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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify and weigh church leaders' perceived 

barriers to establishing partnerships with local high poverty public schools in a large East 

Coast city. The aim of this study was to establish a foundation for best practices in 

designing a curriculum for clergy continuing education on the subject of developing 

partnerships with public schools.  To achieve this, data were collected through semi-

structured interviews of twelve pastors representing ten churches in a large East Coast 

city.  Data were also collected through field notes, church internet sites, and artifacts.  

Three main themes emerged from the data: Church Engagement in Public School 

Partnerships, Church-Public School Partnership Formation, and Obstacles to Church-

Public School Partnerships.  Further coding revealed more detailed subthemes.  Axial 

coding as a means of making connections between the themes and subthemes that arose 

from the data revealed a process pastors used to overcome barriers and establish 

partnerships with public schools.  Central to this process were the community-based 

professional relationships developed between the pastor and the principal, and the 

subsequent strategic structuring of partnership programming in alignment with the depth 

of these professional relationships.  A continuing education curriculum for clergy on 

church-public school partnerships was developed based on the information learned in this 

study. 

Keywords: Partnership, Church, Public School, Pastor, Principal, Clergy 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Statement of the Problem 

 Churches and public schools often provide complementary and overlapping 

services to a common population (Epstein, 2011).  Both groups often hold and express 

interest in building mutually beneficial partnerships (Duemer, Juarez, & Sand, 2001).  

Further, the United States Department of Education (2000, 2003) encourages partnerships 

between schools and faith-based organizations.  Principals and church leaders who have 

engaged in successful church-public school partnerships report that these partnerships are 

beneficial to the school, the church, and the community as a whole (United States 

Department of Education, 1999). 

 Still, church-public school partnerships are relatively rare (Duemer et al., 2001).  

Pastors and principals, the two institutional leaders in a position of being able to initiate a 

partnership between the organizations, approach the situation with different sets of 

expectations and institutional constraints (Baum, 2002; Yancey, Rogers, Singletary, 

Atkinson, & Thomas, 2004).  Often concerned about possible legal implications of 

initiating contact with a single religious organization, principals tend to hesitate in 

making the first move in connecting with a local church (Duemer et al., 2001).  However, 

if a pastor makes the first move by offering a church’s assistance to a school, the 

principal can accept the offer as a response to community involvement rather than out of 

a potentially perceived personal religious bias.  Therefore, pastors are in a better position 

to take the lead in launching a partnership. 

 A substantial body of research has explored the concept of public schools building 

partnerships with community organizations.  Groups like the National Network of 
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Partnership Schools (NNPS) have provided a platform for extensive study of community 

partnerships from the perspective of the schools.  Existing studies provide the foundation 

for actions school personnel can take to develop, launch, and maintain partnership 

programming in the community (Epstein, 2009; Epstein, 2011). 

 Fewer studies, however, have focused on those organizations in the community 

that choose to collaborate with public schools.  School leaders and leaders of community 

organizations, like churches, can have very different views of the neighborhoods they 

share and the people they serve.  These differing views have led to conflict, distrust, and 

disenfranchisement that result in barriers to the establishment and success of partnerships 

between the organizations (Baum, 2002).  Identifying and understanding these barriers 

was essential if leaders are to work across disciplines to develop successful partnerships. 

 According to Yancey et al. (2004), the reasons for pastors not initiating 

partnerships with public schools tend to surround their perceptions of financial, 

theological, and capacity constraints of their congregations.  Additional barriers can 

include organizing, coordinating, and staffing issues added to partnership barriers 

(Sanders, 2001).  These categories are broad and do not provide a comprehensive 

understanding of pastors’ perceptions.  Further, the relative weight of these perceptions 

and how barriers can be overcome is missing from the research.   

Purpose of the Study 

 A congregation’s finances, theology, capacity, organizing, coordinating, and 

staffing all play a role in determining whether to initiate a partnership with a local public 

school (Sanders, 2001; Yancey et al., 2004).  This set of categories, however, did not 

compose a comprehensive list and was not the central focus of the studies that reported 
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them.  Additionally, what was not known was if issues carry equal weight in the pastor’s 

decision-making processes and what pastors did to overcome their perceived barriers.  

Gathering a more comprehensive list of barriers, knowing the varying strength of each 

barrier, and identifying strategies for overcoming the barriers would help those who 

equip pastors for this task to better target their clergy training programs through focused 

curricular guidelines.  The nature of the problem suggests the following purpose 

statement: 

 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify and weigh church leaders' perceived 

barriers to establishing partnerships with local high poverty public schools in a large 

east coast city. 

 

Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this study: 

 

1.  What are pastors’ perceived barriers to taking the lead in establishing partnerships 

between their churches and local public schools? 

 

2.  What are the relative importance of pastors’ perceived barriers to taking the lead in 

establishing partnerships between their churches and local public schools? 

 

3.  What actions can pastors take to overcome their perceived barriers in order to take 

the lead in establishing partnerships between their churches and local public schools? 
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Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study was to establish a foundation for best practices in designing 

a curriculum for clergy continuing education on the subject of developing partnerships 

with public schools.  

Methodology Overview 

 This grounded theory qualitative study used semi-structured interviews of pastors 

whose churches were within the city limits of a major East Coast city.  After providing 

basic demographic data about their congregations, participants engaged in conversations 

about their neighborhood public schools, the church’s relationship with them, and each 

participant’s perceived barriers to church-public school partnerships.  Audio recordings 

of these individual interviews were transcribed and analyzed.  From this, the researcher 

identified the themes that emerged 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 The denotative and connotative meanings of terms vary widely.  This is especially 

true among faith groups with differing operational and defining paradigms.  Likewise, 

there is not a universal understanding of what constitutes a public school and what 

defines a partnership between a church and a school.  For the purpose of clarity 

throughout this study, the following terms used the corresponding operational definitions 

listed below:  

Church:  A worshipping community that considers itself an expression of the 

Christian faith tradition. 

Clergy:  Ordained leaders within a church.  All pastors are clergy, but not all 

clergy are pastors. 
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Congregation:  The collective group of members of a church. 

Denomination: A collection of churches related through theological constructs, 

religious practice, and administration. 

Early Majority: The group of people who “adopt new ideas just before the 

average member of a system” (Rogers, 2003, p. 283). 

Ecumenical:  Drawing from a variety of expressions within the Christian 

tradition. 

Interdenominational:  Composed of individuals or groups representing churches 

of different denominations. 

Late Majority: The group of people who “adopt new ideas just after the average 

member of a system” (Rogers, 2003, p. 284). 

Parishioner:  A member of a church. 

Partnership: “The connections between schools and community individuals, 

organizations, and businesses that are forged to promote students' social, 

emotional, physical, and intellectual development” (Sanders, 2001, p. 20). 

Pastor:  A senior clergy member and spiritual authority within a local church. 

Principal:  The senior leader of a public school site. 

Public School:  A government-run tuition-free institution of learning for children 

and youth. 

Assumptions 

 The researcher conducted the study with two key assumptions as a part of the 

foundation.  The first was a legal assumption.  The First Amendment of the Constitution 

of the United States includes the statement, “Congress shall make no law respecting an 
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establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”  This statement is 

often summarized as a separation between church and state.  The researcher assumed that 

the participants were familiar with this legal statement and that it influenced their 

understanding of how a church could interact with a public school. 

 Secondly, the researcher assumed that the clergy who participated in the study did 

not have extensive training in leading church-public school partnerships.  The 

accreditation standards for clergy education set forth by Association of Theological 

Schools emphasize coursework in scripture, history, and theology, and do not require 

coursework on community partnerships (Commission on Accrediting, 2012).  In addition, 

a survey of 20 theological schools offering practical degrees for clergy actively engaged 

in ministerial leadership showed no course offerings focused on community partnerships 

or working with public schools (Anderson, 2015). 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 This study used a process of seeking clergy as voluntary participants.  Because the 

participants were accessed through denominational and ecumenical groups, the results 

reflected the attitudes of clergy already active in multi-church organizations outside of 

their individual congregations rather than those who operate exclusively within the realm 

of their own churches.  This convenience sampling may also have resulted in not having 

precise proportional representation of clergy from various denominations, racial 

backgrounds, or theological perspectives. 

 The sampling was limited to pastors whose churches were located within the city 

limits of a single East Coast city.  This provided an appropriate scale for the study but 

may have limited how much the results could be applied in other settings.  Though the 
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results could provide a model for other densely populated and socioeconomically 

challenged settings, the findings may not be as applicable in smaller urban, suburban, or 

rural settings. 

 Because of the researcher’s background in building a variety of partnerships, the 

researcher had to bracket personal experiences to address a potential personal bias toward 

any type of partnerships (Creswell, 2013).  Further, the researcher’s initial access to 

clergy for this study was limited to denominational and ecumenical organizations through 

professional relationships among the leaders.  Though these organizations spanned a 

variety of denominations and included clergy from varying racial and socioeconomic 

backgrounds, the researcher intentionally sought references outside the researcher’s 

professional network and included snowball sampling as a method of seeking participant 

references from other interviewees to assure the data was reflective of the city as a whole 

and not simply that of clergy in the researcher’s professional network (Creswell, 2012).  

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 A church pastor who initiates a partnership between a church and a public school 

will engage in a variety of leadership skills.  First, a pastor may likely assume the posture 

of a servant leader.   This servant posture would position the clergy to find ways of 

serving the school in helping it function better rather than to come in take leadership 

control over the school.  In addition to providing leadership in the school, pastors might 

need to lead their congregations into acceptance of the church-public school partnership 

and prepare them to enter with a servant posture (Lowney, 2003).  Even though the long-

range goal of the partnership can be transformational, the approach should be that of 

servant leader. 
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 Another leadership challenge for pastors is leveraging leadership skills that are 

rooted in faith and justice while not engaging in overt expressions of faith.  Knowing that 

principals have legal guidelines to which they are accountable, church leaders can build 

trust by finding ways to demonstrate that they and the parishioners will not create legal 

concerns for the school.  Though faith and justice may be the motivation for the work, the 

Constitution limits how it can be expressed in dogmatic forms within the context of a 

public school.  Finding ways to manage that tension personally, for the congregation, and 

for the principal, is a prime responsibility of the church’s leader (Duemer, et al., 2001). 

 It is important for pastors to recognize that the organizational cultures of the 

church and the public school are likely quite different from each other.  Finding ways to 

understand the school’s organizational culture and how to work within it is an important 

factor for the pastors involved in partnerships.  This becomes more complex when pastors 

need to lead the congregants to work within the scope of another group’s organizational 

culture while remaining true to its own organizational culture.  Over time, larger and 

more complex partnerships may result in a third organizational culture that is different 

from both the school and the church.  Recognizing the differences in the organizations 

and then being able to move among and lead within each takes skilled leadership (Baum, 

2002). 

 Finally, recognizing and engaging the multiple stakeholders involved in this 

process is an important element for success.  The most obvious stakeholders in the 

leadership of the partnership are the principal, the teachers, school staff, and the 

congregation.  However, a pastor might also benefit from recognizing the students and 

parents as stakeholders.  The pastor might soon find that other community organizations, 
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faith-based or otherwise, are among the stakeholders.  Local politicians, residents, and 

businesses all have vested interests in the school.  Strategies for success and the 

programmatic impact on neighborhoods are all a part of the mix of how the partnership 

will be received.  Understanding, engaging, and leading the ever-expanding circle of 

stakeholders are important tasks for anyone taking the lead in a partnership with a public 

school (DiMartino, 2014). 

Significance of the Study 

 Over a fourteen-year tenure as pastor of an inner-city outreach mission, the 

researcher led various types of church-public school partnership with multiple schools.  

The researcher found that clergy colleagues regularly commented about having a desire 

to lead partnerships in their communities but carried perceptions of insurmountable 

barriers to launching such programs.  In spite of these barriers, research findings of 

Duemer et al. (2001) indicated that public school personnel found partnerships with 

churches desirable.  This is supported by the United States Department of Education 

(1999) in its findings that partnerships between public schools and faith-based 

organizations are desirable.  The literature on the topic included research on the need for 

these partnerships and data from the successful implementation of such partnerships 

(Scales, Benson, Roehlkepartian, Sesma, & Van Dulmen, 2006; Smith, 2001).  Though 

general research exists about the kinds of concerns pastors have about launching 

partnerships with local public schools (Baum, 2002; Duemer et al., 2001), specific 

research about the relative importance of these perceptions had not yet been conducted. 

 This study contributed to the scholarly research in the field by helping fill a gap in 

the literature, bringing clarity to research that has already taken place, and by providing a 
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framework to improve practice and impact policy.  The study’s findings can result in 

opportunities to equip clergy in building partnerships with public schools.  As the 

findings of this study are applied, clergy can become better prepared to lead 

interdisciplinary programs.  Because of the clarity this study brought to the role of the 

pastor in church-public school partnerships, future policies can be developed in light of 

these insights.  Additionally, the findings can help principals set expectations and 

understand limitations of the clergy when working in partnership with schools and can 

help define boundaries and roles for leaders in both organizations. 

 This study drew upon the theory of overlapping spheres of influence on student 

academic achievement (Epstein, 2011).  After numerous studies conducted over multiple 

decades, Epstein (2011) concluded that students have three primary spheres of influence: 

school, family, and community.  These spheres have varying levels of overlap and 

dominance in students’ lives.  When individuals and organizations within these spheres 

of influence worked in partnership with each other, students were provided opportunities 

that enrich the student work in school and better prepared them for life beyond school 

(Epstein, 2011). 

 This study’s investigation of barriers to establishing such partnerships between 

churches and public schools was an extension of Epstein’s (2011) research.  Through 

understanding what limits leaders of churches from establishing partnerships with public 

schools, quality coursework can be developed to teach pastors how to overcome these 

barriers and take the lead in establishing church-public school partnerships.  This, in turn, 

will potentially help students perform better in and beyond school. 
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Summary 

 Churches and public schools often provide complementary and overlapping 

services to a common population (Epstein, 2011).  Research and personal experience 

confirmed that establishing church-public school partnerships was both beneficial and 

relatively rare (Scales et al., 2006; Smith, 2001).  With pastors positioned to take the lead 

in initiating such partnerships, understanding more clearly why they do not do so will 

guide the curriculum content of those who provide continuing education for clergy on the 

subject.  By training clergy in this form of interdisciplinary leadership, public schools and 

churches can work in tandem with each other to bring improved services in their 

communities. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Much of the research related to church-public school partnerships is qualitative in 

nature, with grounded theory and case studies being the typical means of investigation 

within the subject.  Additionally, interviews and site visits are the primary investigational 

methods.  The studies in which quantitative methodologies were used primarily focus on 

the effects of a school’s partnering relationships on student achievement.  In these 

studies, student grades and/or standardized test scores are analyzed to determine if a 

partnership had an effect on academics. 

 This literature review begins by exploring what constitutes a church-public school 

partnership, followed by a look at the history of church involvement in public schools in 

the United States.  The researcher then considers guidelines for church-public school 

partnerships at the federal and local level by reporting on government documents.  Next 

is an exploration of the benefits of church-public school partnerships.  This portion is 

subdivided to include a section on student-centered benefits and another section on 

school and community benefits.  The researcher then incorporates studies that consider 

the perspectives of a range of stakeholders in church-public school partnerships.  A 

review of best practices concludes the chapter. 

Defining Partnerships 

 When determining the parameters of what constitutes a partnership between a 

public school and a church, no single definition is accepted universally.  Sanders (2001) 

defines school partnerships as “the connections between schools and community 

individuals, organizations, and businesses that are forged to promote students' social, 
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emotional, physical, and intellectual development” (p. 20).  Though this umbrella 

definition addresses the general concept of a partnership, a more specific definition of 

partnerships is complex and nuanced. 

 To better understand how public schools partner with other organizations, 

Beabout (2010) looked at charter schools in New Orleans and the partnerships they had 

established with a variety of private organizations.  Because the historic school system of 

New Orleans had been essentially dismantled as a result of the stipulations on federal 

education funding after Hurricane Katrina, schools in this high poverty area were 

especially dependent on partnerships since historic district-wide support structures were 

no longer available.  The study applied social systems theory and complexity theory to 

the relationships and looked at both regulatory (negative) feedback and amplifying 

(positive) feedback provided to the schools through partnerships.  Researchers conducted 

29 interviews with 10 principals or school CEOs from charter schools featuring a wide 

variety of grades and configurations.  The analysis led to the grouping of partnerships 

into three categories: charitable, technical, and feedback.  Charitable partnerships helped 

provide items, activities, or volunteer staffing beyond a school’s budget.  Technical 

partnerships led to direct programming support for curricular and operational activities.  

Feedback partnerships held some level of authority, formally or informally, over 

leadership, staffing, training, and/or the curriculum.  Researchers found that schools 

which sustained a high level of quality, as measured by student achievement outcomes, 

including standardized test scores and student attendance rates, also had all three types of 

partnerships in operation.  The study noted that both the schools and the outside 

organizations held responsibilities in reaching out to each other in establishing and 
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maintaining these partnerships.  This study established a broad framework for defining 

church-public school partnerships that can be applied to other settings. 

 As a part of clarifying the parameters of partnerships with public schools, 

DiMartino (2014) explored problems and successes in public-private partnerships 

between schools and other organizations.  In this case study, researchers conducted 

interviews with stakeholders, reviewed documents, and engaged in observations of 

schools.  This 16-month study focused on schools that had partnered with Metropolitan 

United or University Edge.  From this research, DiMartino (2014) developed a continuum 

of control to describe partnerships with schools.  At one end of the continuum is 

Affiliation in which another organization assists the school in its work but has little to no 

control over operations.  Mid-continuum is Thin Management in which the partnering 

organization has influence over the operations of the school.  The other end of the 

continuum is Comprehensive Management in which the partner organization has control 

over the school and its operations.  DiMartino (2014) concluded that for partnerships with 

schools to be successful, the purpose of the partnership and the boundaries between the 

two organizations need to be established and agreed upon.  These agreements could be 

both formal and informal, but the more control the partnering organization has over the 

school, the more formal and detailed the agreements need to be.  This study clarifies and 

deepens the understanding provided by Beabout (2010) and provides an additional 

framework for understanding the various roles organizations can play when partnering 

with public schools. 

 Middleton (2001) categorized partnerships between churches and public schools 

into two basic tracks.  The researcher defined these tracks as a result of surveying 75 
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pastors of churches in three urban centers using a series of open-ended questions.  The 

coding of the data led to the researcher’s categorization of partnerships as being internal 

or external in nature.  Internal partnerships focused on addressing issues directly within 

the community.  The resultant programs included activities such as after-school 

programs, tutoring, and material support for local schools and students.  These types of 

partnerships were likely to have a positive influence on individual students or selected 

schools but did not address issues beyond that particular school or community.  External 

partnerships focused on addressing systemic issues that influenced schools across the 

district.  The resultant activities included political candidate forums and advocacy for 

school reforms among state and local elected officials.  These partnerships had a less 

immediate and direct effect on individuals but sought to change the structures through 

which school systems operated.  The data showed more churches involved in internal 

partnerships than external partnerships with schools.  The researcher noted the value of 

both forms of partnerships, while encouraging church leaders to consider expanding 

external partnership programming. 

 In trying to gain a deeper understanding of successful frameworks and practices 

for partnerships between government entities and faith-based organizations, Yancey, 

Rogers, Singletary, Atkinson, and Thomas (2004) conducted a qualitative study on the 

nature of the relationships between public and religious organizations.  The research team 

focused on groups that were already working in successful partnerships.  The main goal 

of the research was to identify what factors add to the effectiveness of partnerships 

between government entities and faith-based organizations in addressing issues related to 

urban poverty.  Phase one of the study took a grounded theory approach with face-to-face 
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interviews of leaders and stakeholders in 15 organizations engaged in direct service 

programs.  The study intentionally excluded groups focused on indirect services, such as 

advocacy or community organizing.  The organizations in the study included a broad 

range of sizes, budgets, and organizational structures to maximize the diversity and 

breadth of the study.  Interview transcripts were analyzed using Atlas software.  Phase 

two of the study was a quantitative nationwide questionnaire designed to determine if the 

information collected in the first phase could be generalized.  The findings of the study 

point out that a partnership can take a variety of forms.  The continuum of partnerships 

ranges from integrated service at one end, parallel programming in the middle, and 

referral networking at the other end.  Despite the need for continued coordination 

between organizations, some stakeholders did not define parallel programming as 

partnerships, since there was not an integration of services. 

