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Community involvement: Transforming the Community beyond the school walls. 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 
 

Schools that operate as Learning Communities are those that in their functioning amalgamate 

the contributions of other local entities through collaboration on projects and initiatives 

engaging the local community and aimed at achieving transformation through education. 

Schools have historically been embedded within the village or town, and can act as catalysts of 

transformation to promote and facilitate inclusion of vulnerable and minority groups through 

catering for their specific education needs. Research from the FP6 project INCLUD-ED on 

learning communities in six schools across five different countries has shown that working with 

parents and other community actors in a dialogic approach has an impact beyond that of 

improving academic achievement within the school walls, but goes beyond, transforming 

families outside its school walls. The schools acted as a social arena where people make 

acquaintances and communicate, decreasing the distance between I and You and increasing 

social support and care within the community. Results of the last year in a five year long 

longitudinal research within INCLUD-ED have shown that community members’ sense of 

belonging motivates inhabitants to increase understanding of one another and promotes 

solidarity and comradeship, becoming more educationally and socially knowledgeable, 

increasing their capacity to work together, being tolerant of different cultures and religions, 

voicing their opinions in a civilised manner and being better informed of events happening 

around them. Empowerment through learning communities within schools has also shown 

positive impact in other social aspects of society such as housing, health, literacy and social and 

political participation. Learning communities shape social cohesion, inclusion and support, 

transforming communities and promoting social cohesion beyond the school walls. 
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Introduction 
 

 

The importance of education as an effective tool for promoting social cohesion is being recognised more 

and more (Green, Preston and Sabates, 2003). Schools have a major influence on the education of 

learners, but there are other factors also in play which have an impact on educational performance. 

Amongst these factors one finds: the family; culture, and socio-economic background (Collins, Kenway 

and McLeod, 2000; Elliot, Hufton and Illushin, 1999; Rainey and Murova, 2004). Schools which build 

strategic partnerships with other community organisations and professionals in the community help to 

deal with the myriad of permutations of diversity within a cohort of learners. Collaboration provides 

access to a wider range of expertise enabling schools to tackle difficulties and challenges from different 

perspectives and in a more holistic way, in working for all to reach their potential. Community 

involvement, not only has the potential of aiding the school enabling children to perform better (Epstein, 

2004; Grolnick, Kurowski and Gurland, 1999, Caspe, Lopez and Wolos, 2007). But community 

involvement has a wider effect of transforming the community within which it operates (Wells, 1999). 

 

There already is recognition of the value and contributions that the community can bring to the 

educational process.  In the USA, the ‘No Child Left Behind’ Act (2001) in aiming to raise the 

educational achievement of students; encourages schools to create policies valuing family and community 

involvement, to include families in the decision and policy-making processes, to provide information to 

parents about academic content and standards and to invest in school-home initiatives.  There is also 

recognition that the participation of volunteers within the classroom helps teachers reach their teaching 

objectives (Soler, Ramis and Rios, 2010) with the impact being more significant in areas of low socio-

economic status (Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000). Community involvement is a cost efficient resource which 

is readily available and is a means through which community members are empowered to initiate reform 

both  to improve the quality of education offered within the school (Adelman and Taylor, 2007; Gatt, 

2010) as well as in the community served beyond the school walls.   

There are already some instances where community involvement within the schools has led to 

the transformation of surrounding communities.  In Barcelona (Spain), Sánchez (1999) 

describes one effort of community involvement where an adult school was set up by the 

neighbourhood community as a result of citizens meeting on the street and asking for public 
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services (like a public library, a school for adult learners, a place for elders, etc.). The 

community, empowered through the school, occupied a building to provide free services to 

the community. Based on egalitarian dialogue and democratic participation, this school has 

survived for three decades providing adult students with little or no formal education the 

opportunity to read classic books of universal literature.  In France, families became allies with 

teachers and administrative agents and created a “street library” so that they could promote 

children’s literacy.  This was done to show children, especially the poor, that even they could 

enjoy learning, reading, writing, using computers, and discover their own potential and 

knowledge (Rosenfeld and Tardieu, 2000).  In the U.S, the Fratney Escuela, situated in a 

neighbourhood with a great diversity of people in Milwaukee (USA), has teachers and parents 

as the main actors running the school. Working together to face problems of disciple and the 

lack of respect towards diversity, they set up a multicultural curriculum (Apple and Beane, 

2007) which bore positive results.  Finally, in another school in Brazil, working on the idea that 

the educational success of the students depends on the school’s capacity to involve the whole 

community in its projects has led to more social inclusion of the community members, 

resulting in a rise in enrolments, a decrease of illiteracy in the city and a reduction in early 

school leavers (Fischman and Gandin, 2007). 

