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Abstract 

 Drawing upon one research project Home-School-Community Partnerships for 
Enhancing Children's Numeracy Development we examine, critically, some problems 
entailed in the processes of conceptualizing the subjects and objects of inquiry, 
conducting field work with subjects (as knowing agents) and interpreting and 
disseminating the knowledge gained. Addressing these issues, in practice, has entailed 
some necessary consideration of fundamental tensions centred around the professional 
power-knowledge of teachers and a dominant cultural discourse that situates 
numeracy learning in the school. 

A theoretical model (based upon Engeström's Activity Theory) was used to specify 
and analyse various types of partnerships within a network of mutually interconnected 
activities to support children's learning (Bloome et al., 2000; Engeström, 1999). By 
decentering the school, within this model, we have been led to a closer analysis of the 
concept of 'partnership' and of the social construction of parental and community 
involvement in children's numeracy development. One of the most problematic 
aspects of partnerships evident in our research is the way in which the term 
'numeracy' is understood by different stakeholders. Awareness of this has shaped the 
conduct and dissemination of our research and ultimately enabled us to identify 
critical issues for further inquiry. 
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Introduction 
This paper addresses some fundamental questions about doing research for public 
good in educational communities.  By drawing upon experience in one research 
project - Home-School-Community Partnerships for Enhancing Children’s Numeracy 
Development1, we examine, critically, some problems entailed in the processes of 
conceptualizing the subjects and objects of inquiry, conducting field work with 
subjects (as knowing agents) and interpreting and disseminating the knowledge 
gained.  The project draws upon a national study of home-school-community 
partnerships and case studies conducted at several selected sites throughout Australia. 
 

                                                 
1  The research reported in this paper was commissioned by the Australian Government through 

the Department of Education, Science and Training.  This project was funded under the 
National Strand of the Numeracy Research and Development Initiative. 



The tasks for the ‘Partnerships and Numeracy’ Project were specified quite tightly by 
the funding body.  The project was to deliver: 

x� A review of literature on home, school and community partnerships to support 
children’s numeracy development with a particular emphasis on the extent to 
which the needs of educationally disadvantaged students are addressed in 
current practice and research 

x� An analysis and synthesis of current practices in the field of numeracy 
development and the significance of home, school, community partnerships 

x� An analysis of feasibility of and options for further research. 
 
This paper focuses mainly on the second of these objectives and addresses issues that 
arose in the process of doing research on home-school-community partnerships and 
practices in the field of numeracy development.  Parental and community involvement 
has been widely recognised as a very important predictor of student achievement in 
schools.  Yet, the quest for effective parental and community involvement in 
children’s education has not been easily accomplished. Despite some promising and 
growing evidence of home-school-community partnerships promoting children’s 
learning, policymakers, funding agencies and educational authorities are asking for 
more research and evidence about the effectiveness of home and community links 
with schools.  Questions about how effective partnerships form, how they are 
sustained and what types of relationships and activities are involved need to be 
addressed, at the empirical level, in particular (local) cultural and political contexts of 
learning. 
 
It also has become clear that, in addition to the search for more detailed empirical 
research evidence of the benefits (or risks) of home-school-community partnerships in 
learning, answering such questions requires the formulation of a robust, theoretical 
model of numeracy learning in school-home-community settings, and a shift away 
from the focus on the individual learner (in the school setting) to a view of learning as 
participation in communities of practice (Gee, 2000; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 
1998).  To this end, in our research we adopted a limited, relatively ‘open’ structural 
framework (based upon Engeström’s Activity Theory) as the starting point for 
enquiry. 
 
