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Introduction
The Community Engagement Initiative (CEI) aims to build the capacity of school districts and communities to facilitate
meaningful engagement, identify effective models of engagement and metrics, and support relationships between county
offices of education and school districts.1 Established in 2018, CEI convenes school districts, charter schools, and county
offices of education across California to create initiatives geared towards improving outcomes for students, build
peer-to-peer relationships, and deepen understanding of authentic engagement through equitable and culturally
responsive practices.2

How does CEI define community engagement
The CEI Community Engagement Best Practices Self Assessment Tool was developed to support meaningful engagement
among county offices of education, school districts, and communities. CEI defines “community engagement” as authentic
partnerships amongst students, families, districts and communities that nurture relationships, build trust, ensure
cultural, racial and linguistic equity, and lead transformative student outcomes. While this rubric is a self assessment tool
for district and school leaders, students, families, and invested community members should be involved in the process of
evaluating meaningful engagement.

We know that “community” in the context of community engagement efforts must encompass more than just parents and
families. Throughout the document we refer to “community members” as inclusive of a wider set of constituents than
families and students – or those with direct and daily engagement with schools and districts. Community members in this
context also refers to individuals and organizations that don’t fit into the traditional parent-child/student-school
relationship. This includes residents, voters and nonvoters, in the surrounding areas, nonprofits and community-based
organizations that work in partnership or around schools, and the broader community (e.g., elected officials, business,
foundations, etc.) who may interact with the school and district system. We use the phrases “the community,” “community
members,” “communities,” and “the broader community” when referencing those populations. When we are referencing a
strategy that is specific to families or students we name that explicitly.

This self assessment tool categorizes meaningful engagement into seven domains and includes sub-categories of
competencies that school and district leaders can use to self-reflect on their district or school-level community engagement
efforts and drive continuous improvement along a continuum of growth. Table I below highlights each domain at a high
level. Following that, each domain has its own self-assessment rubric that provides an overview of what it looks like to
begin cultivating those practices in a school district.

It should be noted that while these domains are sequenced in a way that builds on each other, cultivating meaningful
community engagement is not a linear or one-size-fits-all process. The first four domains are broadly applicable to
engagement with students, families, and community members. These highlight practices from research and community
engagement work in school districts across the country that speak to best practices for all key community constituents in
a district. The final three domains provide a deeper dive into competencies that school and district leaders can explore if
they want to strengthen their engagement work, specifically with students, families, or the community. These speak to
practices for authentically uplifting and engaging families, students, and community partners in the process of deepening
community engagement efforts.

2 Community Engagement Initiative, Theory of Action (2021).

1 California Department of Education, California Community Engagement Initiative Lead Agency (2023).
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Authentic community engagement is ongoing and each domain should be assessed and revisited as needed. School and
district leaders should utilize this self assessment tool to support participatory practices with students, families and
community members in Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) and Local Control Accountability Planning (LCAP).

Purpose of this self assessment tool
Cultivating authentic and meaningful community engagement among schools/districts, students, families, and community is
the ongoing and overall vision of the CEI initiative. This self assessment is a reflection tool that supports advancement
towards this vision. When best utilized, this tool should enhance collaboration, support alignment on areas of growth
schools and districts may need to focus on, and offer a common reference point that students, families, schools, and district
leaders can look to when discussing ways to advance community engagement in their communities.

We also know that community engagement efforts will look different across geographies and in districts of different sizes,
particularly those related to human capital and investing district resources in community engagement efforts. While this
tool aims to be inclusive and comprehensive of a variety of schools/districts and students, families, and communities, it’s
important to acknowledge some schools and districts may not have access to the breadth of resources we mention
within the “look fors.” For this reason, we left space throughout the document for districts to add their own practices and
reflect on how those whose communities have different needs based on size, geographic or demographic makeup may
incorporate the highlighted practices in different ways.

An important note to school and district leaders using this self assessment tool:
This self assessment tool should serve as one resource your school/district can use to highlight existing strengths,
weaknesses, and areas of growth. It is also important to consider your own positionality and power dynamics among
students, families, community members, as well as teachers and school/district leaders, as you invite a variety of community
members into this conversation and incorporate feedback that advances meaningful community engagement.

Anchor frameworks and research for building meaningful community engagement:
The following seven domains and corresponding competencies were pulled from leading research and resources on
building meaningful community engagement between school districts and communities.

