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ABSTRACT
The ongoing emphasis on early years education in Ontario provided a rich context for 
this research project, commissioned by The Learning Partnership (TLP), to evaluate a 
new provincial project called FACES (Family and Community Engagement Strategy).  
This initiative seeks to extend and enhance community-based, multi-agency partner-
ships that support young children and their families in successful transitions to school. 
Interview data from individuals and focus groups suggest re-thinking early childhood 
education practices to include innovative multi-agency, community-based partner-
ships. “Seven Keys to Success” in building multi-agency partnerships emerged from the 
data providing direction for educators and policy makers.

Introduction

E ffective transitions to school for young children and their families involve a com-
plex range of knowledge, skills, aptitudes, and attitudes in differing community 
contexts. In an earlier study, Campbell, Elliott-Johns, and Wideman (2008, 2010,) 

identified six mutually supportive and essential keys to the success of a multi-agency 
project, “Welcome to Kindergarten” (WTK), a project seen to generate high levels of 
community participation and commitment. The WTK partnership project in North Bay 
focused on preparing children for the transition to Kindergarten. Both the WTK proj-
ect and the research conducted were funded by The Learning Partnership (TLP), which 
sponsors WTK nationally. 
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 As a brief backgrounder, six keys to success were identified in the initial study as 
assisting in creating and maintaining an active partnership project among indepen-
dent community agencies: 1) the community had already identified early literacy learn-
ing as a priority; 2) it involved itself voluntarily in the project because it saw WTK as a 
potential source of help in addressing the problem identified; 3) the project was treated 
as a creative partnership among TLP and the local agencies; 4) there was significant 
scope for local leaders to shape the project to meet the needs of the community as well 
as the requirements of TLP; 5) there was a strong spirit of collaboration among all the 
partners, and; 6) collaboration among partners was grounded in trusting relationships 
that facilitated informal inter-organizational action.  

 The initial study also concluded that high levels of community participation and 
commitment generated in the North Bay multi-agency partnerships were the result of 
an alignment of these six keys. While the existence of committed and capable leader-
ship was clearly identified, authentic, shared, and responsive leadership (Begley, 2001) 
also played an essential role in the development of all six keys by creating vision, devel-
oping widespread understanding and agreement, mobilizing resources, and building 
relationships. Shared leadership between TLP and participants in the agencies was 
devoted to a common cause. Furthermore, partnership, trust, collective purpose, and 
community efficacy resulted in coordinated and widespread collective action and the 
promotion of early learning as a shared endeavour.  

 Building on the previous study, in 2010 TLP sponsored “Family and Community 
Engagement Strategy (FACES)” and supported the work of multi-agency projects in 
three geographically and economically diverse communities in Ontario. The three site-
based projects were evaluated over two years and some of the results, including how 
the six keys to success identified in the earlier study also pertained to these three cases, 
are presented. (Note: The term “community agency” is used to describe a variety of 
service providers including: child care; community living; best start network; children’s 
treatment; early years; parent resource; developmental services; public libraries; public 
health; and district school boards).

Background to the Current Study (Evaluation of FACES)

 TLP describes itself as a “national not-for-profit organization dedicated to champion-
ing a strong public education system in Canada through innovative programs, credible 
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research, policy initiatives, executive leadership, and public engagement” (http://www.
thelearningpartnership.ca/files/download/e12171144a2f686) and the overall goal of 
FACES was described as follows:

to develop a coordinated community-based model that will strengthen and extend 
the Welcome to Kindergarten program’s engagement of families in early learning 
activities. The goal of FACES is to enhance each community’s ability to support fami-
lies and young children during the transition to school. (http://www.tlpcanada.ca/
page.aspx?pid=692)

Consistent with this broadly stated goal, each of the three communities involved com-
mitted to work with TLP for three years to develop a coordinated, community-based 
FACES model, one seen as sustainable within the situated context of the community.  
Thus, supported by TLP, each community had its own FACES coordinator, established 
its own multi-agency steering committee with two co-chairs, and initiated activity in a 
number of schools or community hubs. 

 In forging the partnership between TLP and the three communities, there was 
agreement that each of the three FACES projects would be evaluated as it developed. 
The purpose of the evaluation was to tell the stories and celebrate the accomplish-
ments of the three communities, individually and collectively, as they worked toward 
the FACES goals, with the intention of sharing their experience with other communities 
interested in establishing their own FACES projects. The goal of the evaluation was not 
to judge individual community agencies, school boards, schools, educators, or parents, 
but rather to analyze the impact of FACES processes and activities.

