
>> Hello, everyone.  I am Nikole Hollins, Educational Consultant at PaTTAN Harrisburg.  Today is the first 

session in the Family Engagement LEA to LEA webinar series.  Today’s session is about culturally 

responsive approaches to engaging families.  I am very excited about today’s topic, and I hope that you 

also find it to be informative.  The session is being recorded today and will be available on the Family 

Engagement webpage of the PaTTAN website, which can be found at www.pattan.net.  I just want to 

orient you quickly.  If you look on the side of your screen, we are using the GoToWebinar technology 

today.  You will notice a section called Handouts, and you will also be able to access through that 

section, the PowerPoint that we are displaying currently on your screen.  So if you did not have an 

opportunity to download it before our session, please feel free to access it in the Handouts section. 

Okay.  You know we have technical difficulties every now and then.  Here we go. 

The PaTTAN supports the efforts and initiatives of the Bureau of Special Education and local education 

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

services.  The intent of today’s webinar is to share information with LEAs regarding culturally-responsive 

approaches to engaging families. 

You can also see the Pennsylvania Department of Education’s commitment to the Least Restrictive 

Environment, or LRE, which states that our goal is for each child to ensure Individualized Education 

Program teams, begin with the general education setting with the use of Supplementary Aids and 

Services before considering a more restrictive environment. 

This is our advertisement regarding the LEA to LEA webinar series for 2015 and ‘16.  And today’s session 

is the first in the series that you may access.  And you may also see our forthcoming sessions under the 

Family Engagement tab, again on the PaTTAN website.  So as you’ll notice, there is an upcoming session 

on November 12th, followed by another on January 13th, and one in March 10th, and finally one in May 

11th. 

So here are our objectives and agenda for today.  Number one; we’d like to share practices and 

strategies to effectively engage all families in a school community.  Number two; discuss specific 

strategies regarding how to build upon community assets.  And finally number three; explore 

incorporating cultural knowledge into family engagement efforts. 

Under the Family Engagement Initiative, a lot of what we use as our framework comes from the 

National PTA Standards.  And you’ll see them noted here.  One being welcoming all families into the 

school community, communicating effectively, supporting student success, speaking up for every child, 

shared decision-making, and finally collaborating with the community. 

In thinking about connecting those standards with the session that we will be providing today, the ones 

that most closely align with the National PTA Standards are as follows:   Standard 1: Welcoming all 

families, which involves schools that offer a welcoming environment and respect and recognize the 

value of family and community involvement, and how that  produces positive outcomes for all, 

establishing and fostering  an inclusive, supportive, and accepting culture in your classroom that 

engages students, their families, and the  community.  Standard 2: Communicating effectively.  So 

school, staff, and family should engage in consistent, two- way, meaningful exchanges about student 

learning.  This helps in establishing and maintaining healthy family-school partnerships.  Standard 3:  

Supporting student success.  Information must be shared between home and school.  This assures that 



students are supported across settings and strengthens their depth of learning and academic 

performance.  And finally Standard 6:  Collaborating with the community.  All stakeholders need to 

become aware of the benefits of successful partnerships and how each contribute towards positive 

effects for students. 

Briefly, we want to provide you with a definition of Culturally Responsive Approaches.  And this comes 

from the author Gloria Ladson-Billings.  She notes that "A pedagogy to your practice that empowers 

students/staff intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural and historical 

referents to convey knowledge to impart skills and to change attitudes."  As you can see on the right-

hand side, there are many different terms that can be used for this same definition.  Culturally 

responsive practices, pedagogy, culturally compatible teaching, culturally connected teaching, culturally 

proficiency, and culturally matched teaching are just a few examples, all meaning the same thing, that 

we are very responsive and accepting of all the different cultures that walk into our doors. 

At this point, I’d like to turn it over to Miss Erin Williams who is here with her team from Melrose 

Elementary School, to just give us some background on the school and the opportunity that they are 

currently engaged in around culturally responsive, positive behavior intervention and supports.  Erin? 

>> Hi.  Melrose School has approximately 645 students.  We are a Title 1 school.  And as you can see 

from the slide, we have a variety of races present in our school building.  We have students from 23 

different countries present now.  We’re building with 18 different languages being spoken at Melrose 

School.   

