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teaching together 
to learn is to see further 
the problems-the same 

 
 
Overview 
 There is an inherent, but often unrecognized, link between schools and 

neighborhoods. Every school is located in some neighborhood, students often live near 

their school, and the neighborhood problems of segregation, violence, or health hazards 

often seeps over into the school setting. Additionally, though, the students in public schools 

have the potential to one day become the adults that live in, care for, and govern 

neighborhoods. Herein lays the hope for schools as a site of citizenship. Schools have the 

potential to be places of exploration, introspection, and action—spaces of learning that 

leads to lively and visible deep democracy.  

Deep democracy fundamentally means learning how to live in a community and 

respect the people in your lives. Consequently, this process necessitates looking past the 

school walls to the world outside. Elements of our identity run into one another; it is nearly 

impossible to separate our personalities and situation at home from who we are at school or 

work. When a child has to avoid gangs on the way to school, he or she cannot cast aside 

that habit of fear at the entrance to the school, for example. The issues that plague a 

community generally also affect a school in that neighborhood. This paper urges students, 

teachers, administrators, parents, and community members to develop school-community 

partnerships to realize and conquer their shared problems.   

 

 

The Present Problem: Schools, Communities, and Shallow Democracy 
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“Schools are more in the community than of it. The schools aren’t all of us as a community 
doing our job, they are merely hired hands doing a job for us.” 

(Matthews 24).  
 

In the United States we live in a democracy, but it is a representative, shallow 

democracy. Voter turnout, that simplest measure of democratic involvement, has decreased 

steadily for the last thirty years (Hudson 137). Most Americans do not participate in 

government or politicized civil society because they may not know how to participate, they 

may not been socialized to value or believe in their own ability to be an active citizen, or 

past participation may not have had positive results. This disenchantment is not 

unexpected, and perhaps is even desired by those in power. Political participation and 

working for systemic change within ones’ school, town, or country can become a defeating, 

exhausting, unsatisfying process, and so serious problems are not dealt with.   

 A self-perpetuating loop exists between the problems in schools and the problems 

in the world. Neighborhoods are usually segregated by race and class, so students attend 

schools segregated by race and class. Some people go to college, some go to vocational 

school, and some do not graduate from high school. Most people are never asked to 

question divisions of race or class, and so they unwittingly recreate those divisions for their 

whole lives, for their children, and in their children’s neighborhood and school. Then the 

loop begins again. Where can people insert themselves to change this system? To me, the 

answer to that question is with education, and in schools learning and building deep 

democracy by working with communities. 

Future Opportunity 

 ‘Deep democracy’ means many things to many people; to me it means finding a 

way to live in a world that expresses my ideals. Ideas of community and working with 
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people are at the root of this vision; “Deep democracy is both the goal and the process that 

can facilitate the emergence of ‘publics’ that can exert effective transformative influence 

within our democratically deficient world societies” (Judith Green xiv). Deep democracy 

asks communities to come together and decide how to create a mutually just society; 

listening, deliberation, and consensus decision-making are the fundamental processes. In a 

deep democracy power will be distributed infinitely more equally, structural inequalities of 

racism, sexism, and classism will disappear, all citizens will have the capacity and 

opportunity to understand, analyze, and change the status quo, and people will live with “an 

ethic of care and responsibility” (from Moodle class forum on democracy designs). 

Another set of attributes, proposed by professors Ruthanne Kurth-Schai and Chuck Green 

explain deep democracy as being radically social (based on an inclusive and genuinely 

collaborative process), persistently exploratory (a life of teaching, learning, and growing), 

and compellingly aesthetic (emotionally resonant) (Chuck Green and Kurth-Schai 76). 

Deep democracy has no end; it asks individuals to continue to examine and seek to change 

the disconnect between dreams and reality.  

 What does this mean for public schools, and how does this relate to school-

community partnerships? First, schools have the potential to be a learning space for the 

necessary tools of deep democracy. The ability to articulate ones’ viewpoint, truly listen, 

and come to a consensus together is not easy. Individuals must be introduced to and guided 

along the path to participation. If schools accept teaching students to be future citizens as 

their charge then schools have the obligation to create opportunities for students to practice 

living democratically. This process must start within the school but cannot end there. Part 

of deep democracy is recognizing how you fit into the world and the affects of your actions 



Bowen 5 

on others near and far, and this means caring for and learning from and about the 

community in which you live.    

