Starting Neighborhood Transformation Through the Neighborhood Elementary School

Flatirons Community Church in Lafayette, Colorado, has had a good relationship with a nearby neighborhood elementary school for several years. They have held backpack drives, school improvement days, given funds, and assisted occasionally with teacher appreciation and one-time events such as field days.   

Brynn accepted heading up Neighborhood Transformation through this elementary school.  The biggest challenge with taking on leadership of NT at the school was that there was no team. Brynn was given a list of email addresses for some people who had helped with past events. However, when contacted to find out who would be willing to be a part of this team, only three people were minimally interested.  

Brynn began meeting with the family resource coordinator to learn more about the school and which programs could use assistance. The team began to receive more interest from new people throughout the year. This new interest was created by information offered on their church website, announcements made in their weekend program and the service night at their church.  

Fortunately, Brynn is part of a very large church, and they generated a team list of about sixty people. The core team that attends their meetings is about thirty people, but there are others on their list that helps with events when they are able.  

The family resource coordinator and principal have what would be a simple goal for many schools - to have kids at school, on time, ready to learn, but it is very difficult at their school. The school faces many challenges as most of the families live below the poverty line. The school does not have the resources that are available to other schools in their county. It also deals with a lot of unexcused absences, late arrivals and behavioral problems. Some of the basic challenges facing the school are:

· 85% of the students live below the poverty level

· 2 out of every 10 students qualify for homeless student services

· 50% of the students are learning English as a Second Language  

· 25% of the students struggle with transitory issues related to poverty

Brynn began with some simple programs, which the leadership had ideas for incorporating, but could not do without some outside help. Their team has worked with the staff and PTA to accomplish these projects, and they have seen amazing results.  

They created an award program for students who have no absences, no tardy slips and no pink slips for behavioral issues. The awards are given out at assemblies every two months, and the parents are invited to see their children receive the award. The students are given a special certificate and a small bag with two healthy snacks, a chapter book and fun pencils and small school supplies. The main goal was simply to get the children to school on time and ready to learn. Another goal was to increase parent involvement in their children’s education. Amazing results have followed from this one program.

· The school has gone from last place in attendance in Boulder County to first place in one year’s time (a 42% improvement)

· They boasted a 95% attendance record for this year

· Positive behavior at the school has increased by 50% in the past year

· Parent involvement has increased as parents have come into the school to be involved in their children’s recognition

· Kids are on-time and tardy slips have reduced significantly

Their church donates backpacks full of supplies at the beginning of the year for families who cannot afford them. This year, the Family Resource Center set up a “Time and Talent” program for these backpacks. Every family that accepted a backpack agreed to give two hours of their time back to school in some form of volunteer work. As of January, 100% of the parents had completed this commitment. 

They set up a clothing closet where parents can come in and get items that they really need for their kids, such as shoes, boots and jackets. The goal of this program is not to just give out items that are needed, but to also give the family resource coordinator time with the parents - to connect with them about their children while they are there. This is another area where parents can give their time and talent in exchange for needed items.  

They have also worked with the school to establish a strong relationship with another organization that their church partners with, the Sister Carmen Community Center.  Their website states, “Their services include assistance with food, rent, utilities, transportation, medical care and other basic needs. They also work one on one with individuals and families to assist them in their efforts to reach self sufficiency.”  They are all partnering together to provide snacks for the kindergarten classes on a weekly basis.  They are working on ideas to have “weekend food backpacks” for next year. The program entails children bringing home food for the weekend, and in return the families can commit to the “Time and Talent” program.

There are several other programs/projects that the church and school work on together, for example, the college t-shirt drive. Most of these children never think about the possibility of attending college. Since one of the most defining statistics for college is that children develop habits of attending school daily, they are encouraging them to begin thinking about college as a possibility. It has been an amazing year, with at least 60-70% of the children receiving a school attendance award at least once. They are giving every student in the school a college t-shirt with a diploma type document, encouraging them to dream about college based on the success they have had this year.  

A deeper commitment that some people on their team have made revolves around participating in teaching and helping with the after school programs. They have had people volunteer and teach English to Spanish speaking parents. This is a huge time commitment. It is an amazing way to get to know parents and the people within the community. They also have a few people volunteering with the daily after school program. They work directly for the coordinator of the program, and volunteer on a weekly or monthly basis.  

The school would love to have some adults who come consistently every afternoon. They look for people who can teach art, music, homework help, dance, etc., and ask them to just commit to a 4-6 week class period. A couple of people have done so, and this is an area they hope to develop much more next year. The key is to begin with volunteers at their level of commitment willing to:

· Do things for people in a group

· Come alongside another person to develop relationships with them and help them improve their life

· Work on their own in the neighborhood, taking ownership and leadership of what is done there. They become the catalyst and impact the neighborhood

The team continues to move forward and look to the next steps that they can take to work with Neighborhood Transformation in the neighborhood. They are working with the school staff to determine if they can progress toward doing individual/family asset mapping.  

Asset Mapping is the first step in moving from the school out into the community.  They send home a nine-question survey with the kids for their parents to fill out. The information from their parents reveals what they like about their neighborhood and what they would like to change. They also identify the skills, knowledge and passions the parents have and how their assets could contribute to a better neighborhood.  Another question asks what topics they would like to learn if they were offered at the school? Based on their interests, mini classes are set up.  Church members and people in the neighborhood teach these classes. 

To ensure that the surveys are returned, the school offers a pizza party to the class that brings the most completed surveys. Also, children who return a completed survey have their name entered into a drawing for a MP3 player. One participating school had 300 surveys returned, and these provided a wonderful list of assets the parents had and many of the parents showed interest in learning certain topics. 










