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CONTACT 
*Districts, schools, and community organizations interested in learning more about the project 
should contact Kate Theriault: ktheriault@greatschoolspartnership.org | 207.773.0505 

About the Project 
The Great Schools Partnership, with support from the Nellie Mae Education Foundation, is 
coordinating a regional initiative to support community-engagement planning and activities in 
school districts throughout New England. The goal of the multiyear project is to build stronger 
public understanding of and support for our public schools and for more innovative approaches to 
teaching and learning that will meet the needs of all students. We believe that stronger public 
engagement and school-community partnerships are essential to improving schools and better 
preparing our students to be successful learners, workers, and leaders. 

The Great Schools Partnership is looking to identify school communities throughout New England 
that are interested in pursuing a variety of engagement activities—from school-board orientations 
to student-voice initiatives to family-school partnerships to community-wide conversations. 
Selected districts will receive grant funding and technical assistance to help local district, school, 
and community leaders engage stakeholder groups and build broad-based support for stronger 
schools and more effective learning experiences. 

What Does “Community Engagement” Mean? 
We are all members of a community. And there is perhaps no more important role for a community 
than ensuring its youngest members are supported, educated, and prepared for adult life. That’s 
why it’s critical that communities are not informed about their local public schools, but also actively 
engaged in the educational process. Authentic community engagement is not “marketing” or 
“public relations”—it’s an ongoing, participatory, inclusive process that ensures diverse voices and 
perspectives are heard and considered when important decisions are made about our schools and 
children. 

Public schools benefit everyone in a community—from the youngest resident to the oldest. Local 
schools are also engines of community vitality and future prosperity. As civic institutions, schools 
work best when they have the support of their communities, when they model democratic 
practices, and when they give community members opportunities to be involved and be heard. 
While strong communication is an essential component of effective community engagement, so 
are strong relationships, trust building, transparency, mutual understanding, and open, honest 
conversations among educators, students, families, and community members. 
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How Does the Project Work? 
The Great Schools Partnership is looking for districts and communities that are committed to 
engaging diverse stakeholders, establishing local schools as the center of community life, and 
demonstrating the value of broad-based community involvement when it comes to building more 
effective schools and educational programs. As a capacity-building initiative, the project will help 
local leaders design and execute a variety of engagement strategies based on their specific 
school-improvement goals, community contexts, and local needs and concerns. Each community 
will receive a modest grant and technical assistance to develop and implement a customized 
community-engagement plan. Alignment and coherence with existing programs and school-
improvement work will be paramount, and the project will help local leaders work more effectively 
to achieve their goals—while also avoiding many of the tensions, conflicts, and crises that can arise 
when communities are disconnected from or uninformed about their local schools. 

Over the duration of the project, up to forty districts will be selected. Districts will be selected and 
on-boarded in cohorts of 
approximately six, on the 
following timeline: 

What Should We Expect? 
Selected communities will sign 
a memorandum of 
understanding with the Nellie 
Mae Education Foundation and 
commit to executing a variety of engagement activities over multiple years. The local educational 
and community leaders who volunteer to lead and coordinate the work will sign the MOU. While 
district and school staff may coordinate the community-engagement process, local organizations 
and nonprofits are also encouraged to collaborate with districts and take on leadership roles in the 
work. 

A community’s engagement plan may be ambitious and far-reaching or it may be more narrow and 
focused in scope—each plan will be based on community capacity and emphasize practicality, 
feasibility, and coherence with other programs and initiatives. While the specific activities a 
community undertakes will depend on local circumstances, needs, and challenges, project 
participation might include the following components: 

§ Community Conversations: The school community designs and executes a series of 
conversations, events, and activities that engage diverse stakeholders in discussions about 
the future of learning, what today’s schools should look like, and how the education system 
could be modernized to better serve the needs of all students. These conversations could 
take a variety of forms, including small-group discussions, focus groups, and study circles; 
community-wide forums, public events, and town-hall-style conversations; or school-
improvement councils, shared-leadership committees, and advocacy coalitions. 

