
Background

There is an increasing interest in 
implementing Schools as Community 
Hubs (SaCH), both within Australia and 
internationally. The idea of school 
facilities complementing student learning 
and, at the same time, providing services 
to the community seems to be a positive 
outcome for the students, parents, school 
and their surroundings (Dryfoos, 2005; 
Williams-Boyd, 2010; Frederico & 
Whiteside, 2016). In the Australian case, 
the development of educational policies 
at the state and national level supports 
this interest and investment for new 
infrastructure towards creating new hubs.

This research has been designed with a 
flexible approach, allowing researchers to 
visit schools when possible but adding 
instruments based on digital technologies. 
This approach will enable data collection 
remotely if face-to-face is not possible. 

Considerations for future research in the COVID-19 context 
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Researching the relationship between schools
and their communities, a case study approach

This project investigates the development, 
implementation and sustainability of SaCH 
in the Australian context. It seeks to 
understand the processes, challenges, 
successes, needs and opportunities of 
schools and their communities. It also aims 
to highlight community perspectives in the 
context of school-community relationships, 
which have been largely overlooked in this 
field of research (Kerr et al., 2016).

Research aims

COVID-19 and data collection tools

New data collection tools

Online interviews and focus groups 

Online photo-elicitation  

Face-to-face interviews and focus groups 
share the advantage of easy migration to 
video conferencing using Zoom or a similar 
application.

Photo-elicitation (see Tonge et al., 2013) is a 
technique based on discussing a concept 
under study by using photographs related 
to it. Before the interview, the interviewees 
take photos of some school areas and 
community facilities that are meaningful 
for them. Then, the pictures serve as 
motivation for discussion with the 
researcher. The images illustrate how space 
is used and help re-visit the material 
aspects of places, in this case, the 
community hub. This research uses this 
strategy in an online setting to engage with 
users and to collect community 
perspectives instead of 
direct observation 
if not possible.    

Theoretical framework and methodology
The study employs a qualitative holistic multiple-case study design (Yin, 2014) as the overarching methodological approach. 
The methodology is based on Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) “conceptual triad”, producing a theoretical framework to analyse schools 
from a spatial perspective. 

The theoretical framework is helpful to understand social space by “exposing and decoding both visible and invisible processes 
and practices” (Buser, 2012, p. 284). The conceptual triad allows for the investigation of how connections, disconnections, and 
relationships between spatial practices, representations of space and spaces of representation (Lefebvre, 1974/1991) are 
shaping the experience of SaCH. The model allows for the capture of not only the voice of experts in the area of school and 
community relationships (conceived space) but also how users and workers experience these spaces (lived experience) by 
observing the daily reality of these settings (perceived space).
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Due to COVID-19 and the many restrictions in place in 2020 and 2021, many schools across Australia have been forced to 
conduct at least some part of the school years through remote learning and has led to restrictions on who is able to access 
school sites. This change profoundly impacted how schools operate, how researchers access schools to investigate and what is 
being investigated. As future research may be facing similar scenarios, researchers in education might consider the following 
ideas when formulating projects:

• Evaluate the data you will need from schools and design a flexible approach to collect it. Flexibility will allow the researcher to 
apply strategies to gather information through face to face and/or online settings. Make sure the initial formulation of the 
project addresses any potential challenge from the research design considering privacy, ethics, implementation and technical 
issues in digital contexts (see Barratt & Maddox, 2016)
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