Contextualizing the Research in the Literature

 A review of literature pertinent to community development, early learning initia-
tives involving parents and community, and leadership in multi-agency partnerships 
assisted in situating the research in context.

 In essence, the development of FACES projects involved a process of community 
building among agencies including schools, parents, and children. Block (2009) cites 
work by a number of theorists (Alexander, 1979; Bornstein, 2004; Erhard, Jensen, & 
Zaffron, 2007; Koestenbaum, 1991; McKnight, 1994; Putnan, 2000) on the development 

http://www.thelearningpartnership.ca/files/download/e12171144a2f686
http://www.thelearningpartnership.ca/files/download/e12171144a2f686
http://www.tlpcanada.ca/page.aspx?pid=692
http://www.tlpcanada.ca/page.aspx?pid=692
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or restoration of community in American life. Block sees community being developed 
through a process of possibility-focused conversation involving members of the com-
munity to develop vision, purpose, and action. 

 Early literacy and numeracy initiatives, involving parents and input from the broader 
community, have long been recognized as beneficial to young children in preparation 
for positive and successful transitions to school (Heath, 1983; Hill, 1989, Elliott-Johns, 
1999; Mustard & McCain, 1999, 2002; Bouchard, Bender, Poulin-Mackey, & Letain, 2004; 
Mustard, McCain, & Shanker, 2007). The current emphasis on early years education 
in Ontario, including the introduction of full-day Kindergarten, provides a rich and 
dynamic context for the FACES project. 

 Ways to build greater collaboration and shared leadership through school-commu-
nity, multi-agency partnerships are frequently reflected in the practices of school lead-
ers and teachers who are described as demonstrating confidence and the collective 
capacity to make improvements (Bryk & Schneider, 1996, 2002; Claxton, 2002; Noguera, 
2003; Fullan, 2005). Significant to such leadership is the ability to model and facilitate 
implicit “ground rules” for building effective, collaborative relationships.  Barkley (2008) 
identified respect, competence, personal regard, and integrity as key elements for 
building effective collaborative relationships. Barkley’s elements offer guidance for the 
successful development of multi-agency partnerships and, in turn, provoke questions 
that appear to shape, tacitly or explicitly, participants’ interactions.

 The evaluation of the FACES initiative offered opportunities to pursue our earlier 
work further, and in greater depth. This was significant because Datnow, Hubbard, and 
Mehan (2002) see multi-agency, integrated services for young children and their fami-
lies rapidly becoming part of the new policy landscape in education. Recent emphasis 
in the UK on “multi-agency partnerships” (Cheminais, 2009) contributes to and sup-
ports the efficacy of combining community and educational resources in the interests 
of early learning. Pelletier and Corter (2005) pilot tested an early childhood integrated 
services model that sought to meet the needs of diverse families in the Toronto region. 
Their findings clearly underscored the need for teachers to foster and sustain partner-
ships with families in which the school is the hub of the community.

 In summary, there is widespread recognition of the importance of early childhood 
learning and transitions to school in the development of children, and a movement 
toward multi-agency partnerships that support families in this regard. Since multi-
agency partnerships are relatively new in the education landscape, we see it as advan-
tageous to identify potential keys to success.  
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Methodology and Methods

 Research was conducted during the development of the three projects and data 
from individual interviews and focus groups captured participants’ thoughts, feelings, 
and processes experienced over time. Case study and action research methodolo-
gies were combined, and the three communities were each treated as a distinct case. 
The case study approach is ethnographic, thus building a picture of an emerging cul-
ture in each case and across cases (Coles, 1989; Sacks, 1985, 1992, 1995; Stake, 2000). 
Participatory action research was a fundamental strategy that supported the FACES 
steering committees in ongoing planning, implementation, and review of their respec-
tive FACES projects. Following McNiff’s (2000) action research cycle, the study moni-
tored and evaluated new directions taken in each community, providing feedback the 
communities may use to confirm and adjust plans and future actions.   

