
AMIRIS DIPUGLIA: Welcome, everyone.  My name is Amiris Dipuglia.  And we are certainly excited to be 

presenting the second of four webinars for this year, for the Family Engagement Series.  I am very, very, 

very excited and have the distinct honor to introduce to you Jennifer Leese, who is currently the Special 

Education -- one of two, actually, Special Education Supervisors at Central York School District.  Jen 

Leese has over 20 years of experience in public school settings, working with children and families who 

are at risk.  She has served as instructional support team leader, special education teacher, she was a 

gen ed 3rd grade teacher, math coach, and just has a wealth of information.  But I think the reason I am 

most excited to introduce her to you is because [inaudible] that the topic itself today is Speaking Up for 

Every Child.  I couldn't think of anyone who represents that better than Jennifer Leese.  She is certainly 

someone who has [inaudible] about advocating for students to have the best of the best to make the best 

progress they can make.  So, it is with great pleasure that I introduce to you Jennifer Leese and hope you 

enjoy this session. 

JENNIFER LEESE: Good afternoon.  Thanks, Amiris.  It's always great to hear all about the great things 

you do.  We're going to get started.  Our first slide is basically PaTTAN's mission statement.  And we 

know that PaTTAN supports the efforts and initiatives of the Bureau of Special Ed and local education 

agencies.  PaTTAN's purpose is to build capacity of the LEAs to serve students who receive special 

education services.  And the intent of today's webinar is for us to share information with LEAs regarding 

Speaking Up for Every Child.  So, our goal for each child is to ensure Individualize Education Program 

teams begin with the general ed setting with the use of Supplementary Aids And Services before 

considering a most restrictive environment.  And that's the LRE that we're all familiar with and that we 

want most for all of our students.  I wanted to share with you before we get started too far that I know 

Amiris shared this is the second session in the Family Engagement Series.  I do encourage you to join us 

again in January where we'll talk about shared decision making and then again in April, which I think is 

going to be a great follow-up to today's session engaging family's lessons from the field.  If you happen to 

miss the September, collaborating with the community, you can go on to PaTTAN and find that recorded 

webinar as well, awesome series right now to share as we go through.  So our objectives for today are to 

clarify the difference between family involvement and family engagement.  Oh, wait a minute.  Let's go 

back a second.  I'm going to get to that in just a moment.  Our first objective is to review one of the six 

National PTA Standards for effective family-school partnerships to occur, and that is speaking up for 

every child.  I also want to help you understand the importance of advocacy in ensuring student's 

success.  And I'd like to share some current practices and strategies for other LEAs to consider as a 

means to enhance interactions with family members, specifically to empower families to become 

advocates for the students.  So, before we get too far, I did want to clarify the difference between family 

involvement and family engagement, because what we're going to do is we talk a lot today the idea of 

family engagement and that empowering families is going to be a real key.  So, if you think about family 

involvement, that is more doing to parents and family engagement would be doing with parents, as in -- 

as the article best phrased it, schools that are striving for family involvement will lead with their mouths 



whereas schools who are striving for family engagement, lead with their ears and listening to parents and 

parent needs.  So, as we go through the day, our goal of family engagement is not to serve clients and 

parents but to gain partners.  So some things just as I thought about with involvement and engagement 

as we look at with involvement, parent and family involvement, the ideas and energy are coming from the 

school.  But with family engagement, the ideas are coming from the families, what are their needs and 

how can we be partners there.  So I really want to -- just as we go through the day -- not that family 

involvement is bad, almost all the research says that any kind of increase parent interest in support of 

students can help but the majority of the research also said that family engagement is going to provide 

even better results.  So, I want to just kind of think about that as we go through that.  We're really thinking 

about not just involving our parents but becoming partners and engaging them.  So, with that, our next 

slide which is our standard that we're going to talk about today is Speaking Up for Every Child.  We really 

want our families to be empowered, to be advocates for their own children, and the other children, and to 

ensure that students are treated fairly and have access to learning opportunities that will support their 

success.  And again, that's the PTA Standard that we're going to look at.  It's the forth one in our series.  

So as we go through, how can we empower those families to become advocates for not only their 

children but other children?  So that leads us to the standard as the PTA defines it, is our school staff and 

PTAs and parent groups can make a critical contributions to students success by ensuring that all the 

students have an advocate, whether it's a family member teacher or community volunteer, we can all 

contribute to student achievement by offering opportunities for parents and community members to learn 

and practice the skills necessary to speak for children.  This is really a mindset that I think we need to go 

into.  It's where we need to believe that families want to support their children and that their support can 

make a significant difference in their child's educational experience.  So, we really need to prioritize 

reaching out to families as we go through.  This next slide is about some evidence-based best practices 

and there are all kinds of researchers out there.  Everyone in these little circles on the outside is an 

evidence-based best practice that plays a significant role in modeling family engagement.  So, researches 

like Larry Ferlazzo have shown that these are the areas of best practice for family engagement with 

building relationships and we started to talk with the building relationships and moving around.  The first 

thing we need to do with families is to build that relationship and trust and working together.  We don't 

have that relationship as Stephen Covey shares in The Speed of Trust.  If you don't have that relationship 

and that trust, it's going to be a lot more difficult to get families engage than to become partners.  And the 

green box at about 1:00 on your slide where we have to understand standards assessments and monitor 

their child's progress.  We need to help parents understand the assessments and the standards 

especially with the Common Core moving forward with us.  And also, I kind of lumped into there too.  The 

instruction -- a lot of instruction today is very different than what we grew up with or what parents did, so 

it's really important as we help engage our families and help parents to be advocates that they 

understand the standards, the assessment that we're using, and the instruction that we're doing in order 

for them to best monitor their child's practice.  The 3:00 purple circle that we want to look at, we need to 



help families work with teachers and staff.  It's important here at Central York.  We talk about being part of 

the central family.  I'm going to share some examples with you on that area in a little bit.  But really 

making them feel a part of that.  If they feel comfortable and have that relationship to talk with the teacher 

or a staff member when they don't understand or when they have a concern and want to advocate.  The 

next -- the little blue bubble down to about 4:00 or 5:00 on the screen there, providing parent training and 

materials as well as technology, I'll share with you in a few moments about PTIs which are Parent 