§ Parent and Family Engagements: Decades of research have demonstrated the connection 
between increased parent and family involvement in schools and improved student 
achievement, aspirations, and overall educational outcomes. Parent and family involvement 
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can take a variety of forms, including dedicated "parent-liaison" positions in a school or 
district, parent-advisory councils, enhanced parent-teacher organizations, parent-volunteer 
programs, improved family orientation programs and "parent universities," or classroom 
blogs that keep parents informed about the instructional process and academic 
expectations. 

§ Educator Engagements: Teachers, principals, and other school professionals play 
invaluable roles in the education and development of our children, but they don’t always 
feel respected, valued, heard, and supported in their communities. Teachers, in particular, 
may not feel empowered to lead the kind of educational changes that are often necessary 
to serve the needs of all students. Educator engagement is designed to amplify the voice of 
teachers and give them greater agency in the school-improvement process. These 
engagements could take a variety of forms, including teacher-led leadership teams; 
externship, volunteerism, and social-service programs; professional learning 
communities and teacher-driven professional development; and other educator-led 
initiatives and events that create new roles and responsibilities for teachers while also 
elevating their status as school and community leaders. 

§ School-Board Engagements: Local school-board members are vital to the success of 
districts in New England, and they can be influential champions when it comes to leading 
and supporting community conversations and school innovation. School-board 
engagements will help board members consider the real and imagined barriers to school 
improvement, create a compelling vision for the future of learning in their community, and 
develop a stronger understanding of the ways that schools can be modernized to better 
prepare students for adult life. School-board engagement could take various forms, 
including focus groups, orientation sessions, board retreats, or organized group visits to 
innovative schools. 

§ Student Voice: The work of improving public education often neglects to include the most 
vital and important members of every school community: the students. While students 
benefit the most from strong schools, they have not historically played a significant or 
meaningful role in designing and leading school programs. Authentic student-engagement 
activities may take a variety of forms, including community-based service-learning 
programs, authentic student-leadership roles, student-advocacy groups, and student-led 
community activities, forums, surveys, and events, among other strategies. 

What Will We Be Responsible For? 
As noted above, the activities a community undertakes will depend on local circumstances, needs, 
and challenges. Each community will commit to: 

§ Developing a broad-based or targeted engagement plan that emphasizes inclusivity, 
shared leadership, practicality, feasibility, and coherence with other local programs and 
school-improvement initiatives. 

§ Building a diverse team of community stakeholders who will develop the community-
engagement plan and lead its implementation. 
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§ Working with community-engagement specialists to determine the best engagement 
activities, audiences, and timelines for their community. 

§ Executing the plan of activities with technical assistance provided by the Nellie Mae 
Education Foundation, which includes local leaders coordinating the activities, recruiting 
participants, promoting events, and facilitating conversations. 

§ Participating in action research and project evaluations that will help the foundation and its 
partners provide more effective community-engagement support to districts, schools, and 
local organizations throughout New England. 

Who Will Lead the Project? 
The support provided through the project will take the form of training, technical assistance, and 
capacity-building professional development, but activities will largely be facilitated by local leaders 
and community members. While district and school staff may coordinate or lead the activities, local 
organizations and nonprofits may also play a lead role. Partnerships between schools and 
community groups and organizations are expected and encouraged. Local leaders will also help to 
recruit colleagues, volunteers, students, and diverse community members to help facilitate 
engagements, while they also work to build dedicated programs, partnerships, and coalitions that 
will sustain the work over multiple years. 

What Kind of Support Will Our District Receive? 
Selected districts and communities will receive technical assistance, training, capacity-building 
support, and related resources from a team of community-engagement specialists. The expertise 
of the specialists will be matched with each community’s needs, and the support will be provided 
at no cost to districts, schools, or community organizations. Selected districts will also receive 
modest annual grants from the Nellie Mae Education Foundation to cover expenses associated 
with their engagement work. The foundation is looking for school communities that not only 
recognize the importance of strong community engagement, but that have prioritized engagement 
as part of their long-term planning and school-improvement work. 

What Is the Time Commitment? 
The Nellie Mae Education Foundation is looking for district, schools, and community organizations 
that are willing to make a long-term, multiyear commitment to community engagement. The 
foundation will provide up to three years of technical assistance, training, and financial support. 
Each community selected for participation will be monitored and evaluated, and all commitments 
will be renewed annually. 