 During the spring of 2011, the evaluation process was developed collaboratively with 
the three community steering committees and TLP. Two cycles of data collection were 
planned—the first in the Fall 2011 and the second one a year later. Individual and group 
interviews were conducted with project coordinators, steering committee co-chairs, 
and steering committee members from the community agencies including school 
boards. Where local school-based FACES activities had begun, four or five schools were 
selected, based on their diversity and willingness to participate, and interviews were 
conducted with each of the school principals, groups of participating educators, com-
munity agency representatives, and parents. Data were analyzed to create a picture of 
FACES development in each of the three communities, and across the communities. 
This paper reports on results and conclusions from the inception of the projects to 
December 2011.

 The research continued to build on the case study methodology of the earlier study. 
However, instead of being conducted after completion of the multi-agency project, the 
current study worked with all three communities during the development and opera-
tionalization of their projects. 

Discussion of Results

 The results confirm and enrich each of the six keys identified in the earlier study, and 
a seventh key also emerged: Evidence of Success.
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1) Authentic Community Problem
 Each of the communities decided to enter into the multi-agency project, having 
identified an authentic community problem related to the well-being of children and 
their families, early learning, effective transitions to school, and a problem leaders 
wished to address together. Specifically, the evaluation supported and also added to 
the previous study in two ways. 

 First, we found the way the community framed its problem strongly influenced 
the specific goals and directions of the partnership in that community. For example, 
one of the communities was motivated by how to improve its low Early Development 
Instrument (EDI) scores while another was motivated by how to support its margin-
alized families. Based on differences in the authentic problems they identified, the 
projects in these two communities developed along very different lines. The former 
organized around the provision of school-based FACES sessions for parents and their 
children, and the latter in the development of community-agency-based “hubs,” in 
which schools were only one of a number of partners.

 Second, there was evidence that, despite superficial agreement among the various 
participants on “what the problem was,” there were often multiple, tacitly held inter-
pretations of the problem and how it might best be addressed. It therefore took time 
and substantial effort, particularly within the steering committees, to identify different 
interpretations and perspectives among the community partners, and build under-
standing and agreement as a basis for sustainable commitment and planning for col-
lective action.  

 The identification of an authentic community problem provided compelling motiva-
tion underlying the establishment of multi-agency projects. For example, there were 
distinct benefits to devoting substantial time and effort to dialogue around different 
understandings of the problem, thus building common understandings and agreement.

2) Viable Source of Help
 Results confirm the conclusion from the previous study that community leaders 
“bought into” the multi-agency partnership with TLP because they regarded the spe-
cific project (in this case FACES) as a potentially significant source of help (e.g., resources, 
ideas, and/or practices) in addressing the authentic community problem they were 
experiencing. For example, FACES was perceived by many as a source of help because 
it was an extension of the already-established WTK program—that is, designed to 
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enhance transitions to school and the ability of families and community agencies to 
support those transitions. This study also supported and enhanced our earlier under-
standings in three ways:

 First, the extent to which perceptions of why and how FACES could help were shared 
within the steering committee had the potential to affect the cohesiveness of the multi-
agency partnership and commitment by individuals and groups. Again, there was a 
tangible need for ongoing dialogue around such questions among the partners (and 
particularly during planning of activities). 

 Second, the ways in which the steering committee saw FACES helping to address 
their authentic problem influenced the goals and directions of the emerging project. 
For example, when FACES was understood as an extension of WTK, initial action was to 
provide parents and their children with a number of additional school-based sessions 
like the WTK session held the previous spring. However, interviews in some communi-
ties suggested that, as understandings of FACES developed through ongoing dialogue, 
actions expanded well beyond those initially chosen.

 Third, the extent to which local perceptions of FACES coincided with those of TLP 
provided learning opportunities for both TLP and the partnering community. These 
opportunities needed to be addressed through dialogue and negotiation at the com-
munity level, within TLP as an organization, as well as between these two. Differences in 
perspective and efforts to resolve them also proved to be valuable sources of learning 
for TLP, with the potential to re-shape TLP’s own understanding of how to promote 
parent and community engagement in early learning.

 Successful projects coalesced around the central organization’s initiative (in this 
case, TLP’s FACES) because key leaders saw the initiative as a probable way to address 
an authentic problem identified by the community. The degree to which this percep-
tion was shared among participants could directly affect cohesiveness of the project.  

