
ANDREA ELLIS: Hello, everyone.  I'm Andrea Ellis, Educational Consultant at PaTTAN Pittsburgh.  And 

today is the first section in the family engagement LEA to LEA Webinar Series.  I'm excited about today's 

topic and hope that you will find it informational.  The LEA that will be presenting today is the Penn Hills 

School District.  PaTTAN's Mission.  The Mission of the Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance 

Network (PaTTAN) is to support the efforts and initiatives of the Bureau of Special Education and to build 

the capacity of local education agencies to serve students who receive special education services.  PDE's 

Commitment to Least Restrictive Environment.  Our goal for each child is to ensure Individualized 

Education Program (IEP) teams begin with the general education setting with the use of Supplementary 

Aids and Services before considering a more restrictive environment. 

KRISTIN BROWN: Good morning everyone.  My name is Kristin Brown and along with my colleagues 

Renel Williams and SANDRA BARKER.  We'd like to welcome you to the Penn Hills School district.  We 

are going to be talking about collaborating with the community, Standard 6 of the PTA standards.  And 

our objectives today, we'll begin by talking about just what is Standard 6.  Connecting with the PTA 

Standard, Standard 6, Collaborating with Community.  Families and school staff collaborate with 

community members to connect to student, families, and staff to expand learning opportunities, 

community services, and civic participation.  Standard 6 is the sixth standard of the National PTA 

Standards.  On the slide now you can see there's some examples from the National PTA Standards and 

how you reach out to the community to expand your broad base of partnerships.  Starting small within 

your school communities and branching out into a community of resources for the entire district.  And 

these are some examples that were suggested that we've used to broaden our services here in Penn 

Hills.  From this point forward, we will get more specific about the resources that have been most 

influential here for our community. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: A little bit about Penn Hills School District.  Our total enrollment is about 3,820 

students.  We house a Pre-K to 12th Grade program.  Our economically disadvantaged student 

population is about 60.2 percent.   We have a 19 percent Special Education Enrollment, and we're 6 

percent minority.  We are School-Wide Title 1 and we are -- for our Title 1 Services Pre-K through 4th 

Grade.  We currently have three elementary buildings.  However, we will be moving to one elementary 

building next school year with -- that will have approximately 1200 elementary students in one building.  In 

order to collaborate with our community, we need to develop faster our partnerships throughout the 

community.  How our partnerships began were through outreach to change.  We had to change the 

perception in the Penn Hills School District.  We wanted to change the negativity that was being 

perceived by the community.  We build partnerships within our school communities first.  We identify the 

resources available in the Penn Hills community.  We develop the continuum of partnership and 

partnership events from building-level partnerships to the school districts at large.  We utilize support 

services that are offered by PaTTAN and the local Intermediate Units.  Some examples of these events.  

We hold a Title 1 Math event that is a carnival base theme in November and a Reading Dr. Seuss Days 

theme in March. 



KRISTIN BROWN: Preschool partnership was one of our main endeavors this past school year.  We 

wanted to reach out to our community preschools to better transitions services for our kindergarteners.  

One of the programs was supported through something called S.E.E.D.S., and that stands for Social-

Emotional Early Developmental Success, and that's with the partnership with the Westmoreland/Fayette 

Private Industry Council.  Other partnerships came through other local agencies as well including the 

Allegheny County Department of Health.  For example -- and we have in our Allegheny County 

Department the ability to hold dental sealant programs.  They also come in to do projects with our 

students that involved bike safety, bus safety, and such other safety programs.  So, definitely looking at 

your Department of Health and your local county would be a good resource to spend those services for 

students. 

SANDRA BARKER: We also build partnership with our Penn Hills Police and Fire Departments.  We have 

[inaudible] program which is bullying program that comes in at the beginning of September every year.  

We also have the firemen come over for fire safety with the fire engine and the classes go outside and 

received a lesson about those sponsorship items.  We also have donations and those types of things 

from the police and the fire departments. 