>>So as far as the grant is concerned, what have been some of the positives you’ve seen from the grant? 

>> We have focused more on making sure that all of our populations are informed of activities and 

initiatives that happen in our building.  And we’re doing that through making sure that all of our 

handbooks and PBIS brochures and such are translated in the native languages of those students in our 

building.  And additionally, we are also working toward having monthly cultural celebrations that inform 

staff and students of the different roots that are present in our building, as well as celebrating those 

differences within our building. 

>> Wonderful.  And one part of the grant was around a parent liaison.  Can you speak to that and how 

it’s working at Melrose? 

>> Yes.  We also have a staff member, she’s not present here today, but she works at Melrose three 

days a week and she is the communication between staff and families.  And she works to educate 

parents on rights that they have within the district.  And sort of facilitates anything from helping a 

parent to get a job, to helping them to communicate with their teacher about maybe concerns they’re 

having about their student with their education, as far as they’re not making academic progress or if 

they’re having problems with behavior.  She’s a liaison between staff, administrators, and parents.  She’s 

an available resource for our community. 

>> Wonderful.  And I just want to remind everyone, I neglected to say this at the beginning, if you have 

any questions during our session, please feel free to type them in the chat box and we’ll be sure to take 

a look at them.  And at the end we’ll have a Q&A session.  So keep those questions ready, and feel free 

to type them in as they come along. 



So going back to the National PTA Standards, the way that we have organized the session for today, 

again, is around those standards.  So the first one that we will address is Welcoming ALL Families.  And 

so again I’m going to turn it over to Erin to kind of give us a historical perspective of Melrose and the 

differences that have taken place, the different grade levels that they’ve had throughout.  And I’ll open 

it up to the other team members as well if they want to add.  So here’s a nice picture of Melrose School 

so you can see it. 

>> Okay.  Currently Melrose is a K-4 building.  In the past we have been a K-8 building.  And then we 

moved to a K-6 building, and like I said, we’re at a K-4 building currently.  When we moved to the K-4 

building, we had a merger of two schools into one, which significantly changed our population.  The 

predominant population in our building at one time was African-American, and Hispanic being the 

second most populated.  But now, as you can see from going back to the slide that was originally 

presented, we have numerous groups present, cultures present in our building at the current time.  And 

as I said, there are students from 23 different countries and 18 different languages that are present in 

our building.  And our population has also increased over the years.  We did have a population 10 years 

ago that was around 400 students.  And now we’re at 645.  So our building is pretty much filled to 

capacity. 

>> So when thinking about how to welcome all families, Melrose has really strived to make the physical 

climate of the school welcoming.  And this has been done through landscaping, having accessible sign-in 

sheets...I know when I visit the school it’s always very organized, all of the binders are there, so they 

have a very good system of welcoming families.  Also their behavioral matrix is visible.  And again, 

thinking about Positive Behavior Intervention and Support or PBIS that is a hallmark that speaks to 

universal language and the expectations for the building.  So what I’d like to do is have Erin discuss some 

of the proposed physical climate improvements that they’re looking to use the grant as an opportunity 

to expand. 

>> Sure.  And one other thing that we have also done this year to welcome and to orient people within 

our building is our grade level wings have been color-coded.  So there’s a color mark, a stripe around the 

wall, that correlates the grade level, which also makes it easier for parents when they’re going to a 

classroom of their child’s and to navigate the building.   

But going forward with our grant money, we are planning to purchase our behavior expectations from 

our matrix in different languages, which will be posted around the building.  We’re purchasing more of 

those signs and such.  We’re also planning to order flags that represent the students that are present in 

our building to display in our lobby.  We’re also planning to have signs that represent the different 

languages in our building with, like, "Welcome."  So we’re reaching out to all of our groups to make 

them feel important in our building by acknowledging their home languages.  Additionally, for staff, 

we’d like to get lanyards that have the Ready, Responsible, and Respectful, which are our three pillars of 

our behavior matrix.  And that would also be in different languages. 

And also we’re doing things for our students that connect back to our behavior-monitoring system with 

car magnets that will also have our school rules and expectations on them in the different languages.  