3) Creative Partnerships
 As in the previous study, TLP intended the FACES projects to be creative partner-
ships rather than a traditional top-down adoption and implementation model. Thus, 
there was an expectation that FACES would meld TLP goals and resources with local 
goals and resources to create something that “worked” and was sustainable within the 
community itself. Steering committees were thus established in each community to 
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shape projects and carry them forward. Ongoing project development was facilitated 
by dialogue across projects and with TLP itself during regularly scheduled meetings of 
TLP staff with project coordinators.

 The current study enhanced the results of the first in two ways. First, the boundaries 
set by the central sponsoring agency (TLP) might affect local project development. For 
example, if boundaries are too tight, there may not be enough room for local devel-
opment; however, if boundaries are too loose, the broader range of possibilities may 
increase the complexity of local decision-making and inhibit or delay action. The defini-
tion of FACES and the goals set by TLP allowed for wide-ranging project development; 
each of the communities, and TLP, continue to work towards increased understanding 
of FACES, and how it relates to particular contexts. 

 Second, as enhanced understandings of the boundaries of FACES were cultivated, 
decisions and actions evolved. For example, working from their initial understanding of 
FACES as an extension of WTK, some communities began by supporting schools to pro-
vide two or more FACES meetings each year in addition to their earlier WTK meetings. 
As dialogue about FACES expanded, communities also began to think about creating 
additional activities and resources.  

 Over time, steering committee dialogue around the meaning and scope of FACES 
resulted in a much clearer focus on what FACES might contribute to their work. 
Participants acknowledged that FACES became a vehicle for mobilizing community 
responses to perceived needs. 

 The relationship between the central organization (TLP) and local partners pro-
vided substantial scope for knowledge creation (Hannay, Wideman, & Seller, 2007): 
Each project meshed the central organization’s goals and resources with local goals 
and resources to create something that worked within the community itself. By associa-
tion, boundaries set for the projects by the central organization affected local project 
development. Situations may occur where boundaries are clarified as projects develop, 
resulting in further evolution of project decisions and actions both centrally and locally.

4) Dedicated Local Leadership
 As in the previous study, participants indicated that the dedication and ability of 
local leaders was critical to moving projects forward, while the national TLP leaders 
tended to act in a supportive and advisory role. The nature of strong local leadership 
clearly demonstrated a direct response to the pressing community problem, including 
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the need to identify collaborative goals that led to collective action in partnerships 
among independent agencies. 

 We found that leadership took different forms, being situation dependent in each 
community, and it remains to be seen how different leadership styles will influence the 
sustainability of FACES initiatives involving independent partnering organizations over 
time. Leadership was exercised within collaborative contexts that enabled local leaders 
to negotiate with TLP how their projects could be shaped to meet community needs. 
Complex and multiple responsibilities within contemporary leadership roles often 
require clarification and support, and can present challenges if not communicated 
effectively. However, skillful leaders found ways to navigate such challenges success-
fully, bridging their individual efforts with partnerships that embraced the expertise 
and interests of their colleagues and available resources.

 Project coordinators played a key role in the development of FACES in each commu-
nity. They brought with them quite different qualifications and backgrounds (e.g., one 
was also executive director of one of the community agencies; the other two were inde-
pendents—one a retired school principal and the other having no previous employ-
ment with any of the partners). This rich array of leadership experience clearly shaped 
and supported the three projects as unique entities within the broadly defined goals 
of FACES. 

 While the coordinators’ role took a variety of forms in each community, the role 
tended to demonstrate vision, organizational skills, the ability to mobilize others, and 
effective communication. Participants frequently mentioned the critical role of the 
coordinator and attributed their continued involvement in FACES directly to the coor-
dinator’s leadership. Success was consistently attributed to the skills and knowledge of 
the project coordinators—specifically, their ability to “pull it all together,” and to moti-
vate the involvement of others.

 The importance of shared leadership in steering committees that included diverse 
and independent community agencies was consistently highlighted. As researchers, 
this became more evident as we participated in steering committee meetings, FACES 
events, and interviews. A “nesting” of various leadership/support roles seems inevitable 
when, for example, early childhood educators, health professionals, social workers, 
regional managers, and school board personnel are engaged in vibrant discussions as 
members of a relatively large committee with a clear, common focus.  
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 Furthermore, strong local leadership combined with collaborative skills and shared 
across steering committees contributed to promoting and sustaining the developing 
work in each community. Individual committee members were already well-respected 
members of the specific agencies with which they worked; thus they were also power-
ful catalysts for promoting multi-agency partnerships related to FACES. Diverse voices 
at the table enabled and informed multi-faceted discussion and opportunities to learn 
from each other about the different sectors, each with its own specific interests and 
priorities but collaborating for the common good of the community.