School-community partnerships for deep democracy 

“A democratic education should enable all people to find out and act on who they are, 
what their passions, gifts, and talents may be, what they care about, and how they want to 

make a contribution to each other and the world.”  
(Darling-Hammond in The Public Purposes of Education and Schooling 45) 

 
Shared ownership 

The goals of deep democracy (equal access to resources and opportunity, acting on 

one’s vision, critical thought leading to action) cannot be achieved without deeply 

democratic pedagogies. Schools offer an incredible chance for students and community 

members to work together in deeply democratic ways to create a school that they believe 

in. This process has many different components: 

 Making the school accessible—There will always be parents and community 

members that cannot or simply do not want to be involved in their local school, but for 

those that are interested it is important to make schools as open as possible. Establishing 

carpools to school or cooperative childcare during parent-teacher conferences or other large 

school events are simple ways to increase access to the school. Additionally, teachers and 

staff need the competency to work with their particular community. Offering diversity 

trainings and support for teachers to learn about working in a multicultural environment is 

one step towards making the school a more welcoming place.  

 Communication—Many schools send monthly or quarterly newsletters to parents 

and the local newspaper to keep the community informed of the goings-on at school. These 

publications provide an excellent way to learn what has already occurred but often are less 

useful to predict and become involved in future changes. Keeping the community aware of 
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possible up-coming projects, plans, or administrative moves is necessary to give 

community members a chance to become involved before a change occurs, and to share 

their concerns and ideas during a planning process rather than being surprised after the fact. 

To be truly deeply democratic these publications must also allow for dialogue and dissent. 

School newsletters should include letters, articles, and other media submitted by students, 

teachers, community members, or other people with an interest in the school, even if they 

disagree with the school leaders.    

 Administrative structures—School board or school councils are an excellent start to 

community members sharing ownership of a school, but they do not engender a deeply 

democratic situation. School board members cannot represent the community if they do not 

know what the community thinks. A series of community forums for adults, parents, 

teachers, and students to talk together about their visions for the school need to be created. 

The community will not have one unified vision, of course, but it is important to share all 

of their thoughts and hear other people’s perspective and ideas. It is impossible (and 

probably also undesirable) for the school to implement every suggestion. But if the same 

problems are identified repeatedly this should be a signal to the school and administration. 

Bringing different constituent groups together early on allows them to work together, learn 

from one another, and hopefully create a product or situation that pleases everyone.  

The school as a multi-use space 

First and foremost, the school is a space for students to learn. But, if the goal is to live 

deeply democratically and be a community gathering point, then the school must be open 

and comfortable to more than just students. The physical place of the school can be utilized 

in many different ways by members of the community. During non-school hours the 
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building can be opened to adult literacy courses, English Language-Learner classes, use of 

library and computer resources, or use of the gym for recreational sports teams. People may 

not feel strong ties to a community, but sharing the space in this way creates a physical 

reminder that students and the people outside of the school are at least part of the same 

neighborhood. Relationships cannot be forced. Simply sharing space, though, is a start to 

breaking down divisions between work and home, public and private, and learning and 

living. Hopefully schools give students the skills and the desire to always continue 

learning, and to realize that learning and teaching can happen in many different ways.     

Learning from the local 

Finally, the greatest opportunity for schools and communities to link together to build deep 

democracy is through a locally-rooted, action-based curriculum. With the exception of the 

occasional field trip schools rarely teach from or about the neighborhood in which they are 

based. This creates a sense that school is about theory and distant ideas, when in fact much 

of what you learn in history, geography, math, government, or science courses can be seen 

directly in your world. Students need to know about situations far beyond their local lives, 

but their learning becomes more real when explicit and concrete connections are made to 

their own lives and situations. Many components must come together to allow for these 

deeply democratic linkages that build life-long learners and citizens: 

 Supporting teachers and working in collaboration—Busing and teachers from 

outside the neighborhood often lead to a classroom that knows little about the community 

in which a school is located. Hopefully schools can support teachers learning about their 

area, but in a system of school-community partnerships, though, the whole burden does not 

need to be on teachers. Who better to teach about the neighborhood than the people that 
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live there? Schools and teachers should seek out and welcome political, non-profit, 

religious, and other civic leaders into the classroom to share their experiences and 

perspectives. This could mean a school board member speaking to a government class 

about voting and electoral systems, the leader of an immigrant-rights group talking about 

different ethnic groups in the neighborhood, or a yoga teacher coming to a physical 

education class to teach alternative forms of exercise and health. Or, simply talking about 

what it is like to have a full-time job or go to college may offer a new perspective.  

