
>> Hi, good afternoon, everyone. Thank you so much for joining us today. My name is Jenny Alicandri 
and I am an educational consultant here at PaTTAN Harrisburg, and, today, is the first session in the 
family engagement webinar series for LEA to LEA. Today's session, we're going to talk about 
Strengthening Partnerships Through Two-Way Communication. 
 
We're really excited about today's topic and we hope you find it informational. We have some great 
panelists talking today who will be joining us. This session is being recorded and it will be available on 
the Family Engagement webpage of the PaTTAN website, which is www.pattan.net. Before we get 
started do want to orient everyone to the webinar dashboard. There is a section, a little button you can 
click on for questions as well as hand-outs. You can access the hand-outs on the webinar dashboard as 
well.  So that's towards the bottom a little bit. So let's get started. 
 
>> Hey, Jennifer. It's nice to be here with you guys today. 
 
>> Thank you. And that's Anne Clark from Lincoln Charter. They're joining us. Anne, I'm going to get to 
you guys in one second and, then you can introduce yourselves and all the great team members you 
brought with you. 
 
>> Terrific. 
 
>> Okay. So the mission of the Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network, otherwise 
known as PaTTAN, is to support the efforts and initiatives of the Bureau of Special Education and LEA's. 
Our purpose is to build a capacity as a LEA to serve students who receive special ed services. The intent 
of today's webinar, as we said a little bit, is to share information with LEA's regarding effectively 
communicating between home and school.  
 
The PA Department of Ed and PaTTAN system is committed to ensuring all stakeholders full understand 
the importance of IEP team's decisions about how and where the IEP will be implemented. The first 
consideration should always be the general education classroom. The IEP team should determine how 
student IEP could be implemented within the gen ed classroom with or without the support of 
supplementary aides and services before considering a more restrictive environment. Remember, the 
general education setting includes extracurricular activities and programs to which all students have 
access.  
 
So what you see on the screen right now is a picture of the webinar series, the Family Engagement, 
Engaging Families Doctrine Partnership LEA to LEA series. This the first one, effective two-way 
communication and, then we have four others that you can log into as well throughout the year. So 
please take a look at that and all of them are going to be great. They're very interesting. See if you can 
pop into any of those throughout the school year. 
 
Today's objectives: Our topics will include defining two-way communication that ensures strong family 
school partnerships. We're going to talk about the discussion of school to home linkages. We're going to 
see how this is successfully applied in an urban charter school, which is Lincoln Charter School today. 
And, then we're going to see some suggestions for implementation. Lincoln Charter School is going to 
share with us some of their highly effective strategies they are using to improve their two-way 
communication.  
 



So let's talk a little bit about how family engagement connects with PTA standards. It absolutely aligns 
with the first standard, which is welcoming all families into the school community. It aligns with 
standard two, which is communicating effectively and, then it also aligns with standard five which is, 
sharing power. 
 
So what is Two-Way communication? Let's look at that a little bit in some more depth. Effective Two-
Way Communication ensures that families are actively engaged by sharing information, setting goals, 
keeping families well informed. All these things are necessary in order to promote parents as equal 
partners in the educational environment. We need to keep them well informed so that we can ensure 
that we get relevant information home but, that we also get that information backs to us, because, 
that's what helps us set appropriate goals for the student. The National Association for the Education of 
Young Children defines Two-Way communication this way: Communication takes multiple forms and is 
responsive to family's linguistic preferences. Communication is both school and family initiated and 
timely and continuous. Inviting conversations about the child's educational experience as well as the 
larger program. So what is Two-Way Communication? Beyond the NAEYC's definition, Two-Way 
Communication is characterized by Doctor Joyce Epstein as clear, useful, open, honest, ongoing. It loops 
from school to home and from home to school. It doesn't occur in a vacuum, it goes both ways, and it 
increases the understanding and cooperation between school and home.  
 
So now, we know that there's a lot of research to link the student outcomes with family engagement. 
We have over 50 years of research as Mapp and Kuttner pointed out in 2013, over 50 years of research 
links the various roles that families play in a child's education with indicators of student achievement 
including student grades, achievement test scores, lower drop-out rates, students' sense of personal 
competence and efficacy for learning, and students' beliefs about the importance of education.  
 
Research shows us that the benefits of daily Two-Way Communication is increased student engagement, 
higher homework completion rates, increased on-task behavior, and higher levels of participation in 
class.  
 
So without ado, I'm going to introduce you to Lincoln Charter School. They're going to talk a little bit 
about themselves and what their school looks like and what their journey has been. First, I wanted to 
talk a little bit about our partnership with them. We have been partnering with them for about two 
years now, Ann, if that's correct, to increase student engagement and family engagement. They are 
really doing some innovative, creative fun things. I really want to congratulate them because they have 
recently been recognized with a really big honor and that is some of their effective strategies are being 
published in Doctor Joyce Epstein's, Promising Practices publication. To give you a little bit of context 
here, PaTTAN has been partnering with the National Network of Partnership Schools which is an 
organization was founded by Doctor Joyce Epstein out of John Hopkins University to increase student 
and family engagement. This has been Doctor Epstein's life work. Family engagement, how to increase 
it, all the benefits She has done so much research into this. She started this National Network of 
Partnership Schools so that schools could work together to hear about innovative strategies, to share 
that information, share their successes and the NNPS also comes in to support LEA's and to offer training 
and we have PaTTAN have partnered with them. One of the things the NNPS does is publish an annual 
"Promising Practices" publication and this is made up of all the effective strategies that are really 
proving to be successful in different schools across the country. Recently, Lincoln Charter was chosen to 
be in this publication. We are so proud of them and that was not an easy feat so we want to 
congratulate them. At this point, I'm going to turn it over to Lincoln Charter School. Ann, if you could 



introduce yourself and the team that you're with and, then tell us a little bit about, maybe, the strategy 
that you've had published and just, kind of, talk a little bit about your journey. 
 