 

These examples show how community involvement went beyond educating the children 

attending, but have also been key in empowering individuals from the community by giving 

them greater freedom and control in their lives. Community involvement also enables groups 

of people to take collective action and to change the life of whole communities rather than 

just that of individuals. A dialogic approach is often associated with community involvement. A 

particular characteristic of the dialogic approach is that it considers learning knowledge and 

developing understanding as a result of dialogue through working with collaborators in the 

community. It has been compared to a collective zone of proximal development where the 

researcher and the researched develop meanings through sharing knowledge (Bratton, 

Quintos and Civil, 2004). Learning is based on how learners interact with others in any context: 

the school; the home; and the community (Racionero and Valls, 2007). Dialogic learning is 

based on seven principles which differentiate it from other education theories. These 

principles include: egalitarian dialogue; cultural intelligence; transformation; instrumental 

dimension; meaning creation; solidarity; and equality of difference (Flecha, 2000). The 

dialogical approach has been used in practice in projects working with parents, with such 

projects often seeking to establish a dialogue that breaks down the hierarchical and 

hegemonic practices that is often present when dealing with working class, ethnic and/or 

language minority groups (Vincent, 1996). There are a number of examples of a dialogic 

approach from America in the case of Hispanic families (Civil, 2002, 2000) as well as in the case 

of the learning communities in Spain (Racionero, 2010). 
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Aims and Objectives of the Research 
 

The research results being presented here reflect the research results of the last year of a five 

year longitudinal study on learning communities in schools within the FP6 project INCLUD-ED. 

INCLUD-ED is an integrated project funded under priority 7 “Citizens and governance in the 

knowledge-based society” of the Sixth Framework Programme for Research and Technological 

Development (FP6).  The project’s main objective is to analyse educational strategies and to 

identify strategies which contribute to social cohesion and which lead to social exclusion within 

the context of a European knowledge based society. Project 6: Local projects for social 

cohesion, from which research results are being considered in this paper, focuses on how 

successful schools work with the community for the academic success of the children (INCLUD-

ED, 2006). Project 6 included researching learning programmes in 6 primary schools in five 

different countries (2 in Spain, Malta, Lithuania, U.K., and Finland) as case studies of successful 

practices in bringing about a significant improvement in children’s school performance through 

community involvement. 

 

The main objective of this research of the last year of project 6, having already studied the 

different dimensions of community involvement in and its links to educational performance in 

the school, was to identify how community involvement within the primary schools had an 

impact on other social aspects such as housing, health, employment, lifelong learning and 

social and political participation. Combining these aspects the research also looked at how 

community involvement in school empowered participants and promoted social cohesion in 

the neighbourhood.  

 

 

Research Methodology 

 

The research was based on the critical communicative methodology (Flecha and Gómez, 2004) 

which takes the approach of an egalitarian dialogue by researchers with, rather than on social 

agents, vulnerable groups, educators, policy makers, employers, professionals and citizens as a 

whole. This approach ensures that all the relevant voices are included in the research process. 

 

The research methodology included a combination of quantitative and qualitative tools. The 

quantitative tools included two sets of questionnaires, one addressed to students and another 

for adults. The questionnaires gathered information about: participation of the community 

within the school; who participates within the school; the type of activities family members 
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participate in; the families’ view of the benefits of community involvement and the of families’ 

view of influence of community involvement. 

 

The qualitative tools included open-ended interviews; communicative life-stories, a 

communicative focus group; and communicative observation. The open-ended interviews 

were conducted with five representatives of the local administration; five representatives of 

other local community organisations and three professionals working in the local project. 

Thirteen daily life-stories of family members and children, five communicative observations of 

community activities within the school and one communicative focus group of the key actors 

involved were conducted. All the qualitative tools probed the participants views, experiences 

and instances of how community involvement was related to an impact on housing, 

employment, health, lifelong learning, and social and political participations within the 

neighbourhood of the school.  

