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Abstract

Community education sustains the academic trajectories of many refugee and migrant
learners, yet this essential work is often under-recognised within the formal frameworks
of school-family partnership agendas. This disconnect creates a cycle of misrecognition,
eroded trust, and what this study terms “parallel working”: schools, families, and com-
munity groups strive to provide support but do so in disconnected silos. Drawing on a
Constructivist Grounded Theory study with families, students, school staff, and com-
munity groups in Northern England, this article theorises community actors as “struc-
tural mediators” who repair trust but whose support remains unevenly distributed, creat-
ing a “lottery of opportunity”. In response, this article introduces the Partnership
Empowerment Model (PEM), a model for empowerment and co-design. The PEM
reframes engagement as a four-way partnership between the school, the family, commu-
nity organisations, and the students themselves. Guided by the core principles of recogni-
tion, reciprocity, and trust, the model is designed to formalise collaboration, reduce stress
on teachers, and integrate structural mediators into a cohesive educational ecosystem. By
moving from parallel working to shared responsibility, the PEM offers a pathway to
improve academic access and outcomes in diverse contexts.
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Resum. Ajudar les families a respirar: del treball en paral-lel a l'empoderament col-laboratiu
en la participacid escolar mediada per la comunitat

Leducacié comunitaria sosté les trajectories academiques de molts estudiants refugiats
i migrants; tanmateix, aquesta tasca essencial sovint no es reconeix dins dels marcs for-
mals de les agendes de col-laboracié escola-familia. Aquesta desconnexié crea un cicle
de manca de reconeixement, erosié de la confianga i el que aquest estudi anomena «treball
en paral-lel»: escoles, families i grups comunitaris s'esforcen per oferir suport, perd ho
fan en compartiments estancs. A partir d’un estudi de teoria fonamentada constructivista
amb families, estudiants, personal escolar i grups comunitaris al nord d’Anglaterra, l'article
teoritza els actors comunitaris com a «mediadors estructurals» que reparen la confianca, perd
el suport dels quals es distribueix de manera desigual, de manera que es genera una «loteria
d’oportunitats». Com a resposta, es presenta el Model d’ Empoderament de 'Alianga (Part-
nership Empowerment Model, PEM), un marc per a 'empoderament i el codisseny. El
PEM redefineix la participacié com una col-laboracié a quatre bandes entre 'escola, la
familia, les organitzacions comunitaries i els mateixos estudiants. Guiat pels principis de
reconeixement, reciprocitat i confianga, el model busca formalitzar la col-laboracié, reduir
la carrega del professorat i integrar els mediadors estructurals en un ecosistema educatiu
cohesionat. En passar del treball en paral-lel a la responsabilitat compartida, el PEM ofereix
una via per millorar 'accés i els resultats acadeémics en diversos contextos.

Paraules clau: Partnership Empowerment Model (PEM); educacié comunitaria; partici-
pacié familiar; families migrants i refugiades; mediadors estructurals; teoria fonamentada
constructivista

Resumen. Ayudar a las familias a respirar: del trabajo en paralelo al empoderamiento
colaborativo en la participacién escolar mediada por la comunidad

La educacién comunitaria sostiene las trayectorias académicas de muchos estudiantes
refugiados y migrantes; sin embargo, esta labor esencial a menudo no se reconoce dentro
de los marcos formales de las agendas de colaboracién escuela-familia. Esta desconexién
genera un ciclo de falta de reconocimiento, erosién de la confianza y lo que este estudio
denomina «trabajo en paralelo»: escuelas, familias y grupos comunitarios se esfuerzan por
brindar apoyo, pero lo hacen en silos desconectados. A partir de un estudio de teorfa
fundamentada constructivista con familias, estudiantes, personal escolar y grupos comu-
nitarios en el norte de Inglaterra, el articulo teoriza a los actores comunitarios como
«mediadores estructurales» que reparan la confianza, pero cuyo apoyo se distribuye de
manera desigual, lo que crea una «loterfa de oportunidades». Como respuesta, se presen-
ta el Modelo de Empoderamiento de la Alianza (Partnership Empowerment Model,
PEM), un marco para el empoderamiento y el codisefio. El PEM redefine la participacién
como una colaboracién a cuatro bandas entre la escuela, la familia, las organizaciones
comunitarias y los propios estudiantes. Guiado por los principios de reconocimiento,
reciprocidad y confianza, el modelo busca formalizar la colaboracidn, reducir la carga
sobre el profesorado e integrar a los mediadores estructurales en un ecosistema educativo
cohesionado. Al pasar del trabajo en paralelo a la responsabilidad compartida, el PEM
ofrece una via para mejorar el acceso y los resultados académicos en contextos diversos.