>> Thank you. I'm Annie Clark. I'm the Director of Community Outreach and when our principals aren't 
here, then I'm a certified administrator at our school. We've been so excited to have this partnership 
with PaTTAN and with the NNPS. It's just gave us a broader view on the work that's being done all 
throughout the country, best practices. The best practice that I submitted was Technology Tuesday. So 
on every Tuesday we invite organizations from outside of our school, local business, or anyone who is 
using technology in their workplace to come in and allow the children to do hands-on learning and 
discover those different tools that are used in technology. And, then they present a really light talk for 
about ten, fifteen minutes. So that was the practice that was in there and I really hope that Technology 
Tuesday becomes a national thing. It's now become a school-wide thing at Lincoln Charter School. So, on 
every Tuesday, now it's in every classroom at Lincoln, not just in the lobby; which is where it started.  
 
>> That's exciting that it's grown already just in the school. 
 
>> Yeah, it really is and I love when we have a really good presenter, you'll see that the staff will -- we 
have an open lobby so you can see our lobby from the second floor, and, they'll stand around the atrium 
and watch the presentations which I find is really interesting. And I know that it's good work. They see 
people from the outside who are not educator's approach education in a different way; which is pretty 
neat. 
 
>> That is neat. Can you give us an example of one of the presenters you've had what they've presented 
on? 
 
>> Well, we've had everything for what you expect, like, robotics. We have the Lego robotics. Now, 
we've added that to our program. But we've had everything from banking and using the technology of 
banking and really showing the kid's which banking is used for entrepreneurship especially, in small 
business. We have a group that comes from a church called [Inaudible] Grace Fellowship and they work 
with the same group over the course of the entire year. They'll start out teaching them different pieces 
of plumbing and different connections and by the end of the school year, the student's' are able to 
plumb the entire lobby which is something to see them actually be able to cut the parts and put them 
together and they just do this huge pipeline along the lobby of our school. It's just be a little bit of 
everything. Taking computers apart; we do that. Coding has been a big thing. We were one of the very 
schools in our area to put coding in. Our students got so good at coding that they actually were able to 
crack the Study Island program and they were actually able to re-code the programs so they bypass 
doing the work to get just to the game.  
 
>> Wow, that's very cool. What a neat way to introduce some technology. 
 
>> Yes, yeah. Well you know, our students today, I would think this is true, probably all kids in all 
schools, is their understanding of technology is just so much different than ours.  
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> My granddaughter, the other day, who's 12, I have a smart TV and I wanted to mirror the phone to 
the TV but she got in there and was able to put the YouTube videos in, like, ten seconds. They just 
understand it at a different level than we do which is cool.  



 
>> Yeah, that's so true. Did you find that the parents had any response to Technology Tuesday? What 
has that been? 
 
>> Well, the big thing with Lincoln Charter School, one of the things that we try to do just in general to 
do parent involvement is that we invite parents to participate in any activity that we offer. So if it's 
Technology Tuesday or Wellness Wednesday or anything, that we want parents to come and learn 
alongside of their children. Instead of just having special events, just allow them to come to everything. 
This is increases, one parent involvement and, of course, parent support and, then two, it just allows our 
parents to learn, maybe, some new things that they didn't know themselves.  
 
>> Yeah, absolutely. Well, I guess we should step back at this point and talk a little bit about Lincoln 
Charter, who you are, how many students, where you're located, all that kind of stuff. 
 
>> Lincoln Charter School was established in the year 2000 and we are a charter school. We've been 
here for 17 years. We are located in the west end of York City in York, Pennsylvania. At one time the 
west end community was actually the most depressed economic area in the actual state of 
Pennsylvania. So not just in our city but actually the state and a lot of people don't know that, that's 
where our school's located. We have a hundred percent of free and reduced meals with the CEP which is 
Community Eligibility Destination. Poverty is definitely present in our community but what we have 
found is when you really do start to turn your school around, you start to turn economics around, 
around the school. Since we've been here many new businesses have gone in and complete streets have 
been done. Just new lightening, new gates. So when you see a school that's doing really well, people 
start putting money around he school.  
 
>> Yeah, absolutely. Can you talk a little bit about what your mission is for Lincoln Charter in terms of 
family engagement and encouraging that communication loop? 
 
>> Well, really our main goal for communication is that we want to be really world class. Our actual 
mission for or school is to provide a world class education. But I guess, our mission in general is to be 
world class regardless if we're talking parent engagement, lunch, health and wellness, academics. So 
really what try to do is we either invite parents to the table or, if the table does not exist, we build a 
brand-new table. We do understand the difference between diversity and inclusion. Most organizations 
believe that they are inclusive where really, they're not really inclusive. They're just diverse. I would 
normally say it's, like, is a like a square and all of our parents that come, some are circles and some are 
triangles and yet, we keep trying to push them into a square and they're never going to be a square. 
And, so then, we get frustrated because we believe that they are not engaged when, in fact, they are 
engaged it's just that we're not inclusive. We don't understand them and for that reason they really 
can't understand us. But we value people and I think that's important for -- we, sort of, by valuing our 
students and our staff, but we really value our parents and we really do believe that they are partners in 
the organization.  
 
