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As education attempts to meet the needs of society in the twenty-first century the need for greater alignment between community goals and educational goals becomes critical. In the past there has been too large of a gap between what takes place in and what is important to a community and the resulting preparation and involvement that takes place within an educational system. Making real and authentic connections between schools and communities is essential if either is to fully realize their common mission of productive citizenry. The request from both communities and schools to achieve this common mission is something that is already in place in every community. It becomes a matter of finding ways to link the two groups together.

The process best able to link together schools and communities to achieve common goals is a community-based approach to education. This approach uses the needs and opportunities of the community to drive educational instruction. In every community there are agencies and public bodies with limited budgets that work and deliberate on public issues and policies. They have a need and often a requirement for citizen involvement. For too long students have not had the opportunity to take on their rightful role as a citizen and member in the community. Combining the needs of the community with corresponding educational opportunities and experiences for students is a central feature of community-based education. Students need to be engaged in the work of the community and thus there will be an authentic context to their learning.

The support for this approach to education is already in place and can be found in numerous agency, community, and school documents. A community-based approach to education is asked for in UN resolution for a Decade of Education for Sustainable Development, national teaching standards, state’s goals, agencies goals, community goals, and school district mission statements. All of these documents mention the importance of citizenry and citizen involvement and so it seems that our educational practices need to support this.

There are many barriers that can deter communities and schools from undertaking this approach. From the community side there are concerns with staff time, effort and money and unfamiliarity with schools and what human resources they can provide. Where else do you have hundreds of citizens in one place with the ability to help community efforts to raise awareness and the capacity for decision-making? Students are an unused asset and resource and communities need to learn how to connect and tap in to this. Very few places in the community have citizens that have a working knowledge of trigonometry and other content information that can be used for a variety of community projects.

There are barriers in schools as well with lack of knowledge and information about community opportunities that fit their educational objectives as well as money and transportation concerns. However, the biggest barrier that looms for most educational institutions is the emphasis on content standards and standardized testing. Many schools continue to focus on test scores and traditional methods of instruction. It is important to note that in a community-based approach content standards are indeed addressed but now it is within the context of an authentic experience connecting to community needs. There is even some evidence that students will perform just as well or better on standardized tests from this contextual learning.

The benefits of a community-based approach for schools go beyond content standards and standardized tests. Student-citizens become connected to their communities rather than disconnected and alienated. There is a greater chance for continued involvement in years following their formal education. In addition, student motivation and engagement are high as they see a relevant connection to what they are learning. For communities there are both short term and long term benefits as well. More of the work of the community can be accomplished by engaging younger citizens. These students become more informed about their community, and as a result, have a greater capacity for engaging in community decision-making.