Training Info Centers that are out there across the country.  It actually has some opportunity to do some 

ed consulting and have seen some neat parent training centers in Colorado Springs, at Pikes peak, they 

have the PEAK Parent Training Center, which is really a neat idea to come and get up and started.  But 

it's really important that parents have the materials and the training and the background to know what 

questions to ask and to know what they may need.  And as far as technology now, it's really important 

that not all parents have access to the technology that we're using in schools, so how can we look at 

that?  We'll visit that as we go through this afternoon as well.  Finally, down at 6:00, we need to support 

our school staff.  And I think this is a huge one that we as LEAs can look at.  We can't just think about the 

families.  We also need to make sure that our teachers and our school staff have the capacity to engage 

parents and that they have the tools, really need to talk with them too about that mindset that parents do 

play a significant roll in their child's educational experience and success.  The last three as we continue 

clockwise around at 7:00 there, addressing differences.  We're going to talk in a few slides here about 

how we can identify some differences that are out there and how we can address those again, keeping in 

mind the goal that all families have equal access to success for their child.  Similarly with supporting 

advocacy and sharing the power at our green 9:00 bubble there.  In Beyond the Bake Sale, the author 

Anne Henderson shares four versions of school partnerships ranging from a fortress school to actually 

the partnership school, if you think of a left to right range in school levels there.  And really, that school 

fortress is not what we want.  We really want to move more towards that family partnership kind of thing.  

We cannot be the fortress.  We need to truly be open to suggestions and be transparent, shift our thinking 

of power from that finite pie where if I have more, you have less to family engagement.  With family 

engagement, families can gain more power and that whole pie gets bigger.  So, we really want to look at 

that as we go though the today.  And finally, helping families transition, our last slide, not only 

transitioning from building to building or into a school or for grade level to grade level.  But just 

transitioning across the board, how do we help our postsecondary families transition their kiddos to -- 

after graduation, how do we help our elementary kiddos move in the middle school.  Lots of parents angst 

there as to "Oh, goodness.  It's middle school, what are they going to do?" or "That high school's really 

big."  So, we need to also think about transition times and from a parent view, how can we help them with 

their engagement in helping their students to make the right choices.  So this is pretty much an overview 

of what we're going to look at as we go through today.  And we'll touch on this a little bit more.  If we look 

at the concept of being an advocate, one of the things we talk about is that parents need to be advocates 

and community members and what have you.  We all need to be advocates for kids and that's someone 



who's going to step up and look out for them in their best interest.  So, an advocate is someone that 

argues for a cause, they're a supporter or a defender.  They're someone that pleads on another's behalf 

or an intercessor so to say.  They're one that defends or maintains a cause or proposal, and one that 

supports or promotes the interest of others.  Again, keeping with these some other things, what is an 

advocate?  Advocates often address issues affecting groups of children, but every child needs to know 

someone will step up and look out for them, for him or her as an individual.  And a lot of times [inaudible] 

advocate is a parent.  But keeping in mind, these teachers can also be advocates.  I tell my learning 

support and autistic support teachers that they are the advocate for their child.  When we go out in gen 

ed, this doesn't just pertain to families.  This is also us as LEAs and teachers being advocates for our 

students and helping them to make choices.  We know that the research shows family engagement and 

any kind of family interest and support of students can make a significant difference in their educational 

experience, and I think that also goes for teacher support.  Finally, to be a strong advocate for a child, you 

need to help students set goals and plan for the future, help them select courses that match their goals, 

set the student -- see that the student gets assistance such as tutoring, medical attention, or counseling.  

I think a lot of times this comes in with our role as teachers, and making sure that after-school time is 

spent constructive and enriching.  And this is where, when we look at it, in order to be the effective 

advocate, it implies that we have to have knowledge and expertise that's going to allow that advocacy 

which results in having a direct impact on student income, so -- or student outcome, excuse me. 

AMIRIS DIPUGLIA: A future income. 

JENNIFER LEESE: A future income.  So again, basically, what we're talking about is knowledge is power.  

So not only knowledge for us as teachers and LEAs, but how can we give our families that knowledge, 

that power that they need to be strong advocates.  So I want to talk to you a little bit -- real quick about 

here at Central York, this is our district mission statement, our Central York School District is committed to 

providing educational opportunities through which all students strive to achieve their full potential.  A little 

about us, we are a suburban school district in southern Pennsylvania, about South Central, PA, about 30 

minutes south of Harrisburg.  We have about nearly 6,000 students, 25% minority, anywhere from 28% to 

40% depending on which building, you are in as far as economically disadvantaged.  And unfortunately, 

that number continues to grow and we are 52 languages strong, lots of English second language 

learners.  A little bit about where we're headed and how I kind of came to you today.  Our district read -- 

our leadership team read a book called Brand from the Inside by Libby Sartain and Matt -- Mark 

Schumann about customer service and brand promises.  And we challenged our staff to look at various 

brands and ask them what they think of when they see or hear the name of -- for example, Starbucks or 

Nike.  And we then challenged our staff to think about the central brand and what do we offer, what brand 

promises do we offer parents and families and the community as well as our staff.  So, we are constantly 

working on delivering central brand promises and ensuring consistent authenticity, substance, and voice 

throughout our district.  And this is family and staff engagement, I think, at its best in our district.  So I'm 

going share with you some things that we here at central do but continuing as we move on.  So let's get 



into the meat and potatoes here.  What is the role of the LEA in helping families access the information 

that's going to allow them to be strong advocates?  And that's really why we're all here and we've joined 

over lunch today to talk about this.  What is our role?  What can I do?  If families are going to be strong 

advocates, then we have to offer them the opportunity to acquire the knowledge and the skills they need 

to do so.  Here at Central York, we take an active role in helping parents understand and gain knowledge 

in specific areas that are critical for effective advocacy.  So, I think the first step in that would be 

understanding how the system works.  And this is, again, very important that knowledge being power.  