>> I just want to say, I've been there a couple times myself and the warmth and the welcoming 
environment, it just comes from the top down and you can just feel that on every level, like, people 
want to be in your school. It's a really welcoming place to be.  
 
>> Everybody who comes here, I can't tell you how many people described it as an oasis and I've used 
that word, "oasis", and that's from everywhere from other educators to political people to anybody, 



even our vendors. You know, yesterday we had Frito Lay show up because they brought something and I 
was talking to the guy for a few minutes and he was, like, seriously, call me on any event you have, call 
me.  
 
>> That's great community engagement. Continue, I'm sorry. I was just saying that's great community 
engagement. 
 
>> Yeah, it is. Well, I think that's the largest focus and really, I did learn that from Sylvia Sims out 
Philadelphia. We had spent about four or five years just on parent involvement and really had some 
movement but not a lot. When we actually expanded it more to a community view, the parent 
engagement grew a lot more, quite a bit more. So I think when we brought in our view of what it meant 
to be engaged, I think that we actually brought more people in instead of just focusing just on parents. I 
just think that parent's felt like when we were just focusing on them, a lot of times they felt like we 
were, maybe, being judgmental or we were asking them to do things and not necessarily were they 
comfortable with. When I actually brought community leaders in who they were familiar with, and we 
were asking them to join the community leaders, they really actually saw that there was an opportunity 
for them to participate, and, the focus wasn't necessarily on them but it still benefited them and it 
benefited us. 
 
>> Can you tell us a little bit about some of the challenges when you started the family engagement 
work? What were some of the challenges you were experiencing with the family and trying to get the 
communication back and forth? 
 
>> I really think we did not understand our demographics. I think that was our largest problem. Our 
population is forty-four percent black, forty-seven percent Latino, about eight percent white, and about 
two percent Asian and we just did not understand how to communicate. So I'll give you the example of 
the Latino parents. We had found that our Latino parents -- quite a few things, they weren't coming to 
meeting, number one. Their students weren't really participating in clubs because we offer after-school 
free clubs for everybody. They just weren't engaged. They're weren't unhappy they just weren't 
engaged. We started with a whole, entire Kindergarten, this was about maybe seven years ago, and we 
met with just the Kindergarten parents, the Latino parents for an entire year. And instead of running the 
traditional meetings, like, you have your agenda and you're going through all the things schools want to 
go through, is we really just served a meal and just sat and talked a lot. And really, the big take-away's 
were we put too many words on a flyer. That was the first thing we learned, is that schools normally 
should use more pictures and less words. Number two, some of our parents don't read Spanish either. 
So even though we're translating, that doesn't mean that they understand what we're asking them or 
telling them. And number three, if we want them to come, we need to all them on the phone so they're 
not going to come if we just send a flyer. That really changed our practice with our Latino parents. And 
the biggest thing I learned was you have to find, in every community you have those, I call them the 
keepers of information, they're the parents who show up on your playground every, single day and they 
are there with their students. Those are the keepers of the information. Basically, if I give the 
information to those four or five moms, those Latino moms, they then give the information to the other 
300 family's, which is awesome.  Can you switch the slide for me? I can't seem to get it to move. 
 
>> Sure. How's that? 
 
>> Okay. That is great. That's great. So I told you when we started the conversation today that we were 
going live on our Facebook and I am on our Facebook right now and there's two parents who are logged 



in watching, which is great. So actually, one of our board members gave me this challenge about a year 
ago that she said that she wanted us to start going live for all of our meetings and events and 
community discussions because so much of things that we're talking about, our parents never get to 
experience. So we are now going live for all of our events, which is great. 
 
>> And can you tell has the response increased on Facebook? Do you see more parents engaged? 
 
>> There are more parents engaged and actually, what's very interesting is not only is it they're engaged 
in the go live, but actually, they're engaged in all of the content. So even last week we reached a new 
high that twenty-five thousand parents were reached in post. So twenty-five thousand parents came on 
to our page. 
 
>> Wow, that's a great number. 
 
>> It is a great number. That just shows you that parents really do want to have -- I think we use our 
Facebook is almost like a view into the school.  
 
>> Absolutely. 
 
>> One of the most, funny things I ever had happen is I was in Lowe's and one of the Lowe's people 
came up to me and he was, like, "Hey, are you Annie Clark?" and I was, like, "Yes, I am", and he said, 
"Oh, I've seen you on Facebook on Lincoln". I said, "Are you an educator?", and he said, "No, I'm not an 
educator, I just follow you on Facebook".  
 
>> [Laughter] 
 
>> It was so funny, people all the sudden got to see I'm not just Lincoln's teacher or a Lincoln 
educational person, I'm the community's educational person.  
 
>> Absolutely. People are starting to recognize you everywhere. 
 
>> Oh, yeah. My kids hate it. That's always been the case but now it's even more so because my kids are, 
like, can we just get through this door.  
  
>> [Laugher]. Okay. Let me know when you want me to switch to the next slide because the slide we're 
going talk about, I know it's something you're very excited about and that's the parent kiosk. 
  