 Various continua of understanding provide for a broad definition of what 

constitutes a partnership between a public school and another organization (Beabout, 

2010; DiMartino, 2014; Middleton, 2001; Yancey et al., 2004).  Having a broad 

understanding of what a partnership is allows for expressions of partnerships that best 

align the resources and skills of each organization within the context of the communities 

they serve.  It further allows partnerships to develop and adjust as needs and 

circumstances dictate without strict parameters and limits. 

Historic Precedents 

 Churches and public schools in the United States have a long history of working 

in partnership with each other.  Churches have found ways to support children and youth 

in their education through a variety of models.  This is especially true within the African 
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American community.  The relationship between churches and public schools continues 

to unfold today, as both parties try to work together to support education while respecting 

the boundaries set by the Constitution. 

 Multiple studies reported on historical partnerships between public schools and 

church within African American communities.  Kusimo and Trulear (2000) noted a 

strong historical precedent for churches in African American communities for providing 

educational opportunities in conjunction with local public schools.  These include 

providing church-hosted educational programs such as after-school instruction or summer 

school activities, organizing the community for parent-teacher or other school support 

groups, and fostering partnerships between public schools and universities to help 

students enroll in higher education.  Their research team also highlighted the church’s 

role in leadership development within their congregations and its design to empower 

community leadership in the public schools and other institutions.  Billingsley and 

Caldwell (1991) surveyed research on the role of churches in the African American 

community dating back to the late 1800s.  Through this, they identified historical trends, 

themes, and observations found in nearly a century’s worth of research on the topic.  

Their analysis concluded that the church is the historical center of the African American 

community.  African American churches have been customarily known for providing 

non-religious educational programs in the community, often with the majority of 

participants not being members of that particular church.  These collaborations have 

consistently been dependent upon the church pastor for leadership and success.   

 Shirley (2001) reviewed a more contemporary historical context of the 

relationship between churches and public schools.  The researcher showed a steady 



CLERGY LEADERSHIP IN PUBLIC SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS 18 

increase in encouragement by the federal government for faith-based organization 

involvement in public education throughout the 1990s and early 2000s.  The Charitable 

Choice Program in 1996 recognized the service of faith-based organizations in providing 

services to the poor.  From there, President Bill Clinton instructed the Department of 

Education to promote church-public school partnerships, especially in low-income 

communities.  It was out of this context that President George W. Bush’s Executive 

Order focused on faith-based initiatives emerged (Shirley, 2001). 

 On January 29, 2001, President George W. Bush signed an Executive Order 

establishing the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives (Exec. 

Order No. 13199, 3 C.F.R. 235, 2001).  In it, the president directed the federal 

government to “enlist, equip, enable, empower, and expand the work of faith-based and 

other community organizations to the extent permitted by law” (p. 235).  This order 

added legitimacy to the notion of church-public school partnerships and opened 

opportunities for federal funding of church-public school partnership programming.  The 

Executive Order clarified that partnerships were to be for the civic good and, though 

programming might be motivated by faith, may not promote one faith as a part of the 

partnership. 

 Shirley (2001) utilized two case studies to connect the historical context with the 

contemporary environment of the schools and then show potential effects of partnerships 

between churches and public schools.  Parents from the schools in the case studies did not 

initially view their schools as assets in their communities.  Warning signs on the property 

and sign-in procedures at the front office made the schools seem unwelcoming to the 

members of the community.  This stood in direct contrast to participant’s experiences 
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with neighborhood churches.  The churches had to establish trusting relationships with 

the community in order to survive, whereas a school’s survival was not as dependent 

upon community acceptance.  Churches were generally perceived by residents as being a 

part of the neighborhood while schools were seen as something superimposed upon their 

community.  The churches in the case studies helped bridge the gap between the 

neighborhood and the school through extending their earned community trust into the 

public schools.  Further, prior to the partnerships, schools had to recruit community 

involvement individually and create means of motivation, often using extrinsic measures.  

Churches, however, were able to recruit groups of stakeholder with intrinsic theologically 

based moral obligations as motivation. 

 Today, churches likely have deep roots in a community and long-term 

relationships with the residents of a neighborhood.  Conversely, schools in challenged 

communities tend to be viewed as alien to their surrounding residents.  Former Secretary 

of Education Richard W. Riley said, “I am encouraged when people of faith reach out to 

each other and act on their faith and help raise our children” (United States Department 

of Education, 1999, p. 1).  The long history of church-public school partnerships sets the 

stage for bridging that gap within the community. 

Regulatory Guidelines 

 Pastors looking to establish a partnership between a church and a public school 

are subject to the regulations and requirements of the system in which the school is 

located.  School systems do not hold uniform policies and practices when it comes to 

partnerships.  A comparison of the school systems in three East Coast cities, Boston, 
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Baltimore, and Philadelphia, shows the diversity of approaches different school systems 

take in managing partnerships between schools and other organizations. 

 Boston Public Schools operates an Office of School-Community Partnerships 

(OSCP).  The work of OSCP is to share standards about partnership programming, match 

available partnership services with local school needs, and ensure equitable distribution 

of resources across the district (Boston Public Schools, 2016a).  OSCP also manages 

financial donations to individual schools and the district as a whole.  In addition, OSCP 

provides annual feedback showing the effectiveness of partnerships and the social return 

on financial gifts (Boston Public Schools, 2016c).  To manage this, OSCP operates a 

database in which partner organization can post organizational profiles, programming 

plans, and resource commitment levels.  This data is then matched with principal-

submitted school profiles and partnership programming requests (Boston Public Schools, 

2016d). 

 Requesting the opportunity to partner with a public school in Boston is a multi-

step process.  First, a person from the partnering organization needs to create an online 

account with information regarding the organization.  Next, each type of potential 

partnership program that the organization is interested in providing is registered 

separately within the organization’s account then submitted for review.  If a program is 

approved by OSCP, the user can then search school profiles based on the criteria set in 

the organization’s account profile to find schools that would be interested in a partnership 

(Boston Public Schools, 2016e). 

 An available alternative partnership option is for an organization is to adopt a 

school.  Establishing this type of partnership requires an extensive online application and 
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review process for both the partner and the school.  The match between the school and 

the partnership is made by OSCP rather than by the school or partnering organization.  

This type of partnership is designed for larger partners, such as businesses, that can make 

significant and ongoing commitments to providing financial resources, programming, and 

volunteer staffing to a single school (Boston Public Schools, 2016b). 

 In order to volunteer in a public school in Boston, a person would follow a multi-

step online application process similar to that of organizations applying to partner with a 

school.  OSCP acts as a clearinghouse and, once the individual is approved, matches that 

person with a school.  This procedure is followed for individual volunteers and 

organizations sending a volunteer pool into the schools (Boston Public Schools, 2016f). 

 In the case of Baltimore City Public Schools, the school system classified their 

regulations regarding partnerships under the titles of Partnerships, Volunteers, and 

Donations (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2016c).  According to the guidelines of 

Baltimore City Public Schools (2016d), the first step in launching a partnership is to 

determine what kind of relationship the school will have with the partnering organization:  

partnership, volunteer, or donor.  By this district’s standards, a partnership program is a 

mutually supportive relationship that works toward an individual school’s or the district’s 

goals.  A donor, however, provides services and/or tangible items in conjunction with the 

school’s needs without expectation of mutual reciprocity.  A volunteer follows the same 

definition as a donor, except that the school determines the parameters of the services 

and/or tangible items (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2016d).  All three of these 

definitions roughly correlate with the continuum described by Baum (2002) under a more 

inclusive definition of the term partnership. 
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 Full partnerships as defined by Baltimore City Public Schools require a formal 

memorandum of understanding (MOU) to be in place prior to the start of programming 

(Baltimore City Public Schools, 2016a).  The standards and requirements for these 

agreements are spelled out on the district’s web site and are to be developed by the 

partner and the local school.  However, the principal of the school does not have the 

authority to sign the MOU; only the district’s CEO can do so.  Therefore, the church and 

school cannot begin partnership programming until given approval from the CEO 

(Baltimore City Public Schools, 2016a). 

 Altruistic partnerships in Baltimore City Public Schools can be administered at 

the school level and do not need an MOU provided by the CEO (Baltimore City Public 

Schools, 2016d).  Churches providing materials like school supplies or a teacher 

luncheon can simply arrange for an acceptance by the local principal.  Churches can also 

provide programs in a school, such as a youth mentoring program or a team of classroom 

helpers without an MOU (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2016d).  However, persons 

involved in volunteering must meet district requirements for student safety.  Members of 

the public must produce photo ID and wear identification provided by the school’s office 

each time they enter the school building (Thornton, 2014).  If the volunteer comes on a 

regular basis or will be in situations where that volunteer will be with students without 

direct teacher supervision, the volunteer must be fingerprinted and have a criminal 

background check completed (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2016b).  To do this, the 

local school must fill out paperwork that is then taken to school board headquarters by 

the volunteer (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2016e). 
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 Principals in Baltimore are encouraged to develop and/or engage in partnerships 

specific to that principal’s own school.  The system provides an annual partner and 

resource guide booklet for its administrators (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2015a).  

This resource includes lists of businesses, non-profits, and universities that have the 

infrastructure for engaging in partnerships with public schools.  Along with contact 

information, each organization listed includes the types of services available and the 

expected role of the school in the partnerships.  Of the 125 organizations featured in the 

book, none are churches.  The only overtly faith-based organization included was 

Catholic Charities (Baltimore City Public Schools, 2015a). 

 The School District of Philadelphia operates an Office of Strategic Partnerships 

(OSP) that coordinates partnership activities across the district.  It is this group’s 

responsibility to identify partnering organizations, align the partner resources with the 

district’s master plan, and match the partnership resources with individual schools 

(School District of Philadelphia, 2016b).  If an organization would like to partner with a 

school, a representative must first fill out an online inquiry form and let the OSP take the 

lead in facilitating the process (School District of Philadelphia, 2016d). 

 The OSP prioritizes service categories that partners can provide schools rather 

than geographic proximity between the partner and the school.  Some of the highlighted 

service categories include College Readiness, Field Trips, and Professional Development.  

Organizations applying to partners by providing these services are paired with schools the 

OSP considers a good match (School District of Philadelphia, 2016c).  The OSP ranks its 

top five impact areas as Arts, Academic Assistance, STEM/STEAM, Life Skills, and 

College Prep. (School District of Philadelphia, 2015a). 
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 Individual schools in Philadelphia are not allowed to accept donations of money 

or materials directly; all forms of material or financial donation, no matter the monetary 

value, must be approved by the Office of the Chief Financial Officer.  If an individual 

teacher or school staff member accepts a donation of resources for their school, those 

donations are considered personal income and are to be reported by the recipient to the 

Internal Revenue Service.  Such donations are not considered tax deductible for the donor 

(School District of Philadelphia, 2016a).  

 Partnership programming which involves staffing in Philadelphia schools by 

members of the partnering organization is subject to additional regulations.  The School 

District of Philadelphia distinguishes between a visitor and a volunteer.  A visitor can be 

in the school on an occasional basis, not to exceed 60 days, at the discretion of the 

principal.  No background checks are required for visitors and they must be monitored at 

all times when working with children.  A volunteer provides unpaid service to the school 

on a regular basis (beyond 60 days) and/or is allowed unmonitored interaction with 

children.  A person must obtain a background clearance in order to serve as a volunteer 

(School District of Philadelphia, 2015b). 

 Despite the range and complexity of district regulations, churches can engage in 

partnerships with schools that do not fall under the guidelines described by the school 

system.  For example, Yancey et al. (2004) reminds us that parallel programming is a 

form of partnership in which the two organizations coordinate with each other’s 

structures without necessarily direct coordination of content.  Before-school and after-

school programs, summer learning camps, or lunches during school holidays are parallel 
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programs in which churches can engage in partnership with local schools without 

triggering the district mandates. 

 Beyond the school district parameters, the federal government provides guidelines 

for schools and faith-based partners to make sure programming is in compliance with 

constitutional principles (United States Department of Education, 1999; 2000; 2003).  

Along with supports designed to assist students academically, the government encourages 

faith-based organizations to partner with schools to address specific non-academic issues.  

These include student issues such as safety, truancy, and discipline.  Churches can also 

provide support for school staff and provide opportunities for students to engage in 

cultural enrichment activities, civic projects, college planning, and multi-cultural 

encounters.  Churches are also encouraged to play an active role in addressing crisis 

situations and their aftermath both in and around schools.  The government does not 

prescribe particular methods or strategies for school partners but encourages creative 

approaches in the context of local settings (United States Department of Education, 

1999). 

 The United States Department of Education (2003) clearly states that churches 

“are not required to give up their religious character or identification to be providers [of 

services in public schools]” (p. 4).  Rather, they are to make sure that the support they 

offer is neutral and free from ideological bias.  The United States Department of 

Education (2000) notes that both the school and the faith-based partner should make sure 

that the sponsored programming has a secular purpose and that a student’s religious 

affiliation is not a consideration when selecting students for participation in the 
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programming.  Both parties are reminded that no one should encourage or discourage 

students from participation in religious activities independent of the partnership activity. 

 Churches and public schools working in partnership need to be aware of federal 

and local regulations.  Compliance with these guidelines is an important element in 

developing and maintaining a successful partnership.  In addition, both parties need to be 

aware of and sensitive to each other’s boundaries and limitations that develop from 

within the context of these guidelines to be able to maintain a healthy and respectful 

relationship. 

Benefits of Partnerships 

 Just as partnerships have a wide range of definitions, partnerships between 

churches and schools have a wide range of benefits.  Some benefits of these partnerships 

are shown through student academic achievement and student safety.  Partnership 

benefits, though, can include both direct and indirect benefits for schools, churches, and 

communities. 

Student-Centered Benefits 

 Since a school’s agenda is focused on student outcomes, Scales, Benson, 

Roehlkepartian, Sesma, and Van Dulmen (2006) conducted a longitudinal study 

surveying the assets in students’ lives and the correlation of these assets with student 

achievement.  The researchers defined assets as skills, relationships, values, and 

opportunities.  Assets are developed in students through a variety of sources (i.e. school, 

home, religious institutions) and are reinforced through consistency when these groups 

work in concert with one another.  A group of 370 suburban Minneapolis students in 

grades 7-9 were followed for three years through grades 10-12.  The students were 
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initially given a Likert scale survey to determine the level of assets they had in their lives.  

The results were divided into quartiles.  At the end of the study, the students’ grade point 

averages were collected.  The Likert scale survey data and the grade point averages were 

analyzed with an ANOVA test.  The results of the test showed a significant positive 

correlation between the number of assets a student had at the beginning of the survey and 

a student’s grade point average at the end of the survey.  The researchers further 

concluded that developing assets in and among all points in a community has a positive 

influence on student achievement.  This study points to tangible improvement in student 

learning as a result of community organizations, including churches and public schools, 

working in tandem with each other. 

 Adams (2010) looked at achievement rates for students in schools with extensive 

community partnerships in comparison to schools without such partnerships.  The 

researcher compared 18 low performing schools in Tulsa, Oklahoma, that had engaged in 

extensive community partnerships with 18 schools in the same city that were meeting 

performance standards and had not engaged in similar partnership plans.  The researcher 

used qualitative and quantitative data from all of the schools in the study.  In looking at 

student test score data, the researcher ran various ANOVA tests to include data on 

poverty rates along with achievement.  Initial tests showed a statistically significant 

positive improvement in student performance for students in partnership schools when 

compared to data collected prior to the establishment of the partnerships.  The data also 

pointed to a narrowing of the achievement gap that existed between the low performing 

schools and those schools in the study that were already meeting performance standards.  

One especially noteworthy finding was that students who received free or reduced 
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lunches at the partner schools outperformed students receiving free or reduced lunches at 

non-partner schools.  The qualitative data indicated that the partnership programs did not 

necessarily have a direct influence on student achievement but, rather, the partnership 

programs caused a reshaping of the social conditions at the school, especially the levels 

of trust among teachers, parents, and students.  These reshaped social conditions then set 

the stage for increased student achievement. 

 With student behavior and school safety a concern, Sheldon and Epstein (2002) 

explored efforts for schools to draw on family and community resources to help keep 

schools safe and foster a climate focused on teaching and learning.  A specific subset of 

the study was focused on collaboration with community partners like churches.  The 

study was made up of 47 schools in 12 states that were members of the NNPS, a research 

affiliation of Johns Hopkins University.  In the fall of 1998, researchers collected school 

records of disciplinary actions from the previous school year.  The data were quantified 

in categories such as referrals to the principal’s office, in-school suspensions, detentions, 

and expulsions.  During the 1998-1999 school year, schools were provided opportunities 

to implement up to 13 different partnership practices designed to have a positive 

influence on student behaviors.  At the end of the school year, researchers collected 

school records of disciplinary actions for that school year.  They also administered 

surveys to school personnel to determine which partnership practices were implemented 

and the level of effectiveness of these practices as perceived by the school.  Researchers 

conducted partial correlation analyses to determine if there was a relationship between 

the number and quality of partnership activities and incidents of student disciplinary 

actions.  The results of the data indicated that the more partnership practices of a high 
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quality used by a school, the fewer incidents of student discipline were recorded.  The 

study indicated that when schools and community organizations, such as churches, work 

in partnership, one of the results is a reduction in student disciplinary actions. 

 Thornton (1997) used a whole-child approach in developing a church public-

school partnership to address academic and behavioral challenges for students.  Working 

in parallel with a public school, the researcher launched a church-based after-school 

program which combined academic support, cultural enrichment, parental involvement, 

religious education, and relationship development to positively affect student 

achievement in the public schools.  To measure student achievement, the researcher 

compared academic and behavior grades on student report cards scores from before the 

student entered the program to those at the end of the school year.  The researcher also 

conducted interviews with teachers and with parents to supplement the report card data 

and to explore the adults’ perceptions of participants’ attitudes toward learning.  Overall 

student report card grades rose across the board in core subject areas.  Behavior grades 

rose as well.  Parents and teachers also reported improved student attitudes toward 

school. 

School and Community Benefits 

 Glickman and Scally (2008) uncovered benefits to church-public school 

partnerships that go beyond that of student behavior and achievement.  The research team 

analyzed case studies in both Texas and the Northeast United States in which schools 

partnered with churches and/or other organizations within their communities.  The 

researchers included partnerships with a long-term track record from which they could 

draw historical data.  Their analysis concluded that even if direct student academic 
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outcomes were not immediately visible, a partnership’s potential positive outcomes could 

be summarized in three categories.  First, partnerships bridged and increased social 

capital among the organizations, resulting in an increased willingness of both groups to 

engage in activities outside their traditional boundaries.  This increased both the numbers 

of stakeholders and the level of engagement those stakeholders had with each 

organization.  Second, partnerships cultivated leaders.  Members of both organizations 

were given new leadership opportunities, and community stakeholders were afforded 

opportunities to become more engaged in student learning.  Third, partnerships helped 

reduce resource disparities.  Be it through a school’s partner providing direct resources or 

a partnership’s increased political leverage, increased tangible school resources often 

resulted from partnerships. 

 Loconte and Fantuzzo (2002) conducted research on how faith-based 

organizations were serving at-risk children and youth in conjunction with government 

organizations.  The researchers interviewed leaders of 37 faith-based organizations who 

were working in partnership with governmental organizations.  The researchers noted that 

the faith-based organizations engaged in a wide variety of programs, processes, and 

methodologies.  Several themes emerged from the research.  First, faith-based 

organizations were addressing issues and needs that were not directly addressed under 

current governmentally funded programs.  These faith-based organizations were highly 

responsive to local needs and were better able to focus on relationships with clients in the 

context of the programs.  First Amendment issues that arose were usually resolved at the 

lowest possible levels of leadership.  The researchers also noted that the general opinion 

of the interviewees, especially in poor and/or minority communities, was that faith is a 
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strong part of the culture and that, consequently, concerns about First Amendment 

violations are held more by affluent outsiders than by those within the community being 

served.  Faith-based organizations were seen by the local residents as having important 

civic purposes and a source for a steady, loving influence, especially in the lives of 

severely at-risk youth.  The researchers also noted that though faith-based organizations 

may fill staffing positions only with people of a similar faith tradition, the organizations 

have shown consistency in serving persons of all faith traditions, including those with no 

religious connections. 

 In a book written to help school personnel engage in partnerships, Epstein (2011) 

discussed the benefits received by multiple stakeholder groups when schools engage in 

partnerships with community organizations like churches.  Based on more than 30 years 

of research on the subject, Epstein (2011) wrote that students who attend schools engaged 

in community partnerships tend to increase their skills and talents because both the 

curricular and extracurricular activities had an added richness and depth.  These students 

also tended to be more aware of their options for postsecondary education and career 

options. Students further benefitted from the resources and services received from the 

partnership organizations.  Parents had a better understanding of the school’s role in the 

life of their child, more interaction with the families of other students, and increased use 

of community resources.  Teachers received more assistance with their jobs and a greater 

knowledge of how to help families access resources needed for their child. 