Palabras clave: Partnership Empowerment Model (PEM); educacién comunitaria; parti-
cipacién familiar; familias migrantes y refugiadas; mediadores estructurales; teorfa funda-
mentada constructivista
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1. Introduction

International evidence demonstrates that family engagement is a critical com-
ponent of student success, contributing to attendance, persistence, and attain-
ment (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2017). In cities across Europe,
North America, and beyond, schools are serving increasingly diverse popula-
tions whose needs are shaped by migration histories, precarious employment,
and shifting policy landscapes. For these students, strong family-school-com-
munity relationships are especially crucial. However, for refugee and migrant
families, the route to a meaningful partnership with schools is often strewn
with avoidable obstacles. The challenges identified pertain to language barriers,
unfamiliar institutional frameworks and, as the study reported here shows, the
inadequate acknowledgement of culturally specific, community-oriented prac-
tices that are essential for sustaining effective learning. This article focuses on
community education as a form of vital academic support: the everyday, often
undervalued work undertaken by Ethnic and Migrant Community Groups
(EMCGs), faith groups, homework clubs, and peer networks that help chil-
dren access the curriculum, complete assignments, and navigate educational
transitions.

A primary challenge is that school-based family engagement is often con-
ceptualised narrowly, equated with attendance at meetings or compliance with
school-led initiatives rather than genuine partnership. Coupled with a narrow
understanding of learning which equates education to the acquisition of cur-
riculum-prescribed knowledge, these framing risks overlook the everyday cul-
tural, relational, and practical contributions that families make at home and
within their communities. This institutional blind spot creates what has been
described as ‘hard-to-reach’ dynamics (Crozier & Davies, 2007)—not because
families are unwilling to engage, but because the terms of engagement are
framed in ways that exclude them. Parents are frequently positioned as passive
recipients of information rather than as active partners in their children’s edu-
cation. This places an immense burden on students, who often take on the
stressful role of mediators in the communication between schools and families,
and on teachers, who work under intense pressure without the structural sup-
port needed to connect meaningfully with all families.

The result is a systemic misalignment, which this study terms ‘parallel
working’: schools, families, and community organisations all strive to support
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children, but do so in disconnected silos. This dynamic leads to mutual mis-
understanding, the perpetuation of inequity, and imposes a considerable strain
on students, teachers, families and the fragile community infrastructure that
supports them. The voices from across this educational ecosystem reveal the
human cost of this disconnection:

If it wasn’t for the community centre, I wouldn’t know what to do. The school
sends letters I don’t understand... the ladies there sit with me and tell me what
it means. (Parent, P6)

Sometimes I just want to be a child, not the translator. (Young person, CY2)

Sometimes we do all this, and schools still say, ‘parents are not involved’. They
don’t see what happens here... It’s like we don’t count. (Community Group

Leader, CG1)

There is a massive gap in the education system to understand what all these
things mean... it is not really explicitly taught to us. (School Staff, S3)

This article focuses on community education as a vital but often over-
looked infrastructure of academic support. For clarity, this research uses ‘com-
munity education’ to mean community-based academic support for school-age
learners, rather than the broader field of adult or community learning. The
lead author’s own journey also informs this research. As a person who passed
through the refugee process, her first-hand experience is deeply intertwined
with these questions. When her own children joined her in the UK, after data
collection was complete, she was no longer just a researcher of this phenom-
enon; she was living it. This lived experience did not shape the findings, but
it powerfully affirmed them, reinforcing the conviction that the questions
explored here are a pressing reality for families across the country.

Internationally, community education traditions such as ‘learning com-
munities’ and ‘educating cities’ have sought to reframe these relationships.
However, much of this practice remains fragmented and dependent on short-
term funding or the goodwill of individuals. This study uses Constructivist
Grounded Theory (CGT) to move beyond framing the engagement gap as a
family ‘deficit’ or institutional ‘failure’. Instead, it theorises community actors
as ‘structural mediators'—the critical but informal infrastructure that trans-
lates, advocates, and supports.