This rubric is guided by insights and takeaways from CEI participating districts and the following anchor frameworks:
● 6 Core Root Cause Analysis of Student and Family Engagement
● The Dual Capacity-Building Framework for Family-School Partnerships (2019)
● Flamboyan Foundation School-Wide Family Engagement Rubric
● Albuquerque Public Schools Family and Community Engagement Policy and Rubric
● Reimagining Parent Engagement in California
● The California Department of Education Family Engagement Toolkit - Continuous Improvement through an Equity

Lens
● The California Department of Education Community Schools Framework
● The Los Angeles Unified School District’s Parent and Family Empowerment Rubric
● Self-Reflection Tool for Priority 3: Parental Engagement
● Community Engagement Guide: State of Washington Department of Health
● Colorado Department of Education: Family, School, Community Partnerships
● School/Family/ Community/ Partnerships: Caring for the Children We Share
● Headstart Parent, Family, and Community Engagement Framework
● Community Engagement Procedure: Glenorchy City
● Youth Engagement in Policy, Research, and Practice: The Urban Institute
● Youth Engagement in Practice: American Institute for Research
● School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Your Handbook for Action 4th Edition
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● Seeing is Believing: Promising Practices for How School Districts Promote Family Engagement

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How to use the CEI Community Engagement Best Practices Self Assessment Tool:
*This document is available in electronic or hard copy depending on your district/school site preferences

Step 1: Review the CEI self assessment summary table
Before beginning your self assessment rating process, it is important district and school leaders review the overall summary
table and notice how each foundational belief and associated competencies build on each other as you move through the
continuum of growth.

Step 2: Review each domain and corresponding competencies
Beginning with domain one, read the foundational belief and impact statement, then the descriptor language for each
competency. Brief definitions are provided for each rating and weighted as follows: not evident (1), developing (2), maturing
(3), and advanced (4). After reading each descriptor, district and school leaders should ask: Is this description true for my
school/district? Are we employing these practices but in a different way? If yes, move on to the next description. If no,
reflect on what next steps your school district may take to work toward progress in that competency area to advance
community engagement practices.

Notice the top four domains (1, 2, 3, and 4) focus on community engagement practices that are foundational for all
constituent groups (i.e., are helpful in building relationships and engagement with all stakeholders, such as
community-based organizations, students, families, and other community partners like) and the last three domains (5, 6, and
7) highlight practices with a specific lens for three highly engaged partners in education: families, students, and community
members. The framework is not fully exhaustive of all strategies for these constituencies, but draws on previous research
and helpful frameworks that center the voices of those three major constituencies for K-12 school systems.

Step 3: Review “look fors” — circle/highlight those you see at your school/district
After you review each descriptor, read each “look for” and circle/highlight those you see evidence of in your school/district.
If there are additional “look fors” that you believe correspond with the description, please write/type these in and
circle/highlight if your school/district is currently practicing them. The “look fors” are a helpful place to start if you are
looking for ideas of how to move along the continuum of growth within a given competency. This is also not an exhaustive
list. As you review the look fors, consider how you may already be implementing some of these practices in your own
school/district.

Step 4: Select a rating for each competency and an overall rating for each domain
Decide a rating for each competency based on how many look fors you have highlighted/circled. Decide an overall rating
for each domain after adding up competency ratings. Reflect on specific next steps your school and/or district will take to
support advancement to the next stage on the continuum of growth. These specific next steps should be documented,
saved, and reviewed during monthly and annual school and district meetings, as well as shared with school and district
staff, families, and community members (space for reflection is included at the bottom of each domain).

Step 5: Integrate ratings and next steps into long-term planning at your school/district

3
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The CEI Community Engagement Best Practices Self Assessment is a tool to support ongoing reflection and continuous
growth. District and school leaders should utilize data and reflections from this tool to advance long-term planning and
participatory practices in LCFF and LCAP planning that include students, families, and community members in this process.
School and district leaders can decide to hone in on various areas of focus including specific domains throughout the
school year and during long-term strategic planning. No matter the approach your school and district take, consistent
follow-up is vital towards creating accountable leadership and structures that contribute to growth and sustainable change
over time.

Table I: CEI Self Assessment Tool Summary Table

Domains Competencies

These four domains highlight practices that are applicable to deepening engagement efforts with all key community constituents,
including students, families, educators, school and district leaders, and community based organizations.