 Through partnerships, pastors can provide significant leadership in bridging the 

gap between institutions and community (Kadoka et al., 2006).  A research team engaged 

in a case study by following the development process between a school and a university’s 
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mental health care program for children who were experiencing the effects of being 

exposed to violence.  Psychological care was not considered culturally appropriate by the 

community, but the pastor of the church recognized the need and leveraged the church’s 

position in the community to help bridge the gap.  The church facilitated a year-long 

series of community focus groups which included sharing of information from the mental 

health counselors and school leaders.  The school-based program that resulted from the 

focus groups was well received by the community, through the trust developed through 

the church and the focus groups.  The health care providers changed their original 

programming plans to be more relevant to the needs and the culture of the community.  In 

addition, the school and the mental health counselors were able to draw upon existing 

community resources about which they did not have prior knowledge to strengthen the 

program. 

 Schools and churches working in partnership can have a positive influence in a 

community.  Pastors can help bridge the trust gap between the community and its school.  

Residents and school personnel can gain better access to community resources.  Church 

members and school staff alike are afforded additional leadership opportunities.  Schools 

become safer places when climates become more conducive to teaching and learning.  

Student achievement levels can increase.  Research supports the benefits of church-public 

school partnerships. 

Stakeholder Perspectives 

 Churches and schools play different roles in their communities.  Each has 

different perspectives of these communities and of each other.  Understanding the 
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differing perspectives of stakeholders highlights points of conflict and places where 

partnerships can be especially challenging. 

 In a study on approaches to partnerships between schools and community 

organizations, Baum (2002) engaged in a case study of 16 schools in southeast Baltimore, 

Maryland.  The researchers worked with 11 elementary schools, four middle schools, and 

one high school for six years.  They focused a portion of the study specifically on church-

public school partnerships.  The research team observed that principals and pastors held 

great interest in partnerships between their organizations but were hesitant to engage in 

them.  Principals were unsure that the time and effort they invested in partnerships would 

provide significantly worthwhile benefits for the schools.  The principals often perceived 

the school as a place of need rather than an entity that could also give back to the 

community.  The principals also thought of the community and its organizations as part 

of the problem the schools were trying to fix rather than people with whom they could 

work and from whom they could learn.  Pastors often perceived schools as having a long 

list of wants and an unwillingness to reciprocate, even with simple public 

acknowledgement of service. 

 Baum (2002) categorized the types of partnerships they observed as altruism 

(where one party gives and the other receives), exchange (one party gives and the other 

party gives something back), and mutualism (both parties work together for a collective 

outcome).  The principals in the study were not interested in mutualism, as mutualism 

was perceived as a threat to their power.  Pastors were not interested in altruism, as they 

thought the church should receive credit for the work it did.  The researchers concluded 

that partnerships would be more likely to happen and be more successful if principals 
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were open to building relationships with organizations in the community and were 

willing to engage in tangible and non-tangible reciprocity.  Likewise, the researchers 

noted that pastors needed to be open to beginning partnerships through exclusively 

altruistic acts rather than seeing mutuality as the only definition of partnerships. 

 Research by Yancey et al. (2004) discovered that among both the faith-based 

organizations and the government entities, service outcomes were the top concern; 

partnering with an organization was viewed as beneficial only if it increased the quantity 

and/or efficiency of community services.  Partnerships were universally viewed as a 

means to an end and not an end unto themselves.  Faith-based organizations had three 

major areas of concern in launching partnerships with government entities.  The first 

concern was theological, with a need to delineate the difference between faith as a 

mission versus faith as a motivator.  The second concern was financial, both in terms of 

the amount of monies needed for such projects and the ability to meet government grant 

accounting standards.  A third concern was the capacity of the faith-based organization.  

This ranged from being able to handle the documentation required by the government to 

having acceptable levels of influence over the direction of the programming.  This study 

shed light on why pastors are hesitant to initiate church-public school partnerships and 

provided a framework for further analysis of this issue. 

 Sanders (2001) investigated the role of community partnerships from the 

perspective of public schools.  The participants for this study were the 443 schools who 

were part of the NNPS prior to 1997.  This group of urban, suburban, and rural schools 

was not representative of the United States as a whole but focused exclusively on schools 

already invested in developing partnership with community organizations as a part of 
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their educational improvement plan.  The researchers included questions to the 1998 end-

of-year surveys of schools that are required from all NNPS member schools.  One of the 

foci for the survey was to determine the factors that impeded schools from 

implementation of community partnerships.  The results of the data indicated that schools 

had a difficult time identifying willing partners in the community.  If they were 

successful in doing so, organizing, coordinating, and staffing partnership activities made 

up the key problems in implementation.  The survey also indicated that only six percent 

of the schools were engaged in partnerships with faith-based organizations.  Pastors who 

could identify their congregations to schools as potential partners and provided leadership 

and volunteers would help schools overcome many of their primary barriers to 

establishing partnerships with community organizations. 

 Understanding a school’s perspectives on church-public school partnerships 

includes perspectives from school personnel.  Duemer, Juarez, and Sand (2001) 

conducted a series of interviews in a qualitative study on perceptions of clergy 

involvement in public schools.  The researchers conducted personal interviews with 12 

teachers, five school administrators, and five Christian clergy members in Lubbock, 

Texas, to better understand how clergy have been and/or could be involved in public 

schools.  The interviews revealed that all parties had limited experience with members of 

the clergy being involved in public schools but were interested in a greater level of 

involvement.  Though open to involvement, administrators expressed their hesitation in 

initiating having clergy in the schools due to concerns regarding legal, constitutional, 

liability, and perception issues.  The administrators, along with the teachers, expressed a 

variety of ways they hoped for clergy to be involved in the schools.  These included such 
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things as offering counseling and mediation within the schools, providing after-school 

programs for students, and helping bring volunteers into the schools.  School personnel 

also thought clergy could serve as a liaison between the school and the broader 

community and to help take the lead in community-based volunteer events in which the 

students could participate.  The clergy expressed essentially similar views on how they 

thought they could be involved in public schools.  Though the narrow scope and setting 

of this study might limit how much can be generalized, it did provide a framework for 

beginning similar studies in other areas.  It also showed openness of both clergy and 

school personnel to the continuation of the historic role of church involvement in public 

schools (Kusimo & Trulear, 2000). 

 Pastors and principals perceive different barriers to partnerships between churches 

and public schools.  Principals can see their schools as places of need and therefore 

unable to reciprocate with partnering organizations, even in small ways.  Though 

principals talk of wanting to have their school work in partnership with other 

organizations, these same principals can have difficulty identifying willing partners and 

harbor concerns about the potential cost-benefit ratio of partnering with outside 

organizations.  Pastors have financial, theological, and capacity concerns about launching 

and maintaining a partnership with a public school.  Pastors also want to have the 

church’s role in the partnership recognized by the school.  These differences in world 

views are to be addressed in order to build successful partnerships between churches and 

public schools. 
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Best Practices 

 With a wide range of definitions of partnerships and wide range of expected 

benefits from those partnerships, it is logical to conclude that there are a wide range of 

practices used in establishing and maintaining partnerships between churches and public 

schools.  Researchers have, however, sought to determine best practices for churches and 

schools in partnership with each other.  This research points to several overarching 

themes that address foundational best practices that support a variety of operational 

procedures. 

 Smith (2001) collected samples of successful church-public school partnerships 

from across the United States and highlighted ten of them as exemplars.  Upon analyzing 

commonalities to determine best practices, the researcher recommended three things for 

church leaders who wish to establish effective partnerships with public schools.  First, 

church leaders should vet their motives to make sure they are fully vested in the process 

and its outcomes.  Second, church leaders should research the needs of the school and the 

community to make sure that a partnership addresses those needs.  Finally, church leaders 

should move forward with the school’s agenda rather than the church’s agenda as the 

directive for the work. 

 Green-Powell (2009) surveyed prior research into how churches could assist low 

performing schools through partnerships.  The researcher noted that schools and churches 

engaged in partnership combined inside expertise with outside resources to improve 

performance.  For church-public school partnerships to achieve this improved 

performance, the researcher made recommendations to leaders in both churches and 

schools.  First, the researcher recognized that schools that engage in organized, positive 
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communication with the surrounding community were more likely to receive public 

support.  The researcher also recommended that schools strategically seek community 

churches and faith-based organizations to access resources and community support.  As 

for churches, the researcher recommended that churches make assisting low performing 

schools a mission priority.  As multiple churches engage in partnerships with schools, the 

researcher recommended developing a faith-based organization hub within the 

community to serve as a clearinghouse and coordination of services between churches 

and schools. 

 Sanders and Lewis (2005) engaged in a case study to help understand the motives 

for and the results of community partnerships with schools.  Three schools were selected 

for study due to their membership in NNPS and their proven track record of successful, 

long-term community partnerships.  Each school represented a different demographic 

(urban, suburban, rural) to help the researchers find universal principles.  Over the course 

of three months, the researchers conducted interviews with principals, leaders of 

partnering organizations, and partnership program chairs in each school.  The results of 

the study identified three primary motivators for school personnel in launching and 

maintaining partnerships: 1.) improvements in student success both at school and beyond, 

2.) enhancing the quality of the student experience at school, and 3.) supporting 

community development.  The schools that successfully launched and maintained 

community partnerships made the process of developing the partnership a priority over 

the initial outcomes.  They each allowed the partnerships to develop slowly and grow 

toward the long-term goals.  Each started out small and worked through a process to grow 

into the full potential of the partnership. Successful partnerships were measured in years 
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rather than by short-term accomplishments.  The partnerships also had a high degree of 

ownership with the partnering organizations.  Through the long-term growth process, the 

partners were allowed to develop their own niche in enhancing the overall school goals.  

Knowing the motives of schools and what a healthy process looks like to them would 

help pastors better understand how to approach schools, set expectations, and offer 

leadership across disciplines. 

 To better understand the reason collaborations among organizations fail, White 

and Wehlage (1995) drew on the data gathered from the New Futures Initiative, a five-

year program sponsored by the Annie E. Casey Foundation to build public-private 

partnerships to address the needs of at-risk youth.  The researchers identified four themes 

that pointed weak spots in collaborative efforts among organizations.  One weakness was 

a gap in common procedures between organizations, highlighting the need to make sure 

that both organizations need to be on the same page in terms of how things get done.  A 

second weakness was not including frontline staff in the planning process, emphasizing 

that teachers and parishioners should have a voice in the planning process, not just the 

pastor and principal.  Third, partnerships that initially attempted a multi-faceted approach 

were generally less successful than those that focused their collective energies on a single 

issue.  Lastly, collaborations were likely to fail if the community had a distrust of the 

government organization.  With a high level of distrust in schools among at-risk 

populations, the researchers labeled churches as the best point source for starting 

partnerships with schools.  Churches, the researchers noted, have deep roots in the 

community while at the same time holding child development goals congruent with those 

of public schools.  Further, church leaders were found to be successful in facilitating 
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conversations among the “haves” in the community, often the representative of schools 

and other government organizations, and the “have-nots,” primarily neighborhood 

residents. 

 Andrews, Newman, Meadows, Cox, and Bunting (2012) explored organizational 

readiness for partnering relationships in order to develop a model of preparedness for 

facilitating future partnerships.  Their qualitative study consisted of six semi-structured 

interviews of key informants in organizations which had previous experience in 

partnerships.  The group was diverse and included persons from a variety of strata within 

the organizations.  Transcripts of the audio recordings were independently coded then 

were cross-checked in team meetings.  These interviews were followed by three focus 

groups in order to validate the findings.  The results were categorized into three main 

readiness parameters:  goodness of fit, capacity, and operations.  Goodness of fit included 

such items as shared values, mutual interests, trust, systemic structures, working climate, 

and social attitudes.  Capacity focused on the ability for the partners to initiate and sustain 

the partnership, effective leadership, complementary competencies, and adequate 

resources.  Operations involved items such as clear boundaries and procedures, shared 

power, communication mechanisms, and a unified vision upon which the partnership 

focuses.  Even with these things in place, antecedents such as mutual interest or some 

form of catalyst are necessary for a successful launch.  The researchers further conclude 

that adequate readiness of both organizations in the partnership leads to mutually 

preferred outcomes and long-term sustainability. 

 In trying to gain a better understanding of the benefits and processes surrounding 

establishing partnerships with public schools, Blank, Jacobson, and Melaville (2012) 
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conducted a study of seven cities in which schools had intentionally developed 

community partnerships as a means of school improvement for low-achieving schools.  

Each of the schools in the study were selected due to their engagement in long-term 

sustainable partnerships with multiple community organizations.  The researchers 

conducted site visits, interviewed stakeholders, and reviewed school documents.  The 

study found that schools structured for intentional operations with partnering 

organizations outperformed essentially similar non-partnered schools in areas of student 

attendance, academics, student behaviors, state testing, and graduation rates.  The 

researchers noted that the first step in establishing partnerships was difficult for 

principals, as it required a significant shift in operational paradigms.  Principals 

interacting with partners had to adjust their thinking from What can you do for us? to 

What can we do together?  Once principals personally experienced the positive results of 

partnerships, however, they tended to expand existing partnerships and seek new forms of 

partnerships with additional organizations.  Tracking partnership outcomes and showing 

data were helpful in establishing long-term programming success.  Further, the 

researchers found that colocation of community services in the school helped 

disenfranchised neighborhoods appreciate the public school’s role in child development 

and built trust between the community and the school.  Partnerships helped establish a 

mutual recognition for shared responsibility in helping the community’s children achieve 

academically, socially, physically, and emotionally. 

 In considering the research on best practices for launching and maintaining a 

successful partnership, the following themes emerged.  Leaders of both organizations 

need to adjust their ways of leadership to be both interdisciplinary and inclusive of a 
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range of stakeholders during the planning process.  Instead of starting with a 

comprehensive plan, the partnering organizations should instead start with a single issue 

as a focus then expand from there measuring long-term progress rather than short-term 

gains.  Leaders in both groups need to keep a check on their motivations while sharing 

expertise across organizations. 

Summary 

 With broad definitions of what constitutes a church-public school partnership, 

these partnerships have taken a wide variety of form.  Though the literature points to 

foundational best practices for schools and churches, specific programs and 

methodologies can be designed in consideration of local needs and resources.  The 

literature points to consistent support for church-public school partnerships both 

historically and today.  Further, these partnerships can produce a broad range of benefits 

for all of the stakeholders involved. 

 Still, churches and public schools do not often work in partnership with each 

other.  Beyond some Constitutional considerations, the reasons for this are unclear.  

Though some barriers for partnerships exist in federal and local guidelines, the research 

on barriers, especially for pastors looking to lead their churches into partnership with 

public schools, points only to general categories.  Further, those categories that are 

identified are given equal weight which may not reflect the level of strength those 

barriers have. 

 Identifying specific barriers to clergy leadership in launching and maintaining 

church-public school partnerships, understanding the relative strength of each barrier, and 

determining practices pastors can use to overcome these barriers are missing from the 
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literature.  This study began bridging this gap in research by identifying specific barriers, 

determining the relative strength of those barriers, and delineating practices used by 

pastors to overcome these barriers to launch and maintain church-public school 

partnerships. 
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 

Introduction 

 Churches and public schools regularly provide complementary and overlapping 

services to a common population (Epstein, 2011).  Both groups often hold and express 

interest in building mutually beneficial partnerships (Duemer et al., 2001).  Further, the 

United States Department of Education (2000, 2003) encourages partnerships between 

schools and faith-based organizations.  Principals and church leaders who have engaged 

in successful church-public school partnerships report that these partnerships are 

beneficial to the school, the church, and the community as a whole (United States 

Department of Education, 1999).  Yet church-public school partnerships are relatively 

rare (Duemer et al., 2001). 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify church leaders' perceived 

barriers to establishing partnerships with local public schools in a large East Coast city.    

Research indicated that a congregation’s finances, theology, capacity, organizing, 

coordinating, and staffing all play a role in a pastor’s planning processes in determining 

whether or not to initiate a partnership with a local public school (Sanders, 2001; Yancey 

et al., 2004).  What was not known was if the issues carry equal weight to the pastors 

and/or if significant items outside of the listed perceptions contributed to a pastor’s 

thought processes on the matter.  Having a more comprehensive understanding of both 

the quantity and relative strength of each barrier would help shape continuing education 

curriculum and instruction for clergy, in order for pastors to complete the process of 

initiating partnerships between their churches and local public schools. 
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Proposed Methodology 

 This study used a qualitative research design.  The primary source of data came 

from a series of semi-structured one-on-one interviews of pastors whose churches were 

within the city limits of an East Coast city.  The interviews included questions that 

addressed a pastor’s concepts of church-public school partnerships and a pastor’s barriers 

to initiating these partnerships (Appendix F).  The researcher also took field notes, 

collected artifacts, and reviewed each church’s web sites. 

Research Questions 

 A congregation’s finances, theology, capacity, organizing, coordinating, and 

staffing all play a role in a pastor’s thought processes in determining whether to initiate a 

partnership with a local public school (Sanders, 2001; Yancey et al., 2004).  This set of 

categories, however, did not compose a comprehensive list and was not the central focus 

of the studies that reported them.  Additionally, what was not known was if issues carry 

equal weight in the pastor’s decision-making processes and what pastors did to overcome 

their perceived barriers.  Gathering a more comprehensive list of barriers, knowing the 

varying strength of each barrier, and identifying strategies for overcoming the barriers 

would help those who equip pastors for this task to better target their clergy training 

programs through focused curricular guidelines.  The following research questions 

guided this qualitative study: 

 

1.  What are pastors’ perceived barriers to taking the lead in establishing partnerships 

between their churches and local public schools? 
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2.  What are the relative importance of pastors’ perceived barriers to taking the lead in 

establishing partnerships between their churches and local public schools? 

 

3.  What actions can pastors take to overcome their perceived barriers in order to take 

the lead in establishing partnerships between their churches and local public schools? 

Research Design 

 In order to access the rich data that comes from practitioners with divergent 

experiences on the subject of church-public school partnerships, the researcher chose a 

qualitative design for this study.  Creswell (2013) indicated that grounded theory research 

generates an explanation of a process based on the views of a variety of participants.  

Therefore, grounded theory approach fit well with this study. 

Participants/Data Sources 

 The population under study for this project was made up of pastors whose 

churches were located within the city limits of a selected East Coast city.  Because 

participants needed to voluntarily participate in the study and because there was not a 

comprehensive list of pastors in the selected city, a true random sample was not available. 

A convenience sample was therefore appropriate for this study (Creswell, 2014).  The 

researcher intentionally sought participants from a broad demographic and theological 

spectrum to provide input from diverse vantage points and experiences. 

 The first criterion for participation in the study was that a participant currently 

served as the pastor of a church.  Exact titles for the role of pastor vary from church to 

church, so for the purposes of this study the term “pastor” referred to a senior clergy 

member and spiritual authority within a worshipping community that considered itself an 
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expression of the Christian faith tradition.  Participants were not questioned on specific 

theological beliefs and practices to determine if they fit a particular outside definition of 

Christianity.  Rather, potential participants self-identified as Christian. 

 Additionally, qualifications to assume the role of pastor vary from church to 

church.  The researcher did not delve into each church’s guidelines and requirements to 

determine the legitimacy of the participant’s claim to the role.  Rather, each participant’s 

self-determination of meeting guidelines to hold the title of pastor was used as the 

standard for meeting this criterion for participation in the study. 

 The second qualifier for study participation involved the location of the church.  

Guidelines for school partnerships vary from school district to school district.   In order to 

make sure the pastors in the study were all working with schools that were under the 

same partnership guidelines, all churches needed to be located in the same school district.  

The city limits of the selected East Coast city aligned with the boundaries of a single 

school district.  Therefore, participants whose churches met within the city limits of the 

selected East Coast city were also located in the same school district.  The location of the 

residence of the pastor or whether or not the church members were residents of the city 

was not a consideration. 

 The researcher utilized several means of recruiting participants for the study.  

This included recruitment through a local ecumenical graduate theological school alumni 

council, denominational organizations, professional networks, interdenominational 

community organizations, and snowballing (Figure 1).  Fully 50 percent of those who 

were invited to participate in the study accepted the invitation and completed their 

participation in the study. 
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Figure 1. Participant recruitment sources.  Proportion of pastors recruited through 
each indicated source.  