The primary contribution of this research is the Partnership Empowerment
Model (PEM), a grounded model for empowerment and co-design. The PEM
reconfigures engagement as a four-way educational ecosystem between students,
families, community organisations, and schools, with the student at its heart. By
responding directly to the call to ‘open up schools to their community environ-
ments, fostering partnerships and synergies’, this article offers an implementable
model for building equitable partnerships. It is guided by the core principles of
recognition, reciprocity, and trust, designed to move the system from parallel
working to one of shared responsibility and deliberate, equitable design.
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2. Literature Background: Building the Case for a New Model
2.1. Deconstructing Engagement: Beyond School-Centric Models

Research confirms a positive correlation between parental involvement and
student academic achievement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Fan & Chen,
2001; Jeynes, 2005, 2017). One of the most influential frameworks in the
field is Epstein’s (2018) model of overlapping spheres of influence, which
conceptualises family, school, and community as distinct but interconnected
spheres whose cooperation leads to better student outcomes. However, in
practice, this model has often been implemented through school-led initiatives
that position parents as supporters of a pre-determined agenda rather than as
co-designers of it (Epstein & Sheldon, 2016). This reinforces a narrow defini-
tion of engagement, often equating it with compliance-based activities like
attending meetings or monitoring homework (Goodall & Montgomery,
2014). When this happens, the rich and vital education that families are
already providing at home—instilling cultural values, fostering aspirations,
and providing moral guidance—is rendered invisible.

This institutional blind spot creates what Crozier and Davies (2007)
describe as “hard-to-reach” dynamics, where the issue is not parental deficit
but a structural misalignment of expectations. This is particularly acute for
refugee and migrant families, whose culturally specific scripts of engagements,
such as showing respect through deference to teacher authority, can be misin-
terpreted as a lack of interest (Crozier & Davies, 2007). Furthermore, as Vin-
cent (2017) argues, schools frequently envision a role for parents that primar-
ily serves the institution’s needs, creating a power imbalance that is solidified
through one-way, jargon-heavy communication (Harris & Goodall, 2008).
This reality reflects a broader policy failure, with bodies like the Council of
Europe (2016) highlighting persistent inequalities in UK education for minor-
ity ethnic communities and urging stronger structural mechanisms for equity.
A more effective paradigm must therefore move along a continuum from
simple ‘involvement’ in school-led activities to genuine ‘engagement’ in a co-
constructed partnership (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014).

2.2. The Psychology of Partnership: Motivation, Trust, and Efficacy

For engagement to occur, families must not only be willing but also feel con-
fident and welcomed. The influential framework of Hoover-Dempsey and
Sandler (1995) provides a crucial psychological lens, suggesting that a parent’s
decision to engage is shaped by their personal beliefs about their role (parental
role construction), their confidence in their ability to help (sense of efficacy),
and their perception of being genuinely invited by the school. This model is
particularly salient for understanding the experiences of refugee and migrant
families. While their aspirations are often high, their sense of efficacy can be
severely undermined by linguistic barriers, unfamiliarity with the system, or
previous negative encounters that erode trust (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011).



40 Educar 2026, vol. 62/1 K. Teklemariam; M. Kakos; N. Gridley

The investments made by families can be viewed through the framework
of capital. Building on Bourdieu’s (1986) foundational concepts, Reay (2000)
introduces the notion of ‘emotional capital to highlight the crucial role of
families” often-overlooked emotional labour necessary to maintain children’s
educational motivation. Moreover, Moll et al.’s (1992) concept of ‘funds of
knowledge’ demonstrates that families possess rich cultural and social resourc-
es that can enhance pedagogy when recognised by schools. Building on this,
Yosso's (2005) theory of ‘community cultural wealth’ offers a critical race per-
spective, identifying multiple forms of capital that minoritised communities
possess, including aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, and
resistant capital. These are forms of capital that are often undervalued within
formal education which privilege the role of school-based pedagogies and adopt
a deficit-oriented perspective towards education and learning, especially in rela-
tion to migrants (Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2017). Overcoming this approach requires
an effective partnership model which needs to be constructed upon a founda-
tion of trust, facilitating schools ability to recognise, appreciate, and incorpo-
rate diverse forms of capital into the educational process. This integration is
essential for fostering meaningful collaboration between educational institu-
tions and their communities (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Auerbach, 2012).

