schools in 
several large high school buildings. 

4. Invest in teacher professional 
development. CPS focused workshops 
for teachers in three areas: reading, 
math, and effective teaching strategies 
with urban youth. Respect and 
encourage faculty. Gates and other 
funds paid for workshops that teachers 

and principals helped select. Training 
was conducted in pleasant surroundings, 
often during the summer. As schools 
made progress, they received additional 
money, and public recognition. 

5. Empower schools to select faculty. 
Teams, including a building principal, 
faculty and sometimes parents, selected 
staff. Seniority did not guarantee a job. 

6. Create focused partnerships. For 
example, Families Forward, a United 
Way funded agency, placed staff at 
several schools to help strengthen 
families and serve students. Cincinnati 
Bell donated hundreds of hours of 
tutoring, along with free cell phones for 
students who excelled at perhaps the 
district's most troubled high school as of 
2000. Xavier University provided free 
summer classrooms and other 
assistance to ninth graders at another 
school, helping convince students that 
they belonged in a college classroom. 
KnowledgeWorks and the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundations provided 
startup grants and technical assistance. 

7. Engage union leadership. Union 
leadership helped develop, lead and 
promote changes, playing a vexy 
constructive role. 

8. Embrace competition. Competition 
from local charter public schools 
helped encourage and sometimes 
inform improvements. 

9. Empower principals. Several superin
tendents gave principals authority and 
held them accountable for results. 
They encouraged effective principals 
and removed several who it appeared 
were not up to the task. 

10. Expand service-learning. Service
learning helped help students see 
connections between classroom and 
community. This also helped convince 
students they could make a difference 
with others and themselves. 

YES Prep Charter School in 
Houston, Texas 

Because of its considerable success, YES 
Prep has grown from one to several 
charters in Houston, Texas. Eighty 
percent of the approximately 700 students 
at the original YES Prep charter are from 
low-income families. Ninety-five percent 
are either Hispanic or African American. 
Eighty-five percent of the school's 
students are first generation college 
bound, and most enter at least a year 
behind in math and English. But the 

School-Community Collaborations - continued on page 7 
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The purpose of this article is to 
consider how society's values 
shape the school experiences of 
our children and youth. Three 
admissions are in order: First, 
there is no specific list of 
essential values from which to 
draw. William Bennett's attempts 
to do so in the 1990's revealed 
the challenge of listing out 
exactly what sorts of knowledge 
and virtues are essentially 
American. Critics dismissed his 
work as prescriptive and Euro
centric. Second, "the school 
experience'' is highly contextual. 
If you have ever swapped high 
school stories with friends you 
will undoubtedly share some 
common experiences. You will 
also talk about the particulars of 
tl1e era in which you grew up 
(e.g. for girls were you pre- or 
post- Title 9?); your parents' 
beliefs and values about school 
(private or public school?); as 
well as your own understandings 
of yourself in that time and place 
(lover of literature, jock, 
outcast?). And third, the 
references to "our" in this article 
put me on shaky ground at best. 
How can I argue for the 
particular, local, and contextual 
nature of students' experiences 
in schools and also sweepingly 
write about "us'' in this 
discussion? Especially 
troublesome is when a~ a white 
middle-class woman I refer to 
the voiceless and powerless...:_the 
students and families on the 
margins of this system whom I 
do not represent. My "our'· and 
"we" is an attempt to take 
responsibility for the collective 
experience of all children and 
youth in our schools, and I 
conceptualize my daughters' 
public school education as linked 
inexorably to those children who 
don't share in their particulars 
but do share in a common future, 
a common world. 

Audrey Appelsies is CYFC's 
Educational Disparities fellow 

The Shaping of Education and Schools 
in the U.S.: Are We Doing our Best? 
By Audrey Appe!sies 

Please read the following five choices. 
Circle tl1e answer that you think best 
describes the purpose of American public 
schools today: 

A. The purpose of public schools is to 
prepare good citizens to insure the 
future of our democracy. 

B. The purpose of public schools is to 
train children to earn a living and 
become responsible adults in their 
communities. 