5) A Spirit of Collaboration, Generosity, and Support
 Participants noted a spirit of collaboration, generosity, and support for the FACES 
projects across all the various participating agencies. This spirit made possible collec-
tive action for a common purpose as leaders made available existing organizational 
structures and resources to support the project. Examples of effective collaboration 
mentioned by participants included: community agencies making representatives 
available for steering committee work and to plan/lead FACES sessions for parents; 
internal collaboration among school administrators and educators to organize and 
host local FACES sessions; and the availability of independent guest presenters from 
the community for FACES events.

 While levels of collaboration varied from agency to agency and were specific to the 
goals of the individual projects, it is important to note that project activities also made 
collaborative, community-partnership processes (Furman, 2004) visible to the commu-
nity. Visible collaboration was consistently cited as highly significant because agencies 
(including schools) were seen as working together to demonstrate shared support for 
parental engagement in early learning.

 As FACES projects developed, data collection provided rich insights into how the 
steering committees evolved as teams. This evolution and the accompanying growth 
in relationships among members became a central characteristic of the work. For exam-
ple, each committee comprised a diverse group of individuals representing a range of 
independent community partners, many with their own academic and professional his-
tory, qualifications, priorities, knowledge, and expertise. As partnerships progressed, 
participants described emerging abilities to understand and appreciate each other’s 
organization, roles, and ways of thinking, and their growing comfort in constructively 
challenging one another’s assumptions and thinking to build broader consensus.
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 Members described their growing commitment to participating in the projects and 
appreciation for the emerging synergy in working with others. Accomplishments of 
project coordinators, steering committee co-chairs, and steering committee members 
included creating a cohesive, open, and reflective atmosphere conducive to reaching 
agreement among diverse, voluntary partners on common goals and collective action 
to achieve them.  

 A key accomplishment in each community was the gradual development of closer 
working relationships between school boards and the other community agencies. 
Surfacing and exploring this issue, either explicitly or tacitly, was reflected in the dia-
logue and considered a significant accomplishment—although further work needs to 
be done to draw a larger number of partners in each community into the projects. 

 Variations in FACES project goals and actions were inevitably derived in part from 
the approach taken to collective efforts to promote engagement in early learning, and 
were accompanied by different challenges. For example, school-focused projects had 
the challenge of fully developing the role of other community agencies; on the other 
hand, projects that were more community focused had the challenge of developing 
the role of the schools.  

 Collective action among participating agencies was facilitated by a spirit of collabo-
ration, generosity, and support that, in turn, assisted in making existing organizational 
structures and resources readily available to the projects. Inter-agency collaboration 
was also strengthened as mutual understanding and appreciation developed. The abil-
ity to draw participating school boards into closer alliance with other community agen-
cies working with young children was seen as a major accomplishment of the steering 
committees, and active participation by multiple agencies in project events (e.g., local 
FACES sessions with parents, children, and educators) made multi-agency partnerships 
increasingly visible to the public.

6) A Network of Trusting Relationships
 Participants noted that collaboration was achieved through informal actions 
grounded in trusting relationships among individuals rather than on formal negotia-
tions, contracts, and checklists among agencies. Trusting relationships among individu-
als and agencies contributed to higher levels of informal collective action among agen-
cies at both steering committee and local school levels. There was increased evidence 
of shared ownership for FACES within the wider community (educators, community 
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agency personnel, and parents), fuller understanding of FACES, and identification and
implementation of engagement strategies for young children and their families.

 Participants noted that trust thrived as participants collaborated in common cause. 
Many comments in interview data indicated that work related to FACES had assisted 
in raising awareness of the efficacy of individuals from multiple agencies working 
together as community partners. As one participant stated: 

We’ve been used to working in silos but it feels like we’re coming to a place… of seeing the 
“bigger picture”… It’s not about who we are and whom we represent, as much as how we 
may be responsive? How do we best use the collective resources that we currently have? 