>> Oh, yeah. So we can go ahead and switch to the next slide. That would be great. We applied for the 
NNPS grant dollars and one of the big things we wanted to do is we've always given an electronic survey 
and I think that all schools should do this. You can use Survey Monkey, which is free. They already have 
questions on it that have been developed NNPS or PTO or different things. There's already questions on 
there. And there are Title 1 questions on there, which is great for all our Title 1 schools. We had created 
different surveys and we were launching them through our Facebook and we weren't using laptops to 
do it, but, it doesn't reset itself. Laptops don't reset themselves like a kiosk. A kiosk is designed -- and 
not be a IP address but really just be a tool. So we used some our grant dollars to purchase a kiosk for 
our parents. Primarily, the first reason was so that we could have our surveys up and ready to go at all 
times. So if we had any parent coming in we could say, "Hey, take this survey", and then we would get a 
real time feedback on our school. I think one of the things that going to be the most important part of 



the kiosk is that you can program up to 140 plus languages into the kiosk. So if you have a parent who is 
brand-new and doesn't speak English, they can utilize the kiosk and transfer to their own home language 
and they can read everything about Lincoln Charter School. They can get forms there and they can do 
surveys and they can really set up appointments with a teacher. So it's that real time for parents. 
Parents want things right now and us school people, we like to organize and plan everything. And it's 
really not how school should work. Honestly, sometimes it has to be on parent demand and not on 
teacher scheduling but a kiosk can do that for you. 
 
>> So that's what I was going to ask. Can you tell us a little bit about what you have on the kiosk besides 
the survey? How else do you use that? 
 
>> The kiosk is attached to our website so actually, you're able to pull your entire website up and utilize 
that. It also is a search engine for Google. So it's like a computer so parents can utilize that. It shows 
maps of the school. It tells you your procedures and policies. A lot of times if I have a parent come in 
who makes a complaint about something at the school, it's really just if they don't understand the 
reason behind the procedure or the policy. You know, they really have not been informed and they were 
thinking about how it applied to their child not really what was going on with 700 students. I think that 
would be helpful that if a parent has question or they just want to just see what the rule is, they can look 
it up right from there. The other thing is we wanted to give parents that right now ability. That if you 
have a question you can get it answered right now. You don't have to wait for the office or wait for 
someone else which is important. 
 
>> Yes, definitely. Do you see a lot of parents coming in to use it? 
 
>> We do see a lot of parents using it when we have our SLC nights or when we have school-wide nights, 
I should say. You still have to direct parents to use it. I don't think anybody that comes into the school, 
necessarily feel comfortable to use things even if they're there. One of the things we do is we'll always 
set up the kiosk close to my table, or Jennifer, you know Doctor Hart, he's not with us today but he will 
be back soon. I know our parents miss him very much and our staff, of course, misses very much too. So 
what we'll do is we'll set the kiosk up between my table, when I've giving out parent information and 
Doctor Hart's table where he's always doing something with parents then we'll give parents raffle tickets 
for anybody who's using the kiosk because we want parents to become very comfortable with it and try 
it out. We also added our kiosk for our students too. They're not utilizing it as much as they could either 
yet just because I think they just need training and you have to tell them it's okay to use it.  
 
>> Sure. It's a big piece of technology. They might be a little nervous initially. [Laughter] 
 
>> Yeah, they are and you have to tell people things are for them.  
 
>> Absolutely. 
 
>> Because they don't know that they are for them. It's funny, we had a discussion the other day, myself 
and a colleague, and she said I've told the staff that and I said, well, I know you have but I don't think 
they've heard you. You know what I mean? 
 
>> Sure. 
 
>> So I think we have to tell people things four, five, six times and, then they'll know that it's for them.  



 
>> [Laughter] I agree with that. Can you tell us a little bit about, and I'm going to advance the 
presentation, can you tell us a little bit about your hashtag? 
 
>> This was not an original Annie Clark idea, which most are, but this one was actually.  I went to -- it's 
called Parent Camp up in Washington, D.C. I don't know if you've ever been able to attend that. It's 
fantastic. They get people that come all the way from California to this Parent Camp, it's, like, six hours, 
and they just talk about best practices and they don't allow you to bring a Power Point. So you have to 
be able to present your ideas with no Power Point, which I think is pretty good. It's a good idea. 
 
>> Can I pause you right here. I'm so sorry. I want to jump to the kiosk. Can you tell us again where the 
kiosk is located in your building? 
 
>> Oh, that is a great question. Our kiosk is located in the lobby of our school. Now, just so other 
educators know out there, there are kiosks that you could actually locate on the outside of your school 
that weather proof. They make them for indoors or outdoors. We had talked about putting the kiosk 
actually on the outside of the building but we wanted to see people using it so we put it there. We also 
have another kiosk located in our cafeteria.  
 
>> So can I ask, do you operate under the same kind of constraints in terms of parent clearances? For a 
parent to come inside the building to use the kiosk, do they need to have their clearances? I don't know 
if other schools need to navigate that or not. 
 
>> One of the thing that we had learned and I guess every school should look at it themselves. Our 
understanding of the law is that parents need to have clearances if they are going to be supervising 
other people's children, like on a field trip.  
 
>> So that way the kiosk could be in the building lobby and parents wouldn't necessarily need to go 
through all of that? 
 
>> That's right. And if a parent is only coming to the school as a function of a parent at the school and or 
just supervising or meeting with their child, they don't need to have that because you will never have 
that. I mean, in an urban area like we are, I mean, the reality is how the conversation came about was 
Doctor Hart does a father's breakfast every year and Jennifer, I don't know, were you at the father's or 
the mother's, I can't remember? 
 