KRISTIN BROWN: Sanctuary suburb of the Pittsburgh area, we also can take advantage of the Carnegie 

Science Center and they do projects where they'll come out to the schools and do things with museum on 

the move.  So, they're bringing the resources of the science center and the other museums of Pittsburgh 

into our schools to do projects and bring the connections between real life to what we are teaching 

everyday with our curriculum.  We also have a local dairy that supports us as well called Turner Dairy.  

And they come out and do projects with our kindergarteners through 4th Grade. 

SANDRA BARKER:  We also work with the local dog program.  People who have dogs and they're very 

good with students because they are unjudge -- nonjudgmental listeners come in and let the students 

read to the dogs.  We started this in 2nd Grade last year and we actually expanded it to more grades this 

year.  It was thus successful.  And parents loved it and it was a really good program.  It's free and you 

might want a look into it in your local community. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: Another annual that we have is Unity in the Community.  We hold it at a local park in 

Penn Hills and we partner with the chamber.  And in that partnership we have local businesses that come 

and set up as well as the school district and each of the buildings and the different clubs and 

organizations within the school district that actually showcase the school district in conjunction with 

various businesses in the community. 

SANDRA BARKER: We also have Movie Nights and McTeacher Nights and I know many of you probably 

have McDonalds in your area.  We have the teacher night where the teachers come and work and the 

students are invited.  We have different games and different ways to raise money during that event and 

part of the moneys that are brought in during that time go to the local school that is working at that event.  



We also have a local movie theatre that has movie night for an independent school.  For example, Penn 

Heaven has a movie night, it's five dollars for each person who come into the movie.  They give a small 

drink, a small popcorn, and we all go into one movie theater watching movie together.  This way parents 

get to talk to each other, get to know each other, get to introduce each other to student friends and it's a 

very community oriented activity that includes students and parents from the same building. 

KRISTIN BROWN: And of course your local churches and local chapters of the NAACP are also 

wonderful resources to reach out and support our families, and to bring resources into our schools to 

support the students success academically on the areas of metal health or social learning and often the 

local churches will have programs that we can offer to our students and our families, and that varies 

throughout the year.  So, all of these examples just show a continuum of opportunities for our parents to 

become more involved and also for our community to be seen as a partner with our school. 

ANDREA ELLIS: We are working on evaluating our partnerships.  How productive is it for our school 

district.  And sometimes it is difficult to show a concrete data, but we never see so much positive 

feedback and comments from the community members that we have seen some of the data come back.  

For example, we have had a 25 percent increase in attendance in all of our events including unity in the 

communities becomes more successful every year.  We re-negotiated the way we did welcome back 

nights to include a more walk through to the building to see what your students do all day instead of a sit 

down with lecture-type activity.  Parents love it.  We had about 50 parents of our parents attend.  That's a 

huge increase from us from previous years.  And we've also had a hundred and fifty-five more students 

enrolled this year, 14 percent increase.  Many of them from curricular schools and charter schools student 

that -- students left Penn Hills to go to this schools are now coming back after hearing through the 

community members in the past the success as we have -- can tell. 

KRISTIN BROWN: So the next question becomes, how do we sustain our partnerships?  We want to 

continue to expand our community resources partnerships with our schools.  As we stated before, we 

started small within our buildings and build our family and school communities.  And now we want to 

make sure that we continue to broaden the amount of support that we get from our outside community.  

As Mrs. Williams talked about we're moving into a large elementary school in a year which will be seen as 

the center, the hub of community resources and activities, hopefully.  And as we go through this next 

year, we're preparing for that partnership, that sense of the community hub.  And we have many new 

programs in place or planned. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: One of the programs that were currently planning that's actually going to begin in mid 

October and run through December is the Adult Literacy Program.  It's a partnership with the Greater 

Pittsburgh Literacy Council where we'll be able to offer free GED courses here within the district to 

community members that are interested.  It's run solely by volunteers.  It's our teachers, teacher 

volunteers running the program and they are evening and weekend classes. 



