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Building community capacity is central to enhancing the learning opportunities and outcomes for Aboriginal students. Essential in building community capacity is the interconnectedness of community and school where Aboriginal families, students and teachers have a sense of belonging, connectedness and an engaged presence with both. This paper addresses through both personal experiences and available research key principles of professionalism and engagement that have to occur for such community capacity to build and be sustained for the learning benefits of all, but most particularly Aboriginal students. It will present a social justice framework for curriculum development related to: social justice; empowerment; engagement; self-determination; connectedness; relevance. The presentation will reflect upon the development of a national numeracy program to identify and address a number of key relationship elements that underpin Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal collaborative educational projects.
Education is never neutral. “The ethnic and cultural experiences of the knower are epistemologically significant because these factors influence knowledge construction, use and interpretation” (Banks, 1993, p. 6). Thus, the knowledge that Aboriginal learners bring with them to school are formed through the cultural and social interactions experienced within their family, home and community. Aboriginal children engage with learning, in their family and community settings, whether it be in one’s home language, dance, play or art. Such education and learning is often seen as a ‘place of belonging’. When Aboriginal children enter school they enter another community in which they also have to have a sense of connectedness and belonging. Indeed, the interplay between the learner’s family, community and school is a critical element in school-learning success. This school-learning success is dependent upon the cultural appropriateness of learning activities, the engagement of the learner and the ongoing development of valued skills, knowledge and competencies within the learner. Most often, the school sits as a smaller community within the learner’s broader community. Thus, this word ‘community’ and a sense of what ‘community’ is becomes an important social and developmental construct to consider and appreciate for those of us entrusted with children now and for their future. 
Sense of Community

There are many ways to consider community. Perhaps it is the people living in a given area. Then, there are those people with a common background who could be described as a close knit community. With a focus on money, a financial community may emerge comprising “a group of nations with a common history or common economic or political interests’ such as the European Economic Community. Then there is the international community and, indeed, with the advent of technology an online virtual community. This seems to add to our confusion about what a community is and how school-community relationships, engagement and partnerships may develop. Initially, teachers, parents and students can be challenged by coming to an agreement on what community means for the school in which they meet and interact. Aboriginal people across Australia have long been recognized as having a powerful sense of community.
Newcomers to Australia “found peoples who already possessed an ancient and profound sense of the sacred. Religious practices and rituals were very much part of their daily lives and thoroughly permeated their cultures.” The process of colonization and modernization has brought about changes that have “blurred the line between the indigenous and the imported. 
One of the most notable features of the peoples of Oceania is their powerful sense of community and solidarity in family and tribe, village or neighbourhood. This means that decisions are reached by consensus achieved through an often long and complex process of dialogue. The cultural variety of Oceania is not immune from the worldwide process of modernization which has effects both positive and negative. Certainly modern times have given a new and higher profile to positive human values, such as …the right to education, health care and housing for all. Yet modernization also has its negative effects in the region, with traditional societies struggling to maintain their identity as they come in contact with secularized and urbanized Western societies… 

(John Paul II, 2001)

So why are there so many fractured communities within Australia?  Why are there many communities with people who feel they are devalued members of the community and have nothing to offer? There is a defined sense of community within Aboriginal society and that sense is often very different to that of postcolonial Australia. Australians continue to be challenged by the fact that what one person may see as community is what another may not understand.

One term that is often neglected in discussions about descriptions and definitions of community is that of ‘being valued’! All human beings want to be a ‘valued’ member of the community - whatever that value may be. Therefore, the real question being put to you via this paper is:- “How do we recognize and build community capacity where all members of that community are valued, respected and viewed as being useful in interacting with one another within that community?” Now to focus the discussion even more let’s bring it back to the SCHOOL  COMMUNITY!
Kinship and Identity in Community - Within School

As Aboriginal people, family and kinship are integral to how we operate every day i.e. “Who feeds us?” “Who helps us get dressed?” “Who takes us to school?” “Who looks after us if we are sick?” and, “Who we talk to if we need advice on issues such as - “Who can we marry?” “Who are we related to?”