 As in any activity involving a school, the principal’s support was recognized as 
vital to the success of FACES and the value of a visibly supportive principal, who also 
actively contributes to FACES in collaboration with representatives of other community 
agencies, cannot be underestimated. In both research studies it was noted that prin-
cipals facilitated the availability of school resources, arranged release time for teach-
ers, and mobilized educators and community partners to operationalize plans within 
the schools.  

 One challenge identified over and again in interviews was the dissatisfaction with 
frequent turnover of staff within various agencies, including school boards, and the 
detrimental effect of this on building and maintaining trust, understanding, and agree-
ment. To counteract the impact of staff turnover, dialogue about project values, goals, 
and actions must be ongoing. Discourse, reflecting implicit “ground rules” for building 
effective, collaborative relationships, seems to be adopted (whether formally or infor-
mally) as a way of working with many different colleagues (Barkley, 2008). In our experi-
ence, the nature of discussions at the steering committee table reflected acknowledge-
ment of key elements essential to day-to-day social exchanges in a diverse community 
of collaborative co-workers.   

 Evidence in all three projects suggested the emerging recognition and articula-
tion of a “continuum of care” for children and their families based on mutual trust, and 
the pursuit of viable approaches to engaging multi-agency partners in meaningful 
(“authentic”) ways. One participant said:

It’s not just (about) community partners and schools; it really is about us creating a con-
tinuum of care and engagement for families from newborn—the engagement of our 
schools boards, our health units, our specialized services, and our umbrella agencies 
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with regard to child care and serving families with any kind of need. It includes the build-
ing of trust and the trust transfer between community partners, schools, health units, 
and (others). 

 Inter-agency collaborations are often grounded in trusting relationships 
among individuals. Initially, a multi-agency project may build upon relationships 
that bridge the agencies and pre-date the project itself. However, trust becomes 
extended and enhanced as project participants collaborate in common cause and 
participants are drawn beyond their “silos” into an emerging continuum of care 
for children. 

7) Evidence of Success
 As one of the keys to success in multi-agency partnerships, evidence of success was 
somewhat overlooked in the earlier North Bay study (Wideman & Campbell, 2006). The 
research conducted after the WTK project had been completed and success, in terms of 
community commitment and participation, was a given. However, it became apparent 
in the current study that participants in multi-agency partnerships need to see ongoing 
evidence that their efforts are resulting in movement toward the goals to which they 
are committed. This supports what Glickman, Gordon, and Ross-Gordon (2009) term 
participants’ belief in attainment—that is, the faith that one’s efforts will bring success, 
without which there is little motivation for collective action toward agreed-upon goals.

 Participants saw developments within the steering committees as ongoing evi-
dence of success because those developments laid the foundation for FACES planning 
and outreach action. Enhancing trust-based, collaborative relationships among inde-
pendent partners, developing common goals and undertaking collective action, creat-
ing processes for actualizing FACES in the communities, and learning from the results 
of their work have all proven to be fundamental to the FACES projects. Steering com-
mittees were able to establish collaborative inquiries into issues affecting parental and 
community engagement that went beyond talk, to include collective action to address 
the needs of each community. For example, these inquiries recognized the importance 
of planning for inclusion of non-traditional families, extended families, new Canadian 
families, Aboriginal families, marginalized families, economically disadvantaged fami-
lies, and families of children with learning challenges. 

 FACES projects resulted in participants moving beyond their individual roles and 
contexts, toward greater knowledge of, and appreciation for, colleagues in other 
agencies. Participants themselves reported this development as evidence of success  
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(Block, 2009). Bringing FACES participants together in professional learning sessions, 
to focus on common goals, plan together, and to co-lead events, was also extremely 
successful in facilitating ongoing collaboration. Effective professional learning events 
included learning about EDI scores and their implications for community needs; learn-
ing about other community agencies and programs; modeling effective leadership; 
learning from each other; obtaining information about funding and resources; sharing 
planning templates and exemplars for FACES sessions; and co-planning FACES sessions.

 There was ample evidence the efforts that began in the steering committees were 
extending into the wider communities. It also became evident that FACES sessions 
were providing a venue for families to become more aware of community resources 
available to them. As a result, FACES was increasingly regarded as beginning to provide 
a service in terms of easing access to community support. 

 Participants increasingly felt that FACES was beginning to provide effective parental 
education in strategies for supporting their children’s early learning. 