KRISTIN BROWN: Again, we are going to work on our preschool partnerships and growing those 

partnerships.  We have many diverse preschools in our area from a local, the mom and pop kind of 

preschools that are in-houses to -- or global preschools run by local agencies and including the 

Intermediate Unit of Allegheny County and Head Start.  So, what we want to do this year is to have 

regular preschool partnership meetings on bimonthly basis where we're bring those leaders to the tables 

and having discussions about what we all can do to better transition services for our kindergarten 

students and early learners.  And that, like I said before, was one of our biggest partnerships this past 

year.  And the feedback from those preschool owners and leaders were very encouraging to us because 

they were so excited to be brought to the table to be able to enter in to the conversations.  And to even be 

asked to join at -- to be at the table was a step in the right direction and gave them ownership and 

validated their importance.  The other great resource for us is the Kiwanis International.  For the past few 

years we've been able to bring the youngest group of Kiwanis into our schools and the youngest group is 

called K-Kids or Kiwanis Kids, and that's for children at the elementary level.  One of our elementary 

schools we do have a K-Kids group that's been in existence for the past three years, and we'll again 

expand that partnership this year as well.  The Kiwanis also come in to do Bringing Up a -- Bringing Up 

Grades Awards also known as the B.U.G Awards.  And that is a standard Kiwanis International program 

that if you have a local Kiwanis organization in your area that you could seek as a resource.  Kiwanis are 

also very interested in being supports themselves, their members in the schools, and they come in to do 

adult mentorship programs and they also want to support the families in need.  And so one of the great 

programs they do is they house a Christmas luncheon for -- another financial support during the holiday 

season. 

SANDRA BARKER: We also are continuing build our level -- a Building Level Partnership Events with 

Movie Nights with the local theater and McTeacher Nights.  We're actually working on how that's going to 

work in the larger building.  The local theater is a small theater.  It fits approximately 100 to 200 so we're 

actually looking to expand that into the larger building and have different nights for we might have a 

choice of two movies or do something with that partnership.  They also donate movie night tickets to the 

local events.  So, if you need something like a giveaway or a basket, a lot of times they'll give us free 

tickets for the students to win.  So, that's something you might want to talk about with your local theaters.  

And also we're looking to expand McTeacher Night into all the buildings to build that rapport to have 

parents and families come to McDonalds, meet teachers, meet the principal, meet all the people that work 

in each building, and build on these commitments with the local communities. 

KRISTIN BROWN: We have a very diverse school population in our -- and our families are diverse as 

well.  And sometimes we need to be able to provide them with opportunities to help themselves.  We 

partner with the Allegheny County Students Assistance Program in order to offer some mental health 

services to our students and our families, both school based and also outpatient services.  There are also 

other mental health agencies in the Penn Hills Community that could also be resources to us.  And I will 



suggest that you would look into some -- of those services in your local communities and ask them about 

what they can do to bring supports into your school. 

SANDRA BARKER: Then next, community youth project began with our alternative students that are 

placed in alternative education and is expanding into the elementary school.  They are actually working 

with our guidance councilor in 4th Grade to teach the 4th graders leadership skills and guidance in 

making the right decisions.  These students are the highest level in our elementary, 4th Grade.  They will 

be going to the middle school next year.  So, we're trying to put those supports in place so they could be 

good role models and leaders when they enter the middle school in the 2014-15 School Year.  Also, we 

have some local business support.  We actually got some wrist bands for kindergarteners from Pat 

Catan's.  These wrist bands are for the kindergarteners when they get on and off the buses to make sure 

they are getting on the right bus, getting off at the correct bus stops and making sure the bus drivers 

realize who the kindergarten students are and what parents will be picking them up when they go to the 

bus stop to drop them off.  Also, we have classroom connections two bottom dollar stores that conduct in 

the past two years and have given the school district some money and also just like bus stops, they give -

- if you have a card then they give money to you going to the school through the parents and anybody 

else who carries the bottom dollar card.  So, they've been a great resource in the past three years since 

they've started here at Penn Hills. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: We're continuing public relations through causative solicitations of our local 

newspapers.  We continually update our district website with our events.  We do roll calls, we have a 

public broadcasting channel, Channel 98 on the eastside here that we are going to be putting promotions 

on for our different events that we host and hold. 