This is not the job of our mother and father alone. These roles and responsibilities are often shared by a large number of aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins and older siblings.  

	Uncle Tom Biles

My dear Uncle Tom my mother’s brother was 68. He was the last of the boys and we said farewell in June. Yes, there were tears…tears of love and memories. We have all shared in our losses of ones we love and ones who helped shape us to be the people we are. This is so important in any family…any community. The sense of loss is there because of the sense of love and this runs deep in all human beings. This is the way of Aboriginal people. Indeed, this is human nature and it is a part of every community and school. Those who have walked with us have helped shape our identity. Perhaps they have lost part of themselves along their life’s journey but they are still part of us. Uncle Tom’s funeral brought a community together, black and white. The stories and Dreaming of people help us know the person more. We so often come together in death…why can’t we come together and share stories for the sake of the children?


Blood related “Kinship” is not the only relationship Aboriginal people have.  Sharon has many Aunty and Uncles who are not necessarily related to her through bloodlines.  BUT out of respect and mutual community relationships she calls them ‘Aunt’ and ‘Uncle’. 

In her personal experience, as an Aboriginal woman, when Aboriginal people meet each other for the first time the first thing we say is “Who is your mob”? AND of course this means, “Where do you come from?” “What is your family name? What country do you belong to?”  AND once we get that sorted we know if we are connected or “Mob”. This is about me ‘belonging’, ‘being connected’, ‘being valued’ and ‘knowing who I am and where I belong’. This, to Sharon, is kinship in a ‘modern’ sense. This is how we recognize each other in a displaced and changing face of Aboriginal community and kinship.

It is important for Principals and teachers to know and understand and value that kinship has for the Aboriginal people within the community and the school. Being aware of and appreciating such kinship is critical for establishing and maintaining successful school-community engagement. It helps Principals and teachers understand the connections and the shared responsibilities families have. But… “How can this understanding be shared and developed?” Could the answer be as simple as people sitting down together and sharing stories about family, land or country of birth and connecting on a human level?
Building School-Community Partnerships

There has been a renewed emphasis on the roles of family, community and school partnership linked to student learning gains. Those partnerships that are well planned and structured are a positive influence on student learning and attainment at school (Epstein, 2001). When such school-community partnership constitutes purposeful collaboration and mutual engagement school becomes a welcoming place for Aboriginal students and community members and a direct outcome is likely to be improved student well being, achievement and behavior (NSW Catholic Education Commission, 2009). Such “community involvement in schools is an opportunity for a more democratic and participatory approach to school functioning” (Sanders 2003, p. 173). 

If we, as community leaders and educators, want to dare to lead there are two key principles that need to occur for community-school capacity to build and be sustained for the learning benefits of all, enhanced professionalism and mutual engagement. 
Key Principle 1:- Enhanced Professionalism

What is Professionalism?

A professional person belongs to a profession of people engaged in paid occupation that conforms to skills, competencies or characters normally expected of a properly qualified and experienced person in a particular work environment. They show a high degree of skill or competence in that particular profession.

Our personal experiences are that all people working in education are professional people. We have either competencies or characters expected of a properly qualified or experienced person in that field or environment. Some of us are ‘book smart’. We have learnt our competencies or qualification through study. Some of us are ‘life smart’. We have learnt our competencies or qualifications through living and experiencing. Some of us are ‘book smart’ and ‘life smart’. We have applied our study life to our lived life and have gained our knowledge in the teaching/education field through both.

We all need to agree that when educating a child we need to apply book and life smarts to ‘grow up’ a child. We need to respect both sides of educating. We need to value the professionalism we all bring to the table. We should respect what we learn through study but we must also respect what has been learnt through years of living and experiencing. The wisdom our grandparents and parents have may not have come from study throughout the years but that does not make them less qualified to educate or assist in the education of our children. This wisdom cannot possibly be gleaned solely from the study of books. It is sheer arrogance to believe that study and acquiring pieces of paper show your ‘experience’ and this qualifies you as the best and only ‘educator’ of children. We need to put the ‘book smart’ and the ‘life smart’ together and then act ‘professionally’ as we go about our task of preparing this and the next generations.