Families has to know how the local school district and -- the local school and the district operate, how do I 

raise a question or a concern about a school or a program, the policies and activities, and they have to 

understand their rights and responsibilities under federal and state law, local ordinances and policies.  

And I put on here in my notes as I was thinking, this is not just handing a parent the set of procedural 

safeguards and shame on me, because I've been one of those teachers.  I'll be the first to admit, you 

know, you hand them out, you're like, "Here.  If you have any questions, please call us and we zip through 

it."  So we truly really have to step back in thinking of that mindset and that team approach with families.  

We truly need to provide the parent with resources and tools.  I share with you, I was out in Colorado in 

September doing some Ed consulting in Colorado Springs at a school district called Falcon School 

District and they -- I learned a lot about -- as I travel across the country, I learned about different states 

and programs in schools and things they do.  And I shared with you a little bit about the PEAK Parent 

Center named after Peak Spike.  But in Colorado, they had this Parent Training Information Centers that 

support and empower families.  Now, I know we don't have something like that right here at least in South 

Central PA.  I go to PaTTAN for all my needs and touch base with all my friends up there.  But what a 

neat idea to get something going in the community, this -- they have a hotline for support, information, 

and referrals.  They have a library and resource center that they do like a lending library.  They have 

conferences and courses for parents and friends of children with disabilities, related service providers.  

It's not just parents.  Related service providers, I think about our occupational therapists, our speech 

language therapists, our physical therapist, all the people that are out there that support us in what we're 

doing.  We need to, again, think beyond just that little [inaudible] of just us as we stretch out their 

educational professionals and anybody really in that human services skill that's going to be working with 

our students.  The more heads we can have in the puzzle and get everyone together, the better that pie is 

going to be as far as getting the best results for the students.  Another example I share, when I was in 

Sacramento, Burbank High School has -- they created their own Parent University and they present 

different things.  They have parent workshops especially at the high school when you're talking about 

college and postsecondary, whether it'd be technical or job fields and what have you.  So, neat things 

going on out there across the country, there's so much out there that -- that's already been done.  When 

we look to putting this together, I want you to beg, borrow, and steal, don't reinvent the wheel.  I don't 

want you to go out and steal.  However, the idea being, there's a lot out there if you just look and see 

what's out there and you can learn from others and maybe springboard and get some ideas, which leads 



me to our next slide which is going to kind of be the tip of the iceberg as we get going, but hopefully, you 

can use some of these ideas to springboard.  So, what can we as a school do?  What as an LEA can we 

do?  One, we just really need to frequently share our school's policy and procedures for resolving parent 

concerns.  Again, not just handing parents the procedural safeguards but you have certain rights and, you 

know, if you feel that this is not going the way you want or you have a concern, talk with them about how 

to define the problem, who to approach first, we always sit in our meetings and our teachers ask them, 

you know, "I want you to come to me first."  But if that doesn't work, you know, where do they go next our 

presidents -- our principals are often in those meetings with them as well, serving as LEAs and they'll 

share, you know, again, if you're still concern, come to me, so giving them the person to go to, how to get 

those questions out there, and encouraging them to address problems earlier, not waiting 'til too late, 'til 

there's already a big problem before we get going.  Also providing a school handbook, workshops, web-

based materials, anything that you can do to explain parents -- to parents the school policies and the 

procedures so that they are aware of them.  And again, I also am a mommy of three kiddos in our district.  

And I will tell you, the handbooks come home and I look at them, I sign what they need and I barely skim 

through them.  So, it's more than just handing them a handbook.  The workshops are great, the parent 

trainings that you can get them in.  This is where your parent involvement comes in.  When you have 

parents involved and you can get them in say for a moms and muffins or dads and donuts, then you start 

approaching one of these parent engagement things.  You say, "Hey, let's talk about the upcoming parent 

conferences, how you could bring up questions and how you could talk with your teacher about concerns 

you may have."  So, really, again, going beyond just sharing the policy and presenting it to them, 

publicizing any changes that go on whether it'd be through parent initiation and involvement so that they 

know -- and facilitating that participation in the school community and community groups even such as 

your city council.  We really need to have that relationship and that trust with families that they can feel 

comfortable to do this and that's, again, we're being transparent, encouraging family communication and 

problem solving before things get out of hand.  I know I often feel guilty of saying, "Well, I can't fix it if I 

don't know what's broken."  And I think that's why I have to say shame on me because we should always 

be constantly seeking feedback and observing to be on top of situations.  But if we're going to do with 

parents and not to parents, then we really need to think of families, how we can help, and get the 

communication.  So again, in continuing with what our schools can do, let's look at how we can empower 

families now.  That's what we as LEAs can do.  How are we going to empower those families?  So, 

empowering families to support their own and other children success in school, families have to be 

prepared to monitor student's progress and guide them toward their goals so that they can graduate from 

high school and be ready for that postsecondary Ed or career.  And if I go back to that slide where we had 

all the bubbles of the evidence-based research and practices, do the parents understand the standards, 