  

Each country carried out the data collection in the local language. All the partners had to 

distribute the questionnaires with all the children and families in a particular grade at school. 

In this round the number of questionnaires collected is shown in the table below. 

 

Table 1: Number of questionnaires collected in each country for each round. 

 

Country Questionnaires collected  

  Children Families 

Finland 5 5 

Lithuania 73 86 

Malta 217 225 

Spain 204 290 

UK 314 89 

TOTAL 813 695 

 

 

Results 
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Results indicate that community involvement practiced in the six schools has had an 

empowering affect on the neighbouring community and on social aspects such as housing, 

health, lifelong learning and social and political participation.  

 

Families in Finland and Spain reported the highest belief that community involvement within 

the school leads to better coexistence in the neighborhood. High percentages were obtained 

for community involvement leading to an increase in opportunities for community members 

with Maltese at 41.8%, Finish at 40% and Spanish parents, at 41.8%. The influence of learning 

community schools on social and economic participation was reported highest in Spain 

(55.2%), United Kingdom (45.3%) and Malta (31.9%). Similarly, the influence on community 

involvement on employment was also reported highest in Spain (57.5%), United Kingdom 

(29.3%) and Malta (18.4%). Families in Spain at 32.2% and Lithuania at 26.9% reported the 

highest level of positive outcomes for housing whilst families in Spain (37.9%), and the United 

Kingdom (21.3%), reported the highest level of positive effect on health.  

 

The qualitative data provides a richness of examples of how the schools have impacted the 

neighbourhood. The schools give the possibility of creating social networks and associations 

that can later be of benefit in seeking assistance or employment.  This situation was observed 

particularly in Spain, where a woman managed to find work through a person she met and 

networked with as a result of participating in community involvement. Volunteering within the 

school became useful when looking for work. As one volunteer in Spain indicated, it looks very 

good that you have done volunteer work in a school in your curriculum and increases your 

chances of finding employment. The school in the United Kingdom provided references to 

those volunteering and participating in schools, and was effective in increasing people’s 

employment opportunities. Family education within the school also empowered participants 

to become better in looking for jobs as well as in furthering their studies.  

 

Networking initiated and supported from within the school was found to spread through the 

community to overcome the exclusionary barrier of lack of knowledge and help families 

improve their housing conditions. In the United Kingdom, the Parent Liaison Officer employed 

by the school helps parents and families to access housing benefit they are entitled to or to 

move house or improve housing. The person speaks both English and Punjabi which 

overcomes language barriers, and has also in some situations, driven parents to social services 

herself. In Finland, the school provides safe spaces through collaboration with the Youth 

Centre which provided families with a place where youth could go to enjoy themselves and 

groups of the community can spend their leisure time without any risk. In Malta, the Local 

Municipality and the Literacy Institute working with the school have developed a service of 

social workers who provide advice and support also with respect to housing. In Spain, the 
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participation of migrants in the school has provided the opportunity to make contacts who 

could provide them with information and help them learn and understanding the housing and 

banking system in Spain, and thus to make use of the services available.  

 

Language learning also helps understanding of health services work and enables families to 

access these services.  This was recorded in Spain. In nearly all the schools, there were 

examples of projects and programmes on health issues targeting both children and their 

families. In Malta, the school participated in health awareness and health support campaigns 

at national level and in collaboration with other schools. In the United Kingdom, the school 

organised healthy eating courses, information about lunches for children, changed the options 

available at school in terms of snacks, sought links with local partnerships and government 

agencies and utilised expertise available at local level. In Lithuania, the school has a library 

which all community members can use and where there are many resources related to health 

issues. Schools have taken up the initiative to promote and support health services within the 

community. In Spain the school supports families to go to the doctor and hand in their child’s 

immunisation record card. As a result, most children in the school in Spain have managed to 

complete all their vaccination, an achievement compared to the state of vaccination of 

students in other schools in the area. In Finland, the school collaborates with the child health 

clinic and promoted parents’ use of the health services. In the United Kingdom, the local 

doctor’s surgery was refurbished in order to be able to serve the community better. In Malta, 

the Local Municipality invested in its health centre and managed to develop a system whereby 

community members could take the annual flu shot free of charge as well as provide more 

accessible health services, particularly to elderly persons living within the community. 

