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Community Collaboration Guide

This guide is an optional tool for schools, districts, and Educational Service Centers (ESCs) seeking to establish successful collaborations with local community-based organizations (CBOs). By fostering meaningful partnerships, schools can continue to address the unique challenges faced by students experiencing homelessness. This guide can be tailored to best meet the needs of your school, district, and ESC.

Additional Tools 
For guidance on connecting with CBOs via social media, download the Social Media Guide (available on the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce’s Professional Development web page).  

Understanding the Role of Community-Based Organizations 

Community-based organizations (CBOs) play a vital role in supporting and enhancing the well-being of communities. They possess the knowledge, skills, and capability to deliver comprehensive services that extend beyond a school's scope or financial capacity. Collaboration across systems provides a pathway to prevention and intervention for students experiencing homelessness. Potential CBOs might include: 

· Housing providers
· Community Action Agencies (CAA)
· Food banks
· Health care agencies
· Faith-based organizations

The following section provides strategies and suggestions for collaborating with Community-Based Organizations.

Establishing a Formal Collaboration with CBOs

Collaborations with CBOs can be established either formally or informally. While informal collaborations may allow for one-time or unstructured partnerships, a formal collaboration involves defining shared goals, routines, and responsibilities for each partner, which may strengthen the relationship. One method for formally collaborating with CBOs is through contracting. 

Establishing a contract or memorandum of understanding (MOU) with a CBO can efficiently connect students experiencing homelessness to vital wraparound services that educational agencies may not otherwise offer. A contract offers the formal opportunity to:

· Establish a shared, clear vision for the collaboration. 
· Each partner comes into the collaboration with their own vision and goals. A contract can capture each party’s expectations for the collaboration to ensure each organization’s needs are met.
· Clarify the responsibilities of each party.  
· This ensures that each party comprehends its duties and obligations to the collaboration and the other partner. For example, responsibilities may include designating leaders, defining collaboration methods, and establishing processes to support the partnership.
· Establish financial obligations. 
· Contracts clearly indicate which funds will be used to support the collaboration, how the funds will be spent, and the respective amounts each party will contribute. Additionally, liaisons are encouraged to consult with the LEA’s legal counsel regarding questions about local policies and procedures for contracting.

Considerations for Informal vs. Formal Agreements with CBOs 

Whether collaborating formally or informally, the partnership between educational agencies and CBOs should be strategic. Schools and districts’ initial step should be to identify potential CBOs for collaboration through a thoughtful process to ensure the collaboration effectively addresses the needs of students, families, educators, and the community. Schools and districts should consider: 

· Which services CBOs provide,
· Their experience and expertise in addressing the identified needs,
· Whether the CBO’s staff is locally based, understands the local context, and is already engaged in the community,
· Whether there are alternative CBOs that provide the same services and are better equipped to serve the target populations,
·  The method CBOs use to evaluate their impact and the level of its quality, and
· Whether the CBO's goals are aligned with the school’s/district's goals for continuous improvement.

Below are guiding principles that schools and districts can use while deciding between informal or formal partnerships with CBOs, as well as additional considerations specific to establishing a formal agreement with a CBO. The principles are not meant to be exhaustive but provide information to support decision-making and planning. Schools and districts should reflect on these considerations along with their local requirements and context.

Identifying Potential Partners/Areas of Need

· Conduct a Needs Assessment 
· [bookmark: _Int_Cs6HwYfU]Collaborations with CBOs should focus on student needs. Use data to conduct a needs assessment to identify specific needs, populations, and services to target when collaborating or contracting with a CBO. The National Center for Homeless Education’s Program Review Guide can help you conduct an informal needs assessment.  
· Research and Assess Local CBOs
· Determine which CBOs in the community can provide the services identified in the needs assessment. Start with your organization's preferred vendor list, if one exists, to move the process along. If one doesn’t exist, create an asset map to identify CBOs in the community (see sample community asset map). (source: NCHE).
· Before reaching out, conduct thorough research on the CBO or individual you plan to contact. This should be a thoughtful process to ensure the partnership can appropriately and effectively meet the needs of students and families experiencing homelessness. Understand their mission, values, and current initiatives. This knowledge will demonstrate your genuine interest in their work.
· Engage the Community 
·  Involve students, families, educators, and community members in identifying CBOs that can provide services effectively. Additionally, schools and districts should include these community collaborators in designing and implementing the collaboration with the CBO (source: NCHE).
· Incorporate Expertise
· Be intentional when choosing a CBO as a partner. Factors to consider include the CBO's experience, expertise, and evidence of effectiveness in working and serving the target student populations. It's also essential to assess the CBO's capacity to provide culturally competent and linguistically accessible services, incorporating the expertise of those with lived experience (source: NCHE). 

Understanding Organizational Context 

· Policies, procedures, and requirements: 
· Invite organizational departments to learn the policies, procedures, and requirements specific to the schools and districts for collaborating with CBOs. 
·  Critically analyze local policies to make sure no unintended barriers to the partnership exist.