When I say we’re connecting it back with our students, we’re in the process of developing a family store 

where when students are recognized for their positive behaviors, they receive a golden ticket.  And after 

they get a certain number of golden tickets, then their family will be able to come in to get a prize.  So 



not only are they recognized for the golden ticket, but then also their family is being recognized for 

supporting the culture that we’re developing at Melrose as far as around the behavior aspects. 

>> We’ll also be doing, as far as a large bulletin board with our matrix that will have more pictures that 

will then be universal for all the different languages. 

>> And here are some more activities and events.  And Erin touched on a couple of them and how 

they’re engaging all families.  So we just wanted to give a historical perspective on what has been done 

in a previous school year, and what is being proposed for our 2015-2016.  So I’d like for Erin to just kind 

of capture what happened last year, as far as the events, and then talk about what you’re going to do 

again to expand. 

>> Sure.  Last year we had several literacy nights.  We usually tried to do those every other month.  And 

we also do math nights, which are about every other month, on highlighting the curriculum that we’re 

teaching at different grade levels.  We usually do a K-2 event and a 3-4 event.  We also had a 

Grandparents Event because we have a lot of grandparents who are the primary caregivers to our 

students.  And that was a wonderful turnout where we were spotlighting their role in their 

grandchildren’s education.  And we also had, last year; open gym nights on Fridays for students to come 

in, as well as their family.  And moving forward, we plan to keep the events that I just spoke about, but 

we’re also adding on the monthly cultural speakers and a cultural highlight, which our specials teachers-

art, music, gym, reading, and math-they plan these events where their building a framework that we will 

continue to build on each year.  For example, this month is our Hispanic Heritage Month.  And on 

October 15th, we’re having families bring cultural dishes in to share at an event that we’re having in our 

library.  To share with different staff members and students.  And we’re also adding on this year career 

speakers, which Miss Ruhl, our school counselor, can speak to. 

>> Yes, we’ll be having career speakers coming in to the different classes and also having, as far as the 

careers, people speak from also with backgrounds from the different countries and languages. 

>> So we’re trying to highlight so students aren’t just seeing one culture, we want them to see all the 

different cultures that are present in our building.  And as Miss Ruhl said, that’s really where our focus is 

when we’re bringing in the career speakers.  We’re looking for a variety of cultural backgrounds to 

present on different careers that are available.  And one of which we’re really focusing in on is science.   

>> Okay.  Our second National PTA Standard is Communicating Effectively.  So again, I’ll turn it over to 

the team to discuss some of the things that they’ve implemented to really improve communication, 

particularly with our families from various cultures. 

>> At the beginning of the school year, there was an expectation set by our building administrator for 

everyone to make positive contact with every student, for all homeroom teachers to make positive 

contact with students in their class.  And whether that be through a letter home or an actual phone call.  

And then additionally, when we look at specials’ teachers, itinerant teachers, building administrators, 

our parent liaison, we were all tasked with contacting families for a positive phone call or a letter home.  

So families don’t just see the homeroom teacher as a support for their child, it’s the entire building 

working together.   

An additionally, we also provide Language Line training and Interpretalk training for the entire building-

that is for office staff, for paraprofessionals, and for professional staff-so we can communicate with the 



different populations in our building.  Because what had happened in the past, a lot of times when a 

parent would come in, if they did not speak English, sometimes the information’s not there.  But now 

the expectation is that regardless of who comes in contact with a parent, if they are not able to speak 

English, it’s an expectation that Interpretalk or Language Line would use to communicate with that 

family to make sure that they’re getting the information that they need from the school.  We also do 

Connect-ED calls to communicate things to families that are happening within the building, so everyone 

is on the same page with initiatives and events that we’re having within the school.   

And lastly, and this connects back to also our grant funds, I mentioned that our wings in our school are 

color-coded to the grade level.  We also are planning to purchase paper that matches that color code, so 

when parents have students in different grade levels, if they get a purple handout or flier that comes 

home, they know that that’s specific to their 3rd grader.  And if they get a pink flier that comes home, 

they know that’s specific to their kindergartener.  And then we’re planning to use a universal color that’s 

a memo for the entire building.  We have a lot of families that have more than one child in the building, 

so that should help with understanding of who the memo or the notice applies to. 