 
 Because all of the participants were over the age of 19, and the interview 

questions were consistent with what a participant might encounter as a part of their 

regular work experience, this study was determined to be exempt from the Federal Policy 

for Protection of Human Subjects by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Creighton 

University (Appendix D).  Prior to each interview, the participants received letters of 

participation outlining their roles as participants, acknowledging the interview would be 

recorded, and indicating that identifiable data would be kept confidential (Appendix B).  

They also received a Bill of Rights for Research Participants (Appendix A).  The 

researcher reviewed this information with the participants prior to the beginning of each 

interview. 

 As a result of the recruitment procedures, the researcher conducted interviews 

with 12 participants.  This group represented 10 different churches.  One participant was 

the pastor of two different churches in the East Coast city.  Two churches had co-pastor 
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teams.  One of the co-pastor teams was interviewed together in a single interview while 

the other co-pastor team was interviewed in two separate interviews.  Ten interview 

sessions were conducted in total. 

 The churches represented in the study were comprised of a diversity of Christian 

denominations.  These denominations included Independent Baptist, Community of 

Christ, United Methodist Church, Presbyterian Church (USA), Disciples of Christ 

(Christian Church), Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, and Lutheran Church – 

Missouri Synod.  Four participants indicated that their respective churches were not 

denominationally affiliated.  Of those four, one indicated that the church was aligned 

with the Pentecostal tradition, while another described the church as a part of the 

Emergent movement.  No single denomination was represented by more than two pastors. 

 The breadth of the denominational diversity paralleled the continuum of 

theological understanding.  At one end of the continuum, one pastor described his church 

as being “conservative” and “Bible-teaching.”  The other end of the theological 

continuum was held by a church with a gay pride rainbow flag hanging over the main 

entrance.  The other churches were distributed across the theological continuum between 

those two groups. 

 It is notable that churches from the Catholic tradition were not represented among 

the interview participants.  The website for the East Coast City’s Archdiocese lists 44 

parishes within the city limits of the city in which the study took place.  Several Catholic 

pastors were invited to participate, including those who oversee parishes whose former 

parish school facilities are currently in use by public charter schools.  Only one Catholic 

pastor who was invited to participate replied to the invitation, but his email indicated he 
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had little contact with public schools and therefore had no interest in participating in the 

study. 

 All study participants were asked to indicate their age by decade (Appendix C).  

Ages ranged in age from their 30s through their 70s (Figure 2).  Though participants were 

not asked for specific dates of birth, two indicated that they had recently turned 30, and 

one said he had just turned 40.  No more than three participants were in the same age 

range as indicated by decade. 

 

Figure 2. Age of pastor.  Relative number of pastors who indicated their age range by 
decade.  

 
 All study participants were college graduates (Figure 3).  Not all, however, were 

degreed in theological studies.  Some of the pastors indicated that their degrees were in 

fields consistent with careers they held prior to becoming pastors.  Others noted that they 

held graduate degrees in non-theological fields and then earned graduate theological 

degrees as they transitioned into their positions as pastors. 
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Figure 3. Education levels of participants.  Proportion of pastors based on indicated 
highest level of education.  

 
 The majority of pastors in the study were full-time paid employees of their church 

(Figure 4).  One indicated serving as a full-time unpaid volunteer, while two others 

indicated they were unpaid bi-vocational pastors.  None held paid bi-vocational 

pastorates.  Of the 12 participants, six indicated that they had served professionally in 

government, industry, or public education prior to becoming a pastor. 
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Figure 4. Pastor employment status.  Proportion of pastors who are full-time paid, full-
time volunteer, and bi-vocational volunteer.  

 
 Both male and female pastors participated in the study.  The pastors came from 

differing racial backgrounds as well (Figure 5).  In terms of race, 58% of the participants 

were Caucasian, while 42% were African-American.  Similarly, 58% were male, while 

42% were female.  The congregations led by the participating clergy were generally 

segregated by race (Figure 6).  All African-American participants indicated that the 

makeup of their congregation was primarily African-American.  Most of the Caucasian 

pastors indicated that their congregations were composed of primarily Caucasian 

parishioners.  Three Caucasian pastors indicated that their congregations were racially 

diverse. 
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Figure 5. Pastor race and gender.  Proportions of participants who were Caucasian males, 
Caucasian females, African-American males, and African-American females.  

 
 

 
 
Figure 6. Racial makeup of the congregation.  Proportions of primarily African-
American, primarily Caucasian and racially diverse congregations as described by their 
pastors.  

 
 Participants generally pastored small churches (Figure 7).  The pastors described 

their congregations’ sizes ranging from 30 to just under 200 participants.  All but two 

churches had 100 or fewer participants, with half of the churches clustering in a range of 
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50 to 77.  Nearly all of the pastors who were invited but chose not to participate in the 

study pastored churches of over 100.  The amount of time participants had served as 

pastors ranged from seven months to over 30 years. 

 
 

 
 
 
Figure 7. Church size.  The size of each church as indicated by the pastor is placed on 
the number line showing the distribution of churches by size. 

 
 

 The churches led by participant pastors were located in distinctly different 

neighborhoods in the East Coast city.  Three churches were located in some of the city’s 

premier neighborhoods.  Three pastors’ churches were in areas of especially high poverty 

and crime.  The remaining pastors filled out the continuum with churches located in 

lower-middle, middle, and upper-middle income neighborhoods, some of which were in 

economic decline, and some of which were transitioning upward economically due to 

gentrification. 

 The researcher requested to meet with each pastor on site at his/her church.  This 

was not universally available.  One church rented space for its Sunday gatherings, so the 

interview was administered at the pastor’s home.  Two other pastors found the most 

convenient time for meeting was when their buildings were being used by another group.  

The researcher met those pastors at alternative sites (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Interview location.  The proportion of locations where the interviews were 
held. 

 
 Data collection began at 8:00 p.m. on February 11, 2016, with the first site visit 

and interview.  The researcher achieved saturation of data by the seventh interview.  The 

remaining three interviews, which had already been scheduled, further confirmed that 

saturation had been achieved.  These additional interviews also helped broaden the 

diversity of the sample population.  The final interview was held at 1:30 p.m. on March 1, 

2016. 

Data Collection Tools 

 The researcher employed a variety of data collection tools.  The primary tool was 

a semi-structured interview with each pastor or pastoral team.  Ten open-ended questions 

were used as a guide for the interview and were modified as appropriate to each 

individual interview (Appendix F).  The interview questions intentionally did not include 

the terms from the literature used in categorizing barriers or describing types of 

partnerships.  Instead, the researcher allowed the pastors to share their perspectives and 

experiences without thinking in the assigned terms.  The determination as to whether or 
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not an activity qualified as a partnership activity was a part of researcher’s coding 

process.  In all, the researcher conducted 10 interviews.  The audio for each interview 

was recorded on a tablet computer and was later transcribed by the researcher. 

 Prior to the start of each interview, the participant was given a Participant Data 

Sheet to complete (Appendix C).  This questionnaire provided the demographic data 

about both the participant and the corresponding church.  The first three questions 

required participants to create a response.  For the second set of questions, the participant 

indicated which of the provided answers best described themselves.  Though no names 

were written on the data sheet, each sheet was assigned an alphanumeric code that 

corresponded with the alphanumeric code assigned to the interview recording. 

 During the interview, the researcher collected field notes.  Though some of this 

content duplicated that of the transcripts, the researcher noted items that would not 

necessarily be obvious from transcripts and recordings.  This included such items as how 

relaxed or agitated the participant seemed, the participant’s posture, and the participant’s 

emotional state.  The researcher included items in the field notes pertaining to the 

location of the interview and the condition of the space in which it took place.  The notes 

also contained observations about the facilities and the surrounding neighborhood.  The 

researcher recorded this data prior to and after the formal interview. 

 The researcher collected artifacts as they were available.  This included such 

items as church bulletins, visitor welcome packets, announcement sheets, newsletters, 

and event fliers.  Artifacts that could not be collected, such as signs, banners, and flags, 

were photographed with the researcher’s phone.  The researcher also collected cyber 

artifacts by reviewing each church’s web site and/or Facebook™ page.  Since the 
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location of a school in relation to the church could influence the data, the researcher used 

Google Maps™ to determine the proximity of the schools located near each pastor’s 

church.  The researcher compared which East Coast City Public Schools were mentioned 

by each of the pastors with any nearby schools that were not included in the pastors’ 

discussions.  These artifacts supplemented the interview data and provided a more 

comprehensive view of the church and how public school partnerships fit within its 

overall scope. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 Once given clearance by Creighton University’s Institutional Review Board, the 

researcher began inviting pastors whose churches were located within the city limits of 

the East Coast city to participate in the study.  The researcher made initial contact with 

pastors by utilizing the alumni council of an ecumenical graduate theological school, 

denominational organizations, professional networks, and interdenominational 

community organizations.  Most pastors were contacted by electronic communication 

such as email, text message, or Facebook™ messenger.  Since the researcher is a member 

of the alumni council of the ecumenical graduate theological school, he invited some 

pastors by personally visiting with them after the close of a meeting. 

 Once a pastor expressed a willingness to participate in the study, the researcher 

followed up within 24 hours to schedule an appointment.  Half of the time, this second 

contact was through the same means of communication as the initial contact.  Half of the 

participants, however, requested to communicate via telephone to set up the appointment 

time, and the researcher honored those requests.  Because the researcher was not 

employed during the data collection period, the researcher was able to honor each 
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pastor’s requested interview time.  The researcher suggested meeting at each pastor’s 

church.  Two pastors indicated that their church buildings were not available.  One 

suggested meeting at the pastor’s home, and the other suggested meeting at a nearby 

restaurant.  A third pastor initially scheduled the church as a meeting location but 

telephoned the researcher two hours before the appointed time, requesting to move the 

meeting to a nearby restaurant due to a last minute scheduling conflict with the building.  

The researcher honored all three requests. 

 Prior to the first scheduled interview, the researcher tested the interview questions 

with a practice interviewee.  The volunteer participant was the pastor of a church located 

outside of the city limits of the East Coast city.  The researcher tested the answers given 

during the practice interview against the talking points the researcher sought through the 

given questions and found them generally consistent.  The researcher made slight 

adjustments in the wording of two questions and added a tenth question as a result of the 

practice interview. 

 The researcher drove, walked, or rode the subway to the appointed meeting 

locations.  He arrived in each neighborhood early and entered the meeting place at the 

precise time of the appointment.  Upon arrival at the site, the researcher began observing 

the surroundings.  The researcher noted the condition of the neighborhood and looked to 

see if any schools were within sight of the church building.  Inside the church building, as 

time permitted, the researcher read items posted on bulletin boards and perused the titles 

and headlines of church publications that were on public display, noting any information 

pertinent to the study, such as activity schedules that included partnership activities or 

sign-up sheets for volunteers to participate in partnership programs. 
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 Before the start of each interview, the researcher provided a copy of the 

participant letter (Appendix D) and the Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

(Appendix A).  The researcher provided additional details about the confidentiality 

protocol to assure the participant of their intellectual safety in sharing freely during the 

interview.  As a part of this portion of the conversation, the researcher provided 

professional background information to the participant, including the fact that the 

researcher had served as a pastor within this East Coast city and had worked as a teacher 

in its public schools.  This was to assure the participant that the researcher was looking at 

the issue from both the church’s and the school’s perspectives.  After this conversation 

with the participant, the researcher provided the participant with the Participant Data 

Sheet (Appendix C) and a pen so that the participant could complete it.  Since some items 

such as church size are measured differently by different organizations, the participants 

were told that they may use whatever standards they deem appropriate in answering the 

questions. 

 Once the participant completed the data sheet, the researcher turned on the voice 

recorder and began the interview process.  Other than an occasional clarification question 

or a request for further details, the researcher remained silent as the participant answered 

the open-ended question.  The researcher took field notes on the content of the answer 

and the participant’s disposition.  This process was repeated for each of the 10 interview 

questions.  After the participant completed a response to the final question, the researcher 

thanked the participant for helping with the research and turned off the tablet computer’s 

audio recording application. 
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 The length of each interview varied widely.  The shortest interview was 17 

minutes/45 seconds.  The longest interview was more than double that at 39 minutes/48 

seconds.  The average (mean) length of time for an interview was 27 minutes/29 seconds. 

 For interviews that were held in churches, the pastors and the researcher 

continued the conversation as the field notes booklet and tablet computer were being 

packed away.  The researcher asked questions about items the researcher noticed on the 

way into the building that might pertain to topics addressed during the interview.  As 

appropriate, the researcher sought permission to take copies of available printed materials 

to include in the research data.  Three pastors walked the researcher through additional 

rooms of the church, providing a tour of the facilities and pointing out items of interest.  

The researcher added this information to his field notes after leaving the building.  Also 

as appropriate, the researcher used his phone to capture photos of pertinent items that 

needed to remain on site.  Within 24 hours after each interview, the researcher mailed a 

hand-written note to the participant thanking him/her for participating. 

 After the interviews, the researcher used Google Maps™ to locate any schools 

that the pastors mentioned during the interviews.  The researcher noted the proximity of 

the school(s) to the church.  The researcher also looked to see if schools that were not 

mentioned by the pastor were located within a comparable distance of the church as those 

that were mentioned during the interview.  The researcher also reviewed each church’s 

web site and/or Facebook™ page. 

 The researcher created verbatim written transcripts of each interview recording.  

In total, 161 pages of transcripts resulted from the interviews.  The researcher printed five 

copies of the transcripts in preparation for multiple forms of hand coding.  This set of 
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transcripts, in conjunction with a separate file containing participant data sheets, a 

notebook containing all the field notes, and the electronic files collected from the 

internet, composed the data set for the study. 

 The researcher acknowledged personal biases in conducting this research.  The 

researcher brought to the research his more than thirteen years of experience as a pastor 

in this East Coast city.  During the researcher’s tenure as pastor, the researcher 

established multiple partnership programs between his congregation and outside 

organizations, including partnerships with schools.  The researcher and the researcher’s 

family had ongoing enrollment or employment roles with the East Coast city’s public 

schools. 

 The researcher engaged in bracketing to address personal biases.  The researcher 

leveraged the listening skills and pastoral care skills that were a part of seminary 

coursework and continuing education, as well as a part of the researcher’s regular work 

experience as a pastor.  When the participant was speaking, the researcher did not 

intervene, offer guidance, or suggest alternatives.  The researcher remained silent, took 

notes, and engaged in body language that affirmed the participant’s stories, experiences, 

and ideas whether or not they were consistent with the researcher’s understanding.  

 The researcher used several tools to add validity to the data.  The participants 

represented a wide range of Christian traditions and theological understandings.  Both 

male and female pastors were a part of the sample.  Participants and the congregations 

they pastored were of diverse racial backgrounds.  The churches were located in 

neighborhoods of widely varying socioeconomic conditions. 
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 To add further trustworthiness, the researcher intentionally invited pastors of 

different churches in the same neighborhoods to be a part of the study.  This allowed the 

researcher to talk individually with pastors who had likely engaged with the same 

schools.  Three such pairings took place among the participants.  One pairing was in an 

affluent neighborhood, another was in a middle-income neighborhood, and a third was in 

a neighborhood known for its generational poverty. 

 Participants were not provided any form of financial compensation for their 

participation in the study.  There was no written or implied agreement of in-kind services 

or other forms of payment resulting from participation in the study. 

Ethical Considerations 

 This research project did not involve physically invasive procedures, and all 

participants were adult volunteers.  The questions posed in the interview were consistent 

with ones a participant might have encountered as a part of a normal work day.  

Therefore, the project was determined exempt from the Federal Policy for Protection of 

Human Subjects by the IRB at Creighton University on February 4, 2016 (Appendix E).  

The researcher followed the protocol as submitted to the IRB, providing each participant 

with an information letter (Appendix B) and a copy of their Bill of Rights for Research 

Participants (Appendix A). 

 The researcher took several steps to maintain the confidentiality of participants 

and the churches they represented.  Each participant was assigned an alphanumeric 

identification code at the beginning of the interview.  Unless the participants mentioned 

their church’s name during the interview or the name was printed on an artifact, neither 

the participant’s name nor the church’s name were on any documents that correlated with 
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the alphanumeric identification code.  Church names and/or participant names were only 

written in the correspondences for setting up the interview, the hand-written follow-up 

thank you notes, and on the researcher’s appointment calendar.  Documents and 

recordings were stored separate files in secured locations.  Digital copies of the 

transcripts were loaded into NVivo™ software for computer-assisted coding.  This data 

was also stored on a separate file on the researcher’s password-protected personal 

computer. 

 The names of participants and the names of their churches were not included in 

the findings of this research.  The race, gender, age, education, and employment status of 

participants was only presented in aggregate data about the group as a whole.  Further, 

denominational affiliations, names of ministry programs, and specific neighborhood 

locations of churches represented in the study were not published.  

Summary 

 To better understand a pastor’s perceived barriers to launching a partnership 

between that pastor’s church and a local public school, the researcher engaged in a 

grounded theory qualitative research study of pastors whose churches are located within 

the city limits of a selected East Coast city, and subsequently, East Coast City Public 

Schools.  Pastors represented a broad range of theological understandings and 

denominational backgrounds, as well as diversity of race, gender, and socioeconomic 

status.  The primary source of data were transcripts that resulted from semi-structured 

interviews with pastors.  Other data sources included field notes, artifacts, and internet 

resources.  In accordance with IRB protocols and standards for maintaining 

confidentiality, data were assigned alphanumeric codes and were stored in secure 
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locations.  The researcher acknowledged his biases and set up structures for bracketing 

his biases and for improved data integrity.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND THE EVIDENCE-BASED SOLUTION 

Introduction 

 Research has indicated that churches and public schools regularly provided 

complementary and overlapping services to a common population (Epstein, 2011).  Both 

groups often held and expressed interest in building mutually beneficial partnerships 

(Duemer et al., 2001).  Further, the United States Department of Education (2000, 2003) 

encouraged partnerships between schools and faith-based organizations.  Principals and 

church leaders who have engaged in successful church-public school partnerships 

reported that these partnerships were beneficial to the school, the church, and the 

community as a whole (United States Department of Education, 1999).  Yet church-

public school partnerships were relatively rare (Duemer et al., 2001). 

 The purpose of this grounded theory qualitative study was to explore church 

leaders' perceived barriers to establishing partnerships with local public schools in a large 

East Coast city.  Having a more comprehensive understanding of both the quantity and 

relative strength of each barrier than the previous research literature provided would help 

shape continuing education curriculum and instruction for clergy in order for pastors to 

complete the process of initiating partnerships between their churches and local public 

schools.  The following research questions guided this qualitative study: 

 

1.  What are pastors’ perceived barriers to taking the lead in establishing partnerships 

between their churches and local public schools? 
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2.  What are the relative importance of pastors’ perceived barriers to taking the lead in 

establishing partnerships between their churches and local public schools? 

 

3.  What actions can pastors take to overcome their perceived barriers in order to take 

the lead in establishing partnerships between their churches and local public schools? 

 

 This chapter provides an analysis of the data collected for this study.  The main 

source of data was a series of ten interviews involving twelve pastors whose churches 

were located within the city limits of a large East Coast city.  Additional data sources 

included field notes, church web sites, and artifacts collected from the pastors’ churches.  

Presentation of the Findings 

Data Organization and Procedures 

  Creswell (2013) provided a basic framework for organizing the data and 

preparing it for analysis.  Since the interviews, church web sites, and artifacts dealt with 

content oriented data, they were analyzed separately from the field notes, which were 

focused on the intensity of the participant’s engagement with the interview content. 

 To analyze the data, the researcher produced verbatim transcripts of the 

interviews.  The printed transcripts were arranged in the same chronological order as the 

original interviews.  The researcher began the initial review of the data by reading 

through the transcripts multiple times.  Once immersed in the data, the researcher began 

coding the data.  The researcher hand coded the text as a preliminary practice then moved 

to using NVivo™ software to better manage the data. 
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 Three main themes emerged from the data: 1. Church Engagement in Public 

School Partnerships; 2. Church-Public School Partnership Formation: and 3. Obstacles 

to Church-Public School Partnerships.  The researcher used these themes for further 

analysis.  In this further analysis, the researcher identified patters in the coding and the 

frequency of particular codes. 