C. The purpose of public schools is to 
prepare creative thinkers to become 
global leaders in government, 
business, and technology. 

D. The purpose of public schools is to 
keep the social, political, and 
economic order. 

E. All of the above. 

If you chose E your answer was correct. 

This quiz provides a sweeping glance at 
some of the ways to conceptualize the 
role of schools in American society today. 
Schools are a microcosm of society, 
providing both a mirror and a window 
through which we can view and reflect 
upon the complicated themes that 
constitute our social, political, and 
economic life. Further, it is important to 
understand history-to make sense of the 
people, ideologies, and politics, and to 
somehow hear those who were not given 
a voice-in order to try to understand 
current educational issues. 

Historians write that one way of thinking 
about the modern public debates and 
calls for education reform is that they are 
ideological power struggles. The 
discourse typically centers on what ought 
to be taught (the curriculum), by whom 
and how ( the teacher and her/his 
instruction), and to whom (the student) . 
It is also important to note who gets to 
decide what. Schools reflect the 
dominant social and political values of a 
particular time and place and there are 
themes we can attend to in order to 
better understand the complex narrative 
that makes up the history of our public 
school system. 

Let me provide three seemingly disparate 
examples to help illustrate one theme that 
we hear a lot about: a sharp disconnect 
between community and family 
expectations of schools and the reality of 
what teaching and learning looks like. My 
friend, whom I'll call Lori, has a second 
grader in a metro area public school. Lori 
is thoughtful yet critical about the 
teaching and learmng experiences her 
daughter has encountered after nearly 
three years in the school system. She is 
puzzled by what she sees as a rote, 
unimaginative, worksheet rife, and test
driven curriculum. Lori had expected to 
find her daughter, a young learner, 
engaged with teacher and peers in 

creative, in-depth studies of topics of self 
or collective interest. She asked me, "Is 
this the best we can do?" 

There are stories from life in city schools 
in the final decades of the 19th century 
when it was reported that schools were 
"joyless and dreary places" and some 
children preferred factory labor to school. 
At that time in countiy schools student 
attendance still depended upon the 
season; teachers remained for half a year 
and moved on; and lessons consisted of 
recitation from textbooks brought from 
home. There were no grades in the sense 
of separating children by age, nor did 
teachers have any curriculum to guide 
their work. When it was decided that 
teachers might need coherent curriculum 
guides they were developed by "outside 
experts." This "dreary" picture aside, 
families and community leaders 
recognized the value of schools, debated 
about ways to improve their structure, 
and chose, it seemed, to have their 
children participate in the system. But 
still, were those reforms the best we 
could do? 

Around the same time in the American 
South, General Samuel Chapman 
Armstrong opened the Hampton Institute 
designed as a "model of colonial 
education of Blacks." Through a 
curriculum heavily invested in manual 
labor this school would train future Black 
teachers to be able to build character, a 
strong moral foundation, and civilize the 
masses of illiterate and untrained newly 
freed slaves. The Hampton school 
became a model of how to educate a 
"quiescent and conforming" class of 
Blacks that would be "respectable by 
White standards." In the early 20th 
century eugenics was a widely accepted 
ideology whose proponents believed that 
human beings could be arranged 
according to race and class. Eugenicists 
were concerned with preserving "superior 
stock" and not "weakening" the white 
Anglo-Saxon gene pool with race-mixing 
or a liberal education. Many of the 
"fathers" of the field of curriculum, like 
Armstrong and his Hampton school, 
believed in scientific racism and eugenics. 