 Over time, accomplishments of the steering committees included being able to 
grapple with a variety of endemic challenges affecting FACES. These included how to 
address staff time constraints and the use of funding, and how to engage more families 
in their children’s early education. A continual challenge was how to attract greater 
numbers of parents to FACES sessions. Various schools tried a number of ways to sup-
port family attendance, and there did not seem to be one “magic” formula for success: 
Busy families needed flexible options to maximize their attendance. Participants men-
tioned a number of strategies mobilized to attract parents including: providing infor-
mation about FACES sessions through a variety of community agencies; scheduling ses-
sions at a variety of times; repeating sessions; advertising compelling topics; providing 
child care during FACES sessions; continuing to create opportunities for parents and 
their children to experience activities together; and providing multiple invitations to 
parents in print, via telephone, and through personal contact. One parent said, “Mostly 
I came because the teachers made a point of asking me. Once you say you’re going to do 
something, you have to do it and I would’ve felt bad if I hadn’t come.”

 Communities discussed the need to identify variables and appropriate criteria for 
measuring the impact of their work in the community over the duration of the projects.  
For example, one participant said, “At this stage, we can’t define success solely in terms 
of how many parents attend a FACES event because schools all begin in different places in 
terms of parental engagement.” FACES was clearly recognized as attempting to address 
complex and long-standing problems, problems which may well take significant time 
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and effort to address in any one community. At the same time, it was recognized that 
building parental engagement with schools and other agencies in their children’s early 
learning is a complex problem that may take significant time to address optimally. 

Conclusions

 Based on the results from the original study examining the North Bay model and the 
current study of three additional site-based multi-agency partnership projects, we have 
confirmed and enhanced our understanding of six keys to the success of multi-agency 
partnerships and added a seventh—evidence of success. Every one of the seven keys 
plays a vital role in pulling together a network of central (in this case TLP) and inde-
pendent community agencies to develop and sustain effective collective action by the 
partners towards effective transitions to school for young children and their families. 
We believe that attending to the seven keys can assist authentic leaders to assess and 
strengthen projects as they develop. To recap, the seven keys are: 

1. Identifying a common problem as an authentic community priority; 

2. Recognizing a particular program or strategy (in this case, WTK or FACES) as a poten-
tial source of help to address the priority; 

3. Treating the resulting project as a creative, knowledge-creation exercise; involving a 
central organization (in this case TLP) and community agencies as partners; 

4. Ensuring significant scope for dedicated local leadership;

5. Enhancing a spirit of collaboration, generosity, and support for the project among 
the community agencies including school boards;

6. Enhancing trusting relationships that facilitate flexible and informal inter-agency 
action;

7. Identifying and celebrating ongoing evidence of success as the project develops.

 Observations of the three multi-agency partnerships as they developed confirmed 
and enhanced two understandings initially identified in the North Bay study. First, we 
continue to think that while the existence of committed local leadership is identified 
as one of the seven keys, the quality of leadership emanating from the collaboration 
between TLP and local agencies played an essential role in the development of all seven 
keys. In North Bay, it was found that authentic leadership (Begley, 2001)—inclusive, cre-
ative, visionary, and responsive to circumstances—was shared among allies devoted 
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to a common cause. In the three FACES projects, leadership took different forms (from 
more directive to more facilitative), being situation dependent in each community. 
It remains to be seen how different leadership styles will influence the sustainability 
of projects over time. However, there is substantial evidence that leadership that is 
shared, builds relationships, creates vision, develops widespread understanding and 
agreement, and mobilizes resources, contributes to sustainability because it responds 
to the inherent independence of the partnering organizations and their voluntary 
participation. Leadership of projects involving a number of independent, voluntarily 
participating organizations is regarded as requiring a skill set more akin to volunteer 
co-ordination across agencies than line management within a single agency. Thus, for 
example, building common understandings and agreement through dialogue appears 
fundamental to engaging in collective action and preventing partners from “falling 
away” over time.  As one leader explained, “We think that every decision must be made by 
consensus because it is the only way to ensure agency buy-in and make the FACES project 
sustainable in the long run.”  

