How school boards can call for community
involvement in important school decisions
By Harris Sokoloff

2% hances are, your district has a variety of practices in
its public engagement portfolio—ranging from
newsletters, to public comment at board meetings,
5 10 parent volunteers, to surveys of parent interests or
#% concerns, to parent education classes. Or you might
have site-based management teams in which parents and other
community members work together with district staff in delib-
erative processes.
The odd thing is, the greater the variety of activities, the less
clear the concept of public engagement becomes. What do we
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mean by public engagement? For what purpose do we want to
engage the public, and in what ways? Will all of these ways be
equally effective? Will they get us where we want to be?

In fact, each practice in your public engagement portfolio
represents a different kind of relationship with the public, and
each has a different purpose. Some of those practices and pur-
poses might well be at odds with one another in fundamental
ways. 50 a key question is, what kind of relationship do vou
want 1o have with your public?

Images of ‘engagement’

When we think of the term engagement, several images come
to mind, and these images are not always consistent. The first,
and most vivid for me, is the image of two people becoming
engaged 1o be married. With great joy and anticipation, they
begin to plan a life together, and these plans are often the first
major test of their relationship. Will one partner try to get her
or his way, or will the two come together to work things
through? Will there be a struggle over money or parenting
styles, or will they work through their differences, finding com-
mon ground and moving forward wogether? From the wedding
plans on, the couple will face issues that require give and take,
with one partner taking the lead in some and the other partner
taking the lead in others.

Mot everyone has the same first image of the term, howev-
er. | asked a friend what came immediately to mind when he
heard the word engagement. His response was “rules of en-
gagement”—a phrase that conjures up images of the military
and of business, sports, and other forms of competition, In the
military, rules of engagement are essentially the rules that gov-
ern or limit contact with the opposition. The rules of engage-
ment in sports and in the business world are similar, In all cases,
their purpose is to increase your chances of controlling the sit-
uation, inflicting the greatest damage on your opponent, pro-
tecting your own safety, and ulimately marching to victory.

A third image of engagement came to me as I was teaching
my son how to drive a standard-shift car. We talked about using
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