School structures were created that 
supported those beliefs about human 
worth. It has been argued that American 
compulsory education became a mass 
vehicle for eugenicists who sorted students 
based on "heredity" and "environmental 
forces" and those beliefs are still seen in 
schools today. For example, we can look at 
student test scores, graduation rates, 
discipline referrals, suspension rates, and 
post-secondary matriculation rates to 
understand that there is a disconnect 
between systems, commumties and family 
and children's needs that has resulted in 
large portions of the poor and non-white 
students not getting what they need to 

Education and Schools: Are We Doing our Best? - continued on page 7 

I 
i 



A Past Education Commissioner's 
Perspective on Education Financing 
and Educational Disparities 
By Robert J Wed! 

The current policy approach to closing the achievement gap is focused primarily on how 
to use current programs to eliminate disparities. I believe we need to rethink this in 
three major ways: 1) Focus on preventing a gap before it develops; 2) Utilize all of the 
revenue sources available for children's learning, not just funding specifically intended 
for schools; and, 3) Recognize that the economic and race-based achievement gap affects 
higher achieving students as well as lower achieving students, thus requiring tailored 
approaches for subgroups of students. 

Students in my finance classes frequently comment that they are "not good with numbers" 
and that creating budgets seems so complicated with all of the required record keeping 
and paperwork. Actually, the most important aspects of finance and the creation of 
budgets have very little to do with either numbers or recordkeeping. The most important 
aspect of budgeting is determining the results to be accomplished. Next in importance is 
determining the very best options for obtaining those results, including those outside the 
formal education systems. And finally it is important to determine all of the resources 
available, including revenue and other resources from inside and outside the formal 
educational funding streams. Following this process, resources can be specifically 
allocated to accomplish results. As programs are implemented, it is critical to evaluate 
progress to determine how well the "the budget" is working to obtain the desired results. 

In Minnesota, the revenue sources and amounts vary depending on the needs of 
children, and that is how it should be (see the box on the right for current sources if 
school revenue). Whether the amount of revenue is sufficient is open to debate. 
Although school district budgets are the majority of the revenue for school age students, 
it is crucial to also look creatively for all potential resources for children's school 
readiness and learning - both inside and outside the usual education funding streams. 
Caution should be used in developing policies that intend to make things "more equal." 
"Equal," applied to education, on its face would be "inequitable" due to different needs 
among students, sites and districts. Although all children would receive the same 
resources, because some students' needs are more significant, "equal" would not 
generate sufficient resources to address those needs. 

If our education finance system was designed to finance results, what would we be doing 
differently? A document published by the Itasca Project titled The Economics if Early 
Childhood Care and Educatz'on in Minnesota provides sound direction. One "results
focused model" proposes to prevent the gap from ever developing. A new type of school 
designed to address this would educate children from "age 3 to grade 3" with a focus on 
using available research to develop a rich, literacy-focused environment using all of the 
various revenue sources available. The 2007 Minnesota Legislature now uses the "age 3 to 
grade 3" terminology in recognition of this policy. This school would provide home-based 
Early Childhood Family Education to embed early literacy into the child's everyday life. A 
variety of models could be pursued for the school-based part of the model. Current or 
new schools could partner with Pre-K programs to create a seamless school from age 3 to 
grade 3. Or, the Pre-K could be a Head Start linked together with a K-3 or the Head 
Start could sponsor a chartered K-3 school to create a fully funded age 3 to grade 3 
school. The Minnesota Reading Corps, a new model funded by a $10 M appropriation 
from state, federal and private sources, could be used to provide the research-based 
literacy focus and curriculum as well as the training, coaching and mentoring of staff. 

The state "alternative special education" mechanism represents another potential source of 
revenue that, when applied differently than is typically done, could be used to prevent the 
achievement gap. In this model 68 percent state aid is paid for teachers to work with 
children who are at risk of needing special education basic skills support in the future. 
These students do not yet have a special education label, but would likely earn one without 
early intervention. There is little paperwork for this existing program yet very few schools 
participate. Reasons for this lost opportunity should be examined by every principal. 