 Second, development of the three FACES projects confirmed and enhanced our 
conclusion that, in multi-agency partnerships, it is the quality of relationships that 
makes flexible and effective collaborative action possible. This echoes the conclusion 
of Couture, Delong, and Wideman (1999) who wrote:

For us the key factor is the trust relationship among the project leaders that enables 
them to identify and resolve issues that are crucial to the success of the partner-
ship… issues of power and voice are far more likely to be resolved positively within 
the context of strong collaborative relationships. (p. 9)

 We would go further and suggest that the development of relational trust needs to 
be a priority at all levels of a project because it is a fundamental basis for dialogue that 
moves participants beyond their “silos” and into a space where multi-agency collabo-
ration is not only possible but can also thrive (Block, 2009). Relational trust has been 
described as the “connective tissue that binds individuals together to advance educa-
tion and welfare of students” (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, p. 45)—and this notion resonated 
in interview data about the development of working relationships in the steering com-
mittees and among schools and community agencies. Bryk and Schneider (2002) iden-
tified respect, competence, personal regard, and integrity as critical elements of trust 
and argued that, when social trust is part of the everyday discourse among school and 
community partners, it offers a key resource for informing and changing practice. Bryk 
and Schneider’s conclusions about relationships in school communities also reflect our 
experiences of observing the development of multi-agency partnerships: 
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An interrelated set of mutual dependencies are embedded within the social 
exchanges in any (school) community. Regardless of how much formal power any 
given role has…. All participants remain dependent on others to achieve desired 
outcomes and feel empowered by their efforts. (p. 41)

 In short, continuing to embed the discourse of relational trust in the ongoing devel-
opment of energetic, collaborative relationships among the various community part-
ners proved essential to further enhancing efforts in all three communities. 

Implications

 Our experience with the three communities supported an earlier assertion 
(Campbell, Elliott-Johns, & Wideman, 2010) that multi-agency projects demand the use 
of synergistic and generally collaborative approaches to what Cheminais (2009) called 
the “joint planning and delivery of co-ordinated services” (p. 4). Consequently, the lead-
ership approach to such projects certainly must have more to do with partnership, alli-
ance, and an ethic of community (Furman, 2004) than with rank and hierarchy (Datnow, 
Hubbard, & Mehan, 2002; Corter, Patel, Pelletier, & Bertrand, 2008). Furthermore, 
because they involve autonomous organizations, projects cannot be based effectively 
on a technical-rational epistemology (Schon, 1983) involving hierarchical structures 
and adoption/implementation models. The current study may contribute to ongoing 
efforts to address top-down/bottom-up tensions through improved knowledge of the 
phenomenology of educational change (Fullan, 2000, 2005; Sharratt & Fullan, 2009).  As 
Campbell, Elliott-Johns, and Wideman stated in 2010: 

The tension between top-down and bottom-up changes may be addressed when 
central authorities support local initiatives to develop creative solutions to shared 
problems. For such a process to work, central leaders need to take a partnership 
stance and, within broadly stated expectations, honour local leadership, collabora-
tion, and decision-making. (p. 7) 

 One critical contribution of FACES was the provision of support for communities to 
engage in dialogue regarding community support for early learning. In writing about 
the creation of community, Block (2009) emphasizes the critical role conversation plays 
in creating a future different from the past—conversation in which leaders use their 
social capital—“the quality of the relationships and cohesion that exists among its 
citizens” (p. 5) “to transform the isolation and self-interest within our communities into 
connectedness and caring for the whole” (p. 1).  
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 We believe the seven keys to success described are characteristic of effective 
approaches to multi-agency partnerships for early learning and successful transitions 
to school. Our work also supports the assertions of Corter et al. (2008) that because 
each community is unique, multi-agency partnerships in those communities must be 
unique as well, and, therefore, that the development of each project must be treated 
as an opportunity for knowledge creation (Hannay, Wideman, & Seller, 2007). One-size-
fits-all approaches to educational change are inadequate (Sharratt & Fullan, 2009) and 
highly effective, authentic, and responsive leaders are needed, leaders who can bring 
all partners together to create solutions in context.

 As Cheminais indicated (2009), and as a direct result of the work reported here, we 
believe there is a pressing need for more comprehensive understandings of relation-
ship building in multi-agency collaboration, and more effective community partner-
ships that support early learning. The “Seven Keys to Success” may also provide further 
insight and inspiration for other communities as they too address issues and challenges 
in the education of young children and their families.
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