the assessments, the instruction?  Do they have the materials and technology necessary to fully support 

their child?  Are the parents or caregivers offered opportunities to learn how to make the best choices for 

their children?  I am an educated mom and I still worry about my student to be high school or gosh, what's 



postsecondary going to look like and he doesn't even have especial needs.  How do our counselors and 

advisors, you know, are they helping us?  How often are they meeting with students?  That's important 

stuff for families to know as well that they're not on their own, we're in this together.  So, again, that 

communication is going to be huge.  This next slide, I just think when we talk about that mindset earlier 

on, it's very important to know that all families, no matter what they're income, race, education, language, 

or culture, they want their children to do well in school and they can make an important contribution to 

their child's learning.  And that again, comes from Anne Henderson from her Beyond the Bake Sale, 

which is an awesome resource I'll share at the end.  But if we want that mindset, we really need to know, 

we have to have that mindset that families can make a difference, a significant impact on their child's 

education and success.  And we want them as a partner, not just to do to them, we want to do it with 

them.  So, with -- I want you to think about this as we start moving forward.  Or would you come to a 

school event?  Think in a parent standpoint right now.  Would you come to a school event if you had small 

children and you didn't have any childcare, if you didn't have a car or change for the bus, if you had to 

work evenings to help support your family, if you had a husband who expects you to be at home in the 

evening or you personally did poorly in school and you blame yourself for your children and maybe any 

problems that they had.  These are the kinds of differences that we need to be aware of and start 

addressing proactively in order, again, to ensure that all students are treated fairly and have access to 

learning opportunities that are going to support their success.  So, as we start thinking about what 

differences are out there, how can we overcome some of these barriers that families are going to share?  

Some common causes that I have heard in guiding the engagement with our ears instead of our voices 

and just talk and doing it to parents, in guiding with our ears, we need to listen to what parents are saying 

and sometimes that involves observing them.  They may not like come out and say it, but what are they 

telling us with their body language or their actually not being here.  These are some comments I've 

actually heard as I've been out and about.  I've heard parents say, you know, "I feel uncomfortable visiting 

the school.  It's too big.  There's too many people."  So, in that case, we want to hold smaller meetings 

with the parents and staff and get them to come in.  And I always like to piggyback on this one, pulling out 

my Special Ed hat, how many times you sat in an IEP meeting with 18 people around the table.  Just last 

week, we had to bring more chairs into the room, we were all squeezed in this conference room and 

there's poor mom and dad by themselves while we work really hard to make sure parents feel 

comfortable.  I stepped back as someone from the corner looking in at 18 people in that room was a lot 

and overwhelming.  We really need to take the time to talk to parents in advance, let them know who's 

going to be coming, to all 18 of us need to be there at one time, can we come in shifts and make it more 

personable for families, thinking of the families who feel uncomfortable, maybe they did poorly in school, 

how can we engage them and make feel comfortable around the table as well.  I always make sure we 

introduce people when you have these smaller meetings, you introduce everyone and will they play in 

their child's education and I asked my staff to share a quick strength as well as their introductions.  So "Hi.  

I'm Jen Leese.  I'm a Special Ed Supervisor and I work with your daughter.  I've been in your classroom 



and I've seen her.  Wow, what a great artist she is."  Or some kind of strength that we can go, make that 

connection try to establish that trust with the -- with the parents.  Sometimes parents have said that they 

fee like a minority in the school.  They maybe a single parent or low income or a minority family and they 

feel that they're not part of that.  We need to really make sure we're welcoming all parents and providing a 

safe place to raise concerns.  The last one -- and we talked a little bit about that one earlier.  And the last 

one, parents not understanding how a subject is taught and having trouble at home in teaching it.  Again, 

very important to set up parent visits, let them observe the teaching process, but also providing training 

details and directions for some parents.  There are lots of things that we do at Central York to help 

families with this.  I know one of the big ones, we actually have coming up this week.  If you receive Title 

1 Funding, I know that the state mandates that you need to do parent trainings and we often offer a 

parent night.  We actually have one at my son's school coming up this week.  There's the reading 

specialist and the math coach are going to present how the PA Common Core can change the way 

reading and writing is going to be taught here at Central.  They're offering helpful tools for parents.  We 

have math nights and sharing some tools for how to teach and how to understand the new approaches to 

math.  So, setting up that parent training is another key as we continue to move forward.  Yeah.  What's 

next?  There it is.  Okay.  Sorry about that.  When we look at what schools can do, I know one of the 

things we do in our schools is we have a collaboration period.  Every level K to 12 has collaboration 

where we can get together with other teachers and other staff and we talk about how we can support 

each other in working with the family.  We also have parents come in sometimes during that collab time 

just to have a meeting on their child, how are they doing, what can we do to help and we put parent 

responsibilities out there as well as school whole responsibilities.  Here's what we're going to do, here's 

the challenge we've seen, how can we work through this together?  Here's what we're going to do, here's 

what you can do at home to help.  It's really important to hear what parents have to say.  I know at the top 

we talked of -- about encouraging families fun nights and days.  This is that involvement.  Many of these 

involve the relationship building process and that part right there, these are some things that we do to 

build relationships.  And then once we get the family then, we talk to them about some little family 

engagement, little training things here and there.  So, while they come in for a fun family evening of fall 

pumpkin decorating, we do a little conversation there, and then we have some time to talk with them in 

that smaller group and share how to talk to your teacher, you know, what to ask in upcoming conferences 

and what have you.  The other thing we need to look at is varying the times and days for working families.  