We will not close the gap by working harder at doing the same thing. Given the current 
economic situation, there is not likely to be additional revenue to devote to closing the 
gap. We need new models of schools and schooling and we need to use current 
revenue differently if we are to succeed. And we must act now. Our children cannot 
wait any longer. 

Robert Wedi is Senior Associate with Education/Evolving and former 
Commissioner of Education (then Children, Families and Learning) during the 
Carlson Administration. 

School Revenue Sources 

In 2007-08, district schools 
receive $5,658 for every child in 
grades 1-3. Residents in most 
districts also approve excess levy 
referendums. In Minneapolis for 
example, that currently raises an 
additional $735 per pupil. 

Additional revenue is available 
based on need to specifically 
address educational disparities: 
• For children attending 

schools witl1 a high 
concentration of poverty, 
such as Bethune School in 
Minneapolis, an additional 
$2,459 is paid per pupil. 

• Another $950 is 
appropriated for each 
English Language Learner 
(ELL) student in urban 
district schools. 

• Federal No Child Left 
Behind funds $107 million 
for Minnesota, including $24 
million for Minneapolis and 
$750 per student for 
Bethune School. 

• For children in need, $920 
per shident is available for 
extended day, week and year 
programs. 

The total per pupil revenue is 
over $10,500 ($11,450 for ELL 
students) - and this does not 
include revenue schools receive 
for debt service or building 
construction. For children with 
disabilities, the state aid is 68% 
of the salary of special education 
teachers, psychologists, and 
social workers. Federal special 
education funds support about 
$700 per pupil with a disability, 
though that amount differs per 
district. School-age childcare 
assistance is $11 million, and 
parents add to that what they pay 
on a sliding fee scale. 

At the Pre-K leYel: 
• ECFE receives $43 million 

state,vide 
• School Readiness for 3-5 

year olds - $10 million 
• Head Start - $105 million 
• Pre-K child care from 

families and state sources 
approaches $75 million. 

• The new Minnesota Early 
Learning Foundation 
(MELF) "voucher" is 
another new source of 
revenue for Pre-K. 

Private and public (at all levels of 
government) funds must be 
considered to understand the 
trne costs of and resources for 
educating our children. 
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Defining Features of 
Family and Schools 
as "Partners" 

• A student-focused philosophy 
where educators and families 
cooperate, coordinate, and 
collaborate to enhance learning 
opportunities, educational 
progress and school success for 
the student in four domains: 
academic, social, emotional, and 
behavioral. 

• A belief in shared responsibility 
for educating and socializing 
children - both families and 
educators are essential and 
provide resources for children's 
learning and progress in school. 
There are no prescribed roles or 
activities for the family or 
educators; rather, options for 
active, realistic participation are 
created. 

• An emphasis on the quality of 
the connection between the 
families and schools. Creating a 
constructive relationship (how 
families and educators work 
together in meaningful ways) to 
carry out their respective roles 
in promoting the educational 
success of the children is most 
important. 

• A preventive, solution-oriented 
focus in which families and 
educators strive to create 
conditions that facilitate student 
learning, engagement, and 
development. 
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Quality Family - School Interaction 
- continued from page 1 

Students' personal investment in and interest for learning, for example, are influenced 
by parental messages about effort and the importance of having a positive attitude 
toward school. Therefore, the approach for interacting with families is characterized by 
focusing on the importance of shared responsibility for educational outcomes and 
establishing meaningful co-roles for the partners. 

Attitudes, or the values and perceptions held about family-school relationships, involves 
the belief that they are a priority. Collaboration involves both equality - the willingness 
to listen to, respect, and learn from one another, and parity- the blending of 
knowledge, skills, and ideas to enhance the relationship, and outcomes for children. 
When a student is having a learning or behavior problem, a constructive attitude 
between families and educators would be that this is a problematic situation that 
requires the attention, input, and planning of parents, educators, and students. 
Constructive attitudes, such as being solution-oriented and willing to understand 
multiple perspectives set the stage for maintaining a focus on how parents and 
educators can work together to address a concern or shared goal for students. Likewise, 
there is recognition of and respect for individual and cultural differences in developing 
and adapting to changes that come out of shared decision making. 