Church Engagement in Public School Partnerships 

 Partnership programs.  The data were coded to investigate the overall level of 

familiarity and engagement that the participants had in partnerships between churches 

and public schools.  All pastors indicated that their churches either had been or were 

currently engaged in partnerships with public schools.  Church-public school partnerships 

were mentioned 121 times in the interviews.  These partnerships took on a variety of 

forms, including altruistic, parallel, exchange, mutual, and advocacy partnerships (Figure 

9).  Participants discussed past and current partnerships and the corresponding 

programming.  In addition to past and current partnerships, all participants described 

potential activities that their churches were interested in doing that would require some 

level of partnering with the public schools.  In total, participants described 58 potential 

partnership programs that they were interested in but were not currently doing.  These 

potential future partnerships included extensions of current programming, launching new 

endeavors, reviving past programming, and replicating current program in additional 

schools. 
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Figure 9. Types of Partnerships.  The five categories of partnerships discussed by 
participants. 

 
 Altruistic partnerships.  Partnership involvement included a wide range of 

programming.  All participants described altruistic forms of partnerships; their churches 

provided services to the schools without expectation of reciprocity.  Altruistic 

partnerships were mentioned 46 times, and the corresponding programming tended to 

focus on material support for students or encouragement for teachers.  One pastor said, 

“We launched a [sock donation] campaign because they needed socks, and we raised 

1000 pairs of socks.”  Another pastor partnered with the school to address a specific 

need: 

[A student at the school competed in] the NAACP ACT-SO competition and was 

given the opportunity to compete at the national level.  And so the wonderful 

opportunity --- we wanted to support it so we helped raise money to help send 

him and his family so his family could be there. 

For another partnership, a church near a school for the arts committed to help fill the 

seats for student performances by having “grandparents, our older members, go over and 
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support.”  Several churches partnered with schools “at Thanksgiving time and at 

Christmas to provide some food baskets for needy families.”  In discussing material 

support, one pastor said, “We’ve also loaned them equipment – tables and stuff like that,” 

and then added, “We’ve helped them spruce up their library.” 

 Altruistic partnerships sometimes focused on encouraging teachers and staff.  

“One of the things we’ve done is we’ve provided breakfast for the teachers right around 

exam time,” said one participant.  The goal of this was “to help teachers understand that 

they’re appreciated and giving them support in their challenging time.”  In the same vein, 

another participant stated: 

Also in the past we’ve done little care packages for the teachers at the schools at 

the beginning of the school year.  It was like school supplies and candies for the 

teachers with a note.  I believe it was a note of thanks for the service they give to 

the community and to the students. 

Another pastor said his congregation “gave the principal an award at one of our [church] 

events for her service to the community.” 

 Exchange partnerships.  Fewer churches participated in exchange partnerships 

with schools, in which there was an expected level of reciprocity between the 

organizations.  Exchange partnerships were mentioned a total of five times during 40% of 

the interviews.  Those churches that did have exchange partnerships with schools talked 

primarily about facility usage, especially with regard to schools without auditoriums and 

churches without parking lots.  One pastor said: 
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We actually host their school play and host several events for them.  In fact, this 

past Wednesday, we hosted a fundraising event for their parents group.  We lend 

them the space and they loan us [space for] parking on Sunday mornings. 

 Mutual partnerships.  Participants described mutual partnership activities in 

which the church and school worked together to lead and manage programming.  Mutual 

partnerships were mentioned 29 times during 70% of the interviews.  One church worked 

in partnership with the school’s guidance counselor to coordinate student workshops on 

college admissions procedures. 

So this guidance counselor comes on board [after a year of not having one at the 

school] and finds these kids ready to graduate almost without the support.  And so 

we worked together and designed a program for most of the fall up until 

Christmas – from October to the Christmas break.  We had weekly seminars here 

[at the church] – had guests come in to provide resources like motivation, tools 

for financial help, preparing for the financial aspects.  And [staff from a local 

community college] came in and gave workshops and things.  And four of the 

students who participated got accepted to [programs at the community college] 

and got on a path to go to college. 

Other pastors worked in conjunction with the schools to host neighborhood picnics or 

back-to-school programs.  One said, “We had a cookout thing where the principal met 

with parents of kids and talked about his vision for the school and that sort of thing.”  

Four participants described activities in which performing arts groups from local schools 

were featured at church-sponsored activities.  One said: 
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The [school’s dance] students had an opportunity to perform and minister at our 

annual conference for all of our churches.  So there were some young ladies who 

were in the dance classes and wanted to go to [a highly prestigious dance camp] 

but couldn’t afford it.  Their families couldn’t afford it.  So some churches that 

have more resources than we do, one church in particular, offered to support them 

and they went out to their church and the young ladies got to go [to the camp]. 

 One participant described a mutual partnership between a school and her church.  

She stated that, because of the school’s budget cuts, an after-school martial arts program 

was being discontinued.  The church was already in partnership with the school for other 

activities, so the teacher who sponsored that program approached the pastor about using 

the church facilities to keep the program going.  The program was unable to pay the 

church the normal fees for using the space, so the teacher offered to have the adult 

leaders of the martial arts classes provide security at church activities as a form of 

payment.  The pastor took the proposal to the church board. 

I didn't think the board would go for the bartering idea, given our tight church 

budget, but they surprised me with their response. The congregation clearly 

values the peace of mind more than the money that the [martial arts program’s 

user fees would have] generated. 

The pastor went on to say that attendance at evening church functions had noticeably 

increased, especially among the senior citizen parishioners, since the arrival of the 

security team. 

 Parallel partnerships.  The participants described parallel programming with 

schools 24 times during 80% of the interviews.  However, participants did not necessarily 
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label these activities as partnerships.  For example, one pastor indicated that he was 

unsure if the researcher would want to hear about the summer lunch program hosted by 

the church.  “[The lunch program] ran from the Monday after school had gone out up 

until the Friday before school started in August.”  Though this was a textbook example of 

a parallel partnership, because the church did not coordinate directly with the school 

other than to align the calendar, the participant indicated that he did not think of it in 

terms of a partnership.  Participants whose churches ran before school programs and 

after-school programs often did not describe these programs as partnerships. 

 Advocacy partnerships.  Participants mentioned advocacy partnerships in which 

the church sought resources on behalf of the school seven times in 30% of the interviews.  

This came as a recognition of the limits school have on self-advocacy. 

With our organizing work . . . principals are vulnerable because they have to be 

careful about what they say about the people above them.  But there are also ways 

to share information with community partners who can affect change at different 

levels which would directly affect them without making [the principals] 

vulnerable. 

One pastor described how advocacy fit into her church’s overall partnering plan.  “We 

developed a 3-tier program:  Direct aid, mentoring, and government advocacy.”  Another 

participant told of his church engaging in advocacy at all levels of partnering: 

Whether it’s going down to [the state capital] for more funding or acting here 

within the school system to get better leadership for the schools, or whether it’s 

working with specific principals about their ideas for change and how budgeting 

works and those sorts of things. 
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 Partnership outcomes.  The researcher coded data for outcomes of partnerships 

between churches and public schools.  All participants discussed outcomes totaling 129 

times across the data.  The outcomes were divided into four categories: positive for the 

church, negative for the church, positive for the school, and negative for the school.  

Participants generally talked about positive outcomes for both the church and the school.  

They also discussed negative outcomes but to a much lesser extent. (Figure 10) 

 

Figure 10. Partnership outcomes.  Relative proportion of positive and negative outcomes 
of partnerships for churches and schools. 
  
 Positive outcomes for the church.  Participants broadly perceived the outcomes 

from partnering with public schools as positive for the church. Nine participants talked of 

positive outcomes 46 times over the course of the interviews.  Several participants listed 

what appeared to be negative outcomes of their partnerships as positives.  For example, 

after describing what was a potentially catastrophic problem resulting from a partnership 

activity, one participant said, “On balance I think it was like a great thing because it was 

about real stuff . . . I would say that [because we dealt with very real things, the outcome 

was] positive, but it wasn’t easy.” 
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 Half of the participants talked about school resources from which the church had 

benefitted.  Some schools were able to provide parking for churches on Sundays through 

use of the school’s parking lot.  Another pastor talked about discovering community 

resources available through the schools.  “Our church has used the services of the schools 

insomuch as [the neighborhood elementary school] has a pantry.”  The participant 

continued saying that the community food pantry located in the school has become a 

primary resource for the church when it has a family in need of emergency assistance.  

Another participant noted that “A couple of our members were trained to be readers for 

the children there at [the elementary school],” and how those members had applied that 

training in their work with children at church activities. 

 Five participants shared stories of new partnerships or ministries launching in 

their congregations as a result of the church’s partnership with a public school.  One 

pastor told of a new program that resulted at his church: 

We launched a program from the [local] school that spawned from a teacher there 

who met us through the [church’s before school program] trying to figure out 

where their students were getting donuts from.  And they came and we interacted.  

And she eventually launched a dance choir here [at the church], stemming from 

that first encounter.  And it’s continued here for several years now.  And 

expanded and its launching into . . . a summer program here that’s lasting all 

summer to coincide with the lunch program. That’s being 100% led by teachers 

from the [local] school.  They’re going to run it from June to August. 

 Three pastors talked about parishioners gaining an increased awareness of the 

community through partnerships with the public schools.  About her initial experience in 
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partnering, one participant said, “I just learned everything.  I learned how poor the kids 

are.  I learned how many of them came from homes where parents were on drugs.  I 

learned, just really viscerally learned, about an inner city school.”  Another talked of how 

the partnership “raised people’s awareness” of what was happening in the school and the 

broader community.  As a result of this increased awareness, one participant said, “I think 

it’s given us a concrete way to build bridges across very ancient divides in this 

community.” 

 Though several participants alluded to spiritual growth in their congregation as a 

result of partnerships with public schools, two spoke to that outcome specifically.  In 

describing her parishioners’ feedback to their work in partnership activities, one pastor 

said, “We always leave there saying, ‘That was a Holy experience.’  That is always a 

Holy experience.”  Another talked about the personal growth of a group of volunteers 

who worked through a difficulty they encountered amid their work in partnership with a 

school: 

I think a number of our volunteers who got brought into that conversation [about 

the problem] grew in their own sort of individual faith, in their own understanding 

of their own privilege, their own understanding of race in America, how that lands 

in their lives. 

 Negative outcomes for the church.  Not all of the outcomes from partnerships 

were positive.  Half of the participants expressed at least one negative outcome, but only 

eight negative outcomes for the church were expressed in total.  Most of those outcomes 

were the result of programs that had been going well but were later discontinued.  One 

pastor talked about his experience with a successful program that ended: 
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It unfolded naturally the first several years with no problems.  It was just 

scheduling it like clockwork.  The administration expected it.  The teachers 

expected it.  The students expected it.  The church expected it.  . . . Then there 

was a changeover in administration at [the school] . . . and we were never able to 

reestablish that relationship.  The [school had been] 100% on board with [the 

partnership] and kept reminding us how great it was.  They would even 

sometimes contact us before we would contact them to begin scheduling dates and 

getting it ready to go.  So that seems to me to be an indicator that they bought into 

it, because I didn’t have to say, “Hey, remember us?”  They said, “Hey, we’re the 

school.  When can we do this with you?”  There doesn’t feel to be interest in 

much of a working relationship around the [partnership program] any more.  It’s 

just frustrating.  We’ve still got all the [materials we invested in to build the 

program].  Still waiting.  It was, it was beautifully done.  And it, it was, it just fell 

apart! 

Pastors who had been through this kind of experience used terms like “grieve” and 

“frustrated” in their recounting of details. 

 Positive outcomes for the schools.  All participants perceived that the schools in 

the partnership had positive outcomes as a result of their partnership activities with 

churches.  Participants discussed positive outcomes for the schools 75 times during the 

interviews  Some benefits were the result of direct interactions with students, such as 

helping “the kids learn about peace and what it necessarily meant in the world and how 

they could go about doing it, creating the peace,” to mentoring programs that would “take 

some of the students who maybe had at-risk family situations and put them in contact 
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with an adult that could be another support for them in their academic career.  It was 

simply a person to talk with them.”  Other benefits included direct aid to students in need 

like when the church “had a whole truckload of clothing and gave most of it through [the 

school] who called us up this year and said, ‘Aren't you doing that again?’”  Some pastors 

talked about building community ownership of the school through partnering for 

neighborhood-wide events: 

When we did our back-to-school drive we decided well, we’re in partnership with 

a school, why don’t we connect with them and do one big drive?  So, for logistical 

reasons with parking and all that kind of stuff, we actually had [the event] here [at 

the church].  [The church] leaders and [the school] leaders pulled together and had 

a wonderful community-wide back-to-school night. 

Other participants talked of direct curricular aid, such as, “help financially [from the 

church] with a trip that got cut but it’s really important to their curriculum.”  One pastor 

stated: 

[Our] minister of music is also leading the choir [at the elementary school] now. 

[One church member] is a volunteer and our music minister [who is employed by 

the church], basically we’ve made that part of his job in thinking about how to 

expand our music in similar ways that we expand other parts of our life as a 

[church] community.  So there are like 50 kids in that choir. 

 Negative outcomes for the schools.  Participants did note that they perceived 

some negative outcomes for the school.  Of the four participants who gave the eight 

examples, the majority of stories centered on partnership programming that had not gone 

as planned.  One participant summarized the situation by saying, “Unfortunately [the 
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program] has not gone real well.  There have been some success stories.  With others it 

has just fizzled out.”  Other problematic outcomes revolved around a lack of 

communication between the church and school.  One pastor told of problems that resulted 

when the “hours of [of operation for] the school actually shifted without [the church] 

knowing at the beginning, and so our hours of running this [before school] program for 

the kids ran into the actual time school was supposed to start.”  These kinds of problems 

were eventually resolved but not without problematic outcomes prior to their resolutions. 

Church-Public School Partnership Formation 

 The data were coded to uncover themes in how partnerships formed between 

churches and public schools.  No single methodology of forming partnerships arose 

among the data; participants used a wide range of methods to launch partnerships with 

public schools.  Even within the same congregation, churches used different methods for 

different partnership activities.  However, some elements in the formation process were 

more prevalent than others (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11.  Elements of partnership formation.  Themes that emerged in the coding in the 
category of partnership formation. 
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tutor/assistant/aid so that gave us kind of direct communication with the principal 
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teachers, the children, the community.  So that was like a direct line to those 
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partnership and grew beyond it.  As one pastor said about the principal at the school, 

“She and I just connected.” 

 Most participants’ main contact point for starting a partnership activity with a 

school was the school’s principal. “The principal [at the school] and I met to say ‘what do 

you need?’” said one participant.  Another noted that, “Just by the necessity of my job, I 

have to be in touch with the principal to organize the parking, organize the dates [the 

school uses the church building], so that was just kind of happened.”  Others first met the 

principals through circumstances unrelated to the partnership but developed partnerships 

as a result: 

We were looking for a site to have a concert off-site from the church.  And that’s 

when we met the principal at [the elementary school] and became engaged with 

her from that instance when we were trying to find a place to have our concert. 

That church did not have a concert at that school, but through that connection with the 

principal eventually developed partnership programs. 

 Six of the participants described programming partnerships with churches that 

were in place prior to the participant’s arrival as pastor.  Some of these partnerships were 

still active, while others had since ended.  No participants who had inherited partnership 

programming could provide information on how those partnerships began.  Some offered 

guesses and assumptions, combined with confessions of ignorance on the program’s 

launch.  One participant stated, “If you need more information about that you can contact 

a former pastor of the congregation.”  
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  Participants expressed pleasure in the partnerships they had inherited and all 

participants at least initially continued those partnerships into their tenure.  One pastor 

stated: 

I came and I was handed some very good things. The pastor before me had said 

we need to be more active in our community, and so he was the one that gave the 

congregation the vision of [working with public schools] so they were doing it 

when I came. 

In talking about the partnership program that he had inherited, another pastor said: 

That [partnership program] had been developed where it was such an 

understanding of a mutual mission, not only with the church’s drive and the 

curriculum motivations and the needs of the students, that the leaders of the 

school were on board and ready to go without being asked.  Teachers were on 

board and excited by it and engaged.  Students were all on board.  The 

congregation was on board.  Volunteers were always readily available.  It was 

really a best-case scenario all the way around, and it seemed to be making a 

tangible impact, not only in the school but in the involvement of congregational 

members who weren’t always able to do thing in that life and could be sharing 

with students who were doing these fun activities, because it’s a valuable lesson 

taught in an interesting and captivating way.  And we didn’t have to beg anyone 

to do it.  [The school] came.  They expected they [would come again].  And they 

asked when they could come back.  It was beautifully done.   
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 Launching a partnership often involved meetings and training.  Participants 

discussed this point in 70% of the interviews.  One participant described her church’s 

extensive process for establishing a partnership with a public school. 

We started just by having the meetings about what they needed and about gifts 

and strengths we might have.  And so we determined that, although it was a 

school for the arts, and we were excited about doing all this artsy stuff, what they 

needed was more academic support for the basic skill areas – math, science, 

language arts.  And so we had a kind of an open house/“get to know you” kind of 

event here [at the church] where the young people came, and they performed, and 

we had a meal and broke bread together and talked to students and parents, and 

the congregation and teachers about what they thought the relationship might be.  

We took a survey and asked some people [from] the church who would be 

interested in going over to the school to help tutor. 

Parallel partnerships were less likely to have meetings between the two organizations 

prior to launch, since the two groups did not need to interact as directly. 

 One commonly described starting point for church-public school partnerships was 

a church’s partnership or involvement with other organizations in the community.  Of the 

11 times this type of starting point was discussed by seven participants, three mentioned 

starting partnerships as a result of an interfaith organization.  Neighborhood associations 

served as a catalyst for two participants, while the donation of materials to the church 

from other organizations was key for two other churches.  Denomination-specific non-

profit organizations or church groups were each mentioned once by participants. 
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 A further catalyst for launching partnerships between churches and public schools 

was the focus on a specific issue or need.  Half of the participants described partnership 

programming that was issue-centered.  One church launched a program as a way to help 

address bullying and to find peaceful resolution to conflicts.  Another partnered with the 

school “for helping students in this city kind of to channel their angst and their anger and 

their frustration about some of the things that are going on in terms of social justice.”  

Historic divisions in the community surrounding one church led another participant to 

look at partnerships.  “I think the church has had a long interest in figuring out, or at least 

trying, how can we bridge these differences.” 

Obstacles to Church-Public School Partnerships 

 All participants described a variety of obstacles that they experienced in 

launching and operating church-public school partnerships.  The researcher developed 

descriptive codes based on the text.  Once this coding was complete, the researcher 

looked for codes that were describing essentially similar manifestations of a particular 

obstacle that were described differently through denominational jargon and grouped them 

under a single category.  For example, the category of Congregation’s Attitude was made 

up of items initially coded as Faithful in a Secular Setting, and Understanding the Role in 

the Community.  Nuances among the initial codes were preserved by maintaining them as 

subcategories.  Over half of the codes were addressed by 30% or fewer of the participants 

and were mentioned fewer than five times.  The 18 subthemes that were mentioned at 

least five times by participants are described in more detail. (Figure 12). 
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Figure 12.  Partnership obstacles.  Obstacles to church-public school partnerships 
discussed at least five times by study participants. 
 
 Principals. The most prevalent category of obstacles discussed by study 

participants was that of principals. Participants talked about this obstacle 36 times.  It was 

the only obstacle included in 90% of the interviews. Throughout this theme, participants 

told stories of how the ability for their churches to partner with a public school was 

dependent on the school’s principal.  

 One pastor’s story illustrated this barrier clearly.  His church was situated 

equidistant from two schools.  Two blocks one direction from the church was a 
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traditional public elementary school that has served the neighborhood for generations.  

Two blocks in the opposite direction of the church was a K-8 charter school that the 

pastor estimated has been present for “about six years.”  Children in the surrounding 

neighborhood walked to both of these schools.  According to the pastor, the church set up 

a weekly before school program “about fifteen years ago,” during which the church was 

open as a safe place for students to hang out, get out of the weather, and have a donut 

before school.  The traditional elementary school’s principal embraced the program, even 

to the point of allowing “teachers [to] come to assist with the [before school] program’s 

things to surprise their students.  Several of the third and fifth grade teachers came in to 

join us and always got a kick out of seeing their students.”  Once the charter school 

opened, its principal “really pushed hard and was trying to get us to shut [our before 

school program] down.  And she ultimately made it clear that she didn’t like a church 

giving those sort of [breakfast foods] out.” 

 Five subthemes arose within the theme of principal (Figure 13).  Four of the five 

categories were mentioned a similar number of times.  One category, principal turnover, 

was mention noticeably less often than the other categories.  However, those participants 

who discussed it weighted its importance at or above that of the other categories. 
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Figure 13. Principals as obstacles to partnerships.  Relative proportion of subthemes 
mentioned by participants during interviews. 
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sent or responded to over long lengths of time.  So . . .  a chance to sit with 

administration to just kind of think, let’s work through this together.  If we’re still 

not a match after that, OK.  But let’s all get on the same page and work through 

pros and cons together. 