Conceptualising partnerships and numeracy 
In specifying the conceptual boundaries of the ‘Partnerships and Numeracy” Project, 
the theoretical model presented in Figure 1 was used as a reference point for 
identifying and analysing various types of partnerships between and among the three 
domains of interest - school-home, school-community and home-community, etc - 
within the broader network of mutually interconnected activities that can support 
children’s learning (Bloome et al., 2000; Engeström, 1999).  
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Figure 1. Partnership network between home, school and community 
activity systems  

 
Following Engeström and others, the triadic relationships between the main 
stakeholders - home, school and community - are viewed as a complex activity system 
wherein collaborative activities are mediated by 1) various numeracy learning 
resources; 2) rules, norms and beliefs with regard to learning activities and 
relationships; and 3) different modes of participation in those activities (Goos et al, 
2003)). Within this broad structural framework, we have been led to a critical analysis 
of the concept of ‘partnership’ and to pose questions about the cultural and social 
construction of parental and community involvement in children’s education and, in 
particular, in mathematics curriculum development in different contexts.  
 
From the interdisciplinary perspective we brought, as a team, to this research, 
decentering the school within this model was significant as a starting point.  It served 
to highlight the tendency to focus numeracy research and practice on school-based 
initiatives and it drew attention to the powerful position ‘schools’ and education 
policy structures have over other stakeholders or ‘partners’ in mathematics education.  
Furthermore, decentering the school as the principal site of numeracy practice led us 
to questions about different understandings of ‘numeracy’ and the differential impact 
of the dominant cultural discourse that situates numeracy learning primarily in the 
school, and secondarily, in particular (complementary) home and community 
contexts.  
 
In this context, two of Horne’s (1998) imperatives for numeracy practice, namely, to 
operate with the expanded notion of numeracy that includes family practices and to 
exclude professional mathematics jargon in order to increase communication about 
mathematics among different agents of learning (teachers and family members) were 
extended to include ‘community’ and were applied as starting points for empirical 
inquiry.  Attention to diversity in ‘family’ reference groups and to varied meanings of 
‘community’ were also essential elements of our approach to identifying and 
understanding the subjects and objects of our enquiry.  
 
Conducting the Research 
In accordance with our theoretical framework, and informed by this commitment to 
‘decentre’ school agents and school numeracy practices, it might be expected that we 
would enter communities of practice not only through schools but via other sites of 



knowledge and practice in family and/or community structures. At the level of 
empirical research, however, decentering the school in the study of numeracy 
development is problematic.  To begin with, the school is the most efficient entry 
point to the field of numeracy practice.  (The specific terms of reference for this 
project demanded rapid and representative snapshots of sites of best practice; 
efficiency was essential)  We did seek alternative points of entry, and to this end, in 
the initial phases of research, we canvassed the views and sought directions from a 
wide range of informants – representatives of peak bodies, state authorities and 
community organisations.   All pointed to schools (pre- or primary) – as the centres of 
numeracy practice communities. 
 
Maintaining our theoretically informed commitment to decentring the school and 
remaining open to discover a variety of numeracy practices, we began to focus upon a 
method for documentation and classification of home-school-community practices 
and for selection of case studies that focused upon communities of practice.  The 
strategy we devised used schools as ‘first base’ for entry into communities of 
numeracy practice but enabled us to critically explore the nature of partnerships and 
remain open to different understandings and different forms of evidence of numeracy 
practices. 
 
We developed an analytical inventory to guide all phases of our research.  It takes into 
account: 

x� evidence of the impact of programs, practices, strategies, in terms of 
evaluation of outcomes and program sustainability 

x� level of schooling (pre-school, lower primary, upper primary) 
x� attention given to the needs of educationally disadvantaged children (target 

groups include Indigenous, NESB, low SES families, children at risk of failing 
to meet mandated standards of achievement) 

x� geographical location (urban, regional, remote) 
x� different ways of initiating partnerships 
x� the dimensions of partnerships and their implications for parental and 

community involvement in numeracy education, and 
x� the ‘numeracy’ dimensions of the links between school, home, and community 

including numeracy content and resources, pedagogical approaches and 
location of numeracy activities. (Goos et al., 2003) 

This provided a framework for interviews with ‘expert informants’, a national e/mail 
survey of schools and, perhaps most productively, for the selection and conduct of a 
set of case studies. 
  