The attitudes parents and educators hold about each other set the stage for an 
atmosphere conducive for the formation of effective relationships. Atmosphere, the 
climate for interaction between families and educators, is characterized by trust, 
solution-oriented communication, and mutual problem solving. An atmosphere that is 
open, trusting, and inviting provides an important, supportive infrastructure within 
which attitudes can be shared and actions implemented. Schools want parents to be 
engaged with their children's learning, but their engagement may depend on parents 
being invited, informed about (and educators being informed by) their child's learning 
progress, and included in intervention planning. 

To establish an atmosphere that is comfortable, friendly and approachable for all 
families, it is crucial for educators to consider how the school climate is welcoming for 
and inclusive of input from all families. Parents' perceptions of their abilities to assist in 
their child's learning and attainment of important educational goals may be partly a 
function of the degree to which parents identify the school as open and approachable. 
Of utmost importance is the school's willingness to include parents and be responsive to 
parental input and desires with respect to children's learning experiences. Successful 
partnership-oriented schools find ways to ensure parents have access (i.e., parental right 
to inclusion in decision making processes), voice (i.e., feeling of parents that they were 
heard and listened to at all points in the process), and ownership (i.e., parents agree 
with and are contributing to any action plan affecting them and their child). 

Last, examples of actz"ons include two-way communication, creating mutually supportive 
roles for families and schools, and implementing policies and practices supporting a 
collaborative approach. These policies and practices should underscore shared 
responsibility for educational outcomes (e.g., mutual decision making, clarifying roles 
and responsibilities). Actions connect the socializing agents - families and educators -
to improve students' learning experiences and success . 

Quality relationships between home and school are the result of a concerted effort and 
careful planning. Family-school connections and continuity across home and school are 
relevant for all students who cross our school doors, not only those with learning 
difficulties. Therefore, the philosophy of family and school as "partners" needs to 
permeate the whole school. 

In closing, the process for and the quality of interaction matters for supporting the 
learning progress of all students from a systems perspective. For many, student learning 
and behavior does not readily change with one problem-solving session; families and 
educators may need to be engaged with each other across school years. Paying attention 
to the family-school engagement process offers much promise for supporting and 
improving educational outcomes for all students. 



School-Community Collaborations 
- continued from page 3 

school has a high graduation rate. 
Moreover, 78% of YES Prep alumni have 
graduated or are still enrolled in a four
year college ( compared to the national 
retention average of 50% for all ethnic 
groups and 22% for low income students). 
Graduation requirements include taking 
at least one college level class, and 
applying to at least one four-year college 
or university. YES Prep students have 
been accepted at 216 colleges and 
universities, including Yale, Georgetown, 
Brown, Columbia and Stanford. They 
have earned more than $17.5 million in 

scholarships and financial aid. YES Prep 
partners with various groups to offer a 
longer school day and longer year, and 
each student provides community s·ervice 
one Saturday per month. 

Cincinnati and Houston face typical urban 
challenges. Like Minnesota, they have 
many talented, committed people. These 
and other districts and schools showcased 
in the "Smaller, Safer, Saner Successful 
Schools" publication demonstrate that 
focus, collaboration and hard work will 
produce major, measurable progress. 

"Smaller, Safer, Saner Successful Schools," 

"Smaller, Safer, Saner Successful Schools," authored by Joe Nathan and Sheena 
Thao and published by the Center for School Change at the University of 
Minnesota's Humphrey Institute, profiles 22 outstanding district and charter public 
schools in eleven states. It was recently praised in a Star Tribune editorial and 
selected for use in a Harvard Graduate School of Education class. The booklet is 
available on-line at: 

http://www.centerforschoolchange.org/what-s-new-at-csc/smaller-safer-saner
successfu1-schools.html 

Education and Schools: Are We Doing our Best? 
- continued from page 4 

succeed. Certainly, this is not the best we 
can do. 

