Collaborating with the Community
Introduction

“Teamwork is the ability to work together toward a common vision; the ability to direct individual accomplishment toward organizational objectives. It is the fuel that allows common people to attain phenomenal results.”
- unknown

Parenthood is the most important responsibilities that men and women have.  Weather your children are adopted, foster or biological, raising children is one of the most challenging and rewarding jobs mothers and fathers will ever have.  Raising a child who has a disability and special needs is no different; although parents of such children face additional challenges that last longer than their child’s childhood.  

If you are a parent of a child with a disability or you have recently become aware that your child has special needs, it is important to know that you are not alone in your situation and in your quest to provide the best life experiences for your child.  From education, to medical and therapeutic services and every transitional period in your child’s life, there is help available to you in terms of resources, information, assistance and support on this journey your family must travel.
Building and maintaining productive relationships with the professionals, service providers, teachers and caregivers who will play important roles in the life of your child is critical to the successful achievements of the objectives and goals you have for your child. 

What are these productive relationships or partnerships?  This website is dedicated to providing information on building effective partnerships between parents, families, schools and communities that benefit the entire community.  Parent, school and community engagement can be successfully implemented using the six national standards for parent/family involvement (communicating, parenting, volunteering, student learning, school decision making and advocacy, and collaborating with the community) that are further explored in the website.  No matter which standard is used for parent involvement, a partnership will have to be developed between the principal figures to ensure success.  
Building Effective Teams
“Whosoever shall answer a cry; an illustration of team formation”

The following illustration demonstrates the importance of partnerships for parents of children with special needs can be developed and the important cornerstones to building effective teams.

There is a typical neighborhood where most parents go to work during the day while their children are at school.  Some neighbors know each other well, while others know each other only in passing.  On most weekends children are outside playing and the happy sounds of childhood mingle with those depicting adult responsibilities.

On one unusual day, for some unknown reason, John, a small child in this cozy neighborhood decided or somehow found himself standing on his parents’ rooftop with no means and knowledge of how to get back down.   When his parents realized that something was wrong and quickly assesses the situation, they began to frantically try on their own to get him down from the high roof that had suddenly become a dangerous place that threatened John’s safety.
How did John get up there?  Who was not watching?  While everyone take turns trying to find fault, it finally becomes clear that no one is to blame, John just wondered off in his own little world, lost sight of everyone else and found himself in an unexpected place.  Unfortunately these things happen!

John’s parents and siblings can see him and talk to him, but a wind is blowing and the distance between them is such that he can hear their voices but does not understand what is being said.  The parents are scrambling to get help even as they must maintain watch and try to stay calm until help arrives.
Imagine the parents’ shock when they call the police only to be told that several other children in the same neighborhood have also climbed on top of their parents’ roofs and that the fire department has dispatched all available trucks and fire fighters to rescue these children.  They are trying all they can, but with limited resources and personnel, John’s parents just have to wait for the next available truck and firefighter.   In the meantime the police have been sent to provide assistance, but they are ill equipped to perform the rescue themselves.
So John’s parents call their family for help, and neighbors who have heard and seen what is happening have come to lend a helping hand.  No one knows what to do, but since John is oblivious of the danger he is in, and may accidentally fall of the roof any second, the few neighbors gathered create a makeshift safety net and try to coax John to jump into it.  They are determined not to let the child fall.  On the sideline are the parents, encouraging the child to hold on, or better yet, to jump down into the net.  This impromptu rescue team has just become a critical lifeline for little John and the team, brought together by the crisis of getting John to safety, has just been established.
This scenario can represent the diagnosis of a child’s disability for parents, and the resulting scramble for answers that most parents whose’ child or children have recently been diagnosed experience.  A child’s presence on a roof top of his home constitutes an emergency for her entire family.  If parents and other family members could get the child down on their own, they would.    But in this instance where that is not possible, they have to seek help, and it is what they do while awaiting help that can save or further hurt the already endangered child.
The local rescue team can represent the child’s academic support, community and life teams.  A team can consist of teachers, doctors, psychologist, pediatricians, occupational, speech and physical therapists, resource teachers, service providers, church members, child’s peers, community and family members who are aware of the child’s condition and are committed to supporting his success to the best of his abilities.
Why do you need a team or partnership?   
You need a team because you are not alone.  You will need a team support and assistance members can provide during your hour of crisis.  You need a team because your child’s safety, or future, or wellbeing or even life, depends on the successful efforts of a team.  You need a team because the fire truck, in this case representing governmental resources, may come too late, or worse still, never show up at all.  You need a team because the collective strength, expertise and the knowledge of many, is far better than those of one.
In this illustration the team must work together and synchronize its movement to that of the child so as to assure his safety.  There are different functions needed to maintain a team, and everyone has a responsibility and an important role to play.  You, the parents, are an important part of your child’s team.  You have a permanent role to play in your child’s endeavors to achieve his/her goals.  The other team members also have important roles to play and will offer support and encouragement when you need it most.

A successful team relationship must be built on the foundations of:

Respect – respect and value each other and the roles that has brought you into the team, everyone is an important part of the team
Trust – everyone has the child’s best interest at heart and will do their best towards the child.
Cooperation – everyone must work together and willingly for the common goal
Contribution – everyone must do their part and give equally
Communication – each team member leans to listen as well as share in a two way communication that keeps everyone informed at the same time.
Responsibility – everyone has a duty to fulfill their obligations to the team
Accountability - everyone is answerable to the team
The team above is brought together by a crisis as it quickly becomes evident that something must be done while they wait for the fire department.  The mentioned team is quickly put together without much thought.  But as team members begin to work together, the team undergoes a transformation by undergoing the following stages; 
Forming

During the hasty forming stage, members quickly acknowledge each other and the need that has brought them together.  Ideas are exchanged, some are dismissed and others are accepted.  Everyone is civil to one another and their communication is centered on the issue and what needs to be done.

Implementing

Once that is accomplished, the process of implementing an agreed upon plan begins.  Should the child falter way up there, they must be ready to catch her.  So John’s parents bring out his favorite comforter which will be held up by so many hands.  
Cracking

The arguments begin, and conflict arise as team members cannot agree on who will do what, how many will do this, and who will take care of that while who else is doing this.  Someone thinks that his/her ideas are best and should be tried first.  Individualism, the “I versus you,” “we versus them” mentality is creeping in and the team is rapidly losing focus of the issue – little John up there on the roof!  The team is undergoing a cracking stage that creates factions and confusion and communication at most, is highly ineffective.
Stabilizing

But somehow members manage to re-focus and the team stabilizes.  During this stabilization stage, all members begin to compromise and cooperate.   Through open and honest talk and a willingness to contribute, the team’s effectiveness begins to increase.
Performing

Finally, by listening to one another, developing ideas, building on each other’s insights and perceptions, and through mutual support, the team’s effectiveness enhances its performance as team members keep their eyes, minds and attention firmly fixed on the child.