>> I think the mother's. 
 
>> Okay. Well, he has a father's breakfast too. So you've been to the mother's. How the conversation 
came up was, one of the fathers had just come out of incarceration and he said that he hadn't been with 
his child for four or five years and he was trying to reconnect with his child and really be the parent that 
he should be but he wanted to find out how he could really participate in the school and yet, he had, 
you know, a criminal background. So at that point we did more research and what we found was as long 
as that parent is not interacting with other children, you know, so the school has to be responsible, but 
as long as they are not interacting with other children, they can be a part of your school. You just have 
to designate and area and, then you have to have somebody to supervise it. So let's say the lobby, the 
office staff are there, a lot of time when we Technology Tuesday or Wellness Wednesday I stay because I 



have my clearance and a teacher stays. So we don't allow people to take our students anywhere. We 
stay right there in the lobby where it's open and, of course, our cameras are there too. 
 
>> Okay, okay. Thank you so much for answering that. I'm sorry, we can go back to the hashtag now. 
 
>> No, that was a good question. I'm glad somebody asked that. So I was at Parent Camp in DC and one 
of the other presenters there said that if you really wanted to turn your Facebook or Twitter into two-
way communication, what you do is you just add a hashtag to it. And, then you would give parents 
instructions to either comment back with the hashtag or comment with a question back and a hashtag. 
We took it a little bit further. We linked the hashtag to different posts and linked different hashtags to 
different posts because we wanted to see which posts were getting the most views by parents. And, so 
if the parent would call into the school with the hashtag, then we registered them for a parent pack. 
Which is, like, it has some our LCS gear, like, a key chain or a lunch bag, t-shirt, you know, all of our 
parents love that kind of stuff. And, so we found that by using the hashtag you could really drive your 
conversation and really get parents calling back in with that hashtag and, then you knew which add you 
were running or which ad you were creating that were getting more views.  
 
>> Have you found that a lack of technology has been an issue in terms of parents not having access to 
Facebook themselves? 
 
>> No, I think what's interesting about that is that we had technology guy come in and he did some work 
around our area and he said that 85 percent of our parents have technology because they have smart 
phones. They don't necessarily have technology, like, internet at their house so you can't expect the 
children to always log in to do things on computers, like, homework. 
 
>> Right. 
 
>> But they do have access to the internet because they have smart phones. So 85 percent, and I don't 
know, I could tell you right now that since we've been using our -- we use our Facebook and Twitter at 
the same time so anything I Facebook -- this is sort of, really cool, anything I Facebook automatically 
turns into a tweet and also goes into our website immediately as a current event. 
 
>> That is neat. 
 
>> So you can have somebody from your technology department for the schools out there, that's how 
figured it out for us, our technology guru, was able to link everything together so now I just make one 
post and it goes everywhere.  
 
>> And it's really efficient. 
 
>> Yeah, and it keeps your website up to date. 
 
>> Yeah, relevant and very up to date so people know what's going on at all times. 
 
>> Right. The other thing is people, a lot of times, think you have to have a Facebook to see a Facebook 
and that's not true. If a Facebook is public, like, Lincoln Charter School, because it's public, anybody can 
view the content on our page because it's a web base. So you don't have a Facebook to see a Facebook 



page. If you wanted to comment or if you wanted to message us or something, then you would have to 
have one but you can view any Facebook just from your phone without a Facebook. 
 
>> That's good to know.  
 
>> Yeah, so hashtags have worked out really good. This was our first year for them and the big reason 
we used them was because we were trying to drive up our enrollment in our Kindergarten because we 
went back from five classrooms to six. We constantly are changing the number of classrooms we have 
for each grade by the number of students on our waiting list. So if we need more classes in 
Kindergarten, then we add that. If any more classes in fifth grade, then we add it. So this year we ended 
up with six classrooms and that's why we used the hashtag is we were trying to drive up our enrollment.  
 
>> And was it effective then? 
 
>> It was. We filled all six classrooms.  
 
>> That is exciting. Okay. Talk to us a little bit about the principles platform. I know Doctor Hart can't be 
here today but, maybe, you can tell us a little bit for him. 
 
>> The nice thing was that actually this came out of some work that I was doing with PDE, when I was on 
the SPAC group, which is the Title 1 group for the state of Pennsylvania. We were having this big debate 
about principles and really gauging parents and I said, it has to be easier than what we're making it out 
to be. And, so the principles platform came out of that, that the idea of the platform is that there is 
seven different platforms. One is you use a quote, the other one is you play a game with parents. The 
other one is that you talk about safety and security, like, you do a walk with parents. So all of them are 
tied to some type of action and they're all based in 30 minutes because principals and busy and so are 
parents. So a principals platform could be anything customized to the school. But basically, it's a set time 
per month that principal will host a group of parents, and not your PTO or PAC or your PTA. This is has to 
be other parents. You can still invite your regular go to parents but you have to invite other people and a 
principal's platform is when Mr. Hart is doing right from the state quarters on what they're thinking. 
When I really knew we were onto something, and this is one of the practices that I will put in next year 
for the NNPS is here's where I knew we were onto something. Actually, when I first started this we 
started at Thackston, our sister school before Lincoln and we were doing an educational quote. We had 
people from the community, so residents from the community, we had, like, four or five parents, we had 
four or five Juniors, and this is good if you're elementary school or a you're a high school, middle school, 
and we had, of course, some staff members. And, so we read this educational quote and your principal 
has to go last and so does any of your staff members, because staff members always want to talk first, 
but they go to learn to talk last when you have parents because if you start talking and the parents think 
what they're saying isn't good enough, then they won't speak. So you've got to let parents go first 
because sometimes you've got to make the parents speak. I had a parent the other day who said he 
didn't want to read in a meeting because he didn't feel comfortable reading. This was month ago. Then 
we came back to the meeting the next month and I said is there anybody who would like to read, and, 
then the father read the paper. Isn't that cool? 
 