Over time, the body of knowledge and 
desirable skills that has guided 
curriculum development and 
implementation grew and changed 
considerably but the overall governance 
and structure of schools has not changed 
much since the mid-1800s. The school 
structure-for example the length of the 
school year, what courses of study are 
offered, or how many minutes are in a 
period ( or even that there are periods)
determines much about how learning 
happens. Curriculum remains an 
ideological battle-ground. Pedagogy, 
often times, does not capture what 
Dewey understood about thinking which 
he called "the intentional endeavor to 
discover specific connections between 
something which we do and the 
consequences which result, so that the 
two become continuous." 

The purpose of schools today, as it was in 
the past, is to impart upon children and 
youth our most important concepts, skills, 
and values. We do so to insure, at least 
theoretically, the future of our nation 
( quiz answer A) that was founded upon 
the principles of democracy, sovereignty, 
and freedom from oppressive government 
practices. The idea that schools would 
"train" (answer B) children for their work 
roles has deep roots but is most easily 
connected to the social efficiency model 
of education which gained popularity 
during the Industrial Age. Children, like 
products, could be easily made with the 
right sorts of material inputs and 
mechanical processes. Education in 
schools became disembodied from home-

based, informal, socially grounded 
learning into what Dewey referred to as 
an "ordinary notion of education ... which 
identifies it with imparting information 
about remote matters and the conveying 
oflearning through verbal signs." 
Learning in schools was (is?) "remote" and 
disconnected from life, imparted through 
reading and writing and recitation. 

Today our thinking is more global; 
technology has allowed us to literally see 
how education could help our youth 
connect our economy, our democracy, 
and our beliefs across the globe (answer 
C). And finally, today as throughout 
history there are critics and critical 
theorists who suggest that our schools are 
organized and managed in ways that keep 
the social order (answer D) - that is to 
say, the powerful continue to receive most 
of the riches of our system and the 
powerless receive what's left. 

If we have learned anything from the 
past, it is that the "endeavor" of public 
schooling and education is connected in 
every sense of the word to our collective 
values of human worth, our knowledge of 
an incredibly complex history, and our 
hopes for the future. The importance of 
doing our best to educate society's 
children requires that we continually 
examine, as Dewey suggested, the 
connections between what we do, and the 
consequences that result, so that the two 
become continuous" and children all reap 
the benefits of our best in education. 

This article includes numerous citations 
and references. They can be found in the 
on-line version. 
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BRIEFS ... 
Minnesota's Promise Final Report Released 
The Minnesota's Promise: World-Class Schools, World-Class State 
final report is now available. The original report was developed by a 
group of superintendents in partnership with the Minneapolis 
Foundation, the Minnesota Association of School Administrators, the 
College Readiness Consortium, and CYFC. Since then, CYFC helped 
convene many Minnesotans to collect feedback on the Essential 
Elements of a world-class education system, highlighted in 
Minnesota 's Promise. The final report is the culmination of many 
conversations over two years addressing critical issues affecting 
Minnesota's students. Both the House and Senate are using some or 
all of the Minnesota's Promise framework to focus legislation on 
closing the achievement gap and guiding future education policy 
decisions in Minnesota. The final report is available at: 
http://www.minnesotaspromise.org!publications/ 
documents/MNpromise_final-1-25. pdf 

Family Impact Seminar 
CYFC hosted its first Family Impact Seminar (FIS) on April 25, 
attended by about 50 people, half of them legislators. CYFC's policy 
director, Karen Cadigan, introduced the Family Impact Checklist, a 
tool for assessing and developing family-friendly policies. Louise 
Stoney of the Alliance for Early Childhood Finance spoke about 
What Is An Early Care And Education System? and responded to 
many questions from participants. Links to the briefing report and 
more information can be found in the web version of Connections. 