Many of us in the teaching profession suffer with professional arrogance and pride. Many of us do not have the capacity to understand the community in which we teach as often we have not grown up there, we need the partnership of community and school to educate an Aboriginal child. This is a shared responsibility and an enhanced professionalism utilizing the community knowledge for the benefit of all, but most particularly the Aboriginal learner, must be evident.

	Charus

Charus has now graduated from Newcastle University as a Doctor. Having known her over the past 15 years it has been a time of her mum having high educational aspirations and expectations as she could see the potential in her daughter. Indeed, all mothers are able to see the potential in their children. Charus’ mum had the where with all to engage with schools to provide the best learning opportunities for her daughter. Further, schools also supported Charus in her learning.  Australia’s education systems are producing Aboriginal doctors, accountants, lawyers, teachers etc. The challenge for us is to learn from these successes and to broaden the success. “Key to such success is ‘spiritual connectedness’ whether it is to the land, with a person or to a church. It is the spiritual within the person that gives one the strength to succeed and overcome.” 

(Paul Gordon, 2009)


Key Principle 2:- Mutual Engagement 

What is engagement? 
Community engagement is the inclusion of community members, such as the Aboriginal community in school decisions, including planning, activities, visioning, communication, and evaluating. There is strong belief and evidence that for those children whose communities are engaged in their schooling they receive a richer, more appropriate and connected educational experience. 

School Executives/Leadership teams need to genuinely engage and seek the PROFESSIONAL advice from members of the Aboriginal community and accept it as experienced and qualified advice learnt from years of living and learning! We need to respect and value the professionalism of the Aboriginal educators and the experience of the Aboriginal people who are members of the community and the school. 

	Joanne & Lisa

Joanne and Lisa were new Aboriginal students who moved from a small country town in northern NSW to a small country town in Victoria. Joanne started school in her 3rd year and Lisa started Kindergarten as a brand new student. Both parents were prepared to be a part of the school and school-community for their children’s sake and to make friends in their new community. 
Three years on, mum Avril is a member on the school board but still cannot get answers to simple questions such as, “Why are my children failing at school? What more do I need to do as a parent to assist my children in reading and writing more proficiently?” Both Joanne and Lisa are excellent school attendees. They have never been diagnosed with any learning delays or difficulties.   

After three years at the school a new graduate teacher visits Avril in her home to express her concern that on a classroom spelling test Joanne was marked 1 right out of 10. What was happening????? Avril was happy to see the new teacher in her home and told her this was the first time anyone from the school had visited her to talk one-on-one about her children’s learning difficulties. By this time Avril and Paul had contracted private tutors to work with both children two afternoons a week. Now with the communication between new teacher and Avril, the tutor  instructs the girls on what is happening in the classroom so ‘homework’ is directly linked to classroom. At last report, the girls were doing well and starting to achieve academically BUT why the need for the extra tutor????

This story highlights the difference between involvement and engagement. The difference between school control and the want of parents to be part of the learning development of their children. It highlights the national problem of transient and mobile families. This brings together the two principles of ‘enhanced professionalism’ and ‘mutual engagement’. 
Perhaps, the thinking for many schools is that Aboriginal children are mobile and they cannot achieve whilst moving around so much and so this takes the responsibility away from them to have to teach and close the gaps. The children then fall further and further behind. From the story even though involved in the school Avril and Paul had become disengaged from the classroom.