>> Yeah, that is cool. You made him feel comfortable.  
 
>> Yeah, I was so proud of him. I was, like, I didn't say anything, like, "Hey, I'm proud you", but I was 
really proud of him. I thought that was great. So back to the principal's platform, we read this 



educational quote and we went around the room and we all went last, myself, Doctor Hart, two other 
people, and what I found was not a single person viewed the quote in the same way. The residents 
viewed the quote one way. The parent's viewed it one way. The kids viewed it completely different, and 
the staff even different than the parents and the students. So right there that shows you, we're talking 
about a single quote. We're not talking about pages or something. We're talking about, maybe, 30 
words put together and right there is education. Right there is where our education, our communication 
falls apart as we assume we're all hearing and saying the same thing and, in fact, we're not. Most people 
are not hearing the same thing and I would challenge the schools out there, if you don't even use 
principal platform any other time, use it and try this with any educational quote or even a rule from your 
school with a group of people and let them tell you how they understand it versus how you're writing it. 
And, so principal's platform has been really beneficial to our school.  
 
>> Are they well attended? 
 
>> They really are well attended. I make it easy for Doctor Hart so you really got to have somebody on 
your staff. I know not everybody has a community outreach director but I would encourage schools to 
have one because I try to make it easy for Doctor Hart. So I'm in charge of putting it on his calendar, of 
creating the agenda, deciding what we're doing, and what I give him is every month he's gets a little, like 
a ticket, they're customized cards, they're like the size of a business care, customized card that he can 
hand out. I give him ten every month. And, then what he can do is he takes those cards on the 
playground and he hands them out to different parents and he says, I really want you to come to this. 
And parents come because, you know, if the principal is asking you to show up, you show up. 
 
>> Right? It's a personal invitation.  
 
>> Yeah, even your urban parents, if the principal comes out and asks them to come and they will come. 
And, so that's one of the ways that you can make it easy for your principal to do that or a principal out 
there. It can make it easy for themselves to do it. And the other thing is, we really do stick to the 30- 
minute time limit. People want to stay longer but we stick to 30 minutes because then people will come 
back. 
 
>> Right. It's not too time consuming. Do you hold these meeting during the day or are they in the 
evenings or are they late afternoon? When do you find these best attended? 
 
>> These are always conducted during the day and they are always at 9:00 a.m. in the morning. Our 
students arrive 8:30 and what we do is we encourage the parents just to stay and we have breakfast for 
them. And, so this way the parents can enjoy breakfast while they're waiting for us at 9:00 a.m. and, 
then we start the meeting on time and we end on time. We do offer other meetings in the evening but 
the purpose of them of much different. So, like, we do have your traditional PAC meetings. Now, we 
have a Saturday school improvement meeting that's really well attended. We actually have, like, 20 
people participating in that, which is great. So we have meeting for other times, for other reasons but 
this is really just about the principal and the parents. And, so even though I will say somethings, really 
my job in this particular thing is just to facilitate it more than to speak in it. Anybody will get longwinded, 
maybe, like, me.  
 
>> [Laughter] 
 



>> Somebody that's facilitating, say, okay, I love that point but we're going to move on. And that's one 
of the reasons that I always have agendas and I stick to them because people need you to move on. 
 
>> Right.  And people do respect you respecting their time.  
 
>> Yes, yeah. But you have to somebody who's willing to say, "That's enough". [Laughter] We're moving 
on. And I always do that because, you know, I always say this to our teacher too, if there's a problem 
with a parent, let me handle it because if the parent gets mad at me, this is even true with our nurses, 
we had a situation that our nurses had to enforce something -- but I said, let me enforce me. A parent 
can be mad at me because, you know, they don't have to have a relationship with me. I want them to 
have one but they have to have a relationship with the teacher, right? They have to have a relationship 
with a nurse and they have to have a relationship with the principal. So you really have to find someone 
on your staff who's not the bad guy because they're mean but just really sometimes will bring the 
message that, maybe the parent doesn't want to hear. And, then I'm real restorative. So I always assume 
people get over stuff though if they were upset with me on Monday, by Friday I figure they're over it 
and that I'm always restorative with that parent. I'll go back and reconnect with them so it doesn't stay a 
long-term thing that they're upset with.  
 
>> Yeah, that's something very interesting to think about is having somebody that can step outside of 
the role of always positive interactions where the people who are with the kids all the time have that 
positive interaction so parents feel more comfortable and aren't turned off the school.  
 
>> Yeah, that's right because that's the biggest thing, if you end up with a wedge between a parent and 
a teacher, the whole year is going to be very ineffective and you can't have that wedge between a 
parent and a principal either.  
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Especially in school choice. That's what we're looking at in charter schools, it's school choice. People 
don't have to come here, they chose to come here.  
 
