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Frank lost his car keys in a parking lot one evening.  He searched and searched to no avail.  Charlie passed by on his way to his vehicle and noticed Frank walking in circles.  The onlooker asked, ‘Sir, can I help you?’, to which  Frank responded, ‘ I can’t find my car keys’.  Charlie asked, ‘Well, sir, I noticed that you keep walking in circles looking for them, are you sure your keys are in this area?’  Frank answered, ‘No, but the light is better here’!   

How  many of us have grown weary listening to the same old arguments about why so many young people drop out of school…  why so many end up without adequate job skills to attain work… why so many disrupt the school environment that impedes learning... and why so few pursue math and science?

 What do we keep hearing?  That we need more school reform; that teachers need to be held to higher standards; that we need a longer school day; and that education needs to adapt to the technologies that our youth are using.  In the meantime as these reforms are enacted the needle on the drop-out rate doesn’t budge. Yet, the funding seems to reflect our compulsion to use the same approach to get a different result.

When will we expand the conversation about education to include the necessity of family-school partnerships?  Families must be engaged in their children’s learning from early childhood onward.  Parents should be engaged in the schools.  Out-of-school activities should be folded in to the academic environment that results in value added learning and not custodial care.   Leadership opportunities, service learning, creative projects, and application of concepts carried from the school day can turn an academic environment into a community school.  After all, the school is the one legitimate institution in a community that all of us defend as central to fulfilling our hopes for our children and insuring the future of our democratic society. 

George Dawson was an African American man who did not learn to read until age 98. Yet, as a younger man raising 7 children, George helped them all graduate from college. He tells his story in a book he wrote at 99 called Life is So Good.  How does a father who could not read, one confronted with long work hours and economic hardship, assist all seven of his children to obtain a college degree?  As George Jr. tells it, his father made the same two requests to each of his children at the end of every school day:  1. Show me what you did today, and 2. Tell me what you learned.  Did he know algebra, great literature, or earth science?  Of course not.  Could he help his children complete their homework? Not likely.  Did he know the value of an education and the opportunities awaiting his children? Absolutely!  I can guess what George Jr. and his siblings said to themselves every day in class when they were young… ‘I better understand what the teacher is teaching me today because my father is going to ask me tonight when he gets home.’  ‘I better have something to show him.’ Schools will have to create more George Dawsons.

Here is my recipe for success.  Schools must make regular and deliberate contact with families.  Families must enjoy regular meals together where they discuss school and life experiences. Communication between school and home should be prolific.   Electronic newsletters, email and notes back and forth, and school activities that make families feel important in the educational process are essential.  There are no limits, other than disinterest or blame, to designing strategies that strengthen family-school partnerships to produce an environment for community living and learning. 

It is not just personal stories that remind us that families must participate in the child’s academic life.  The research is clear.  When parents are involved in their child’s education – when they ask questions of their children about school, spend time in the schools, and create a home environment for learning where the TV is off and the family is reading or talking - academic success is likely. Our educators, politicians, and parents must take on this challenge, rather than choose the easier path by writing more standards and requiring more staff development.  The more creative work of developing relationships with families has yet to be explored. Now that would be real school reform. 

Like Frank, maybe the light should project beyond the common space already trampled, so that we can find the keys to school success. 
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