Another pastor shared similar thoughts: 

In an ideal world, I mean if I could clear a principal’s calendar, then we’d sit 

down, probably with all three of [the neighborhood’s principals] at the same time, 

and other pastors in the neighborhood, and [the principals] would say, “Here are 

the three things we’re trying to do this year, here are the three challenges I’m 

going to face.”  And we could kind of share that information. 

 Principal turnover.  Adding further complication to establishing and maintaining 

professional relationships with principals is the turnover of principals in the public 

schools.  Participants told of long-established partnerships ceased, with little or no 

warning to the church, when a new principal was assigned to the school.  From one 

participant’s experience, he stated: 

There was a changeover in administration at [the school where we had worked in 

partnership for many years] at the start of the [recent] school year, and we were 

never able to reestablish that relationship.  After that point . . . we haven’t had the 

[partnership program] going on with the current administration.  It took a while to 

get a connection with them, and then once we did, they didn’t seem particularly 

interested in offering that service to the students any more. 

Even when a principal’s interest remains, the rate of turnover can impact the partnership.  

Another participant noted: 
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I do know that it had kind of floundered, mainly because there had been a 

succession of leaders who didn’t really work out there.  [Principals] who had 

nervous breakdowns, I mean, it’s a tough school, and so until the [current] 

principal we had maybe three principals in a row where they lasted for a year and 

that was it, which made it hard to sustain any kind of engagement there. 

 Respect.  Half of the participants dealt with issues of respect from the principals 

at the local schools.  Three participants shared experiences in which the principals treated 

them with suspicion, while two participants found themselves being treated with a 

general lack of respect for their role in the community.  One participant described his 

experience in going to the school’s office by saying: 

They look you over, they [say they] appreciate you, they [say they] hope you’ll do 

it again.  They invite you for a tour or maybe if you'll do that, but there really is, I 

think, a certain desire not have the church too involved lest it become too 

Churchy. 

When visiting with a principal sharing about an after-school program and seeking 

recommendations of students who might benefit from it, a participant said: 

The principal was kind of cagey and said, well, you'll have to teach them this way 

and you'll have to teach them that way and we said, well, we think we're able to 

do what you're asking. But then we never saw any kids recommended. 

After sharing about these kinds of interactions, one pastor said, “I would be curious if 

you would go to the schools in this area just to see what their opinion is of the church.  I 

would think that they probably don’t have a very high opinion.” 
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 Concepts of churches and clergy.  Half the clergy perceived that principals did 

not have an understanding of what professional skills and community assets clergy can 

bring to the public school.  One pastor said, “But my guess would be that they just don’t 

think that we have anything to offer.”  Another extended this thought by saying: 

I don’t think [principals] know what to do with faith leaders.  After [a series of 

violent incidents in the community that impacted students], I reached out to both 

schools [near the church] right away and just said, “Hey, I’m here if you need me 

just to come in and talk to the kids.” . . . I’ve always tried to make it out like, 

certainly I’ll wear my collar and whatever, but I’m coming in as a listening ear 

and a secular presence. Hopefully my authority as a clergy person lends itself in a 

positive way, but just trying to convince them I’m here to help and wishing they 

would take me up on that offer. 

More bluntly, another participant said, “And right now I’m not sure to most principals 

that [my work] seems like anything other than wasting [their] time.” 

 Participants expressed concern for students when principals put up obstacles to 

partnering during times the school community had experienced some form of trauma.  

One said, “[In the past] when there was a reason for the children or the youth to be in 

grief, we would also be on campus and that's simply not done [any more].”  In describing 

how the school administration tried to help the school community heal after the violent 

death of a student, one participant observed, “It kind of didn’t leave people in a good 

place.  I mean, we [clergy are] professionals at this piece of it, and we can offer that, they 

[the school staff] are professionals at another piece of it.” 
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 Interest.  Half of the interviewees shared experiences in which the principals 

simply had a lack of interest in partnering with a church.  The participants were sensitive 

to not wanting to try to superimpose unwanted programming.  One participant 

summarized these sentiments by saying, “I would also have to make sure that the school 

was interested in working with us; I can’t just assume it on my part.”  Participants also 

expressed that they received mixed messages about potential partnerships.  One shared 

saying: 

And so I went to meet with [the principal] and . . . to talk about the [partnership 

ideas].  And she seemed very interested as we were sharing about it, but when 

push came to shove, nothing was ever followed up on.  And they didn’t pursue it, 

even when we asked, “Are you still interested in this?” And it never took off any 

steam there. 

In visiting with one school’s principal, one participant said that the principal “just seems 

kind of ambivalent – not particularly pro, not particularly con – just like, ok, we’re in the 

same neighborhood together.  There doesn’t feel to [be] interest in much of a working 

relationship.” 

 Staffing.  The second most discussed obstacle revolved around staffing. Eight of 

the 10 participants mentioned this issue bringing it up a total of 30 times.  Most of the 

comments on this issue were short and direct.  One pastor said, “We have limited 

volunteers.”  That short statement was echoed with minimal variation ten times across the 

interviews.  Though brief and direct, it was regularly the first item listed by pastors when 

they were considering what the church needed in order to reach its vision in partnering 

with a public school.  “Those that are willing to go out into the schools and be consistent 
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and faithful to their commitment.  That’s a big issue.  Big issue,” reiterated one 

participant.  In addition, the churches represented in the study were involved in multiple 

forms of ministry programs which made church leaders be selective on involvement in 

new activities.  As one participant indicated, “We are doing a lot of things.  And I don’t 

necessarily want to give up those other things that we’re doing.” 

 Staffing issues were not only related to numbers of available volunteers.  Though 

implied by several pastors, one in particular highlighted the need for volunteers who were 

both willing to lead and were capable of leadership.   “I’m not good at planning those 

[program] things on my own.  I would need a lot of help,” he said.  He and another pastor 

noted the challenge of leadership development and commitment due to the transient 

nature of their congregations’ populations.  “This is part of the problem of having a 

transient congregation,” one said.  He continued: 

There’s so much turnover.  We’ve never really been able to build a base to kind 

of get involved.  We’ve never had a leadership base that’s settled down, and it’s 

tough to get people to commit to things long-term. 

 Staffing concerns were not contingent on church size.  The largest and the 

smallest churches expressed equal needs for additional volunteers.  More affluent 

churches mentioned a possible need for additional paid staff as well.  One church’s web 

site indicated that one of its paid staff member’s primary responsibility is to manage one 

of the partnership programs the church has with a public school.  Another participant, in 

talking about a specific public school partnership activity, mentioned one of the full-time 

church staff members and said, “Basically we’ve made that [work at the school] part of 

his job.” 
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 Congregation’s attitude.  Participants described their congregations’ attitudes as 

obstacles to partnerships. Eight participants talked about this a total of 22 times.  These 

attitudinal obstacles included the congregation’s understanding of its role in the 

community and parishioners’ concerns about expressing faith in a secular setting. 

 Role in the community.  The most discussed issue with regard to attitude was the 

congregation’s understanding of the role of the church in the community. Seven 

participants talked about 11 problems focused on the church’s role in the community.  

One participant summarized what several had stated when he noted that he has to spend a 

lot of energy helping his parishioners understand “what it means to be a congregation in a 

community as opposed to a congregation that simply comes to the community.”  Another 

noted that he faces “generations’ worth of divisions that are both based in legal history 

but also in cultural norms now that have kind of developed.”  One participant discussed 

how this type of obstacle gets reinforced in times of trouble.  After students were 

involved in a brutal murder, her church community began reinforcing boundaries 

between “us” and “them.”  She responded to the group emphatically saying: 

No! It’s like Jeremiah 29 “Seek the peace of the ENTIRE city and pray to the 

Lord for in its peace you shall find His.”  And our welfare as a community is tied 

up in [the perpetrator’s] welfare as well as [the victim’s] welfare and connections 

as well as [a neighboring business district] as well as [the middle-class residential 

area where the church is] as well as subsidized housing up the street.  And 

because [the neighborhood where the church building is located] is so good at 

protecting itself, it’s a hard message, and I don’t know that everybody likes it or 
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wants to hear it, but there’s no way we can protect ourselves from the city we live 

in. 

 Expressing faith in a secular setting.  Related to the role in the community was 

the issue of expressing faith in a secular setting.  Half of the participants expressed that a 

number of parishioners were in some ways uncomfortable with a church engaging in 

activities in which evangelism could not be a part of the work.  “Some of our members 

said, you know, we don't see people visit from this, why do we do it?” said one 

participant.  Another expressed that for most members this issue is not a problem but that 

there are some who find it problematic “if they have the idea that a church is solely about 

growing itself and developing itself.” 

 Time limitations.  The large amount of time needed to be in a partnership 

program was a noted barrier 19 times during six of the ten interviews.  Pastors talked 

about the time commitment required for partnerships in the context of their job 

assignments.  “I’ve got a million other things to think about,” said one pastor.  Another 

described the hours she needed to spend developing the partnership followed by, “The 

thing is, day to day, I got sick folk to visit, sermons to prepare, Bible study to teach, a 

congregation to try to develop.  So, it’s tough to try to do all of that.”  Beyond their own 

time limitations, pastors also recognized the school partnership activities in the context of 

time constraints on volunteer availability.  “We have [church members] who are working 

who wouldn’t be available time-wise to do even an after-school event,” noted another 

participant. 

 School policies.  Six participants expressed frustrations with how schools applied 

district policies with regards to partnerships with churches.  One participant talked about 
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his understanding of the district’s open enrollment policy and how it shaped his views on 

partnering with a school.  He said, “I’m just conscious that these are schools that are 

always competing for students.  Their budgets are determined by that and it feels 

awkward to be offering more direct support to one [nearby] school [and not another 

nearby school].”  Another participant noted that some principals hold a misunderstanding 

of district and legal policies.  He stated: 

I think the concept that school leaders and administrators have that there, the so- 

called separation between church and state prohibits them from getting involved 

with the churches.  I think that’s a misconception, but many of them have that.  

And that’s a restriction that we have to overcome.  We’ve got to get that 

rethinking process moving. 

One pastor summarized the sentiments of the group with the statement, “The bureaucrats 

were, you know, just, oh my gosh.  Um, but getting around some of that stuff, that would 

be the challenge.” 

 Church financial resources.  A church’s financial resources can be an obstacle 

for a church launching partnerships with public schools.  Finances were mentioned 15 

times total in 70% of the interviews.  Participants discussed the current financial state of 

their churches and challenges in securing new sources of revenue for partnership 

programming. 

 Half of the participants expressed concerns about the financial conditions of their 

parishioners and its bearing on the church as a whole.  “There’s a financial issue here 

where people are not necessarily able to provide [for] themselves,” noted one pastor.  

Due to the overall financial conditions of his parishioners, he described the 
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congregation’s finances as “for the most part, the money that comes in is the money that 

pays pretty much all the bills.”  Another pastor noted that church finances had limited the 

church’s regular programming, saying, “We’re worshipping in the fellowship hall 

because the heat isn’t working upstairs [in the sanctuary].”  One pastor said that there’s a 

“limitation we have on funding.” 

 Three pastors further discussed troubles in raising additional funds that might be 

needed in launching new programming.  “If new programs and ideas were to be created 

and thought about, then there would need to be discussions of ways to fund new 

programs as well,” noted one participant.  Pastors were concerned that they could raise 

enough money to provide the level of quality and expertise they thought necessary for 

programming.  On this, one participant said: 

Projects sometimes require funds because you maybe have to help [hire] outsider 

persons, specialists in the various fields.  Social workers, or colleges, you know, 

to be directors of whatever might be happening here. 

With that, he shared his frustration in limitation to some grant funding sources.  After 

expressing pain over an experience in which grant funding was assured then later denied, 

he said, “We’re not considered, I guess, candidates to receive any funds from 

governmental sources.” 

 None of the participants who mentioned funding concerns had abandoned 

partnerships with public schools because of it.  These same pastors were engaged in a 

variety of partnership opportunities.  They talked about financial obstacles more in terms 

of launching new partnerships, expanding current partnerships, or insuring the quality of 

a partnership. 
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 Devotion to the mission. Six participants talked about the need for the 

congregation to make a commitment to the public school partnership, both collectively as 

a church and individually as volunteers, in order to make it successful.  This subject was 

broached 13 times over the course of the interviews.  “I would need a congregation that 

was really devoted to doing that specific mission,” said one pastor after noting that earlier 

attempts at partnering had yielded only two volunteers from his congregation.  This 

participant went on to say, “I don’t think there’s a lack of manpower, there’s more of a 

people having an interest in doing this [and] getting excited behind the idea.”  Another 

participant noted that it also takes significant effort to “infuse that [commitment to a 

school] into the DNA of a congregation” to counter the hesitation some parishioners 

initially feel toward partnering with a public school. 

 Cultural differences between parishioners and students.  Pastors whose 

churches had different cultural demographics from that of the local schools found this to 

be an obstacle.  This issue was mentioned 13 times total by 60% of the participants.  One 

participant described her church’s cultural barriers by saying: 

I would have to say that at the very beginning you did have what looked like a 

pretty well-to-do White church helping, and that took a lot of education [for 

church member to understand] that the kids had a lot to share.  That really 

changed us.  We really changed culturally.  [The] expectations that someone at a 

[White, affluent, well-educated] high church with teas and all that kind of stuff.  

The expectations they would have of kids that did not come from that culture. 
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Another pastor stated: 

We had some serious racial divisions between the ways some of our volunteers 

were acting in that relationship with [the school], and it came to a head at one 

point in this after-school program.  And I had a very frank and hard conversation 

with the principal where he basically said, “A lot of your people are acting with a 

lot of White privilege.” 

About another instance, a participant discovered that the church set up the program “in a 

way that may have inadvertently created a situation of shame for some of those [students’ 

parents].” 

 Lack of understanding about churches.  Half the interviewees talked a total of 

16 times about a lack of understanding about churches on the part of school leadership.  

The participants related multiple stories about schools not understanding the roles 

churches hold in their communities.  Participant experiences led them to believe that 

schools do not see churches as having a valuable role in the community.  One participant 

stated: 

I work from a standpoint that says that the culture of the [the school district] is not 

to support the church as the institution is in the community. In other words, it's 

one thing to say that we support your doctrine, or we support your Jesus. It's 

another thing to say the church is a good and integral part of the community. I 

don’t think the school thinks that is the case. 

 School staff, including administrators and teachers, expressed concerns to four of 

the interviewees about a church’s potential hidden agendas.  One pastor called this a fear 

of “passive-aggressive evangelism” and described his situation this way: 
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Even though we’re not in the business of that function of evangelism or 

proselytizing, I think that there’s a fear of that being a subconscious thing going 

on.  Or maybe we’ll put little twists in there --- Oh, we shouldn’t be fighting just 

like Jesus didn’t fight --- or something like that.  That we would throw in little 

passive-aggressive moments of evangelism into the activities that teachers might 

not be aware of.  A subtle kind of church-building entity.  Because our identity as 

a church in some ways can work against us if the people have that kind of 

undergirding, if they have the idea that a church is solely about growing itself and 

developing itself.  Which of course is a part of church, but is not, should not, 

cannot always be the main drive, I don’t think.  If they think we’re doing it so 

kids will come through the doors, so that will boost up other activities, so parents 

will follow, so we can baptize, and so we can get our glories and whatever.  And I 

think that is working kind of behind the scenes against us.  It’s part of the things 

we’re not able to communicate directly that we’re really not doing that.  You 

know, we really just want to teach peace and friendship and anti-bullying and 

cooperation and environmental stewardship and those things.  I swear we’re not 

throwing Jesus in there. 

Another participant put it this way: 

I think one of the challenges might be that the schools might think we’re trying to 

get their families to be a part of a particular church as opposed to getting to deal 

with their spiritual welfare, without being specific about a denomination or a 

faith.  But we’re interested in just dealing with the spiritual aspect of the kids and 
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that’s, that’s the key.  And getting the schools to understand that might be a 

challenge. 

 Changes in school staffing.  School staff turnover was a repeatedly noted barrier 

to partnership continuity and success.  Four participants spoke a total of 12 times about 

how a change in staff at the school with which they partnered resulted in barriers to 

continuing the partnership.  One participant’s partner school employed a ministerial 

colleague as a classroom teacher.  This person helped launch the partnership.  When that 

colleague was transferred to a different school, the partnership’s continuation became 

threatened.  The participant concluded the story by saying: 

One of the things I kind of grieve about the relationship [breakdown with the 

school] is that we saw it coming but we couldn’t get ahead of it.  We knew that 

our relationship with [the school] was so dependent on, through the relationship 

with [the colleague] who was on staff.  And he and I have a really strong collegial 

relationship, so that was sort of the strength and the power of the relationship.  

And we even had in our church goals that one of the things we wanted to do was 

to be sure we institutionalized the partnership in ways that would transcend our 

tenures.  Our pastors are only appointed for a year at a time.  So if I moved or [my 

colleague] moved, what happens to the partnership?  And we documented that, 

and we had all of these ideas about how we were going to get ahead of it and sure 

enough [the teacher was transferred to a different building] right away.  And we 

didn’t get ahead of it. 

Another participant whose church had built long-term professional relationships with 

teachers at a local school found barriers as teachers transferred to new buildings.  
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“Teacher turnover seems to have increased rapidly over the last couple of years, as well 

as administrative turnovers, which has led to difficulty with communications with the 

schools.” 

 Church in transition. One other barrier that arose 11 times from 40% of 

participants focused on the challenges transitions within their church bring to 

partnerships with public schools.  “For us it’s, it’s always just the consistent flux our 

congregation is in,” said one pastor.  He continued, “We’ve never had a leadership base 

that’s settled down.”  Another pastor shared a concern about building a strong enough 

partnership that it could transition smoothly when she moved to a new assignment.  “So 

hopefully I’ll be here long enough to build something, so that even after I’m not here, it’s 

so strong that it won’t matter.”  Another participant shared his concerns about what was 

happening in his church that would alter its ability to maintain its tradition of public 

school partnerships: 

We are in a transition phase in which we are going from having a full time paid 

pastor to two co-pastors; the paid pastor position is no longer there, so therefore 

all the ministry at the congregational level is done by volunteers.  So right now, 

it’s finding where our schedule, the two pastors’ schedules, meet at and where 

they have the time they can do stuff separately. 

 Programming conflicts.  Participants sometimes found that program leaders 

within the school did not always take a holistic view of the partnership and created 

conflicts in scheduling and programming.  On nine occasions, 30% of the participants 

described obstacles to partnerships that resulted from conflicts in programming.  For 

example, one shared that 
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the scheduling of [the mentoring program] was not well thought out, and we kept 

hitting conflicts of interests dates with the students.  So I think part of the issue 

with that was that the mentoring was during the day.  And so it also meant that the 

students had to miss part of a class and eat their lunch with the mentor.  And 

lunch is a time that kids get to be with their friends and so that was a kind of a 

challenging time to ask them to be away. 

These types of conflict points eventually led to the demise of the program and tempered 

enthusiasm within the congregation for future partnerships. 

 Aging congregation.  During three interviews, participants expressed nine times 

that the age of their parishioners became an obstacle to partnering with a school.  “Our 

congregation is heavily weighted toward the mature end,” noted one pastor. Another 

talked about how expectations of volunteers in her congregation had changed in recent 

years: 

Some people that were very active and now, especially the males, [have] 

dementia, Alzheimer’s, other health issues.  The men are dying before the women, 

and then I work with a lot of widows and try to figure out what that means. 

 Amount and difficulty of the work.  Along with the time commitment, four 

participants talked a total of eight times about the amount of work that is involved in 

partnership programming.  “The incredible amount of work that it takes this team of 

people to do,” said one pastor when referring to the church’s attempt to work with 

students in the partnership. “This, this cadre of volunteers it takes to do all of these things 

for these kids that you and I would do for our kids.”  Another described the launch of one 
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of his church’s partnerships by saying, “But it was, I mean it was a hard.  It was a hard 

road.” 

 Program leadership quality.  Four of the interviewees had experiences in school 

partnerships in which the school’s portion of the program leadership was of such poor 

quality that it became problematic.  One participant described a situation in which, “[The 

principal] tried to start an after-school program which had some leadership issues . . . but 

we tried to help get off the ground, so we worked with him on that.”  Another participant 

shared a more specific example saying that problems arose when “the students would fail 

to [come to] the appointed meetings with the mentors or would be sick and the 

[volunteer] mentor [from the church] wouldn’t be notified and would show up but no 

student.”  This led to congregants discontinuing their volunteer service and others not 

willing to replace them. 