 Valuing many ways of learning—Clearly, education does not take place only in the 

classroom. Deep democracy recognizes the need for learning and social justice work to 

take place everywhere, all the time. So, schools need to acknowledge and support the 

interests and work done by their students, staff, and faculty outside the school day. One 

opportunity is creating student organizations based around issues like environmentalism, 

peace, feminism, etc. This gives students a chance to take theory or history they learn in 

school and practice living an environmentally conscious, peaceful, feminist life. Students 

need time to study and reflect on what they learn, but they also need a chance to act on the 

beliefs that they create.  

Schools should help students and student groups work on these issues in their 

community and school. After all, “Serving others is not just a form of do-goodism or feel-

goodism; it is a road to social responsibility and citizenship…in serving community, the 

young forge commonality; in acknowledging difference they bridge division; in assuming 

individual responsibility, they nurture social citizenship” (Barber 30). This may mean 

creating a community garden, becoming involved in a political campaign, or door-knocking 

to talk with community members about their concerns. In taking their education outside of 
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the classroom students learn how to take ownership of and responsibility for their 

community and broaden their conception of education. 

 Action-based curriculum—In addition to supporting extracurricular work in the 

community, the school and the community need to come together in the classroom. As a 

class, students should take on projects to work for the betterment of their school or local 

community. This requires first identifying problems and concerns in their neighborhood; to 

do this, students or the school must reach out to community members and find out what 

issues have touched their area. I recommend that schools hire a community liaison or 

community organizer to begin building the connections to the neighborhood.  

Once areas of concern and necessary work have been identified, teachers and 

students can find ways to incorporate these ideas into their classes. If community members 

mention environmental concerns, for example, a biology class and woodshop class can 

work together on a community composting project. The biology students can learn about 

plant matter and environmental cycles, the shop class can build the compost containers, and 

together they can create a brochure for the community about how to properly compost and 

the importance of food sustainability and reducing waste. Or, if dissatisfaction with the 

physical landscape is a local problem then an art class can design and paint murals for 

buildings throughout the neighborhood. Where confusion or discomfort with changing 

demographics of the neighborhood is a problem then history classes can learn about the 

immigrant groups in their neighborhood through ethnographic interviewing and create a 

public history display for a visible civic building. These are very simple suggestions, but 

they rarely happen in schools. Schools and communities have so many and such different 

resources; the act of sharing them greatly enriches both sectors.  
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Likely Barriers 

 The policy recommendations previously proposed are wonderful and beautiful, but 

the time and cost involved in making them happen presents a seemingly insurmountable 

barrier to many schools. Asking schools to sit down and listen to their communities and 

then re-shaping your curriculum to match those needs when teachers are already bogged 

down with overcrowded classrooms and teaching to standardized tests is almost offensive. 

Further, many people would argue that asking schools to tackle local problems means that 

they will take an unacceptably political stance. These are very real problems, but the need 

for deep democracy is so great. We simply must work together to find ways around the 

challenges of time, money, and the fear of politicized schools.  

Conclusion 

I spoke earlier about the self-perpetuating loop between the problems in neighborhoods 

and the problems in schools. The only way that I see to break this cycle is through linking 

schools and their neighborhoods and working together to address their shared issues. When 

students learn about deep democracy and living as a community they acquire the philosophy 

and practice to change future worlds. Maybe these students will become the adults that change 

the reality of under-funded, under-staffed schools! 

There will be a great initial expense as schools and community groups and 

individuals try to find one another and implement projects. Hopefully, though, working 

together will save money over time if the community groups can share space, resources, 

and some funding with schools. There is also that very distant potential that these 

relationships could have such a positive affect on the community that they ultimately save 
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money on service provision elsewhere—on jails, food banks, and welfare-to work 

programs, for example.  

Shying away from politics will not make problems or power differentials disappear. 

But by acknowledging and embracing the issues in our lives perhaps we can begin the steps 

to challenging these problems. Schools must be places that really examine what is going on 

in the world, that allow students to challenge the status quo, and that believe in the 

potential of their communities, and this can be best achieved through strong and intentional 

connections between schools and their communities.  
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