2.3. The Missing Link: Community as a “Third Space’ and Structural Mediator

While the literature establishes the need for asset-based partnerships, it often
overlooks the formal role of community organisations as key enablers. In
Europe, approaches like learning communities have promoted participatory
practices to break down hierarchies, and the SIRIUS Network has document-
ed how migrant education benefits when schools build partnerships with com-
munities (Kakos & Teklemariam, 2020, 2021). The ‘educating cities’ move-
ment extends this logic by framing entire urban environments as learning
ecosystems, though often without specifying mechanisms for school-level
implementation (Essomba et al., 2022).

This research argues that for refugee and migrant families, grassroots
organisations are the critical missing link that operationalises these broader
visions. Drawing on Bhabha (1994), these community venues can be con-
ceptualised as a “Third Space’—a trusted, neutral ground between the institu-
tion and the home where new understandings can be co-created, similar to
that which is reportedly constructed by multilingual teaching assistants
(Kakos, 2022). This approach aligns with a growing call for a more holistic,
rights-based model for the educational inclusion of migrant students (Kakos,
2024). Within this space, community actors perform ‘boundary spanning’;
they translate not only language but also the unwritten rules of the educa-
tional system, turning institutional signals into actionable knowledge (Tush-
man & Scanlan, 1981).

This function is essential within an ecological systems framework (Bronfen-
brenner, 1979). While much research focuses on the family-school dyad, the
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vital role of community organisations in strengthening the mesosystem—the
connection between these different settings is often under-theorised (Comer
& Haynes, 1991). For migrant families, these community links are central to
navigating new systems, a reality documented in studies with Polish families
in the UK (Moskal, 2014; Moskal & Sime, 2016). The literature thus reveals
a clear need for a model that moves beyond a two-way relationship to for-
mally recognise and integrate the community organisations that operate as
essential structural mediators.

3. Methodology

This study was guided by a Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) method-
ology (Charmaz, 2014). Existing frameworks on family engagement often focus
on a parent-school dyad and do not fully theorise the mediating role of com-
munity organisations. This gap necessitated a methodology capable of building
a new framework from participant experiences. The constructivist paradigm,
which views knowledge as co-created through interaction between researcher
and participant, was therefore essential for this work (Crotty, 1998).

3.1. Participants and Data Collection

Data was generated through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 23
participants in the north of England: ten families (P), five students (CY), three
school staff members (S), and five community group leaders and charity work-
ers (CG). Participants came from diverse national and cultural backgrounds,
including Eritrea, Ethiopia, Iran, Ukraine, and Yemen. Sampling began pur-
posively and moved to theoretical sampling to elaborate on or challenge
emerging conceptual categories (Charmaz, 2014). While demographic data
including participants’ sex/gender was collected, it was not a primary variable
for analysis in this study, which focused on the relational dynamics of the
engagement ecosystem.

3.2. Data Analysis

In line with CGT principles, data generation and analysis occurred simultane-
ously and iteratively. The process involved initial line-by-line coding, constant
comparison, focused coding, and finally, theoretical abstraction, leading to the
emergent theory of mediated engagement theory underpinning the PEM.

Throughout this process, extensive memo-writing was used to capture emerg-
ing insights, trace the development of ideas, and test the relationships between
categories, ensuring the final model was rigorously developed and authenti-

cally grounded in the data (Charmaz, 2014).
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3.3. Reflexivity and Positionality

The lead author’s positionality as a researcher with lived experience of the
refugee process was both an asset and a responsibility. This shared background
often helped to build rapport and trust, allowing participants to share their
experiences openly. At the same time, it created a risk of over-identification.
This was managed through systematic reflexive practice, primarily through
the extensive memo-writing described above. This practice created a critical
space to interrogate assumptions and ensure that the final theory was rigor-
ously developed from the participants’ accounts, rather than being shaped by
the researcher’s own experiences.

3.4. Ethics

Ethical approval for the research was granted by the author’s institutional
review board. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, with spe-
cial attention to safeguarding minors and those with precarious immigration
status. Participants were assured of confidentiality and their right to withdraw.
To protect anonymity, we used pseudonyms throughout this article. A trauma-
informed and culturally sensitive approach guided us at every stage of the
research process.