 Church-state relations.  Five participants mentioned church-state relations as an 

obstacle to partnership.  One participant expressed his own hesitation when he said, “I 

always worry about what crosses the line with the whole boundaries of church and state 

and all that good or bad stuff depending on how you view it.”  Another participant talked 

of how one parishioner’s understanding of the law influenced the rest of the 

congregation: 

A lot of the people in the congregation are hesitant because we had one member 

who said, “No, no, no, no.  Schools and church.  That’s a no-no.  They should 

never mix.”  And that has flavored the opinion of several of the other people. 

However, one pastor noted a significantly different outlook on this issue within his 

congregation and its partnering school: 
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When I first got here, our tutoring program which is all about literacy work, the 

heads of the program were very clear they wanted me to give the welcome but 

they didn’t really know me. I was new.  And they were very concerned that I not 

say anything religious, which I thought was very interesting as the pastor of the 

church.  So, of course I was very guarded in my remarks other than welcoming 

people and so forth.  And then the principal of one of the schools got up and gave 

a sermon for about 20 minutes about how these are God’s children, and we have a 

responsibility because these are God’s children to throw ourselves into this work 

and act like these children are our children because they are, because they’re 

God’s children.  It reinforced for me that some of the concern about the church-

school involvement, which is part of the broader national conversation, is totally 

different here in the city.  I think people are so desperate for just basic justice that 

those normal kind of church-state separation kind of things seems so cerebral to 

me at the moment. 

 Church policies.  Five different times three participants noted that churches have 

policies that become obstacles in partnering with public schools.  Denominational 

policies were a barrier highlighted by two pastors.  “Our pastors are only appointed for a 

year at a time,” said one pastor.  Another said, “We get moved around.”  Each went on to 

say that committing to work with a school can be a multi-year endeavor.  Another pastor 

discussed how policies in churches can inhibit the partnership: 

We’re very much an [unstructured church group] so we can just act fast.  You 

know, [one person at our partner’s building] laughed and just said, “You guys 
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have the [materials] here, and the other churches haven’t formed the committee 

yet.” 

 Overwhelmed by school conditions.  Two of the participants spoke five times 

about how the conditions they found in the schools overwhelmed them, thereby creating 

an obstacle in partnering.  One participant noted: 

When I was visiting schools when we were first starting some of them were just 

terrible.  They were just bang your head against the wall terrible.  You just want 

to take a kid out of there and say this is not what a kid’s day should be like. 

Another participant said, “I have been somewhat frustrated observing [conditions in the 

public school and] not knowing how to help.”  Once leading a partnership, one 

participant observed the condition of the school and 

was overwhelmed with responsibilities, which is part of the problem.  There’s no 

time to take a step back and say, “What are the things you’re trying to achieve 

here?” and then how can you best use your time to do that. 

Participant Engagement 

 As a part of the data collection process, the researcher included observations of 

participants’ engagement with the interview questions.  This included noting participant 

body language, shifts in participant emotions, and participants’ comfort levels.  In 

conjunction with the field notes, the researcher repeatedly listened to the audio recordings 

of the interviews to listen for voice inflections. 

 Participants generally appeared relaxed and comfortable during the interviews.  

This included open body language, eye contact, injections of humor, and fluid 

storytelling as a part of answering the open-ended questions.  Three participants appeared 
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nervous at the beginning of the interviews.  Indicators for this included fidgety actions, 

closed body language, and abrupt answers to open ended questions.  By the third 

question, these indicators had faded. 

 Participants appeared to reflect on the questions and how to best answer.  As the 

researcher asked questions, the participants made eye contact and listened attentively.  

Prior to answering a question, the participants often paused, looked up and to the right, 

then began their answers.  When the participants stopped talking, the researcher wrote 

additional items on the note pad, allowing a time of silence.  This regularly led to the 

participants reengaging with the question and providing additional data. 

 During portions of the interviews, eight participants became notably more 

energized.  Participants leaned forward, spoke faster, increased their volume, and often 

added hand gestures.  This happened most often when talking about the church engaging 

in partnerships to address social justice issues within the community.  Conversely, some 

content was addressed with little energy.  For example, all participants talked about 

financial issues with minimal emotional connection.  With one exception in which a 

participant told a story about losing a grant, participants listed financial concerns briefly, 

with little voice inflection, then quickly moved on to other topics. 

 Three pastors expressed anger, pain, and grief during their interviews.  This 

included an increase in volume, curt expressions, and, in the case of two participants, 

tears.  These strong reactions came when participants were discussing past partnerships 

that they had found successful but were cut off without warning or reason by the 

principal.  One pastor in particular talked about this situation in a way similar to the 

researcher’s former parishioners would have talked during grief counseling. 
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 At the close of the interviews, participants continued the conversation.  Three 

offered tours of their facilities.  Participants showed their engagement with the interview 

questions by describing which portions of their building were used for different 

partnership programs.  Additionally, one participant shared her level of engagement with 

the interview content by saying, “Those questions have certainly got my brain thinking.  

We may need to refocus and put our resources into developing relationships with the 

schools.” 

Synthesis of Findings 

 The researcher engaged in axial coding as a means of making connections 

between the themes and subthemes that arose from the data.  Strauss & Corbin (1990) 

suggest a paradigm for axial coding in which the data is linked through a set of six 

relationships: conditional setting, phenomenon, context, intervening conditions, 

action/inaction strategies, and consequences.  The researcher followed this model. 

 All study participants had experienced obstacles to developing partnerships 

between their churches and public schools.    Participants discussed these obstacles 217 

times over the course of the interviews.  In addition, participants described 16 negative 

outcomes they had experienced as a part of working in church-public school partnerships.  

Despite the barrier to partnership these obstacles built, all participants talked about 

church-public school partnerships with which they were engaged a total of 121 times.  

This successful engagement in partnerships, despite obstacles forming a barrier to doing 

so, indicated that the participants had a means of overcoming the barriers.  The three 

main themes of Church Engagement in Public School Partnerships, Church-Public 

School Partnership Formation, and Obstacles to Church-Public School Partnerships 
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provided clarity into what the barriers are for church-public school partnerships, how 

these barriers are weighted, and how these barriers can be overcome. 

Conditional Setting 

 The first theme, Church Engagement in Public School Partnerships, points to the 

conditions under which a partnership between a church and public school, tend to arise.  

The participants noted that they had a strong desire to have their churches partner with 

public schools.  All participants described a total of 58 partnership activities in which 

they were not yet engaged desired to do so.  This was in conjunction with the 121 times 

participants talked about partnerships in which they had already engaged.  In addition, 

eight of the participants became notably passionate and energized when discussing how 

partnerships had helped the church express its faith-centered call to address social justice 

issues in the community.  These data highlight that an initial conditional setting for 

developing a church-public school partnership is a pastor’s desire to do so, especially 

when that partnership is rooted in faith’s call to address social justice issues in the 

community. 

Phenomenon 

 The central phenomenon of the data was found in the third theme, Obstacles to 

Church-Public School Partnerships.  Along with addressing potential obstacles such as 

negative outcomes from past partnership experiences, participants talked about a wide 

variety of obstacles to partnering with schools 218 times.  Together these obstacles 

formed a barrier to churches partnering with public schools. 
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Context 

 The theme Obstacles to Church-Public School Partnerships provided a 

framework for the context.  The obstacles operated in two distinct contexts.  The 18 most 

discussed obstacles lend themselves to two categories: internal obstacles and external 

obstacles. 

 Internal obstacles.  Internal obstacles were those things which a pastor would 

address completely within the congregation.  Of the 18 most discussed obstacles, 11 were 

internal in nature.  These included obstacles around staffing, congregational attitude, time 

limits, finances, devotion to the mission, churches in transition, aging congregations, the 

amount and difficulty of the work, parishioners’ understandings of church-state relations, 

church policies, and parishioners being overwhelmed by the conditions in the schools.  In 

total these obstacles were mentioned 142 times by participants.  These obstacles could be 

addressed by the pastor completely within the context of the church independent of any 

engagement with the public schools. 

 External obstacles.  External obstacles were those things which a pastor would 

not be able to address within the congregation.  Of the 18 most discussed obstacles, seven 

were external in nature.  These included obstacles around working with school principals, 

school policies, cultural differences between parishioners and students, a lack of 

understanding about churches, changes in school staffing, programming conflicts, and 

program leadership quality.  In total, these obstacles were mentioned 105 times by 

participants.  These obstacles could not be addressed exclusively within the church; their 

context involved working in conjunction with the partnering school. 
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 Though internal obstacles were discussed more frequently than external obstacles, 

participants spoke about internal obstacles in relatively neutral tones when compared to 

the emotional responses participants gave to the external obstacles.  Internal obstacles 

were often included as a part of short lists, such as when one pastor described what the 

church needed most in order to expand her partnership, she said, “Time and resources are 

the biggest challenge.  And when I say resources I mean not just money but also human 

capital.”  External obstacles more often elicited an emotional response from participants.  

This was especially true when discussing obstacles that came from dealing with school 

principals.  When participants described partnerships ending, they primarily listed 

external obstacles as the central reason.  Participants also noted that some of their internal 

obstacles were directly influenced by the external obstacles.  For example, of the 19 times 

participants discussed time limitations, an internal obstacle, eight of those were directly 

related to the time needed to overcome external obstacles.  Conversely, participants did 

not indicate that external obstacles were directly influenced by internal ones.  Further, 

participants indicated that they were able to launch partnerships with public schools in 

the midst of internal obstacles but that external obstacles could completely block 

partnerships even if the internal obstacles had been overcome. 

Intervening Conditions 

 The data on intervening conditions that allowed pastors to form partnerships with 

public schools were found in the second theme, Church-Public School Partnership 

Formation.  The participants indicated that the launch of a church-public school 

partnership was tied to the pastor building a community-based professional relationship 

with someone in the school.  Of the six most discussed topics on partnership formation, 
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four were directly connected to the pastor having a professional relationship with non-

parishioner who worked in the school.  Pastors spoke of the importance of having a 

community-based professional connection at the school 71 times, compared with 

speaking 23 time on topics not directly connected with building a professional 

relationship.  The remaining two categories, focusing the partnership on a specific issue 

and having training meetings prior to launch, did not directly relate to professional 

relationships.  However, participants often indicated that the individuals with whom they 

had built professional relationship were a part of these processes. 

Action/Interactional Strategies 

 As indicated in the theme Church-Public School Partnership Formation, 

participants made a variety of choices in how they structured their partner programs with 

public schools.  Altruistic and parallel partnerships required limited coordination with 

school personnel, therefore requiring little in terms of a professional relationship between 

the pastor and principal.  This was underscored when participants did not include some of 

their altruistic and/or parallel partnerships in their discussions of engagement with 

schools but, instead, talked about these partnerships when asked about non-school related 

community activities.  Exchange and mutual partnerships required greater engagement 

with schools through the pastors’ professional relationships and a level of trust among the 

organizations.  Advocacy partnerships required high levels of engagement and trust in the 

professional relationships. 

Consequences 

 Based on the participants’ experiences, pastors overcame barriers to church-public 

school partnerships by strategically structuring the partnerships in a way that was suitable 
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to the pastor’s professional relationships with the principal and in the community.  With 

the partnership established, stakeholders looked to positive outcomes for both the schools 

and the churches engaged in the partnership program (Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14. Process for overcoming barriers.  Pastors with a faith-driven desire to partner 
with a local public school can overcome the barriers to doing so by developing 
professional relationships in the community with persons connected to the school then 
strategically structuring that partnership based on that relationship. 
 

Summary 

 The researcher collected data in the form of interviews, field notes, and artifacts 

from participants representing 10 churches in an East Coast city.  Through coding and 

analysis, three main themes emerged from the interview and artifact data: Church 

Engagement in Public School Partnerships, Church-Public School Partnership 

Formation, and Obstacles to Church-Public School Partnerships.  Since the field notes 

were focused on levels of participant engagement, the notes were coded separately in the 
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context of the themes.  The data were coded for subthemes to identify and weigh 

subthemes. Axial coding resulted in the delineation of a process which clergy followed to 

overcome their perceived barriers and establish partnerships between churches and public 

schools. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Pastors seeking to lead their churches into partnership programs with public 

schools face a variety of barriers in doing so.  This study has extended the knowledge of 

barriers to clergy leadership in public school partnerships through identifying barriers, 

showing the strength of each in relation to the others, and providing a model process for 

pastors to overcome the barriers to establish a partnership between their churches and 

local public schools.  As a result of this study, persons responsible for continuing 

education of clergy have a research foundation upon which to build programs to teach 

pastors how to overcome barriers to work in partnership with a public school.  This study 

also opens opportunities for further research and provides implications for 

interdisciplinary leadership. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify and weigh church leaders' 

perceived barriers to establishing partnerships with local high poverty public schools in a 

large East Coast city. 

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study was to establish a foundation for best practices in designing 

a curriculum for clergy continuing education on the subject of developing partnerships 

with public schools. 
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Discussion of the Findings 

 The key findings from this study align under six categories: Definitions of 

Partnerships, Motives, Obstacle Types, Professional Relationships, Strategic Structuring, 

and Historic Precedents.  Each of these categories is discussed in detail below. 

Definitions of Partnerships 

 Pastors and researchers have different definitions of partnerships.  Researchers 

tend to define church-public school partnerships through multiple categories along a 

continuum of expressions.  Beabout (2010) classified partnerships into three basic 

categories:  charitable, technical, and feedback. DiMartino (2014) developed a continuum 

of control to describe partnerships with schools, one end of which was marked by 

Affiliation and the other by Comprehensive Management.  Referral Networking and 

Integrated Services marked the opposite poles of the partnerships continuum developed 

by Yancey et al. (2004).  Baum (2002) delineated the overlapping categories of Altruism, 

Exchange, and Mutualism. 

 The partnerships discussed by participants in this study lend themselves to a 

continuum similar to that of Baum (2002).  This construct, however, organized 

partnership types along a continuum in concert with the strength of the relationship 

between the church’s pastor and the school’s principal (Figure 15).  A church can engage 

in an altruistic partnership with a school even if the pastor and principal have little to no 

professional relationship with each other.  As a professional relationship develops, more 

partnership programming options become available.  A principal and a pastor need a 

strong, trust-based professional relationship if the organizations are going to engage in an 
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advocacy partnership.  These professional relationships are discussed in more detail in a 

later section of this study.   

 
 
Figure 15. Forms of partnerships in alignment with professional relationships.  As 
professional relationships develop between pastors and principals, more forms of 
partnership programming between the organizations become feasible. 
 
 
 Pastors, however, appear to operate from a narrower definition of partnerships.  

Middleton (2001) noted that pastors saw community or school-based cooperative 

programming as partnerships but did not necessarily view advocacy work as a part of a 

church-public school partnership.  Additionally, Yancey et al. (2004) discovered that 

programming in which the two organizations shared services were labeled by 

stakeholders as partnerships, but programming in which services were coordinated but 

remained independent, such parallel programming, were not necessarily perceived as 

partnerships by leaders of the organizations involved.  The findings from the literature 
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were consistent with the findings in this study.  Participants in this study reserved the 

term partnership for integrated services and talked about non-integrated activities, such 

as altruistic or parallel programming, as something other than partnerships. Because of 

this difference in definition of terms, communication between researchers and 

practitioners may be unclear unless a mutually understood working definition is in place. 

Motives 

 Pastors need to be motivated by faith in order for their churches to partner with 

local public schools.  Yancey et al. (2004) concluded that theological barriers could be 

avoided or overcome if a pastor used faith as a motivator rather than an outcome in 

partnering a church with a public school.  Churches that had successfully engaged in 

partnerships with public schools had first vetted their motivations to make sure they were 

vested in the civic outcomes (Smith, 2001).  Further, federal funding may be available for 

some church-public school partnerships programs where faith is a motivator and not a 

planned outcome (Exec. Order No. 13199, 3 C.F.R. 235, 2001). 

 This study affirmed the need for having faith-based motivations rather than 

seeking faith-producing outcomes.  Participants indicated that some parishioners were 

concerned about investing in programming that was not geared toward leading others to 

faith.  Other pastors noted that their parishioners set clear boundaries for the pastor to 

make sure that the secular objectives were not overshadowed by faith-based motivations.  

Though study participants considered their motives appropriate, some principals’ words, 

actions, and attitudes indicated their suspicion of “passive-aggressive evangelism” and 

other motivational fears.  Pastors who had trust-based professional relationships with 

principals, however, did not experience these same suspicions. 



CLERGY LEADERSHIP IN PUBLIC SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS 117 

Obstacle Types 

 Participants in this study described a wide variety of obstacles which made up the 

barriers they faced in launching and maintaining church-public school partnerships.  

These obstacles can be broadly categorized as Internal, which a pastor can address 

completely within the congregation, and External, which a pastor cannot address without 

engaging the partnering organization.  Based on standards for pastoral training 

recognized by many denominations, pastors are trained in ways to address internal 

obstacles (Anderson, 2015).  However, pastors in this study talked exclusively in terms of 

strategies for getting the whole congregation on board with entering into a partnership 

with a public school prior to its launch.  This is not consistent with change theory 

concepts of diffusing innovation, indicating the possibility that pastors may not be as 

well-versed in this aspect of change theory as they are with other practices (Rogers, 

2003). 

 Based on the writings of Rogers (2003), pastors need not involve the entire 

congregation at the launch of a partnership with a public school.  The scope of the 

partnership can be bound by the capacity of a small group of innovators.  These 

innovators may be fringe members of the congregation who are not already enmeshed in 

current church programming leadership.  As the partnership develops, others who are 

more integrated into congregational life can be recruited to support the partnership 

activities.  In doing so, these earlier adapters serve as models to the rest of the 

congregation, especially if they are among the opinion leaders in the group.  At this point, 

the pastor can bring in more parishioners, who form the early majority for support, even 

if this support does not involve front line work within the partnerships but, rather, 
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involves other forms of support, such as approval for budget and staffing realignment to 

accommodate the partnership.  With the early majority now engaged, new norms begin to 

develop for the group.  These norms open the door for the bulk of the remainder of the 

congregation, the late majority, to come on board with the plan.  Further, knowing that 

there will often be some parishioners who never get on board with the program can give 

the pastor a healthy definition of what constitutes successful congregational support of a 

partnership program. 

 In addition, pastors are less likely to be specifically trained in addressing external 

obstacles to church-public school partnerships (Anderson, 2015).  Churches and schools 

have different organizational cultures and structures.  To address obstacles and overcome 

barriers, pastors need to be cognizant of these differences and build interdisciplinary 

professional relationships with principals.  Developing these skills are not a part of the 

core curriculum of theological schools (Anderson, 2015) but have been incorporated in 

other aspects of pastoral education, such as evangelism training (Hybels & Mittelberg, 

1994).  Building an awareness of change theory for pastors and helping pastors apply 

previously acquired skills in a new setting, then, are core elements needed in continuing 

education for clergy on developing church-public school partnerships. 

Professional Relationships 

 Marjorie Buchanan, retired Clinical Director of Public Nursing for the University 

of Maryland, equates building a public-private partnership to dating.  Her extensive 

experience building partnership in Pennsylvania, Arizona, and Maryland has led her to 

describe partnership-building as a dating-like process that initially requires superficial 

engagement, followed by increasingly deeper conversation among the organizations’ 
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leaders.  This gradual relationship development leads to building a foundation of trust 

upon which organizations can build partnership programming.  “You start out with 

simply becoming acquainted with each other, then finding points of common interest, 

then planning things together, then working together.”  (M. Buchanan, personal 

communication, May 4, 2016).  Buchanan continued by noting that, like human 

relationships, inter-organizational relationships are more likely to be strong, function 

well, and withstand the test of time if the organizations develop their relationship 

gradually over an extended period of time. 

 Pastors in this study repeatedly talked about their relationships with the principals 

of the schools with which their churches were partnering.  Relationships ranged from 

adversarial to trusting.  The points of strongest emotional expression across the 

interviews came when participants discussed relationship breakdowns between 

themselves and a principal.  When the relationship between pastor and principal were 

trusting and respectful, barriers were more readily overcome, and partnerships were able 

to launch and survive.  When those relationships broke down, so did the partnerships.  

Teaching pastors about the importance of building a community-based professional 

relationship with a principal and how to leverage their skills to do so should be central to 

clergy continuing education on church-public school partnerships. 

Strategic Structuring 

 DiMartino (2014) indicated that the more influence a partnering organization has 

over the operations and curriculum of a school, the more formal and detailed written 

agreements between the organizations must be if the partnership is to succeed.  Along the 

same lines, local school systems have developed various types of agreements and 
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procedures that align with the complexity of a partnering organization’s interaction with 

the school.  Yet, participants in this study minimized the need for formal agreements 

through strategically structuring their programming.  This strategic structuring was based 

on their professional relationships with the school principals. 