So we not only offer this upcoming family night that we have.  It's also going to be offered during the 

morning.  There's a morning session and an afternoon session for families who work second and third 

shift and cannot be there during the day as we try and offer other opportunities.  In addition, we have a 

family liaison welcoming committee when new families move in to the district.  There's someone who can 

go out and introduce a family member, other families who go out and support.  We also reach out and do 

home visits.  Many times the -- oh, if you think about it from a family standpoint, many times the only 

entity to go out into a home is a child protection agency or maybe even the police.  So here's an 



opportunity where we at schools can send out more positive message.  It's also great to hear the wisdom 

that they've learned over the last five to seventeen years with their child, like what did they learn that they 

can tell us about their child.  What are their hopes and dreams for their child, what are their child's hopes 

and dreams, what do they hope to get out of school, and then we can really build that relationship from 

the moment that child first steps foot into our school or that family first steps book.  The other thing we 

found, we know this works at everything, is providing food and drinks at the events is going to get more 

people there and you can then springboard into.  Again, that's more of an involvement one, but once you 

get them there, I can engage now.  We also offer childcare and transportation, we click in to our high 

school students who may want to get in some service hours, any of our local churches and youth groups 

sometimes have kiddos who need to service hours that will help us out.  Lots of times, it's older siblings 

that are helping us, our school social worker will help with transportation or will try and connect to families 

with neighborhoods that have other families and then that help us to get -- help them to get to the event, 

offering the lending library, DVD's, and books, anything that you have again and how could we share that 

with families so they can better learn what we're doing in school, what their child's learning, how they're 

learning it.  Great resources right now or even websites that are out there that have Youtube videos that 

explain things.  So I laughed when I put DVD's down there because I used to have videos and while we 

still have quite a collection of videos, I don't know if families have a way to show them when they're out 

there, so finally another thing we've done here essentially, we have a cyber café.  We are a very 

technology-driven district and we have a place where parents and families can access that technology 

and the internet.  There are even some grant programs to help provide internet services for families as 

well as some technology and computer loaners, a little system that we have to share, so just some little 

things that we've done as we go through.  The next slide, the last slide of what we can do as schools in 

collaboration with our staff, we are providing some workshops.  I think I talked to you a little bit about that 

on different subjects.  We have our first grade team all gets together.  Instead of the kids having what we 

used to call our spring program or our fall program where they all stand up and sing, we now do math 

night or a reading night and we offer take-home materials for the families, games that they can play 

together.  We used PTO and student activities money because I know we're all very tight on funds, but we 

offer -- we've set magnetic letters home with children.  Again, things you can get at the dollar store.  

Playing cards and teach them how to practice math fact using just playing cards.  So, we really kind of 

took a different mindset with our family programs that the kids used to do and we've turned them now into 

-- instead of the children standing up and singing or putting on a little show, I will tell you that took a little 

bit of pushback on our behalf.  I want-- I just want to see my kids stand up there with their classmate and 

sing, but once the parents realized how we were getting them engaged and they could be a part of that 

team with us in helping their child to be successful in school, we really had a lot of feedback from the 

games we were sharing, how to, you know -- we let our children teach them the math fact strategies or 

the problem-solving strategies and then they all work together.  So they had that knowledge that we say 

is such great power.  We also involved families in some ongoing training topics.  This is more the how to 



be the effective advocate, how to identify and support learning styles, to resolve -- how to resolve 

difficulties and differences that they have here at school.  These are the kinds of things where we have a 

SurveyMonkey, a parent SurveyMonkey survey -- SurveyMonkey survey, say that a couple of times fast.  

We have a SurveryMonkey that we send out to parents and we ask -- we need to seek their input, their 

guidance, what do you feel your needs are right now.  We give an annual survey every year.  We also 

give an annual staff survey and we find out what our staff needs just like you do staff professional 

development, we need to do parent professional development, and again, that mindset of parent 

involvement doing it too.  We're not just presenting two parents representing with them asking things that 

they have concerns about.  We've invited parents to be on different panels.  I know I talked to you about 

the Falcon School District out in Colorado.  They have a special ed advisory counsel.  They have a state-

wide system augmentative, alternative communication committee that has parents on it.  Pretty much 

everything they do really revolves around parents, and we've learned a lot about that.  We're working real 

hard essential to continue to involve our parents more, get their feedback, what are their needs.  Don't 

make it a guessing game.  Find out what they need and let's address those topics.  We also need to 

reach out to those underrepresented populations to ensure that they have that access and equity for all 

their students.  This is where our school social worker helps us out a lot to reach out, but again, as a -- as 

a teacher, as an LEA reaching out and encouraging that engagement and that team approach.  Finally, 

it's important that post-secondary that we talked about, transition resources for your secondary students 

whether it be college or workforce.  We connect with the Office of Vocational Rehab that's here in the 

county.  We work with Crispus Attucks lots of programs before kiddos graduate to teach them some soft 

skills with interviewing, resume writing, lots of great things beyond the classroom and I can't tell you how 

many parents I've had tell me that they appreciated it because it helped them with their resume writing or 

their interviewing skill, so great resources again to tap in, to locate your outside agencies.  There's 

certainly many of them out there that are offering great services.  Don't just limit that to your student if a 

parent knows, you know -- when you talk about secondary students, they're not always the most initiative 

to go out and follow up.  So, if a parent knows and can help them support that -- again, that teamwork 

approach is really important.   The last slide, I really want to share with you before I get into some great 

resources here, is how can you -- how well is your school bridging some racial class and cultural 

differences and this was a checklist that actually taken from Beyond the Bake Sale: The Essential Guide 

to Family/School Partnerships and that is listed on your resource slides at the end here.  Anne Henderson 

and her gang of people who did this on page 146 to 49 of the book, they actually offer this skill that I'm 

going to show you in just a moment.  Really what they do is they look at four different areas, including 

promoting understanding of different cultures, recognizing and addressing class and language 

differences, addressing issues of race and racism, and welcoming and respecting all families, and then at 

the end, they have a reflection questions section and in that -- that's more open-ended at the end that 

they can reflect upon.  And they also -- they have staff and parents do this alike, so I want to just show 

that with you and show you a couple other resources that we found as we continue to go through.  So, 



bear with me for a second here.  This is what the actual survey looks like, and if you see the first section 

promoting understanding of different cultures, there are some questions and you have to check for each 

question.  You would choose one of the boxes.  Lots of what we found as we go through here at Central 