4. Findings: A Cycle of Misrecognition and Parallel Working

The analysis revealed a dysfunctional and self-perpetuating cycle of discon-
nection rooted in institutional norms that leaves families and community
groups feeling invisible. As one community group leader (CG1) poignantly
stated, “They do not see what happens here... It is like we do not count”. This
sentiment was shared by parents like P7, who, despite his desire to contribute,
felt unknown by his child’s school, explaining, “I need to feel that the school...
I need to know the school knows me”. This shared feeling of being unseen
captures the core problem of misrecognition. The findings are presented here
not as a list of separate barriers, but as an interconnected process that pro-
duces a state of parallel working.

4.1. Misrecognition and the Need for Recognition

The cycle begins with misrecognition. Participants’ expansive, support-based
definitions of ‘family’ clash with the school’s narrow, administrative focus on
legal guardians. This failure to see the wider support network means the rich
‘funds of knowledge’ and ‘community cultural wealth’ they hold go unvalued
(Moll et al., 1992; Yosso, 2005). An institution’s culture can directly create or
break a parent’s sense of belonging. Parent P8, for instance, felt like ‘family’ at
a welcoming primary school but a ‘stranger’ at her son’s more culturally rigid
one. Similarly, Parent P5 had to rely on her colleagues, who were ex-teachers,
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for ‘insider knowledge’ on how to choose a good secondary school, demon-
strating how crucial information is often held in informal networks rather than
being made accessible by the system itself. This alienation is often magnified
during the transition to secondary school, where larger, impersonal structures
can present significant barriers for new families. Students also face this inval-
idation. CY4, reported that despite arriving with evidence of a strong aca-
demic record, was told by a teacher that her qualifications “did not tell me
anything”. This led to her misplacement in a less challenging class, leaving her
frustrated and her potential unseen.

4.2. The Failure of Reciprocity

The school-family relationship was overwhelmingly described as a one-way
street, most evident in communication that served to inform rather than
engage. As one parent said, “There is information, but there is no communi-
cation”. The consequences can be severe; Parent P6 recounted how her chil-
dren stayed out of school for six months upon arriving in the UK simply
because she was not provided with the necessary information about how to
navigate the registration system. This communication is typically delivered
through inaccessible formats, such as English-language letters or digital plat-
forms that parents struggle to use.

This failure to establish a direct two-way dialogue often places an immense
burden on students, who are forced to become mediators. CY5 explained his
role at formal school meetings: “With my mum, I normally interpret for her.
So, I will be the one interpreting for her when we are in school”. This role rever-
sal, echoed by many participants, limits the possibilities for parents to commu-
nicate directly and openly their questions and share their concerns to schools
while it forces children to navigate adult responsibilities. As CY2 stated,
“Sometimes I just want to be the child, [not the translator]”. When the insti-
tution fails to create a reciprocal channel for engagement, it implicitly out-
sources this complex emotional and linguistic labour to its students.

4.3. Eroded Trust and the Turn to Structural Mediators

The consequence of misrecognition and failed reciprocity is the erosion of
trust. When formal channels are ineffective, families logically turn to trusted
community spaces and actors, or ‘structural mediators’. This erosion of trust
can be an active process; Parent P6 described being treated poorly by school
reception staff who were unsympathetic to her circumstances as a newly arrived
family, an experience that made her feel unwelcome and judged. These com-
munity groups often fill academic gaps; for example, CY3 noted that her
community offered affordable tuition because mainstream options were too
expensive. This was powerfully illustrated by Parent P7’s account of a colleague
whose daughter faced repeated punishments at her new secondary school. The
father, overwhelmed and hindered by language barriers, was unable to resolve
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the escalating situation, which eventually escalated to the involvement of social
workers and caused significant distress for the family. According to P7, the
school “took advantage of the language barrier”. This narrative underscores how
failures on the part of schools can erode trust and compel families to seek
advocacy elsewhere. However, access to this crucial community support is
inconsistent. CY4 directly linked her initial academic struggles to the absence
of a community network that could have provided guidance. This creates a
‘lottery of opportunity’ (Vincent, 2017), where a child’s access to support
depends on their family’s social connections rather than their needs. This
cycle—where misrecognition leads to withdrawal, which erodes trust and push-
es families toward informal support, allowing the school’s institutional blind
spots to persist—is the dysfunctional reality the PEM was developed to address.