 Pastors in this study who had little to no relationship with a school’s principal still 

engaged in altruistic partnerships, such as providing school supplies for students.  Parallel 

partnerships took only minimal interactions with school personnel, such as verifying the 

beginning and ending time of the school day.  Exchange partnerships, like coordinating 

the church’s use of the school’s parking lot and the school’s use of the church auditorium, 

required direct interactions between pastors and principals for synchronization of 

resources and exchange parameters.  Mutual partnerships required a relationship between 

the principal and pastor that could handle regular, coordinated contact, open channels of 

communication, and shared resources.  Pastors and principals had to work with high 

levels of trust and respect in order for an advocacy partnership to develop.  Knowing this, 

pastors can strategically structure partnership programming that best fits the context their 

relationship with principals (Figure 15). 

Historic Precedents 

 More than other churches, African-American churches and public schools have a 

long history of working in partnerships with each other (Billingsley & Caldwell, 1991; 

Kusimo & Trulear, 2000).  This historic difference in church-public school partnership 

activity appeared in this study’s data when participants discussed obstacles involving 

church-state relations.  It was the only point in this study in which the data was 

consistently and distinctly different along demographic lines.  Caucasian pastors who 
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talked about this obstacle discussed personal or parishioner concerns regarding the 

boundaries between the church and public schools.  No African-American participants 

raised any personal or congregation-based concerns about the issue.  Any concerns 

regarding church-state relations raised by African-American pastors were focused on 

principals who they believed created an obstacle for churches through a restrictive 

misinterpretation of the law. 

Proposed Solution 

The proposed solution to help pastors overcome barriers to establishing 

partnerships with public schools is to offer continuing education for clergy on the subject.  

This continuing education could take a variety of forms.  It could be a book, a workshop, 

a webinar, or a combination of presentation formats.  The content would be essentially 

similar across delivery platforms.  All forms of content delivery would follow the same 

scope and sequence (Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Scope and Sequence of Clergy Continuing Education Curriculum for Leadership in 
Church-Public School Partnerships. 
 

Topic Subtopic Objective 
Definition of 
Partnerships 

-Altruistic Partnerships 
-Parallel Partnerships 
-Exchange Partnerships 
-Mutual Partnerships 
-Advocacy Partnerships 
 

Participants will be able to 
recognize and give examples of a 
wide range of partnership forms. 

Motivations -Legal Boundaries 
-Faith-Based Motivations 
-Community Justice 
-Secular Outcomes 
 

Participants will be able to 
distinguish between appropriate 
and inappropriate legal 
boundaries and programming 
motivations and give an example 
of each. 
 

Barriers -Internal Obstacles 
-External Obstacles 
-Change Theory 
 

Participants will be able to 
determine which boundaries they 
can address within the 
congregation and which ones 
need to be addressed outside the 
congregation.  Participants will 
also be able to describe change 
theory and how it can be used to 
extend their previous knowledge 
in leading a church through 
change. 
 

Overcoming 
Barriers 

-Professional Relationships 
-Community Relations 
-School-Based Staff 
 

Participants will be able to 
explain the necessity for 
professional relationships in the 
community, especially with the 
school’s principal, and develop 
next steps in building these 
relationships. 
 

Structures -Strategic Launch 
-Relationship Context 
 

Participants will be able to 
determine and describe 
appropriate forms of partnerships 
based on the relationship between 
the pastor and the principal. 
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The rationale for this scope and sequence came as a result of this study’s data.  

Pastors are likely to define what constitutes a church-public school partnership differently 

than researchers do, so defining partnerships in conjunction with a continuum of 

partnership types ensures that the instructor and adult learners are speaking from a 

common vocabulary (Middleton, 2001; Yancey et al., 2004).  The instruction then 

follows the flow of the process for overcoming barriers (Figure 14).  First, the curriculum 

focuses on having faith-based motivations for partnering with public schools, rather than 

being motivated by faith-building outcomes (Exec. Order No. 13199, 3 C.F.R. 235, 2001; 

Smith, 2001; United States Department of Education, 1999, 2000, 2003; Yancey et al., 

2004).  Next, the coursework addresses the internal and external obstacles distilled from 

this research study that constitute barriers to establishing church-public school 

partnerships.  This section also includes a reminder to clergy continuing education 

students of their skills in addressing the internal obstacles (Anderson, 2015), while 

introducing change theory principles which can improve their leadership in bringing this 

innovation to the congregation (Rogers, 2003).  The fourth portion of the curriculum 

highlights the way in which participants in this research study overcame the external 

obstacles to church-public school partnerships by building community-based professional 

relationships with school personnel, especially principals.  The instruction concludes by 

showing students how to strategically structure the church-public school partnerships in 

alignment with the level of professional relationship between the pastor and the principal. 

Implementation Considerations 

 Though this study provides the data necessary to develop a curriculum to teach 

clergy how to overcome barriers to church-public school partnerships, there are important 
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considerations regarding how to best implement instruction. Denominationalism, 

delivery, financing, regulations, and school principals are especially important 

considerations for implementation and are discussed below: 

• Denominationalism – Churches and clergy operate under a variety of 

administrative and organizational structures.  Each denomination and each non-

denominational church has its own policies, guidelines, standards, and 

expectations with regard to clergy continuing education.  Because of this, there is 

no universal structure, format, or system to leverage for dissemination of the 

curricular content.  However, two study participants indicated that their 

denomination’s current regional strategy included developing partnerships 

between churches and schools.  In this instance, a denomination may be helpful in 

finding ways to get the information into the hands of clergy. 

• Delivery – A key consideration for disseminating the information to clergy 

revolves around instructional formatting.  Should information on church-public 

school partnerships be offered in interdenominational training seminars? If so, 

should those seminars be in a workshop setting or on line?  Would publishing an 

instructional book be more efficient?  Might working directly with denominations 

to integrate the information into existing materials be a more effective means of 

distribution?  The data itself does not point directly to an optimum distribution 

method, and formatting the information in multiple channels could help reach a 

broad, diverse audience. 

• Financing – There is no clear, direct revenue stream to fund training for clergy in 

church-public school partnerships.  With diversity of training standards among 
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denominations and no single content delivery mechanism, hiring a content 

specialist to lead training would likely be on a contractual basis.  Initial writing, 

publishing, and marketing of a book or other instructional material would incur 

costs without a consistent revenue stream.  Pastors of relatively small, financially 

challenged churches were the ones most interested in and willing to participate in 

this study.  Based on this, one might anticipate that the market for training in 

church-public school partnerships would hold the most appeal to clergy whose 

churches do not have large continuing education budgets. 

• Regulations – Instructors can provide training on federal guidelines for church-

public school partnerships that applies to all school systems in the United States.  

Utilizing the resources of the United States Department of Education (1999, 2000, 

2003), a facilitator could provide sound help for clergy in training.  However, 

each local school district sets its own policies on partnerships.  Though instructors 

could use a single district as a sample, repeated directions for learners to 

familiarize themselves with local guidelines would be a highly necessary 

component of all instructional formats. 

• Principals – The data from this study could prove helpful to principals who are 

interested in having local churches partner with schools.  Principals and pastors 

often view their neighborhoods from radically different paradigms, resulting in 

differing forms of relationships with members of the community (Baum, 2002).  

Further, principals often lack an understanding of the role a pastor plays in a 

community, especially if that community is of a different culture or 

socioeconomic strata than that of the principal (Blank et al., 2012).  Training for 
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principals on how to relate to local pastors could be built on the foundational 

information from this study.  This training would complement the work of Epstein 

(2011) and better prepare principals to engage with pastors.  

Implications 

Practical Implications 

 If clergy are successfully trained in leading church-public school partnerships 

based on the findings of this study, many benefits would likely be evident as a result.  

Some of these benefits are tangible and quantifiable.  Other benefits are enrichment-

based which bring an otherwise unavailable depth to the school experience (Epstein, 

2011). 

 School improvement.  A church-public school partnership can have a positive 

influence on student achievement and behaviors.  Schools working in partnership with 

churches showed statistically significant student improvement in test scores and report 

card grades, both when measured against scores from the same students prior to 

launching the partnership and when compared to schools not involved in partnerships 

(Adams, 2010; Scales et al., 2006).  Schools in partnership also saw improvement in 

student behavior and attitudes toward learning, as shown through lower discipline referral 

rates and through testimonies of teachers and parents (Sheldon & Epstein, 2002; 

Thornton, 1997).  In addition, participants in this study described the schools as having 

enriched programming due to the partnerships.  This programming included such things 

as school choirs, field trips, anti-bullying instruction, student mentoring, and tutoring that 

would not have otherwise been available at the school. 
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 Parishioner growth.  Study participants spoke specifically about the intellectual 

and spiritual growth they observed in parishioners who served in the partnership 

programming.  Participants talked unambiguously about parishioners gaining a deep 

understanding of community issues, especially issues with strong theological implications 

such as poverty, racism, and privilege.  Participants also indicated that parishioners 

described their secular work with schools in terms traditionally reserved for spiritual 

encounters and developed a sense of community engagement as a part of their faith walk. 

 Student resources.  Many church-public school partnerships benefitted students 

through addressing their direct needs.  Participants discussed direct aid programs 

providing food, school supplies, scholarships, and/or clothing for students.  Other 

programs included churches partnering to aid with the provision of experiential resources 

such as camps, field trips, performance opportunities, and extra-curricular programs that 

the students would otherwise not be able to access.  Partnerships also provided students 

with relationship opportunities through mentoring, counseling, and networking programs. 

 Advocacy.  Though difficult to measure, some partnerships engaged by 

advocating for the school in the political arena.  This kind of partnership was especially 

encouraged as a way to address systemic problems that could not be adequately 

addressed through the local school alone (Middleton, 2001).  Participants in this study 

talked about the importance of advocacy, incorporating it into their partnership, and 

traveling to the state capital to lobby directly on school-related issues. 
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Implications for Future Research 

 This study points to the need for additional research on the topic of clergy 

leadership in church-public school partnerships.  Four areas of focus for research stood 

out among the countless directions future research could take: 

1. Other Locations.  Since this study centered on pastors of churches in a major 

city, conducting similar research in suburban, rural, and small city settings would 

point to some similarities but also possibly some differences across these settings. 

2. Paradigm Gaps.  Another theme that began to emerge is the difference in how 

leaders of urban schools view the neighborhoods surrounding the school in 

comparison to how pastors view those same neighborhoods.  Research in 

understanding these paradigmatic differences, how these differences influence 

community interactions with leaders of each institution, and what can be done to 

bridge this gap appears to be a field open to significant research. 

3. Relative Effect.  Church-public school partnerships are broadly defined and can 

take on a wide range of programmatic designs.  Though the research indicates that 

stakeholders can expect positive outcomes from these partnerships (Adams, 2010; 

Scales et al., 2006; Sheldon & Epstein, 2002; Thornton, 1997), the relative effect 

of different kinds of programming is not known.  Research to determine which 

types of partnerships and corresponding programs are the most efficient and 

effective could help pastors and principals better determine what shape their 

partnership should take and what programming should be prioritized. 

4. Leadership Transitions.  Some of the participants in the study talked of long-

term partnerships between churches and schools that lasted through multiple 
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changes in principals and pastors.  Yet, these leadership transition points were at 

the center of some rather abrupt and traumatic ends for other partnerships.  

Engaging in research to determine why some transitions were successful and 

others failed could provide insight into how to structure lasting partnerships. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Because this study addressed the role of a church leader in the context of 

interdisciplinary leadership, implication for leadership theory was an integral part of the 

research.  The Creighton University program objectives for its leadership studies provide 

a framework for discussing these implications. 

 Leadership skills rooted in faith, justice, and ethics.  A first step for clergy 

interested in engaging in leading partnership programming with public schools is to make 

sure their actions and motivations are rooted in faith.  Bringing faith to others through 

partnership activities cannot be a leader’s objective because it is in opposition to United 

States law and pushes ethical issues involving parental consent when addressing faith 

with minors.  If the leader’s faith is what motivates action, the leader is well poised to 

address issues of basic justice in society though partnering with public schools, especially 

if the schools have students dealing with poverty, or the church membership is made up 

of persons with different cultural or socioeconomic backgrounds than the students. 

 Reflective practice.  In addition to the church leader being reflective of the 

motivations for partnering with a public school, the data from this study indicate that the 

leader should be reflective of what role the church can realistically play in addressing 

issues with the school.  The leader should not only be cognizant of the churches financial 

limitations but also the pastor’s own personal limitations and the capacity of the 
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congregation.  Reflecting on the school’s needs in light of the church’s capacity is a tool 

to help create an effective and sustainable partnership.  Both reflection in practice and 

reflection on practice are tools that both pastors and principals can use to improve their 

interdisciplinary leadership in partnership programming. 

 Organizational theory.  The technological complexity and the organizational 

culture of a church are different from that of a public school.  Recognizing this difference 

is important if a pastor is going to successfully lead in an interdisciplinary capacity.  

Once this difference is recognized, the pastor will need to adjust leadership styles and 

utilize different leadership skills accordingly.  Additionally, as a partnership develops, it 

can take on its own technological complexity and organizational culture that is different 

from either the school or the church.  To lead across the three different groups involves 

understanding the nuances of the organizations and the savvy to lead accordingly. 

 Leadership theory in practice.  The complexity of leadership becomes visible 

when leading interdisciplinary partnerships.  Clergy are trained to lead in a single context 

(Anderson, 2015).  Leadership across disciplines requires understanding leadership 

expectations and techniques in a different context.  Pastors will need to become cognizant 

of their own unspoken leadership assumptions, as well as those of the leaders of the other 

organizations, in order to lead across multiple structures.  

 Change theory.  Leadership is a contextual art.  Appreciating an organization’s 

history and stakeholders is important for leaders to understand the context of their actions 

and people’s responses to them.  Delving into the history, structure, and values of the 

community in which an organization operates prepares the leader to bring change to the 

community through that organization.  Partnerships between churches and public schools 
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can ultimately lead to betterment in a community.  Being sensitive to and leveraging the 

positive contextual elements of an organization can help bring the desired lasting change. 

 Communication.  Communication between leaders of partnering organizations is 

essential for success.  Study participants attributed a communications breakdown 

between the church and the school as a contributing factor to partnership programming 

challenges or dissolution.  Pastors and principals working in partnership need to prioritize 

communication between the organizations to ensure smooth operations and partnership 

longevity. 

 Financial principles.  Especially in a challenged urban setting, the needs of a 

school can far outstrip the capacity of a church to meet those needs.  Having a solid 

understanding of a church’s financial parameters is important if a pastor is going to lead 

the church in partnering with a public school.  Once the financial limits are understood, 

however, the leader can then look for alternative funding sources to extend the church’s 

influence through the partnership.  Some study participants used their understanding of 

financial principles to leverage denominational funding sources.  In part in order to 

access grant funding not available directly to churches, one pastor transitioned the 

partnership into its own separate non-profit organization.  Others found ways of bartering 

or adjusting job descriptions in order to leverage resources in the context of budgetary 

realities. 

 Legal principles.  Pastors who lead their churches in partnership with public 

schools need to be aware of the Constitutional limits on the church’s role with a 

government institution.  In addition, the pastor needs to make sure the congregation 

understands the legal boundaries.  The pastor needs to clarify misunderstanding of the 
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law that parishioners carry from past experiences.  From there, the pastor needs to instill 

a sense of the legal boundaries with other church leaders and with volunteers serving in 

the program.  Making sure all stakeholders have a working understanding of the law can 

help prevent legal problems in the process. 

 Produce research.  Church-public school partnerships are customized to fit the 

church, school, and community in which they are located.  Without the constraints of a 

prescribed formula, the leaders of the partnership can engage in constant assessment to 

determine the partnership’s effectiveness and how the partnership can be improved.  

Analyzing student outcomes and participation levels combined with the systemic 

collection and analysis of qualitative data can help leaders hone the program to best suit 

the needs of the community and goals of the partners. 

Summary of the Study 

 To identify and weigh barriers to clergy leadership in church-public school 

partnerships, the researcher conducted 10 interviews involving 12 pastors of 10 churches 

located in a single school district in a large East Coast city.  Through analysis of the 

content of these interviews along with field notes, church web sites, and artifacts, the 

researcher identified and weighed the barriers participants identified in establishing and 

maintaining partnerships between churches and public schools.  The researcher then 

developed a model for how pastors in this study overcame the barriers to enter into 

church-public school partnership programming. 

 This study contributed to professional practice by laying the foundation for 

instruction on clergy leadership in church-public school partnerships.  As a result of this 
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study, the researcher recommends that a curriculum for continuing clergy education on 

pastoral leadership of church-public school partnerships emphasize the following points: 

1.  Researchers and practitioners can have widely varying definitions of what 

constitutes a church-public school partnership.  Developing a unified working 

definition is an essential first step for instruction. 

2. Before entering into partnerships, pastors need to check their motives and 

expectations to make sure that they are rooted in faith rather seeking outcomes 

focused on participants’ growth in faith.  This proper motivation will help the 

church establish and maintain appropriate legal boundaries and outcome 

expectations. 

3. Pastors should prepare to encounter internal and external obstacles that form 

barriers in launching and maintaining church-public school partnerships.  Though 

pastors are trained to address the internal obstacles, additional understanding of 

change theory would assist in leading the church through the process. 

4. In order to overcome the external barriers, pastors need to develop community-

based professional relationships with principals. 

5. In the context of these relationships, pastors can strategically develop, initiate, and 

maintain partnership programming with a local public school. 

 This study fills a gap in the literature by providing a more comprehensive set of 

barriers pastors face when launching and maintaining a church-public school partnership.  

It also provides a model for pastors to use in overcoming these barriers to successfully 

partner with a school.  Future researchers now have the foundation needed to engage in 

studies to determine this study’s generalizability, examine how partnerships break down, 
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evaluate the levels of influence each kind of partnership can have, and develop an 

understanding the paradigm gaps between church pastors and school principals.  
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Appendix A 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 
 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix B 

Jeffrey T. Anderson 
JeffreyAnderson1@Creighton.edu 

XXXXXXX 
 
 

 
 
 
 
February 4, 2016 
 
 
 
Dear Pastor: 
 
My name is Jeff Anderson and I am a doctoral candidate at Creighton University.  I am 
currently conducting research into pastors’ relationships with and attitudes toward their 
local public schools.  I would like to invite you to be a part of this research. 
 
I am conducting interviews with pastors whose churches are located within the city limits 
of XXXXXXX.  Our conversations will be kept confidential and your insights will be 
used to help develop quality continuing educational programming for clergy. 
 
If you are willing to be a part of this research or have any questions about it, please 
contact me at JeffreyAnderson1@Creighton.edu or XXXXXXX so we can set up an 
appointment. 
 
I look forward to meeting with you soon. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Jeffrey T. Anderson 
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Appendix C 

Participant Data Sheet 

Participant Number _______ 

Church size___________ Denominational affiliation_____________________________ 

Highest level of formal education____________________________________________ 

 

Check the statement that best describe you: 

Age – I am in my 

__20s 

__30s 

__40s 

__50s 

__60s 

__70s 

__Other 

__Prefer not to say 

 

Employment Status 

__I am a full-time employee of the church 

__I am a full-time volunteer at the church 

__I am a bi-vocational pastor with a salary from the church 

__I am a bi-vocational pastor without a salary from the church 

__Prefer not to say 

 

I would describe the racial makeup of my congregation as 

__Primarily African-American 

__Primarily Hispanic 

__Primarily White 

__Racially diverse 

__Prefer not to say  
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Appendix D 
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Appendix E 
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Appendix F 

 

Interview Questions 

1.  What can you tell me about the public schools near your church? 

2.  What kinds of engagement have you or your church had with those schools? 

3.  How did your engagement with local public schools develop? 

4.  What were the outcomes (positive and negative) of engagement with local public 

schools? 

5.  Describe your congregation in relation to the neighborhood where the church building 

is (i.e. similar demographics? do the church members commute in or do they live in the 

neighborhood?) 

6.  What neighborhood issues is your church currently attempting to address? 

7.  In an ideal world, what kind of interactions would your church have with local public 

schools? 

8.  What things would you or your church need in order to develop further engagement 

with your local public school(s)? 

9.  What do you find to be the biggest challenges in your church working with a public 

school? 

10.  Is there anything that has come to mind while we’ve been talking today that I haven’t 

asked about that you would like me to know? 
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