York is looking at really doing some true self-reflection and being very honest with yourself, and I'll admit, 

when I first went through it, I was like yeah, we do this, yeah, we do that, already do this, already do this, 

but when you step back and think about ,it I'll be in my drive home or I'd be going to another meeting and 

I'd be thinking, "We do that but do we really do it -- do we need to do it better, should I put some more 

time into this"  So a lot of these are great we look through does your school curriculum reflect cultures of 

families and books and materials about different cultures and that was something we really look closely at 

a few years ago and have --we have a real big diversity program all our staff and every staff member who 

receives a paycheck, essentially, it goes through diversity module each year, and each year we focus in 

on an area that we've addressed as being a need via our surveys from families and staff.  Most recently, 

we spent a lot of time talking about socially and economically disadvantaged.  But really looking at the 

culture differences, if you look down at recognizing and addressing class and a language differences, one 

of the things we hear from families a lot of times is the PTO is just a bunch of snobby moms who don't 

have a job and they can come in to school and volunteer all the time, and that's frustrating to hear 

because our PTO and PTA are so much more than that, but that's the message that sometimes maybe a 

family had and a prior school district, that's what PTO or PTA was like, perhaps growing up that was the 

PTA so stay-at-home moms who could go in and spend all the time or the doctors' wives.  Well, ours 

aren't like that.  We're very involved and we want to change that perception.  A lot of what we're going to 

do is look at perceptions that are out there and how can we change them, so you want to make sure.  

This is a great thing too to share with your PTA and PTO, make sure they're not dominated by any one 

group of parents.  Make sure there's some diversity there, and if there's not diversity, I know several of 

our buildings have every other month, there's a daytime PTA meeting.  There's an afternoon PTA meeting 

or an evening one.  They try and rotate to get more families present and to try and reach out lots, again, 

welcoming families as we go through.  So just addressing some of the class and language differences, I 

know we also send much of our -- of our letters and home communication out in Spanish and other 

languages to make sure that families can get that in their home language and easier to read.  Being 52 

language is strong, sometimes that's difficult, but we do our best.  We hook up with our local intermediate 

unit to get some translators, our ESL department in trying to do the best to make these families feel most 

comfortable, again, as we work on that engagement.  The next issue that they -- or area they look at are 

addressing the issues of race and racism and well, this one always frustrates me.  I would hope that we 

would ever see this in schools.  Sometimes, you don't realize the message that you're sending so we 

have to go back -- I know in our language arts program, we use craft books for our writing process.  And 

we talk about the craft of writing and what we each really look at with those books and making sure that 

they were culturally and racially different in representing a multitude of different cultures and ethnicities.  

But the other thing, too, is to use those teachable moments and stories from the local media with your 



students, and when there's a racially motivated incident, discuss it.  Don't shy away from it, and that's 

though but that's something really important that we kind of lean as we went through.  And the last one 

just welcoming and respecting all families as we go through is another key area that we look at.  When 

we talked, I told you earlier we read the book Branding From the Inside, really a customer service based 

approach to -- we're in the customer services business.  When people walk into our school, what do they 

see?  How do they feel?  Right down the meeting with our custodians, and there shouldn't be a ton of 

stuff crammed in the halls.  There should never be trash on the floors really making sure that this is the 

best business in town.  We often say we're the best game in town.  How do we make this look better?  Do 

we have a system for helping staff and students learn all the kiddos' names or the teacher's names.  The 

different names that are pronounced differently, making sure I had a really unique maiden name.  It was 

Livelsburger.  It was 12 letters long and nobody could ever say it.  It frustrated me when people or 

teachers couldn't say my last name.  Do we take the time to look at helping parents and families and 

teachers make sure teachers have not just, "Oh, yeah.  Yeah, that's right.  You know I'll get it next time" to 

really take the time.  The front office staff, we talked a lot about of this is the first face they see when they 

come in your building.  Are they welcoming?  Are they complementary of family members, and really, 

really looked at our front office and those ladies in the office are fabulously could not live without them.  

We often referred to them as our Charlie's Angels, beautiful, awesome ladies who could probably answer 

any question that comes across them better than I could, but we really need to look at those areas.  

These issues all are relevant when you look at this entire list here and survey because families need to 

feel that they can be heard and all these issues can impact  their feelings like the -- they're American 

speaking and going through, so really looking at that.  The last part I like is when the open-ended 

questions and this is where you get some of your best results and responses if parents can truly feel they 

trust you and can share what areas are you doing well, we all would like to hear how we're doing great, 

but what areas need more work.  Something we started this year after every meeting.  we have a little -- 

it's like a business card that's folded in half and it says how did we do, and on the inside of it, it has a web 

link, a tiny URL link that's short and easy for parents to type in, and it's a quick survey, how did your 

meeting go.  And we talk about a lot of the things that are on this list, what are some areas we need to 

work on, how can we make your experience better the next time, how are the parents and parent 

organizations involved in addressing these differences.  We really needed to look and talk closely with our 