KRISTIN BROWN: Okay.  We've had some questions that have come through.  The first question says, 

how did you get started with a community partner?  So, I'll just start by talking about some of the 

preschool partnerships because that was an interesting task unto itself.  So, we began with asking our 

intermediate unit to help us identify the preschool agencies that they had listed for the Penn Hills area 

and they actually came up with a list of 89 different types of part -- of preschool providers.  Like, I said 

from the individual in-house kind of preschool all the way up to a more larger preschool that like 

KinderCare.  And so what we did was we took all of those names and addresses and sent out letters and 

flyers that talked about how we want to develop this partnership, and it started small.  At our first meeting 

in December we only had about five partners out of those eighty-nine that came to the table, but through 

that conversation we were able to filter which of those eighty-nine partnerships were still in existence or 

which of them had changed over to the larger area or the larger programs.  So, basically, then we just 

started an email, correspondence, and the word kind of grew by word of mouth and by one preschool 

provider telling another and inviting them to the next meeting, and so on and so forth.  And then this past 

summer like, I said, we partnership with the Private Industry Council of Westmoreland/Fayette County 

with the S.E.E.D.S. program and actually offered some in-service to those preschool providers and our 



goal will then be to continue that this year.  Other community partners that actually sought us out, for 

example, the Kiwanis has come to us and asked if we would like to form a partnership, and of course, I'm 

always the one to say yes to everything and have to filter what is, you know, good or not, but sometimes 

you have to just take a leap of faith and try it out on a small scale and move forward from there.  With the 

K-Kids has been a wonderful experience.  I would highly recommend if you are unfamiliar with Kiwanis in 

your area that you get on a website, find a local chapter and talk to somebody about that organization and 

fostering leadership for young students has been amazing and that Kiwanis are very supportive both with 

their own personal support and also with monetary support. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: The other thing is when you're creating your community partnerships you really need 

to look at where your need is.  One of the reasons that we solicited the community partnership with 

preschool was because in looking at our incoming kindergartens students and the readiness skills.  So, 

we knew that we had to have that outreach in order to be able to bring kids in at a ready level.  The same 

thing happened with our community outreach with the Greater Pittsburgh Literacy Council.  That actually 

came as part of our Title 1 survey as it something that parents and community members were asking for.  

So, we went out and solicited the help of the Greater Pittsburgh Literacy Council to come in.  And they 

told us what we needed and in getting that organized, I mean, we sent out an email just to staff to ask if 

they would be willing to volunteer, and the response is been overwhelming. 

SANDRA BARKER: We've also worked -- many of our churches had after-school programs and held 

more help in these types of things.  So, when they call for help we really encourage you to -- when they -- 

you call for help, if you do have those services.  We do presentations for the churches whether we do it in 

our school, our anti-bullying program, or positive support programs that we have in place.  So, that they 

can collaborate with the students and use some of the same terms and the same ideas that we're using in 

class and actually help them work through some of the students difficulties in those after-school 

programs.  So, we just build on that relationship by being open and able to come to those activities. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: Okay.  Another question that's come through is, what's been the best partnership that 

we've had?  I would hate to just, you know, pin point one as the best partnership.  I thin all of the 

partnerships that we've created over the past several years have been in unbelievable experience for the 

Penn Hills School District and can help us grow in all of our endeavors. 

KRISTIN BROWN: We have some other questions coming through as well.  What role do teachers play in 

developing and sustaining the partnerships?  Well, our teachers are definitely -- I always say that the kids 

and the families come to these events because they want to see the teachers.  I think our teachers in the 

Penn Hills School District understand the importance of building the community and we have -- we do 

have a great response from our teachers.  Understandably, we can't require them to come to many after-

school events and to do the family nights or to volunteer to support different groups, but they do it and 

they bring their own families off and so that we are developing really a Penn Hills family in a sense in our 

elementary buildings.  And that's always a challenge though too, ladies. 