Initial interviews with ‘expert informants’ were open in structure, exploring each of 
these aspects of programs known to informants.  These interviews enabled us to 
develop and refine categories for the description of partnerships and numeracy 
practices and the features of the activity systems within which partnerships in 
numeracy practice emerged.  Our ways of describing ‘partnership initiation’ and 
‘partnership dimensions’ emerged from these early interviews and were verified 
through other stages of our research.  We have distinguished between partnerships 
and programs that were initiated and developed by (state) education authorities (top-
down partnerships), those that were initiated at local levels - school, district or 
regional, and funded or resourced by state educational authorities (top-supported), 
those that were generated by teachers or others within the school at the local level 



(school-generated) and those that arose from actions taken by parents, friends or 
citizens in local communities or sometimes, by non-local action groups 
(home/community generated) (Goos et al., 2003). 
 
We have also distinguished between elements of partnerships and programs that are 
initiated and directed by schools/teachers, involving other partners, mainly parents, in 
providing supportive learning environment at home or in the community and 
communicating needs to schools  (school centred), those where family, especially 
parents, are involved as role models, introducing supportive home practices and 
connecting children to opportunities for learning beyond the school (family centred) 
and community driven activities, service provision and after-school activities 
(community centred).  This strategy was important not only for recognizing the 
difference among partnerships and programs but also as a means for identifying 
‘outliers’ – those programs that potentially challenge dominant forms of interaction 
and practice (Goos et al., 2003).  
 
In a similar way, using this broad analytical inventory to guide early interviews 
revealed one of the most problematic issues that was indicated at all phases of our 
research – the very narrow ways in which the term ‘numeracy’ was understood, the 
extent to which ‘numeracy’ was understood primarily as involving a body of 
knowledge and skills wherein mathematical and strategic, transitive skills are learnt in 
schools.  From our perspective as critical, interdisciplinary researchers, it was 
important to distinguish partnerships and practices wherein other (non-school) 
elements and contexts of numeracy were salient.  Again, our analytic inventory 
provided a framework for doing this.  We described numeracy practices in terms of 
whether they occurred in school, home or community settings; whether the content 
was principally based upon (formal) school numeracy practices or was based upon 
routine practices in family or community settings; and whether the teaching/learning 
approaches and resources were ‘conventional’ or ‘innovative’ (in terms, for instance, 
of categories of ‘teachers’ and ‘learners’, pedagogical relationships that conformed or 
differed from the dominant norm, and/or evidence of innovative, improvised or 
contextualised resources). 
 
Using these categories to describe the range of actual practices and programs, our 
e/mail survey showed very clearly that the predominant forms of partnerships were 
school-generated; most likely to involve the school (teachers), the child and the home 
(mostly parents); with the main activities, encompassing different mathematical 
domains but most likely to be located in the school environment; and most likely to be 
school-centred (Goos et al., 2003).  
 
Given the broad picture of predominantly school-based partnerships and programs, 
identifying atypical initiatives for case study was important.  Not to do so would have 
excluded some sites of exceptional practice.  In the third phase of our analysis of 
current practices, case studies were crucial for discovering the possibilities for 
partnerships and numeracy practices beyond the school.  A strategic, purposive 
sampling strategy was the key to including the fullest possible range of programs 
(partnerships and practices).  
 
Our sampling method was strategic because we aimed to include the fullest possible 
range of programs that would allow some comparative study on each aspect of our 



analytic inventory; purposive because we aimed to encompass the essential diversity 
of programs and to include exemplars of real ‘communities’ of practice.  We wanted 
to open up opportunities to observe programs that challenged dominant forms of 
partnership and practice that entail particular understandings of (power) relations 
between school and the home, exclude ‘everyday’ numeracy practices in home and 
community (in particular, the funds of cultural and semiotic resources used by 
disadvantaged students), and are oriented principally to the ‘nuclear family’ as the 
norm.  Figure 2, below, illustrates the breadth of program characteristics that could be 
observed at the 7 sites actually selected for detailed case study, using this sampling 
strategy. 
 