· Contracting considerations: 
·  Ensure all organizational requirements are met.  Also consider whether local policies, procedures, and requirements specific to procurement will impact the desired timeline for providing services to eligible students (source: NCHE).

Evaluating Alignment with Educational Goals

· Identify Common Goals
· Highlight shared objectives or common interests between your institution or organization and the CBO. This connection forms the basis for a meaningful partnership. Define how the collaboration meets the goals and priorities of the schools and districts.

Building Relationships

Building relationships is critical to successful collaboration. It involves effective teamwork, communication, and mutual understanding. Below are some suggestions to build effective relationships:

Initiating Contact and Expressing Interest

· Craft a Personalized Introduction:
· Introduce yourself and your school or district, emphasizing why you believe collaboration would be mutually beneficial. Include specific details about your school's goals and how they align with the CBO's mission.
· Use a Professional Tone:
· Write your email or message in a professional and respectful tone. Avoid overly formal language but maintain a level of professionalism that reflects positively on your institution.
· Clearly State Your Purpose:
· Clearly articulate why you are reaching out. Whether it's to discuss potential collaboration, share information, or explore partnership opportunities, make your intentions transparent from the beginning.
· Highlight Your Commitment:
· Express your commitment to the collaboration and convey the potential impact it could have. This demonstrates to the CBO that you are genuinely invested in fostering a meaningful and long-term partnership.
· Offer a Next Step:
· Propose a specific next step, such as a phone call, video meeting, or an in-person meeting if feasible. Provide options for scheduling to accommodate their availability.


· Respect Their Time:
· Acknowledge that the recipient may be busy and assure them you value their time. Keep your initial communication concise while conveying the essential information.
· Follow Up:
· If you don't receive a response within a reasonable timeframe, send a polite follow-up message to reiterate your interest and inquire about their availability for a discussion.

Establishing Clear Communication Channels

Establishing clear communication channels is crucial in building and maintaining strong relationships. Below are some strategies to ensure effective communication:

· Identify Preferred Communication Methods:
· In the initial stages of relationship building, discuss and identify the preferred communication methods with your partner. This could include email, phone calls, video conferences, or in-person meetings.
· Establish Regular Check-Ins:
· Schedule regular check-ins to discuss ongoing projects, address concerns, and provide updates. This helps maintain open lines of communication and ensures that both parties are informed about the progress of the collaboration.
· Designate Key Contacts:
· Determine specific individuals who will serve as key contacts on both sides. Having designated points of contact streamlines communication and reduces the risk of messages getting lost or misunderstood.
· Set Expectations for Response Time:
· Clearly communicate expectations regarding response times for emails or messages. Establishing mutual understanding about when to expect a reply helps manage expectations and prevents misunderstandings.
· Provide Clear Documentation:
· Create and share clear documentation outlining project goals, timelines, and responsibilities. This documentation serves as a reference point and helps avoid confusion about expectations and deliverables.
· Establish a Communication Protocol:
· Develop a communication protocol that outlines how information should be shared, the frequency of updates, and the process for addressing any challenges that may arise. This protocol can be part of the initial agreement or partnership documentation.
· Encourage Open Feedback:
· Foster an environment where both parties feel comfortable providing feedback. Constructive feedback is essential for continuous improvement and strengthens the partnership over time.

· Address Issues Promptly:
· If issues or concerns arise, address them promptly. Timely communication about challenges allows for swift resolution and helps maintain trust between collaborators.
· Celebrate Achievements:
· Acknowledge and celebrate achievements, milestones, or successful outcomes. Positive communication reinforces the value of the partnership and encourages continued collaboration.

Internal Agreements of Effective Collaboration

· Agree to listen (not just hear) – Listen with an open spirit. If a disagreement arises, a respectful discussion in which each party listens to the other’s concerns can go a long way in solving the potential problem with dignity and respect.
· Agree to learn - No one has all the answers; in this way, many mindsets are a resource, not a set-back. Refrain from passing judgment and be willing to take the time to consider all perspectives and approaches. Embrace a collaborative mindset and foster an environment where learning each other’s language is supported.
· Agree to value – Agree to value what others bring to the table. Understand the motivations for being at the table and buy-in on the vision. Take risks, use some courage, and ask questions to ensure you understand what is being communicated. Doing so will help you to approach partners with understanding and foster a positive relationship. 

External Agreements of Effective Collaboration

· Agree to be collaborative, not competitive. 
· Agree to be fully present – not on your phone, not coming in and out of the session.
· Agree to be at the table for the right reasons - don’t be there to advance your career, don’t be there simply because your “boss” sent you, no hidden agendas. You’re there because you are bought in on the mission.
· Agree to come to the table to use the time productively – support keeping the balance between process and accomplishment. You assist when things are leaning too much one way or the other. You’re not there to complain; you come to give suggestions, and you offer suggestions that you are willing to lead. You lean in.

Source: https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/CBO-Report.pdf
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