SANDRA BARKERS: And McTeachers Nights is a good example of that.  The Penn -- those teachers 

actually bring their families.  The teachers actually bring their families to the McTeachers Night and then 

introduce them to the students that come and to their families.  So, you're actually having teacher families 

and student families meeting each other, eating together at, you know, McDonalds.  There's a play area 

at the McDonalds.  There are -- have our school so they go outside and play together.  So, it's really 

building that community that we're all here to -- for the betterment of the Penn Hills Community at large.  

We do have a large commitment for teachers to come to different events.  Large group would then come 

to the Title 1 nights.  We're having events to collaborate with the three elementary schools to make them 

one elementary school.  There's many of those parent-teachers volunteer.  They bring their kids to 

partake in the activities and their spouses come.  So, it is an event that we encourage student -- teachers 

to bring their families and to meet those students and for their students families to meet their teachers 

families. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: One of the things too to kind of put you back on what Mrs. Barker was saying is that 

when we're doing our evening events the teachers come and they actually run a booth or a session on 

Math or Reading during those evening.  So, that's they have a vested interest because they're teaching 

something in their grade level and their domain.  Another question we have, our community partners 

involved in any academic school teams.  We've currently just transition to the common core and we are 

hoping in all of these transitions that our community partners will help us support those -- the PA core 

standards as we move into that endeavor.  And what else do we have?  Two.  Do they have a voice in 

school rules programs, et cetera?  We do have a parent meeting.  We hold our hours in the fall for Title 1 

schools where parents are -- they come in -- they're invited to come in and they're invited to look at our 

school policy on parental involvement and provide us any input that they have in changes and so forth.  

We go over things like our complaint procedures, how the information gets out to parents, you know, and 

we talk about ways that we can improve those communicative -- that communication design. 

KRISTIN BROWN: Another two-part question that came through is, do we have a PTA and do they create 

any partnerships?  Well, we have a very active Parent-Teacher Association at all of our buildings.  All the 

way up through high school, actually.  We're very blessed for that.  And they are integral to our 

partnerships.  We work with them closely to create these events, to plan these events, and sustain them.  

They are definitely leaders in terms of getting families and helping us to create those community 

resources because they live here in the community.  They know what families need, and they know what 

resources are out there.  So, they are good resources onto themselves. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: Okay.  Another question is, does Penn Hills School District compensate teachers for 

their efforts in participating in the community events?  No, there is no compensation monetarily.  It's just, 

like, Mrs. Brown had stated that we built a Penn Hills Community and they come with their families and 

enjoy the event as well as operate there portion of the event during certain sessions. 



KRISTIN BROWN: The Penn Hills School District over the last few years has had to deal with a lot of 

declining enrollment and teacher furloughs  So, I think that because they have experienced first hand the 

impact of the loss of students and what that does for the jobs and the morale that even -- in the last few 

years really joined together for the common good of the community out of the school district to change 

that perception of the district and the resources they have and to kind of show off that they really are -- we 

have the best teachers around.  And they can really -- and they want everyone to know that.  And that's 

just a message that we feel from them because, you know, they've been through the tough times together 

and so they want to make it great together as well.  We want to thank you for joining us and we hope the 

strategies and practices that we've shared today have been helpful for you and your endeavor to connect 

with community and partners in your area. 

ANDREA ELLIS: And the second installment of the LEA to LEA Webinar Series is Monday, November 

18th from 12:00 to 1:00 and that will be covering standards for Speaking Up for Every Child and that will 

be hosted from one of our LEA partners in the east.  And at this time, we'd like to let you know that the 

PowerPoint presentation will be available on the PaTTAN website momentarily and you will be able to 

access that shortly.  And again we'd like to say thank you for tuning in and we hope to see you on 

November 18th.  Thank you. 

RENEL WILLIAMS: If you have any additional questions that you think of after this, you can contact the 

director curriculum on the website. 

ANDREA ELLIS: Thank you.  And have a great day.  On the PowerPoint.  It's all in the… 