 

FIGURE 2 HERE 
 
Findings and Emergent Issues 
Some of the findings of our research have been indicated in our discussion above and 
some are noted below; all are detailed in the Final Report to the Commonwealth 
Department of Education, Science and Training.  Here, we conclude with a discussion 
of issues and lessons emerging from the scope and approach we took in our research 
on the nature of partnerships and participant roles, and the nature of numeracy in 
home, school and community. 
 
Most (over 70% of programs reported in the national e/mail survey) involved teachers 
as direct participants in program activities, and the most common form included 
teachers and family (mostly parent/s) participating with children.  Around a third 
included community participants with over half of these also including a ‘core’ of 
teachers/school and family members and children as participants. Though some of the 
most effective partnerships were ones that involved the whole school, whole family or 
whole community, the school-home dyad appears, both structurally and discursively, 
as a dominant element of partnerships in education.  Beyond this, there is evidence of 
ambiguity and diversity in roles, relationships and content. 
 
One of the most salient aspects of partnership, clearly evident in all phases of our 
research, was that the term rarely implies similar contributions from, and roles for, all 
participants. This was especially evident in the role(s) of parents and teachers in 
educational partnerships. Teachers’ roles as ‘numeracy experts’ are, for the most part, 
uncontested, and both teachers and parents most commonly see parents’ roles as 
primarily supportive. Yet, in our case studies, we were struck by differences and 
contradictions in parents’ roles and in perceptions of role boundaries. At one extreme 
are parents who supervise their children’s schooling at home, through a Distance 
Education Centre (Goos et al., 2003). Although the roles of parent and teacher appear 
to be filled by the same person, the school reinforces strong boundaries between these 
roles by referring to parents as “supervisors”. Thus parents are required to negotiate a 
role for themselves that is neither parent nor teacher, but to which they typically bring 
both parenting and teaching skills. At the other extreme are those parents from non-
English speaking backgrounds who feel uncomfortable when invited to visit their 
children’s classroom and participate with them in mathematical activities. Here it 
seems that differences in cultural values concerning teacher-parent role boundaries 
work against the school’s efforts to encourage this kind of parental involvement. 
 



It is noteworthy, also, that some of the most effective partnerships we identified for 
our case studies were not initiated as numeracy programs. For example, the Mobile 
Pre-school Program has a holistic focus on early childhood education, and the Darwin 
Primary School Gateways Program was originally created to improve children’s 
literacy learning (Goos et al., 2003). This pattern is consistent with our discovery that 
some 40% of all programs reported in the national e/mail survey (as having some 
numeracy content) were not numeracy specific.  These cases suggest that building 
strong home-school-community partnerships around children’s learning in general can 
lay the groundwork for numeracy-specific learning. In culturally diverse communities 
(where notions of ‘partnership’ and ‘numeracy’ may be diverse) we would suggest 
that partnership building is of paramount importance – prior to the introduction of 
educational programs that seek to initiate children into numeracy practices that differ 
from those of their home culture. 
 
 This suggestion that notions of ‘numeracy’ may be diverse points to another 
fundamental issue arising in our research –the very narrow ways in which the term 
numeracy is understood. In this project we have worked with a definition of numeracy 
as the ability to use mathematics effectively to meet the general demands of life, and 
we focused upon three types of knowledge – mathematical, strategic, and contextual – 
that are implied by this perspective. It became clear to us that these types of 
knowledge are recognised and developed in different ways (or not at all) within the 
school, family, and community settings where we investigated numeracy learning. 
 