When Aboriginal communities feel they are fully respected, valued and useful members of the school-community then (We believe) we will have genuine and effective engagement resulting in Aboriginal children achieving their learning potential. However, such genuine engagement is not easily achieved and requires a shared reciprocity between schools and communities. 
Enhancing the Effectiveness of School-Community Engagement

Honest engagement with a mutual respect and valuing of the knowledge and skills that community and school people bring together will create an environment through which effective curriculum development can occur (Matthews, Howard, & Perry, 2003). The effectiveness of school-community engagement is dependent upon a shared understanding of the meaning, principles and processes involved. Effective school-community engagement requires:

· formation of rich, authentic and sustainable school-community relationships and partnerships built on trust;

· mutually beneficial goals underpinned by a social justice framework;

· structures that support sustainability of the engagement; and 

· acknowledgement and celebration of achievements by both the community and the school.

The following features characterise successful school-community engagement (Howard, Gervasoni, & Butcher, 2007). 
1. Relationship formation. 

Authentic relationships form the basis of school-community engagement. Such relationships are based on openness and trust, and are formed at both personal and institutional levels. Relationships require time and ‘nourishment’ to form and develop. 

2. Sustainability. 

Successful school-community engagement requires relationships, partnerships and activities that must be sustainable over the long term. This requires planning and supportive structures on the part of the school, including communication strategies.

3. Mutually Beneficial Goals. 

School-community engagement must be purposeful and based on articulated goals that are mutually beneficial for all parties. Mutuality implies that together, communities and the school seek to identify inequalities and injustices, to understand the nature of these, and to explore and implement possible solutions. 

4. Mentoring and Supportive Structures. 

Those involved in school-community engagement activities may benefit from mentoring and supportive structures such as enlisting the assistance of external agencies or consultants to guide and assist those involved in developing personal skills, shaping inter-personal relations and shaping purposeful pathways of engagement. This is particularly important for those new to school-community engagement.

5. Social Justice Framework. 

It is important for school-community engagement activities to be underpinned by a social justice framework so that they contribute to engaged citizenship and the development of ‘the common good’.

6. Communication. 

Communication strategies are essential to support relationship/partnership formation, ensure sustainability and to enhance awareness of initiatives amongst communities and schools. 

7. Raising awareness. 

It is essential for school staff to be proactive about raising awareness in communities of their willingness and commitment to forming partnerships to identify and tackle injustices, inequalities and related problems. 

8. Community engagement committees. 

Schools should institute community engagement committees that actively seek representation from communities for identifying issues of social injustice and inequalities that need to be investigated and addressed through school-community partnerships.

9. School Structures. 

When they are relating with community agencies schools need to implement supportive structures that enable community engagement initiatives to be easily established. This involves recognition of the time involved in forming, developing and maintaining relationships, and negotiating and implementing community engagement activities. It is critical for schools to provide the necessary structures and policies that can enable community engagement to fully reach its potential for overcoming disadvantage and playing a significant role in community capacity building.

Community Capacity Building

Community capacity building can be described as the bringing together of the community’s knowledge, skills, commitment and resourcefulness to build on community strengths and address community challenges (McGinty, 2002). Community capacity building involves both attending to the foundations of the capacity and taking the capacity beyond where it is at present. Significant principles include: shared ownership of initiatives; broad-based decision making; participation; locally driven agendas; transformational learning of the processes involved; sustainability; working in partnership; and culturally appropriate interventions (Makuiwra, 2007).

Key to community capacity building is effective school-community engagement that is respectful of, and sensitive to, the values and varying cultures of the communities and schools. Whilst having described key features that characterise school-community engagement there “is tension (challenges) that exists between theory and practice” (Makuwira 2007, p. 129) when building community capacity. Both schools and communities must appreciate these challenges in engaging to address societal issues.

Challenges for community capacity building

One of the criteria for quality teaching and learning (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2003) is that teachers must move beyond approaches which assume that they alone have responsibility for ensuring learning is related or applied to students’ contemporary world and cultural contexts. Community capacity building involves community leaders and members, school leaders, teachers, and students in a process of mutually beneficial engagement through a discourse of relationships and exploration. Relationships of respect and trust are the gateway to effective school-community engagement. Community capacity building challenges teachers and schools to use learning approaches that are based upon the mutual engagement of the school and the community. 