  

The schools also promoted social and political participation within the community. In Finland, 

participants in the school got together and formed a group to tackle the issue of alcohol drinks 

sold to youths over the counter within the neighbourhood and which was promoting alcohol 

problems. A similar action identified in Spain where participants within the school also started 

to participate in other spheres of the community.  

 

Participation in lifelong learning through family education in school was found to influence 

participant’s life in the community. In Helsinki, immigrants made an effort to learn Finnish and 

through attending language courses organised by the staff were capable of interacting more 

and thus integrating better within society. In Spain, learning the language allowed people to 

participate in different activities in the neighbourhood and promoted self autonomy.  
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The schools were found to promote many forms of transformations which enhance and 

support social cohesion in the communities where they are situated. Research reflected a 

sense of solidarity and support among participants in community involvement. In the United 

Kingdom, family and community participation helped to build and strengthen relationships 

between parents from varying backgrounds and the school. It helped the integration of ethnic 

minorities and recent immigrant communities within the community. All these examples 

demonstrate how schools promote the integration of community members in society and 

increase social cohesion.  

  

Discussion of Results 
 

 

Community involvement practiced in the six schools researched has been shown to impact different 

social aspects such as housing, health, employment, life-long learning, social and political 

participation, promoting  social empowerment and social cohesion. Schools have helped families 

who are often reluctant to seek help and support from the official government entities due to 

barriers from the stigma that is perceived to be associated with using social services or 

specialist services. They have been effective in alleviating, to some degree, the burdens arising 

from the last economic recession as families are more confident with the school and hence feel it is 

easier for them to seek help from a familiar source without being ashamed. This is because it has 

been noted that one of the biggest challenges for the community residents is that of accessing 

information (Department for Communities and Local Government UK, 2008).   

 

Research findings also indicate that having at least one person in the school who can speak the 

language of the minority groups in the community, assists in the learning of the local language 

by minority groups. This in turn impacts their ability to apply for adequate housing, health and 

other benefits as well as seek employment. It was identified that when able to understand the 

local language, people from a low socio-economic background and immigrants are more likely 

to follow health recommendations, trust local health professionals and prepare adequate 

healthy lunches for their children at school. Learning the local language helps to understand 

how health services work in a given country.  The schools have been found to be crucial in the 

promotion of language learning, particularly among those who experience language barriers, 

thus empowering citizens and promoting better integration. 

 

As documented in literature (Aubert, Elboj, García and García, in press) the educational 

process promoted through community involvement has led to increased opportunities in 

housing for families. This highlights the need to include education at the heart of policies on 

housing (Vale, 1996). Schools can be that motor which provides education through its network 
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for the families of children and the community surrounding it with the aim of improving 

housing conditions through information, support and the other transformations documented.  

 

Moreover, social networks and associations created within the school have given community 

members the opportunity to socialise and make new contacts which can lead to possible 

employment.. Some schools also noted that they provide information about employment 

possibilities in the area to community members or direct them to the correct agency. 

Additionally, by offering family education courses, schools increased the knowledge and skills 

of community members, enabling them to find employment or better their position. Family 

education can be one of the means to overcome poverty (García, 2002).  

 

Furthermore, such empowerment, increased participation of all members of society and 

higher education level resulted in more interest and active participation in socio and political 

activity within the region or country. Parents and other participating community members felt 

more comfortable participating in the everyday life of the school, meeting with the teachers 

and discussing their children’s education. This has helped transform the participants 

themselves; in their behaviour, willingness to contribute, wanting to be part of a team, 

wanting to learn and improve. This has led to an increase of the self-esteem, both of the 

parents and of the children who felt that even though they come from a low socio-economic 

background, they still have something good to offer to the school and the community. As 

described by an interviewee: “It *community involvement+ gives me something to focus on 

apart from all the boring stuff in life and it makes me realise that I have something to offer”. 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

This research has thus shown how schools with community involvement may really be the 

schools of the future, becoming a central point of reference to communities and a means for 

ameliorating and sustaining social and economic participation, health awareness, lifelong 

learning, employment opportunities, academic success and housing within the community. 

Schools are hence encouraged to capitalize on their historic central role within the community 

by working with the community in order to help families face the challenges brought on by the 

financial crises and the immigration flux.  
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