Domain 1: BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

Foundational Belief: Shared belief that strong relationships with students,
families, and community provide the necessary foundation for effective,
collaborative efforts to improve student outcomes and school/district
performance. This domain is the foundation of all other domains.

Impact: Researchers have found that creating a foundation built on mutual
trust is an essential condition for building meaningful community
engagement.3 In addition, this foundation of mutual trust through
relationships should be embraced at a systemic level by district leaders
and embedded into all aspects of meaningful engagement strategies to
sustain long term impact.

1.1 Inclusive and welcoming district culture
1.2 Create a culture of service
1.3 Frequent, proactive, student, family, and community

centered communication
1.4 Crucial conversations
1.5 With a base of belonging, students, families, and

community are supported to take action

Domain 2: BUILDING COLLECTIVE EFFICACY

Foundational Belief: When district staff, students, families, and community
demonstrate trust in each other and have a shared belief that by working
together, learning together, and growing together, they can positively
impact student learning.

Impact: Researchers have found that when a team of individuals “share
the belief that their unified efforts can overcome challenges and produce
intended results, groups are more effective.”4 Building collective efficacy
positively influences the overall narrative of school improvement and
encourages investment from all members of the community to contribute
to a shared belief of improving outcomes for students. Evidence
supporting the importance of collective efficacy goes beyond the
classroom. At the neighborhood level, this group's belief in their own
collective power is also shown to be highly related to better community
outcomes (e.g., health outcomes, lower crime, strong school outcomes).5

2.1 Staff mindsets
2.2 Student, family and community mindsets
2.3 Student, family and community connections
2.4 Respect for student, family and community

leadership
2.5 Leadership development of student, family and

community

Domain 3: SHARED POWER AND DECISION-MAKING

Foundational Belief: Students, families, and community members are
essential for accelerating and sustaining school system change and
improving student outcomes. School and district leaders believe they must

3.1 Co-developing vision
3.2 Proactively sharing information about districtwide

decision-making structures and opportunities
3.3 Shared decision-making
3.4 Participatory budgeting

5 Sampson, R, “The Place of Context: A Theory and Strategy for Criminology's Hard Problems.” (2013).

4 Donohoo, J., Hattie J., Eells, R., The Power of Collective Efficacy, (2018).

3 Ibid

4



5

invest in family and community capacity to lead that change. Staff share a
fundamental belief that shifting power to families and community in
decision-making actually improves the outcomes of those decisions.
Families and communities not only deserve this, but they have vital
insights and assets to contribute.

Impact: Building on domains one and two, domain three centers the
importance of growing the capacity of educators, while simultaneously
enhancing families and community members' power and decision-making,
leading to meaningful engagement and positive outcomes for students.

3.5 The district encourages, supports, and equips
families and community to take initiative and
contribute to school improvement priorities

3.6 The district creates multiple avenues (online and in
person) so that families and community can
participate in collaborative strategic planning for
school improvement

3.7 Outreach to the most marginalized families and
community members and removal of barriers to
participation

Domain 4: OPERATIONS, SYSTEMS, STRUCTURES, AND RESOURCING
THE WORK

Foundational Belief: Systems, structures, and resource allocation play a
critical role in a district’s ability to effectively engage students, families,
and community and sustain a culture that centers students, families, and
community and develops them, and shares power in a productive way that
benefits students.* Schools and districts utilize the resources they have
and include a wide range of invested community members in the process
of resource allocation, planning, and collaborating to meet the needs of
their students.

Impact: Integrating meaningful engagement practices into school and
district operations, systems, and structures will ensure sustained efforts
over time. Students, families, and community members feel seen, heard,
and valued when they see meaningful community engagement and
collaboration across sectors like schools, local government, and local
community based organizations.

*A note on this domain: We know that districts across the state have access to
varying degrees of resources and every district may not be able to operationalize
community engagement efforts (i.e. implementing a full FACE team) using the
strategies outlined in this domain. We have highlighted some look fors that are
applicable to smaller school districts, but also invite leaders from smaller
communities to use the self-reflection prompts for this domain and consider how
they might be implementing these practices in a different way. We also invite
leaders in those districts to explore Domain 7, which highlights how districts can best
leverage the resources available through community partners.