A second challenge requires educators to move beyond a model of minority children’s school achievement which deals only with factors that educators can potentially influence (Okagaki, 2001). Leadership and power lie within and across the school and communities rather than with the school alone. The integrity of leadership lies in the capacity to engage and explore in an alternative and open discourse that will inform approaches to education and learning.

A third challenge is for communities and schools to engage in a shared understanding of how home, community and school can work together in supporting student learning. Alton-Lee (2003) found that for most effective development of student learning outcomes there needs to be an alignment of capacities across student, teachers, and the school community as a whole. This requires teachers to value community contexts and their strengths. Schools and teachers are challenged to engage with the community and the cultural contexts of the students’ worlds (Howard, Perry & Butcher, 2006) in ways which impact upon school and teacher approaches that are aligned with these contexts. School leaders and teachers develop the cultural and educational alignment of school and community through enhancing their own capacity to think with the cultural perspectives of the students and their communities (Bernstein, 1996).

A fourth challenge lies in teachers developing their own personal and collective efficacy for community engagement. Educators and researchers are challenged to see teacher efficacy as being multi-dimensional including not only their current pedagogical focus on teaching and classroom management (NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative Group Inc./NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004), but also their efficacy to engage with the community (Labone, 2004). 

In summary, community capacity building for enhancing the education of Aboriginal students presents schools and teachers with the four challenges of developing:

· mutual respect between the community and the school;

· mutual engagement with the community in developing learning approaches based upon alternative and creative discourses;

· home-school-community alignment for enhancing student learning; and

· personal and collective efficacy for community engagement.

These four challenges provide a framework for analysing purposeful engagement between communities and schools to strengthen their community capacity building with the tangible outcome being to enhance student learning. 

Building Community Capacity with Aboriginal Communities

As discussed earlier, often the term ‘community’ is used inappropriately with little acknowledgement that when working with Aboriginal communities, one is engaging with members of that community who speak for themselves or for groups and, indeed, are not speaking for all members of the community. The very use of the word ‘community’ has to be considered in terms of the local Aboriginal understanding of this word and indeed the very concept itself. Community capacity building is always undertaken within the context of past social, political, economic and historical influences. These differ from location to location and there has to be a recognition and understanding of the particular impact of these influences upon members of a local Indigenous community. Indeed, within any local geographical area, labelled ‘community’, there may well be varying groups of Indigenous people from many different lands and languages. This adds to the complexities for those who are part of, who may speak on behalf of and who may represent an Indigenous community. 

Community capacity building is undertaken within a realm of economic positioning, power-based relationships and politics. Poverty often makes it difficult for Aboriginal people to take their rightful place in terms of being heard, respected and sharing in the ownership of decision making that impact upon their lives and their communities. Community capacity building embraces a political process at both macro and micro levels. When schools and Aboriginal communities engage there are varied local issues they will need to address but these fall within a broader framework of political influences. Power-based relationships that are often predicated on economics have proven to be disenfranchising in the lives and communities of Aboriginal people. 

Schools need to go beyond recognising the place of Aboriginal cultures and the rightful presence of Aboriginal people in school-community engagement partnerships. They have to move towards an acceptance that it is only through school-community engagement that acknowledges the impact of poverty, power and politics upon the people involved that community capacity can be built. A school’s development through being grounded in Indigenous culture and traditions, with an honest appreciation of the power-based relationships, will strengthen resolve, knowledge and determination in building community capacity. Thus community capacity building becomes a process of empowerment for those involved. It becomes a two-way process of mutuality and benefit for all.

The generation of school-community engagement centred on initiatives and projects created through the expressed needs of community members will result in a sharing of knowledge from various sources leading to informed decision making. The resultant capacity building will help in supporting and managing individual, family and community needs (Cronin, 2003). Thus, community capacity building “should aim to conscientize people in communities to challenge the discourses that support and maintain power structures that ultimately lead to…consolidation of the status quo” (Makuwira 2007, p. 134). 