PTO, our students at the secondary level, athletics or booster clubs.  All of our groups that have contact 

with parents and families, how were you addressing differences, and again, not that anyone intentionally 

was doing something to not address it, but sometimes, you're not aware of it, so, it's stepping back and 

asking some of these questions and talking are all those organizations that you as a family have access 

to, are they all addressing those differences and making sure that we're getting you engaged and 

involved.  What are your concerns is always a good one.  If they're honest enough -- and a lot times in 

paper or online when they don't have a name attached to it, they'll be honest with you.  This has been 

another great area where we found staff concerns.  How did the staff feel?  What steps could you take to 



address the differences of culture racing class?  You can tweak this one a little bit.  I can't remember the 

exact wording of what we did here at Central, but we asked them, what steps do you think we could take 

right now and over the long term?  We also use this bottom section more as part of our strategic plan or 

comprehensive plan as we look forward with our own special ed department and building wide and our 

family engagement.  What are some things, you know, let's address some issues.  The bottom line is 

Rome wasn't built in a day.  We can't go out tomorrow and change everything right away.  That's too 

much too fast and it's not effective.  So make a plan, set some goals, what can we do right now, what can 

we do over the long haul.  So again, as we move forward, that was one of the great resources.  The link is 

actually at the end in your resource section.  I want to share with you, too, if you haven't had a chance to 

look at the PTA, the National PTA, their Implementation Guide for the National Standards, this is where 

our four webinars our actually coming from, and there's a downloadable PDF, full guide that comes up, 

and it goes through each of the standards.  If you go online, it is also a link on your resources.  You can 

actually view it online.  You can go through each standard and find some activities and some resources 

that are in there.  I know here's our standard for the day that we talked about and a lot of the resources I 

clicked on or I shared with you came actually from the standard, how we can do the goals, how -- 

understanding how the systems works and empowering families.  Lots of great resources.  There are 

some success stories of districts, so meet things again for LEAs to share. .  Here locally, we have the 

Parent Ed Network with their PENews here in Pennsylvania.  And they have webinar trainings just like 

PaTTAN has some great resources.  They have webinar trainings.  As I was looking through, I was kind 

of interested, the athletic and extracurricular activities.  This one actually addresses the rights via IDEA in 

section 504.  However, I thought it was interesting because we, as a district, also had to look at how our --

how our extracurricular activities not so much the student rights and district obligations, but from a 

standpoint of family engagement and stepping back.  I love the how to transport children with disabilities 

and keeping them out of the potholes.  There's just some great resources to check out.  You can sign up 

for a digital newsletter.  They have wbinars, they have Penworthy news.  They have some clinics and 

courses that they offer.  So there's another great resource.  If I click back here on our slideshow, the 

resources that they have listed here, this Beyond the Bake Sale: Essential -- The Essential Guide to 

Family-School Partnerships is one of those books you must read.  It is just awesome.  I want to draw your 

attention to chapter 7 in particular, has that checklist that I was talking to you about, but also how to 

support the advocacy of parents.  Again, I think we -- when we started out a couple of years ago, many 

years ago, when I joined the district and we started out looking out with your parents bringing an advocate 

and we would right away go, "Oh no," we've really done an incredible mind shift from advocates are not 

bad things and we have to keep in mind that a lot of times, we're limited here at school with what we can 

do.  And parents, together with us, parents can get -- oftentimes get a little bit further than maybe we are -

- we can with what we're -- within our confines here in the school.  So working together as a team is huge 

and that chapter is really great as far as the advocacy.  The book itself is awesome.  It's an easy-read.  

Lots of affirming as well as areas like haul moments, maybe we need to look at that.  Some of the others 



as you go through here, the professional development training for educators.  There's lots of bilingual 

materials for college as they look through. The Kentucky Department of Ed has some individualized 

Graduations Plans.  Again, helping students set some learning goals on their career interests.  I know 

here in PA with our transition, we have to look at that, but that's another area.  I don't think you could ever 

have too much.  I think that's probably one of the biggest frustrations for parents when we talk to them 

with our secondary parents, is that anything with transition that we can help them with.  We're constantly 

providing lots of information to them, but we really wrestle as parents with what's the best way, and 

there's so much out there.  I like the Making the Most of Middle School.  I have a middle schooler myself.  

This is just A field guide for parents and others that was king of interesting.  It gives some advice about 

young adolescence.  These will be great resources to add to a lending library if you decide to get 

something like that up and learning and share with parents.  This next slide is some of the others that I've 

shared with you.  The PTA National Standards Implementation Guide.  The first one is the Kansas Parent 

Info Resource Center.  They actually have downloadable family engagement surveys not quite as in-

depth, but again, if you're going to make your own survey, look at what's already out there and maybe 

tweak some of those questions.  It's hard to sit down and come up with questions on your own.  There are 

lots out there that you could guide.  And these are all downloadable, shareable.  We want to use what's 

best for kids.  The parent teacher ed connection has online parent modules.  This one right there, these 

are great online modules.  And again, what we found is we would look at those modules and we would 

use those as one of our engagement series.  So I would have families come in and we would use that 

with my module and go through it together instead of doing it to the parents and say, "Here's the website, 

go check it out."  We would bring them in and engage them and go through those modules together and 

then we could personalize it or our central family what that looks like here at Central York and what they 

can expect and how that may be different or similar.  I talked to you about the checklist here, the how well 

is your school bridging the gap, and the last two are just some great resources.  The National Association 

for Education of Young Children has a collection of resources for families.  If you click on that, there's just 

a wealth of knowledge there.  Again younger children geared more towards your elementary, but great 

resources.  We found that an asset that for our K-6 families.  Not that your older families can't use it, but 

it's a great place to find some resources.  And the final what I want to share with you was the Parent 