Numeracy teaching and learning in schools consistently emphasised the development 
of mathematical knowledge across the common curriculum strands of number, 
measurement, space, and chance and data. Exemplary numeracy programs (e.g., Perth 
Primary School) (Goos et al., 2003) also build strategic knowledge and many school 
programs aim to make mathematics more realistic for children - offering numeracy 
activities that involve games, puzzles, or sport is quite common. However, in the 
overwhelming majority of reported programs, the main numeracy activities still took 
place at school. It was also extremely rare, even in our case studies, to find school-
based programs that genuinely exploited the contextual nature of numeracy in the real 
world.  
 
At home many parents and children work together on ‘take-home’ activities that 
reinforce the mathematical knowledge children gain at school and support teaching 
approaches that emphasise strategic knowledge and mathematical thinking. However, 
many parents still lack confidence in their own ability to understand mathematics and 
to help their children with mathematics learning at home, and continue to see this as 
the responsibility of the teacher and school, and when it comes to numeracy as 
contextual knowledge, the rich variety of numeracy events embedded in home and 
family practices is most likely not apparent to most parents. 
 
Numeracy learning (knowledge and skills) in children’s communities is very complex 
because of the multiple communities in which a child may participate. Different 
social, cultural and other community groups have different attitudes and values 
concerning the relative importance of mathematical, strategic, and contextual 
knowledge in numeracy learning – a situation that can lead to tensions between 
schools, families and communities despite their common desire for the best possible 
learning outcomes for their children. 



 
Awareness of these issues has shaped both the conduct and dissemination of our 
research and ultimately enabled us to identify critical issues for further inquiry.  
Addressing these issues in practice has entailed some necessary consideraton of 
fundamental tensions centred around the professional power-knowledge of teachers 
and the dominant cultural discourse that situates numeracy learning in schools.  An 
interdisciplinary and multi-method approach to enquiry has enabled us to develop 
strategies to observe and record ‘other’ knowledges and possibilities for partnerships, 
and to use these to challenge the boundaries of school, home and community.  This 
challenge goes beyond decentring the school as a way of understanding partnerships 
and numeracy practices, and it goes beyond posing the possibility of disrupting 
conventional relations of power in educational partnerships as a way of including 
communities at risk.  It suggests that more inclusive and effective forms of 
partnership might necessarily entail some further disruption of the canon of ‘school 
numeracy’.     
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Formally Evaluated Programs: 

State and Case Code 
Informally Evaluated Programs: 

State and Case Code Category Values 

NT2a NT3 VIC3 NSW5 VIC2 WA2 QLD3 

A. Evaluation 1. Formally        

 2. Informally        

 3. Not evaluated        

B. Sustainability 1. Sustained        

 2, Fixed term        

 3. Unsustained        

C. Age group 1. Pre-school        
 2. Lower primary        

 3. Upper primary        

D. Target 
characteristic 

1. ATSI        

 2. NESB        

 3. Low SES        

 4. Low achieving        

 5. Other/none        

1. Urban        E. Geographical 
location 2. Regional        

 3. Remote        

1. CTP        F. Participants (C 
child, T teacher, P 
parent) 2. CTP + others        

1. Top-down        G. Partnership 
initiation 2. Top-supported        

 3. School generated        

 4. Home/community        

1. School centred        H. Partnership 
dimensions 2. Family centred        

 3. Community centred        

1. School        I. Location of 
activities 2. Home        

 3. Community        

J. Numeracy content 1. School numeracy        

 2. Family/community        

1. Conventional        K. Curric/pedagogy/ 
assessment 
approaches 2. Innovative        

1. Conventional        L. Teaching/learning/ 
assessment 
resources 2. Innovative        

Figure 2: Profile of Selected, Sustained Programs for Case Study 
 
a. NT2 Mobile Pre-School Project; NT3 Darwin Primary School; VIC3 Early Years Numeracy Parent 

Pack; NSW5 Distance Education Centre; VIC2 Family Maths; WA2 Perth Primary School; 
QLD3 Top Maths (Commercial Tutoring Agency) 

 