5. The Partnership Empowerment Model (PEM):
A Model for Systemic Change

The preceding findings detail a fragmented system where goodwill is not
enough to overcome structural barriers. The PEM emerges from the data as a
direct response to this dysfunctional cycle. It is a framework for reimagining
relationships by moving away from a hierarchical, school-centric model
towards a dynamic, equitable, and non-hierarchical four-way ecosystem part-
nership with the student at its heart. It is crucial to note that the PEM is not
a model for adding more work to already stretched schools. Rather, it is a
model for working more effectively and efficiently by sharing responsibility
and leveraging the existing assets within the community. By investing in pro-
active, trust-based partnerships, schools can prevent the crises that arise from
disconnection, ultimately reducing the reactive workload on staff.

5.1. The Guiding Principles

The PEM is animated by three core principles, each designed to counteract a
specific problem identified in the findings:

— Recognition: The first guiding principle, recognition, is the direct antidote
to the problem of misrecognition detailed in the findings. It responds
directly to the experiences of parents like P8, who felt like a ‘stranger’ in
their child’s school, and students like CY4, whose academic histories were
dismissed. Recognition demands that schools develop the institutional
capacity to see, value, and build upon the diverse forms of engagement
families are already practising. This means actively seeking out and levera-
ging the ‘community cultural wealth’ (Yosso, 2005) that all families pos-
sess—from their aspirational and linguistic capital to their navigational
skills. Achieving this requires a process of collaborative institutional reflexi-
vity, where schools critically examine their policies and assumptions with
the families and community partners they serve, moving parents from
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being subjects of the school’s reflection to active co-participants in institu-
tional change.

— Reciprocity: This principle transforms the one-way flow of information into
a two- or multi-way relationship that benefits all partners through co-
design and shared responsibility. Schools actively share their tangible
assets—such as space, resources, and administrative support—to sustain
the community partners they rely on. This approach goes beyond tokenis-
tic inclusion and fosters genuine power-sharing, creating a sustainable
ecosystem that strengthens all partners involved.

— Trust: This is the foundational solution to the eroded trust detailed in the
findings. Acknowledging that trust must be patiently and intentionally
earned, the PEM posits that the most effective way for schools to achieve
this is by formally partnering with the ‘structural mediators’, the commu-
nity groups, who have already cultivated it.

5.2. The Four Pillars: An Ecology of Shared Interest

The PEM is built upon the recognition of four distinct but interdependent
pillars, representing the key stakeholder groups that emerged from the data.
Unlike traditional models that place the school at the centre, the PEM places
the student at the heart of this collaborative ecosystem.

— Families as Experts and Co-Designers: Families are positioned as a child’s
first and most enduring educators. The model adopts the expansive, sup-
port-based definition of ‘family” articulated by participants, extending
beyond parents to include trusted friends and community groups who help
them integrate. Their role is transformed from that of passive recipients to
that of active co-designers of engagement strategies that are culturally res-
ponsive and relevant to their lived experiences.

— Schools as Facilitators and Resource Hubs: The school’s role shifts from that
of a director, who dictates the terms of engagement, to that of a facilitator
who enables genuine partnership. Their primary function is to cultivate
the ‘institutional reflexivity’ required to listen, adapt, and share power.
Instead of trying to do everything themselves, they leverage their institu-
tional resources to support and sustain the partnership.

— Community Organisations as Formalised Partners: Grassroots charities and
EMCGs serve as essential ‘structural mediators’ and earn community
trust. A central argument of the PEM emphasises that schools must
move the vital work of these organisations from the periphery to the very
centre of their engagement strategy. Their role is no longer ad-hoc but
is formalised, respected, and, crucially, resourced through a reciprocal
partnership.

— Students as Agentic Participants: Young people are positioned as active and
insightful stakeholders, not subjects of adult intervention. The failure of
the current system that forces them into the stressful and inappropriate
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role of mediator is recognised. The model formally values their voice and
expertise in co-creating solutions.

Figure 1 depicts the PEM, an ecosystem of shared responsibility that chal-
lenges traditional hierarchies. Its interlocking pillars—schools, families, com-
munity organisations, and students—are positioned as equal partners, their rela-
tionships mediated by the core principles of recognition, reciprocity, and trust.

Figure 1. The Partnership Empowerment Model

Source: Own elaboration.

5.3. The PEM in Practice

The PEM unfolds through five iterative steps that provide a practical pathway
for implementation:

Mapping: All stakeholders jointly map existing resources, challenges, and needs.
Prioritising: The group collectively identifies and agrees upon key focus
areas.