>> Right, yeah, that's an interesting perspective. Now, I want you to talk, just moving on a little bit, I just 
want to talk about the Men & Women Speak. I was able to attend one of these and it was very 
interesting.  
 
>> This is actually Doctor Hart's brain child, this one here and this done at the end of the school year, it's 
right before PSSA's because a lot of time we will include a slight PSSA message, sometimes we do, 
sometimes we don't. But basically, what we're allowing people to do is we invite a lot of people from 
our community and a lot of people will come observe this just so that they can realize how to run 
meeting at their own school. Mr. Hart will have a breakfast with the father's and the mother's. We say 
that the whole goal of this is to stay positive, number one. A lot of times schools bring parents together 
and, then they, sort of, almost chastise the parents. You know what I mean? Like, they're saying, "Oh, if 
you could just do this" or "We need you to do that" or they're talking about the fundraiser or whatever 
and it's really not about the parents. It's really just more extension about the school and parents really 
are turned off by that because they're already overwhelmed. We assume that our parents are already 
overwhelmed and we got to try to make it as easy as possible. So this event is held so that we can, one, 
hear from parents and community leaders and they can hear from each other. This has been really 
powerful. We ask the fathers to make a comment. I put five different surveys on the table. I would 



suggest schools do this too. I put five different kinds of surveys on the table. I put kinds that you can link 
to school like one to five. I do open-ended ones. I do ones that, like, agree or disagree and all these 
different formats of surveys because I just want to hear from parents. And if all you offer is an open-
ended survey and a parent can't write, you won't get the survey. But if you give them a rated one where 
they can circle a 1 to 5, you'll get the survey.  
 
>> Yeah, that's a good thing to remember also.  
 
>> Yeah, that has made such a difference and we have about 500 surveys completed a year from our 
parents, so that's really good. 
 
>> Any great feedback from them? 
 
>> We always have great feedback. We never have any suggestions. I think that's been the biggest thing 
the last two years. Here's when you know that you, sort of, have made it somewhere is when you're 
hoping that people start to criticize you. When you're waiting for one of the surveys to have something 
negative on it so you'll have something to work on.  
 
>> Right, there's always room for improvement, yeah. [Laughter] 
 
>> They never tell us anything. They love everything about Lincoln and, so that's why we have, like, sort 
of, Men & Women speak so we just hear parents on a different level. We always bring a really guest 
speaker and not like an education speaker, more like a community speaker or somebody who's been 
through something. Last year we had Mike Green come and his is called, "Forgiveness if Power". His 
brother was murdered and he ended up, in the end, advocating for the man who killed his brother and 
they ended up going and speaking around the whole country. So we used him as a guest speaker 
because for our fathers, we needed them to hear that kind of message. A lot of times for our women, 
we'll use, like, our City Council woman, she's really good. Our state representative is a woman. Our 
mayor is a woman. And, so we'll have woman come and speak about how they struggled as parents and 
as professionals. So if the mayor is up there or your state representative is up there telling you that she 
struggles as a parent, right, then our parents all the sudden don't feel so left out or feel like their 
struggle is unique, that we're all struggling.  
 
>>  Sure.  
 
>> So, yeah, I love that part of our program. Those are my two favorite days and I get to organize it but I 
don't really enjoy it then but when I later on see the pictures -- last year we had, I think, 180 fathers. You 
know, no school gets 180 fathers. 
 
>> [Laughter] That's a pretty good number. 
 
>> It is and we have 350 mothers. We actually have out grown our gym for this event and our event 
holds over 300 people. So we're not sure what we're going to do. We think that if we move it off campus 
we're going to have to get buses to bus the mom's somewhere. So I don't know yet. We have to have 
that conversation soon about it because we would love to have 700 mothers here. 
>> Sure. 
 
>> We would love to every mother. 



 
>> Yeah, if you can hold them, right. [Laughter] 
 
>> Yeah, so we'll have to find a bigger venue for it but that has continued to grow every year. And I 
really credit the growth of that to Doctor Hart. We've always had good parent involvement but we never 
had those kinds of numbers until he was here. A great leader does make a huge different in your school 
culture and climate. 
 
>> Absolutely. I'm wondering about the circles of engagement, which is next slide. Is that something -- 
 
>> This is our first work that me and you did, Jennifer, early on. This is at the very beginning and the 
conversation that started Circles of Engagement is that Doctor Hart was trying to talk to our staff about 
mission and vision. And every time he would bring up the conversation, the staff would get really 
stressed out, like, they just shut down. Then I was taking a leadership class and it talked about the four 
pillars of engagement. Of course, it had mission and vision but, then it also had tools and support. And a 
lot of times in organizations they are trying to get the whole organization to look at mission and vision 
but your staff doesn't have the tools and support that they need to have the conversation. So we started 
having that conversation and what we found was our teachers need things that we're not giving them 
but our teachers are afraid to tell us. And not just at Lincoln, I'm sure this is at every school. So what 
happens in a Circle of Engagement, we create the four pillars and it says: mission and vision and it says 
tools and support. In the circles are educators, community leaders, and students and you could do this 
with a whole classroom. Yesterday, I did it with the entire fifth grade. So you can do it with one 
classroom or you can do it with an entire grade if you like to. Basically, what happens is is that you're 
putting out your mission and vision and you're asking the question, "Do your state quarters have the 
right tools and support"? And this was fascinating because we started to get some real conversation 
going. Our teachers did not have the right tools but the promise with us leaders is we're trying to give 
the tools to the teachers we think they need and not know what they need. And, so how many schools 
are wasting time on professional development and nobody comes out saying that they learned anything 
because we keep giving them what we think they need and they won't tell us what they need. The 
teachers were able to say what they needed because there was other people in the circle [Laughter}. 
And, so we couldn't tell what the need was, came from the teacher or a kid or a community leader. That 
was good. So you want to make safe places and that's basically what Circles of Engagement are is you 
give a topic and you allow people to give you feedback on that topic and it's a distributive leadership. 
 