Children and Nature Network 
CYFC is hosting a local effort, Minnesota Children and Nature 
Connection (CNC), based on the national Children and Nature 
Connection, whose mission is to reconnect children and nature, to 
inspire families to seek more outdoor experiences together, and to 
create our next generation of environmental advocates. The primary 
focus is public awareness and building the capacity of those that work 
with children and families to help them connect to nature. Compelling, 
emerging evidence suggests children's development in cognitive, 
social/emotional, and physical realms is enhanced when they have 
frequent and varied opportunities for free and unstructured play in the 
out-of-doors. An important additional role for CYFC in this work is to 
build multidisciplinary research collaborations at the University to begin 
to answer these questions. A meeting on May 5th brought together 
faculty from across child development, family education, health, design 
and natural resource disciplines to consider the research evidence, as 
presented by Dr. Marti Erickson (co-founder of the Children and 
Nature Network), and to begin to formulate research ideas and 
collaborative relationships. 
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Who's The Consortium? 
Sen. Patricia Torres Ray (DFL
Minneapolis) has been working with CYFC to 
address issues related to the achievement gap 
during this Legislative session. CYFC's 
educational disparities fellow has consulted 
with Sen. Torres-Ray and given testimony at 
the Achievement Gap sub-committee of the 
Education Policy Committee about the 

research related to educational disparities. A bill authored by 
Sen. Torres Ray encouraging school districts to create a plan to 
reduce the achievement gaps in their districts, and creating a 
task force to review the plans and provide research-based 
strategies to the Legislature, is moving in the house. Rep. 
Carlos Mariani has sponsored a companion bill in the House. 

Joe Nathan directs the Center for School 
Change at the University of Minnesota's 
Humphrey Institute. The Center works at 
the school, community and policy levels to 
help improve student achievement and high 
school graduation rates, increase readiness for 
some form of post-secondary education, and 
increase the number of students who believe 
they can and should be involved in helping 

make a better world. Funded by organizations including the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and U.S. Department of 
Education, the Center conducts research, publishes reports, 
provides testimony for state legislatures and Congress, and 
works closely with educators, parents and other community 
groups. Nathan writes a weekly column published by about 20 
Minnesota newspapers. He is a former public school teacher 
and administrator, and holds a PhD in Educational 
Administrati.on from the University of Minnesota. 

Romain Dallemand, , superintendent of the 
Rochester Public Schools since July, 2007, is 
leading the way in his district and beyond to 
address educational disparities. Dallernand has 
been working with district staff, students and 
community members to develop a five-year 
plan to close what he refers to as the 
opportunity gap in Rochester - 22% of 

Rochester students are not achieving proficiency in reading and 
math. The plan was released publicly in late April. Dr. 
Dallemand also testified at the Minnesota Senate Education 
Policy Committee heating in February, where a bill to encourage 
school districts to develop such plans was being considered. 

And the Consortium is YOU! 
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Circles of Influence 
In Family Development: 
Educational 
Disparities 

•Are there high expectations 
and sources of support for all 
students? 

~es school encourage involve
ment of parents in and out of 
school? 
*Does the school recognize the 

individual learning needs of the child? 
*Does the school (or district) encourage (and pay 

fur and reward) professional development for teachers . 
• Are community volunteers used to enhance the child· s learning 

Commnities In general 
*Is learning valued and encouraged in the community? 

*Does the community provide opportunitie.~ 
fur youth to be involved in learning? 

• Does the community otfer opportunities 
for youth to take leadership? 

*Does the community !eel safe to its residents? 
*Is there adequate police protection? 

•Do businesses demonstrate commitment to diversity 
eftbrts at the highest levels of management? 
•Do businesses parmer with community groups in help
ing to address the inequities in educational opportunity 
and access (tutoring. scholarships, fi:>r example)? 

