Community-based education

(from Educator’s Guide to Program Development in Natural Resources: Education as a  Community Resource published by Jon Yoder and published by the Northwest Center for Sustainable Resources  www.ncsr.org )
The need for educational reform is on the agenda of nearly every group that is in any way connected to public welfare in America. 

Although education historically has been called upon to lead the way in dealing with change in our society, clearly the pressures on our communities from international competi​tion, current economic issues, lack of skilled workers, need for highly skilled and technology-literate citizens, and the incidence of serious social and environmental issues cannot be denied. Increasing day-to-day needs for citizens to be scientifically, technologically, ecologically, and socially literate underscores that there is reason to be concerned about the educational preparation of our student-citizen. 
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The Challenge

This background of concerns clearly illustrates that the task for reforming education is more than simply rearranging what is currently being offered in most schools throughout America. Changes cannot be achieved by attempts to simply revise, restructure, reorganize, or update the current school curricula. These courses and how they are currently taught are the very reasons for the demands for educational reform. The task, instead, is one of separating us from the past and developing new ways of thinking about a citizen’s education. As educators, our responsibility is to provide leadership in creating programs that represents a system for student-citizens to engage in change that protects and enhances our natural and social worlds. Programs need to be more than single courses offered at the end of a students’ high school experience, and instead should be comprehensive, coordinated series of experiences grades K-12.

Neal Maine, Northwest Center for Sustainable Resources (NCSR) Secondary Education Consultant, uses a baseball analogy where the young player-citizen’s community-based educational program may need some participation tees, the bases may be set closer, and more attention given to safety. However, when young player-citizens see major league baseball played, it includes a bat and ball much like theirs, the rules are generally the same, and the concept of the game is understood. They have actually participated in and played the game. Schools need to provide a setting where our student-citizens have authentic opportunities to participate in the “games” played out in their communities so upon leaving the educational institution their entrance into the community is a known and practiced experience. These authentic opportunities are requested or asked for by the community and are therefore the same experiences that are currently taking place there. An example would be a city agency asking students to assist them in completing their mission, which could be anything from conducting a tree inventory to educating community members about water quality.

It is to the communities’ advantage to assure that young citizens have played the game for years and not start when they graduate from high school. To have students become productive and participating members of the community, is the mission of education, without years of experiences actually doing this would seem to lower the capacity for reaching or maintaining sustainable and vibrant communities. The current approach of sitting in a classroom “learning” about math, English, science, and social studies, reading out of textbooks, and doing worksheets allows for little opportunity for the community engagement necessary for citizen participation. Connecting students to their own interests and lives is an important factor to consider in the education of the student-citizen.

The NCSR Approach

The Northwest Center for Sustainable Resources (NCSR) has developed a process for educators to use as they develop community-based programs. Although focused around natural resource program development, it is a process that can be used in many other arenas. This approach encourages teachers to develop programs that engage students in surveying, exploring, and studying how their communities are involved in using and managing natural resources.

Step One:

Enter the public domain through community exploration activities that look at how communities are organized and function. Examine documents that guide agencies and citizens in the use and management of resources to select out a developmentally appropriate entry point for participation. Conduct a needs and opportunities assessment in the community.

Step Two:

Students learn the skills and knowledge necessary to monitor, inventory, and research areas that the community has said are important and needed. Students form partnerships with agencies and members of the community to help them complete their work.

Step Three:

Student-citizens provide feedback to the agencies and general public on what they have found and learned from the participation. This then raises the capacity of the

community to be involved in policy and decision-making by becoming aware of and

understanding the use and management of the natural resources around them.

In this way, our students have numerous opportunities to experience and participate in the processes and workings of our community. They not only acquire the necessary skills and knowledge that the public is concerned about, but through meaningful and authentic ways act as a participating citizen of their community. It is time for communities and educators to expand their current efforts and develop community-based programs that will build civic engagement in our community. A more concerted effort is needed to involve student citizens of our community in whose hands we leave the future of our world.

The NCSR Goals

A graphic representation of the possible relationship between school programs and

community may help highlight the NCSR program goals.

Figure 1


Figure 1 represents the typical relationship that exists between schools and communities. Students take a set of discrete courses in what often looks very little like the experiences taking place or needed in the community. Upon graduation students are assumed to know how to be a participating, contributing member of the community regardless of knowing what that means or having had previous experiences or opportunities within the community.

Figure 2


Figure 2 shows the relationship “school” taking place out in the community, but not interacting with the community processes. An example would be stream studies at a local site where there is no additional purpose other than to do stream studies. The school has not been asked to serve as a resource or participate by the community. In addition, guest speakers come in to school to talk about what may go on out in the community, but again students do not experience it first hand.

Figure 3


Figure 3 represents the relationship between schools and community that NCSR advocates for your natural resource program. In this model, schools are involved in serving asa resource for the community. The skills, knowledge, and attitudes are developed within the authentic experiences of the community. Student-citizens are involved in the community processes and are considered a valuable resource by the community. From the diagrams above you see that the amount of overlap may vary as you move from K-12. Developmentally appropriate experiences in the community would likely occur less frequently in the primary years than as a 12th grader who may be in the community arena nearly full time. Elementary school students should have frequent exposure to ecosystem studies and can be powerful spokespeople when given the chance to be community participants.

It is important to note that this relationship between schools and communities is almost always mandated. An example is the mission statement from the Salem-Keizer school district which reads:

In partnership with the community, we ensure that each student will have the

essential knowledge, skills and attitudes to be a life long learner, a contributing citizen and a productive worker in a changing and increasingly diverse world.

If we are to take this seriously, we need to design our programs in partnership with the community so the learning that takes place is within the context of the community. Most schools and districts across the country have similar mission statements, yet most learning that takes place is not within the community context but in isolated classrooms. Establishing a community-based program is the fulfillment of the mission we have been given. Important knowledge, skills, and attitudes are still taught and content standards are addressed, but now it is within the context of “In partnership with the community.” We realize that this is a major paradigm shift and cannot be achieved by a single individual in a short period of time. What we are proposing will be a long and somewhat difficult task to accomplish. However, this approach will be rewarding enough for students, teachers and community members that it will be difficult to go back to a more traditional mode of education. Discussions with colleagues, administrators, and community members are good places to start the change process. We hope this manual will provide ideas, a process and framework that will aid you in initiating change in your school and community.
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