>> Great.  And just to recap some of the things that Erin has already touched on, but we just want to 

reiterate the fact that Melrose school currently serves students who speak over 18 languages, and 

they’re currently working on the student handbook and the behavioral expectations to include a variety 

of languages.  And at this point they’re also working on producing and providing school climate surveys 

that will be in various languages, or with the support of an interpreter, if available.  And these climate 

surveys come from our partner, the Mid-Atlantic Equity Center.  And so the climate surveys are very 

specific to being inclusive of culturally responsive practices, so that we can get an estimation as to how 

well we are responding to the various cultures in the school.  And I just asked Erin to try to kind of touch 

on the running record of communication that’s structured around discipline, if you could. 

>> Sure.  Currently we use a standard office disciplinary referral form and we enter those referrals to the 

office and to SWIS, which is a behavior-tracking system, which we were planning to use our grant money 

to purchase that, but our district actually purchased it for us.  But that is definitely something that helps 

us to see where our problems are occurring, not only with grade level but also with different 

populations of students.  If we’re having a lot of referrals from girls or we’re having a lot of referrals 

from students that are Asian...In particular, to give a specific example, our Napoli population, we noticed 

a lot of students that were being written up office referrals for not keeping their hands to themselves.  

But after doing a little bit of research, we know that that particular culture, it’s something that we would 

see.  So we have to teach the students keeping our hands to ourselves.  And we do have those lesson 

plans and things in place, but we need to break it down a little more for different populations.  So it 

wasn’t that some of these students were deliberately breaking the rules, it’s that they weren’t 

understanding what the rules were.  And so we’re using our SWIS tracking system to look at the data 

more closely as to where the referrals are coming from and what population is being referred.  

>> Okay.  Our next standard is Supporting Student Success.  And now we’d like to take you through the 

grant process that Melrose has been engaged in since winter of 2015.  They were awarded the grant, 

they are the only school in the central region who was able to receive this grant, so we’re very excited to 

see the outcomes that, as you can see, they’re already implementing.  Some of the grant priorities, just 

to give you a framework of what we’re looking to see, is that there is an established PBIS framework in 

place, that there is engagement of family and community liaisons, there’s a data system, which Erin 



noted as SWIS, or School-Wide Information System, which tracks their behavioral data at a universal 

level.  There’s the opportunity to disaggregate data following an action plan so that, as Erin mentioned, 

they were able to pull out the reason behind the Napoli students receiving disciplinary referrals.  Also, 

Community Resource Mapping is a component of the grant that helps to tie in the family and also the 

community through that engagement process and knowing what resources are available.  Evaluation of 

the LEA’s core resources.  So again, looking at the handbook or the code of conduct, and noting whether 

or not they are being culturally responsive through those resources as well.  Professional development 

around culturally proficiency, and that continuum that goes along with cultural proficiency.  And I’ll talk 

about that briefly in a moment.  And finally a Social Marketing Plan.  So how will we explain this 

culturally responsive PBIS to our local community and to our stakeholders at large. 

So when thinking about the grant and how you guys were able to participate in the grant, I’d like for you 

to just speak to how did you select team members for your core CR-PBIS team? 

>> We looked at different grade levels, including someone from the specialist area.  We also included a 

school counselor, a learning support teacher, an administrator...  So we tried to have somebody from 

each area of the building represented.  As well as, of course, our parent engagement specialist, who is a 

key role on the team.  But everyone that is on the team is dedicated and is actively seeking more 

knowledge.  We really were looking for people that were willing to put in the work and the effort and 

had a positive attitude moving forward with this plan. 

>> And how would you say this team is different from other teams you have in the building, such as 

Child Study or leadership teams? 

>> Well, it’s different as far as the focus, but we’ve tried to map all of our teams in a similar way while 

we’re having representation from the K-2 area, the 3-4, and then also specialists’ areas.  So all of our 

teams, we kind of consider that mindset of the diversity of the grade levels and areas of specialty. 

>> Great.  So now what we’d like to do is briefly give you some vocabulary and a brief overview of the 

grant priorities that are applying to Melrose at this time.  And for many of you that may not have been 

exposed to PBIS, we just want to orient you around some of the global concepts that make up the 

framework.   