Make It Count

In 2009, a national mathematics program entitled Make It Count: Numeracy, Mathematics and Indigenous learners is being funded by the Australian Government through the Indigenous Policy Branch of DEEWR and co-ordinated through the Australian Association of Mathematics Teachers. This is a four year project [2009-20112] starting with eight lead schools situated across five Australian states [New South Wales; Victoria; South Australia; Queensland; Western Australia]. The project will focus upon issues raised by the schools and will investigate ways in which the mathematics learning of Aboriginal; students can be improved. The intention is for school and community to engage purposefully to enhance the mathematics learning opportunities for Aboriginal students. 

The project is establishing eight clusters of schools in metropolitan and regional locations (around 40 schools and at least 1,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students nationally). Within each school, the developmental program will be negotiated with the schools involved to ensure that it meets local needs and builds on local strengths. The principal aim of Make It Count is to develop whole school approaches that result in markedly improved achievement in mathematics and numeracy by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

Specifically, schools will need to commit to developmental work on three fronts:

· creating a culture and set of practices within the school that genuinely value, actively promote and consistently enable community engagement that supports the learning of mathematics within the school, with an emphasis on the parents of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and their communities;

· curriculum development to ensure that the classroom practices and the activities, assessment and other components of what the students engage with in order to learn mathematics respect and build on the mathematical culture, knowledge and skills of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and communities; and

· professional learning for staff (leaders, teachers and other educators) that builds the necessary cultural competence, respectful and productive strategies for engaging with community and knowledge and skills in mathematics and mathematics pedagogies.

Other aims for the project are to:

· Document and share effective models of teacher professional development, whole school change and community engagement that are shown to result in improved achievement in mathematics and numeracy.

· Build a community of practice that is committed to, and expert in teaching and school practices proven to be effective in supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ learning of mathematics and numeracy.

· Be a catalyst and support for action on mathematics and numeracy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students by teachers, schools and systems across the country.

Some personal thoughts

Make It Count has to be shaped by Aboriginal community members and school educators. There has to be a shared commitment to the importance of community and school strengthening their trusting relationships and mutual professionalism for the benefit of Aboriginal students. Across the four years, this national project will influence and, in turn, be influenced by many. It is so important that the project remains shaped and massaged along the pathway by Aboriginal community people and educators in collaboration with one another and others. Such ‘enhanced professionalism’ and ‘mutual engagement’ will bring both a perspective and a dimension that is critical to achieving the intended outcomes. Of course, there will be tensions along the way for that happens in many programs. For this project, as with any successful curriculum development there will have to be:
· a concrete and shared understanding of the project purpose shaped through school –community discussions;

· clear identifiable outcomes established at each school that match the overall national project’s purpose;

· support for the community-school engagement evident and sustained;

· the role of community  at the centre, to influence how the project, its processes and related findings are gathered and reported; and,

· professionalism, respect, honest relationships and the genuine valuing of peoples’ knowledge of community, school, teaching and mathematics.

Conclusion

There have been a number of systemic programs developed over the last 30 years in Australia to enhance the learning opportunities of Aboriginal students in literacy and numeracy. Yet the national picture continues to paint the stories of success with the sadness of so many Aboriginal students underachieving to their potential…truly, a national disgrace! Thus, it has to be time to consider what else needs to be part of this complex and challenging picture that, to date, has not been a focus. We have proposed a complete change and acceptance of a rethink of professionalism and community-school engagement to bring about community capacity building. We have provided a framework that can assist schools and communities to work together purposefully on curriculum development and learning opportunities. Aboriginal communities must have feelings of connectedness and belonging of their children’s schools. It is hoped and intended that ‘Make It Count’ may be an example of this happening across a number of Australian school communities. Teachers, Aboriginal Educators, parents and community members have to come together to share in the celebration of the learning potential and achievements of Aboriginal students.
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