>> And I was there for one that involved parents, if I'm recalling correctly, right? 
 
>> Yeah, parents are always included. So you have parents, community leaders, teachers, and kids. 
  
>> And I remember the parents feeling very comfortable in sharing their thoughts too.  
 
>> Yeah, it makes a safe place for everybody. That's the big thing is that you really have to look at the 
things that you've doing in your school and say, is this a safe place to share and am I asking the right 
questions to get the right information. A lot of times we're not asking the right questions in our 
organizations. We keep asking the same questions and yet, we don't get the responses we want. I 
worked with Doctor Westin, she used to be our VP, she now the superintendent of a district in Virginia 
and I said, I really want to communicate better with people and she said, "Ask the same questions and 
see how people respond and, then start to change your question." Start to change your questions and, 



then you'll see how to get a different response from people but you've to make a safe place for people 
to speak, that's for sure. 
 
>> Yeah, that's great advise. In interest of time, I hate to cut you off there because I know we could talk 
for a long time on Circles on Engagement but talk briefly about the letter writing that Mr. Hart does. 
 
>> Yeah, this great. Doctor Hart said that he had a very rough childhood. He's really honest about that. 
He said that he credits all the time that the fact that he was saved and became a professional football 
player, became an educator, and now is, of course, a doctor of education is because his ninth-grade 
teacher did not give up on him. And he credits his success to her all the time. He had a terrible 
relationship on and off with his mother. She was 14 when she had Doctor Hart and, so they really did 
grow up together. He had been foster care for a while and at some point he just wanted to write to his 
own mother about all the things that he wishes he could have been able to tell here and he just 
couldn't. And, so he said that he did it when she getting ready to die. And, so he said to the parents, he 
came to us and said he wanted to give the parents a vehicle to be able to tell their children all the things 
they would like them to know while they can actually use, which is brilliant. And, so he started the I 
Believe Letters and when we do that big breakfast, we have the children write to their parents and, then 
we have the parents write back to their children and, then we share the letters back and forth. I have to 
tell you, when you pick up the father's letters, I can't make it through two lines without crying and I 
mean that. It's so moving.   
 
>> I believe that. I like how you've made a safe space for the parents to communicate with their children 
too.  
 
>> Yes. And we also do have people to write for them and we also have computers available. 
 
>> Oh, that's nice. So you've made it easy for them. 
 
>> I have to make easy. What we also do is we do a writing stem so a lot of times what we'll do is on one 
side is an example of letter and, then on the other side has a writing stem to it. So you have to have lots 
of different things on your tables and our tables are very busy but make it easy for parents and have 
people there that would scribe for them, if needed. And we try to really put a lot of people in the room 
who are sensitive to what's going on, like I'm always there. Ms. Ortiz, who's our bilingual secretary, she's 
there. We're looking for those parents who are struggling and we will go encourage them and be, like, 
hey I can help you do that. You know, not any big deal, like, can you do it. We don't ask can you do it we 
just say, hey, I can help you do that. I would like to do that for you. And just make yourself available for 
parents and be aware of your parents. Look around and see what's happening.  
 
>> I like that and I think that's a great way to, kind of, close this. Although, before we leave, I do want to 
ask you, can you give us numbers maybe as far as the percentage of parents that respond to the 
surveys, both those on the table and the ones that you have on the kiosk.  
 
>> We have 500 surveys completed a year and that's a really high number because, I mean, in an urban 
area that's a really high number. I don't know what suburban schools are getting or how often they 
might be serving their parents, but at one time, before I was really strategic about it, I could maybe get 
ten surveys. I mean, really, up until about three years ago, I was getting about ten surveys a year.  
 
>> Wow. 



 
>> And, then I just started to get strategic about how to do it. So that's made a huge difference. One of 
the reasons we got more strategic about it is a lot of times our Board of Directors, and charter schools 
do you a Board of Directors, they are appointed and not elected, would come in and say, so and so in 
the community said this or a parent said this, like, something that wasn't really true to Lincoln or, like, a 
staff member, if you every have staff members complain, you know, and, then your Board things 
everybody's upset. And, so what we wanted to do is really to depict a true view of our school and that's 
why we got really smart with doing the surveys. 
 
>> I think that's a really fantastic idea and I'm glad you have seen such an increase. I want to, kind of, 
end it there unless there are other questions. I'll looking at this question link here on the webinar 
dashboard but there are some resources here on the webinar and, then also I just wanted to give your 
email address, if that's okay, Ann, and mine as well if anybody has any questions. Thank you so much for 
joining use., Annie, you guys are doing amazing things and we're so happy that we got to be a part of 
your journey and we look forward to continuing with you.  
 
>> We really appreciate this partnership and thank you for allowing us to talk about communication. 
 
>> Thank you so much. You guys have a great day. And to everybody else out there, have a wonderful 
day. 
 
>> Thanks, Jennifer. 
 
>> Thank you. 
 
>> Bye. 
 
>> Bye, bye. 