So the first one is Positive Social Culture.  And this comes out of the work of Rob Horner, who is one of 

the kings, I would say, of PBIS.  You’ll hear his name quite often, along with George Sugai.  But positive 

social culture are the standards used to identify acceptable and unacceptable behavior.  And if you look 

at the graphic that’s noted, it talks about membership of that culture.  So this is looking at the school 

culture as a whole.  So we’re looking to see a common experience, a universal language, and a common 

vision or value system.  And so universal language is one of the main tenants of PBIS.  And we spoke 

about that when we mentioned the behavioral matrix, which designates the expectations for the school.  

So all of these expectations should be known by all staff, all administrators, and all students.  So if I were 

to walk into Melrose today and to say what are the three Rs; the students, staff, cafeteria workers, 

etcetera, should all be able to provide them to me because there is a universal language in place. 

Another component of the grant opportunity, and one that we’re finding is very important across the 

nation, is calculating disproportionality, particularly around disciplinary practices.  And so when Erin 

mentioned the SWIS system, that system allows them to look at specific data around specific ethnicities.  



So for instance, there’s two calculations that are done.  One is the Risk Index, which looks at the 

proportion of a group that is at risk of a particular outcome.  So you can see the example at the bottom.  

The number of Latino students receiving one or more office disciplinary referrals divided by the total 

number of enrolled students who are Latino provides us with a Risk Index.  But we can’t just stop there.  

From there we need to calculate what’s called a Risk Ratio.  And that is a relative risk of a target group 

compared with the risk of a comparison group.  So you’ll see the example below, as the Risk Index of 

Latino students receiving one or more office disciplinary referrals divided by the Risk Index of White 

students receiving one or more office disciplinary referrals.  And that provides us with what’s called the 

Risk Ratio.  If there is a ratio higher than 1.0, then there is a chance, a high chance, of disproportionality 

in disciplinary referrals for a particular ethnicity group.  So again, we wanted to just orient you around 

what the data looks like and how this Melrose team is evaluating the data to inform new practice. 

We talked about a portion of the grant priority being professional development around the Cultural 

Proficiency Continuum.  And so we’d briefly like to describe that for you as well.  Number one is cultural 

destructiveness, which is to see the difference and stomp it out.  So an example of that would be an 

ethnic genocide.  Cultural incapacity is to see the difference and make it wrong.  Cultural blindness; see 

the difference and act like you don’t.  Cultural pre-competence; see the difference but respond 

inadequately.  Cultural competence; see the difference, understand the difference that that difference 

makes.  And finally cultural proficiency; see the difference, respond positively and affirming.  And what 

we’ll do with the Melrose team through PaTTAN is go into much more detail on the continuum and have 

folks self-assess themselves.  Because at any given point any of us could be at any point in the 

continuum, and so being able to recognize that will be important when we interact with our students. 

And that brings me to another term that we’ll use quite frequently through this process.  And that’s 

what’s called a Vulnerable Decision Point.  So this is the time when, for instance, a teacher may make a 

specific decision that is more vulnerable to effects of implicit bias.  And this could simply be based on 

their decision state.  So for instance, in the afternoon when we may or may not have had lunch, we may 

be hungry and tired, and so our tolerance for certain behaviors, we may not have a lot of patience at 

that point.  And so depending on the situation, it may make the difference between us simply filling out 

a referral or actually having the child removed from our classroom.  And so what’s helpful with the SWIS 

system is that we can start to identify these vulnerable decision points based upon location, time of day, 

behavior, motivation.  And from there develop problem statements.  So the example that’s provided is 

that African-American students are receiving ODRs in the hallway at 2:30pm.  The referrals are for 

disrespect and are motivated by peer attention.  So when thinking about that particular ethnic group, 

we then want to compare that precision statement to the community at large, or the population at 

large.  So we’ll remove all of those filters that are noted-location, time of day, motivation-and determine 

if this particular problem is unique to only our African-American students.  So these are the types of 

data-based decisions that are taking place through this team to, again, really inform culturally 

responsive practices. 