Teacher Home Visit Project.  Talked about one of the things that we can do is home visits and this is a 

great project, great site to learn more about what to do, what to look for when you're out, how to do this, 

you know, not here, I'm your teacher, "Hey, you know, I'm your teacher, tell me about you."  It's really 

about the kids and getting to learn about the families and the kids, what are their needs, what are their 

concerns, what are their hopes and dreams for their children.  And out last one, three more just good 

resources.  Speaking Up! is another advocacy guide for public schools.  It's just some practical advice 

when you talk about resolving problems.  And again, I think that's an area where we need to -- we all can 

shy away because we don't want people to have problems or, you know, can call us first, help us first, but 

we really do need to guide parents.  If you are concerned and you feel there's a problem, let's talk about 



how to resolve that problem.  It's not due process, it's what do we do before due process and I think that's 

really important.  The Right Question Project is another training resource.  Helping with questions and 

reflection and what have you supporting kids.  Good site, a good resource and the working together, the 

guide to positive problem solving for schools, families and communities is another great guide not just for 

parents, it's parent's educators and those community members.  And again, I want to encourage you to 

think outside just as in the school setting, your medical professionals who work with us as families and 

kiddos.  We have some partial hospitalization programs that we work with as we go through, too.  So as 

we close -- I know we have a couple of minutes here.  I'd like to see if there are any questions, but as we 

close, I just want you to consider the methods your school uses to invite parents to participate.  Family 

involvement and family engagement aren't usually exclusive.  Most of our school strive for both, but if you 

really step back and you do some reflection, you'll start to see that maybe you take a certain direction, 

just one direction stand out over the other.  And that's when do we do more talking or do we do more 

listening?  And I know I'm really guilty of that talking and not listening and then say we have one mouth 

and two ears for a reason.  We should listen twice as much as we talk.  So do your -- do you have 

communications with families or do you have conversations?  So I want you to revisit that idea of shifting 

our thinking from a power as a finite pie to the -- from that idea of the "More I have, the less you have" or 

"The more you have, the less I have" to that family engagement piece where families have more power 

and together, the pie gets bigger not I have more, you have less.  The pie gets bigger when we engage 

our families.  So that's all I have to share.  I'd love to see what questions you guys might have, thoughts, 

comments.  I have some time we can share from there. 

AMIRIS DIPUGLIA: I actually just -- if there are any questions, we certainly encourage them.  I know a 

few have come in.  I just wanted to make a couple of comments because it's so impacting to me and I 

think, you know, Jen Leese has provided so much valuable information here.  And two other things that 

really resonated today in regards to family engagement as a whole but specifically for, you know, families 

being able to be affected, and because one, the difference that -- of what you can achieve when you 

develop partnerships with your parents, and I think that's something that kept coming up over and over 

again, that this isn't about parents on the other side and then the school district on this side that it's more, 

you know, true partnerships and I think this district is doing some wonderful things to really promote that, 

and then also, the whole idea of, you know, and I know this is one of her last little comments she made, 

but I hope that all the LEAs out there take it seriously that when you hear the word advocate or advocacy, 

it has this history of a negative connotation to it because immediately, people hear advocate and think, 

you know, legal issues, think to process, think problem as opposed to really empowering families to 

become strong advocates along with the school district so they can accomplish great things.  So I just 

wanted to make those comments and, you know, say kudos to Jen Leese and this district and hope that 

others can also learn from this example because it really is a true partnership that they are building with 

families and teaching families so that they can be empowered and not assuming that families know what 

they should be advocating for and I think that's one of the issues that so many times, families are 



advocating for the wrong things simply because no one has empowered them, no one has taught them 

what they need to advocate for and if, upfront, you are informing parents, then you can form more of 

those effective partnerships. 

JENNIFER LEESE: Absolutely.  I think one of the things, too, we look at some core beliefs that we have 

to have.  Not only do we believe that families want to do what's best for their kids, they also have to know 

that they do have the capacity to do what's best for kids, but as Amiris was saying, we really have to tap 

into that.  Oftentimes, they don't know how and they go about it the wrong way or they hit a topic that 

maybe isn't exactly what they wanted to say or wanted to go on, but we really have to remember that it is 

our responsibility for building that relationship and that partnership between school and how it's our 

responsibility to help them to make sure they have the right information, the right tools and that 

knowledge that's so powerful to help them be an advocate for their child.  Are there any questions out 

there as we go through?  I just talked for a long time.  This is not how you do engagement.  I did not 

engage you very much.  Now at the end, I'll give you a couple of minutes to engage.  Help me out.  Are 

we [inaudible] anyone?  Anyone?  I think that's it.  That's it.  Good.  All right.  Well, we're going to sign off 

then for this afternoon.  Our contact information is on that last slide.  Please feel free to email or call me 

with any questions, thoughts, I'd be happy to talk through with you.  Share our experiences and again, 

keep in mind the upcoming webinars.  There's one in January and April especially April is going to be a 

nice follow up to this one as well.  So, excellent. 

AMIRIS DIPUGLIA: Thank you everyone for attending.  Some of you had asked -- have asked about the 

PowerPoint.  I know I've emailed it to some already and I'm currently sending out a few emails from some 

requests.  The PowerPoint and the recording for this Webinar will be up on the PaTTAN website.  It takes 

a little bit to get all that up.  Shouldn't be within three weeks, but if anyone is interested in the PowerPoint, 

we're going to leave this slide up for a little bit so that you have both Jen Leese's contact information as 

well as my contact information, also if you go on the parent -- on the PaTTAN website and go to the 

parent section, all the contact information for all the parent consultants across the three offices are there 

and we'll be more than happy to get the PowerPoint to you if you need it before it's up on the website.  

Thank you, everyone, for attending and again we'll leave this slide up for a little bit so you can copy the 

information if necessary. 

JENNIFER LEESE: Thanks. 