• re there quality. accessible out of school time opportunities? 
;;.n,~~*Does the community offer parent education opportunities? 

Communities 

*ls quality child 
care accessible 

and aflbrdable? 
·•Are there quality early 

childhood experiences 
available in the community? 
~childcare providers in 

the community understand 
their role in children ·s learning 

and development? 



CIRCLES OF INFLUENCE ... 

The model on the reverse side of this insert, Circles of Influence, has been created by the Children, Youth and 
Family Consortium as a way of visually illustrating the multi-layered influences underlying the issue of 
Educational Disparities. 

It is based on the original "ecological model" (The Ecology of Human Development) developed by Urie 
Bronfenbrenner in the late 1970s that is well-known to most family scholars and practitioners. The model has 
had many permutations and interpretations over the years, but at base level, it recognizes that each individual, 
as well as the family as a unit, is significantly affected by interactions among a number of overlapping contexts, 
systems or environments. This includes systems in which the family and/or its members are directly involved, 
such as neighborhoods or schools, as well as systems that are more distant from direct interaction or influence, 
such as community, policy and society. 

Briefly, the five circles are: 

• The child: Everything children are born with and how they influence and are influenced by the world 
around them. 

• Informal Supports: The influence of parents and parenting, siblings, grandparents, extended family, 
neighbors, and informal mentors. It includes the quality of the relationships as well as the quality of the 
home environment. 

• Communities: The influence of schools, faith communities, service agencies, business and communities 
at large. Includes access to quality resources, the physical and emotional environment, attitudes, and 
interaction and integration among people and institutions in geographic communities (e.g., "neighbor
hoods") and socio-cultural communities. 

• Policy: Public and private policies. The most effective policies consider all the various influences, as well 
as the intended and untended impacts on families and children. 

• Society: Societal beliefs, values, norms, customs and practices, including those of media, technology and 
the arts. 

The Circles of Influence: Educational Disparities is an attempt to systematically examine educational dispari
ties using this ecological model. It raises questions about many different aspects of educational disparities and 
the achievement gap that occur in each of the circles of influence that affect children and their families. These 
questions are not intended to be judgmental or prescriptive. They are intended to raise issues that research 
shows to have an effect on children's ability to learn. Although children's innate potential to learn is important, 
these external factors have the capacity to enhance and detract from that potential. 

We recognize this framework is a work in progress. We will continue to add, subtract, and modify the contents 
of this model as our work on Educational Disparities grows over the next two years. 

Readers will notice the Circles of Influence graphic and the content have both changed since it was first 
"launched" in the Fall, 2006. This is based on feedback from the variety of groups and individuals with whom 
CYFC works. 

We welcome your comments. Feel free to contact any of our staff, or e-mail our office at cyfc@umn.edu. 

Sources used to create this model include the following: 

• The collective wisdom of the Family Relations educators with the U of MN Extension Service, Dr. 
Sandra Christenson of the U of MN School Psychology program, Dr. Harold Grotevant of the U of MN 
Family Social Science program, and CYFC staff. 

• Working With Families For School Success, a paper/module by Dr. Sandra Christenson (available on 
web version) 

• Class and Schools: Using Social, Economic and Educational Reform to Close the Black-lVhite 
Achievement Gap, by Richard Rothstein, Columbia University Economic Policy Institute, 2004. 

• 
In addition to the five circles, this model recognizes the cross cutting impact of race and ethnicity. All of the 
five circles, from individual children to society, are profoundly affected by race and ethnicity. It is critical that • 

Leaming From You: All Parents Are Teachers. University of Minnesota Extension Service, 2000 . 

Going to School: How to Help Your Child Succeed, By Drs. Sharon L. and Craig T. Ramey, Goddard 
Press, 1999. these influences be identified, acknowledged and included in developing strategies to address educational dis

parities. 