So now we’d just like to summarize as far as how we are implementing the supports around CR-PBIS.  At 

this time Melrose is in the process of receiving training and technical assistance around the grant 

priorities that we’ve described in partnership with PaTTAN and the Capital Area Intermediate Unit, or 

IU-15.  They have a local facilitator for behavior that also supports them in how to implement with 

fidelity.  We understand that families are an integral part of the success of PBIS implementation, and so 

we really want to ensure that not only families, but community at large is a part of this overall process.  



And that speaks to the effects of cultural brokers, or those folks that can represent a culture and bring 

some understanding to us as a school system on how to best respond. 

Our last standard is Collaborating with Community.  During the time that the grant process initially 

began, we asked the Melrose team to complete a community resource mapping tool.  And this helped 

them to determine the available connections and partnerships that they could potentially bridge.  They 

already had a lot of resources in place, but we wanted to get them all on paper.  And again we used the 

term Cultural Brokers to serve as liaisons for the various ethnicities represented. 

And this is just an example of the mapping tool that was used.  So we just wanted you to see that.  And 

I’d like to just ask the team if they’d like to contribute some thoughts about that process, the resource 

mapping tool.  Did you find it to be difficult, easy...? 

>> I think it was not difficult.  I think it has definitely helped us to look deeper into what resources we 

had close by that we were not tapping into.  And it allowed us to reach out to those organizations, and 

we’ve had a lot of positive responses.  So as Nikole had stated, we already had a lot of partnerships in 

place, but this caused us to look deeper at resources that were right, you know, within a few mile radius 

of us and we weren’t aware of.  So we did find this to be useful in broadening our partnerships. 

>> Wonderful.  Can you speak to some of the partnerships that you have in place, such as Boys and Girls 

Club, Central PA Rotary, and Capital Literacy Council? 

>> Sure.  The Boys and Girls Club is an excellent resource which we partner with actually as school-wide 

rewards.  When our students reach a goal across the building, we have been going to the Boys and Girls 

Club free of charge and utilizing their resources, their games, and activity centers that they have.  And 

our students are responding very positively to that.  Also we have partnered with the Rotary Club for a 

few different things.  One, they’ve been providing glasses for our students.  They’ve also provided 

dictionaries for our students, as well as with the last visit there was a new member that came along to 

do a donation who is a college professor and also speaks Spanish, was born in Puerto Rico, and she has 

reached out with us to work with our Hispanic population.  We stumbled upon that through the Rotary 

Club.  And additionally, we also partner with Capital Literacy who provides us with a wealth of books to 

distribute to our students because a lot of our students do not have books in their home, and this 

provides them with books to take home and build a home library. 

>> Nice.  And can you speak to Capital Region Water and the partnership you’re developing now? 

>> Yes.  We are also working with, as Nikole said, Capital Region Water to work with our 3rd and 4th 

grade students specifically on the water cycle and the water treatment facilities.  And partnering to look 

at students and careers in the STEM industry.  And they are also providing us everything free of charge.  

And field trips to their facility and also to dam where our water actually comes from in Harrisburg. 

>> And I believe the Capital Region Water representative noted that there’s a lot of job opportunities for 

a lot of families that they may not have been exposed to previously, and so this partnership allows 

families to also have access to various job opportunities.  So it’s a gift that keeps on giving essentially. 

Any other community resources you’d like to share?  I just wanted to highlight a few for everyone. 

So we’ve come to the end of our session, and we just want to pose questions to our participants today.  

We hope that you’re able to get an understanding of the great things that are happening at Melrose 



School around culturally responsive PBIS.  A lot has taken place in a short amount of time, but the team 

has been very strong and really willing to, as Erin pointed out, to do the work.  And it’s good work.  And 

so we’re very thankful that they are a part of this process and we just can’t wait to see the outcomes 

that are in the future.  So if you have any questions, please type them in the chat box.  And if not, we 

thank you for your time.  I’ll give it a moment. 

Okay.  It appears that we don’t have any questions.  So again, on behalf of myself and the team at 

Melrose and PaTTAN, we thank you for your time.  We hope that you found this session to be 

informative.  And it has been recorded and will be available on the PaTTAN website.  And we look 

forward to you joining us for our next session.  Thank you, and have a great day. 