Co-Design Panel: A standing panel of families, students, community lea-
ders, and staff design and monitor actions together.

Embedding. Actions are integrated into school and community infrastruc-
tures for sustainability.

Reviewing: Outcomes are evaluated collectively using both quantitative and
qualitative indicators, feeding back into the mapping process.
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6. Discussion: Contribution to an International Dialogue

The analysis in the study highlights the value of mediated forms of family
engagement and offers the critical lens through which to reimagine commu-
nity education as a dynamic and structurally embedded process. The emergent
Partnership Empowerment Model (PEM) is not a prescriptive programme,
but a model of principles and relationships designed to create more equitable
educational ecosystems. This section situates the PEM within the broader
scholarly debates to articulate its original contribution.

The PEM confirms and extends several global frameworks. It aligns with
learning-community approaches in its emphasis on dialogic participation but
adds a power-conscious focus on a necessary precondition: building trust. For
families navigating migration and institutional mistrust, a true learning com-
munity can only form after the patient work of building trust—facilitated by
structural mediators—has taken place. The model also complements educat-
ing-city agendas (Essomba et al., 2022) by specifying the school-level
mechanics required to build a city-wide ecosystem. While the ‘educating city’
concept provides a valuable macro-level vision, the PEM’s principle of reci-
procity offers the practical, micro-level design for forging links between a
single school and the grassroots organisations that support its families.

Furthermore, the PEM offers a direct response to the limitations of influ-
ential frameworks like Epstein’s (2018). While Epstein’s model helpfully iden-
tifies the key actors, the PEM goes a step further by reconfiguring the power
dynamics. It positions schools not as the centre of overlapping spheres, but as
facilitators in a non-hierarchical ecosystem—a crucial distinction for empower-
ing marginalised families who often feel acted upon, rather than partnered with.

The PEM extends asset-based theories like ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et al.,
1992) and ‘community cultural wealth’ (Yosso, 2005) by providing an opera-
tional model for integrating this capital through the principle of recognition.
Finally, it gives a structural home to concepts like the “Third Space’ (Kakos,
2022) and ‘Boundary Spanning’ (Tushman & Scanlan, 1981), transforming
them from informal functions into sustained components of the school ecosys-
tem. The primary theoretical contribution of the PEM is its focus on intention-
ally building and resourcing the mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979)—the
crucial connective tissue between home, school, and community that is often
left to chance. This is achieved without offloading statutory responsibility from
schools, instead creating a web of relationships that better reflects the lived
realities of migrant families (Moskal & Sime, 2016) and aligns with a growing
call for a rights-based approach to educational inclusion (Kakos, 2024).

7. Conclusion and Implications

Community education already delivers academic support that many learners
cannot do without. The findings of this study reveal a cycle of misrecognition,
failed reciprocity, and eroded trust that leaves this vital work uncounted and
creates a ‘lottery of opportunity’ for students (Vincent, 2017). The Partnership
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Empowerment Model (PEM) offers a grounded, adaptable model to move
from these parallel efforts to one of collective responsibility. By integrating
recognition, reciprocity, and trust into the everyday mechanics of schooling,
institutions can convert invisible labour into visible partnership and ensure
that families who have long felt like ‘strangers’ are recognised as co-educators.
As one participant poignantly stated, this kind of support does more than help
with school; it helps you ‘breathe’.
This research has clear implications for practice and policy.

— For School Leaders: This means moving beyond tokenistic engagement to
formally partner with community organisations, appointing dedicated
Community Partnership Leads, and using asset-mapping to recognise the
skills within their family communities.

— For Policymakers: This requires reforming accountability frameworks to
reward authentic partnership and creating targeted funding streams to re-
source the ‘structural mediator’ roles that community organisations per-
form. For instance, an accountability system like Ofsted (The UK’s Office
for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills, often referred
to as the school inspectorate), if informed by the PEM, would look beyond
simple communication logs for evidence of co-design, shared power, and
genuine reciprocity.

— For Teacher Education: This demands that partnership skills and asset-based
pedagogies be moved from the periphery to the core of the curriculum,
including mandatory placements for trainees within community ‘third
spaces’.

Future research should test the PEM across different contexts and co-
produce evaluation tools that capture relational outcomes. Ultimately, this
article presents the PEM as a deliberate and hopeful step toward building an
education system where every family can thrive.
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