4.1 Community-facing staff are deeply embedded in
schools, depending on district size and access to
resources

4.2 District allocates meaningful resources to staffing
community engagement activities

4.3 Language access
4.4 Equitable distribution of resources for student,

family, and community engagement activities

These three domains highlight practices that are specific to core constituents in CEI’s definition of community engagement. These are
useful self-assessment tools for districts looking to deepen engagement specifically with families or students or deepen their
partnerships with the community.

Domain 5: FAMILIES AS CO-EDUCATORS

Foundational Belief: Both families and district/school staff must work
together to reframe and disrupt hierarchical notions of the role of the
family and instead value families as co-educators with equally important
insights, perspectives, and power in shaping their children’s education.

Impact: Research shows students achieve better outcomes in school when
their parents and/or guardians are engaged in their education.6

Furthermore, to build authentic, meaningful engagement with parents
and/or guardians, educators must disrupt deficit views of families and
deepen their understanding of existing community assets that families
have and can contribute to school improvement efforts that positively
impact all students’ educational experiences.7

5.1 Reframes the role of families as co-educators and
partners in their children’s education

5.2 Supports learning at home and invest in professional
development and coaching

5.3 Family and community access to instructional data
5.4 Align family engagement activities with learning

goals

7 Mapp, K, The Dual Capacity Framework for Family-School Partnerships. (2019)

6 Flamboyan Foundation, School-Wide Family Engagement Rubric, (n/a).
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Domain 6: PARTICIPATORY PRACTICES WITH STUDENTS

Foundational Belief: Youth engagement is seen as a crucial element of
community engagement. Families, district/school staff, and other school
community members believe student voices should be listened to and
uplifted. In addition, adults in power believe in the benefits of working in
partnership with students through participatory practices that enhance
student’s sense of agency in contributing to their educational experience.

Impact: Research shows the long lasting benefits of youth engagement for
the entire community. Youth engagement promotes inclusivity in policies,
programs, services, and builds capacity for the next generation. Youth
engagement improves the validity of efforts focused on young people
since young people are actively included in the process and offers youth
opportunities to be included in change efforts in their communities.

6.1 Intentional and inclusive spaces exist for youth
engagement

6.2 Align youth engagement activities with school and
district learning goals

6.3 Multiple avenues exist for youth engagement
6.4 Utilize youth participatory engagement strategies as

a north star

Domain 7: COMMUNITY AS COLLABORATORS

Foundational Belief: Community and community partners are an essential
element of school district change work. When the community is at the
table alongside district leaders co-producing a vision for students, they
help build investment for systemic change and expand access to
resources for students.

The group, “community members” is inclusive of families and students –
who are constituents with direct and daily engagement with schools and
districts. However, the community also involves individuals and
organizations that don’t fit into the traditional parent-child/student-school
relationship. This includes residents, voters and nonvoters, in the
surrounding areas, nonprofits and community-based organizations that
work in partnership or around schools, and the broader community (e.g.,
elected officials, business, foundations, etc.). This domain provides
strategies for integrating resources and sparking engagement and
collaboration with the broader community that is inclusive of all the
stakeholders listed here above. This is not intended to replace the strong
community-partnerships approaches outlined in community schools
models. Alternatively, this domain provides a review of strategies that can
fit into any school and/or district –whether it implements a community
school model or not – as it assesses its approach to collaborating with the
community.

Impact: Community partnerships are an important component of student
and school success. Schools and districts are stronger when they bring
together community partners alongside educators, parents, and students
to act as decision makers.8 Research has also shown that when schools
and districts adopt a community-centered model where community
resources (academics, health and social services, youth and community
development, early learning and care, and expanded learning) are
integrated into school sites alongside community engagement, this leads
to improved student learning and stronger communities.9

7.1 Integrate resources and services from the community
into schools

7.2 Convenes and aligns ecosystem of community
partners

7.3 Schools are seen as neighborhood hubs (i.e. deliver
a range of services beyond education in order to
prepare their students to learn and to assist families)
and there is a high degree of trust between the
community and the district

7.4 The district regularly collects, makes use of, and
shares data on the impact of community partnerships

7.5 Strong multi-directional channels of community
engagement

9 Blank, M., Jacobson, R., & Melaville, A. Achieving results through community school partnerships: How district and community leaders
are building effective, sustainable relationships. (2012).

8Maier, A et al. Community Schools as an Effective School Improvement Strategy: A Review of the Evidence. (2017).
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