Recap of TCGIS PTO planning meeting

09/16/08

Present:  Heidi Zimmermann, Gina Vader, Nicole Grenz, Stefan Knep, Kami Blackwell Kinney, Molly McBeath, Julie Elias, Kathryn Olson, Holly Wiste, Jo Nelson, Verena Rittstieg, Sarah Rubens, Judi Ingison, Missy Morrissey, Leslie Watson

Meeting Recap by Leslie Watson:

1. Generally, there was agreement that forging ahead with some type of parent-teacher group would be beneficial, particularly with respect to volunteer coordination, outreach to new families, and fundraising.  Given the good attendance at the meeting and the feedback from parents who were not able to attend but are supportive, there appears to be enough energy to continue this preliminary planning.  Verena agreed to talk with the teaching staff to make sure that they are on board with the idea. 

2. We threw around several ideas about how the PTO might be structured, but essentially thought that the group and its meetings should be open to all parents and staff, with several people designated in key roles to make sure that the work moves ahead.  Finding an effective way to include teachers will be important. Creating a written record/handbook for how to manage certain events and activities would also be invaluable.

3. We agreed that it would be important for any PTO to operate with transparency so that everyone knows what the group is up to and trusts that it does not have a hidden or “political” agenda. We also discussed that ideally our PTO would have a mission and a working culture that is positive and productive, and that it avoids becoming a forum for parents to air grievances that are more appropriately directed to teachers, the administration or the board. 

4. Some key elements of a PTO's work plan could include:

(a) welcoming new families and giving all parents an easy and familiar way to join the work of supporting the school and become invested in its success; 

(b) building a solid, well-run "machine" for certain kinds of events and activities to ease the burden on teachers and the rest of the staff and to help the school better tap into parents’ expertise and talents; and, of course, 

(c) fundraising, to the support the current budget, to give teachers more resources, and to give us the freedom and flexibility to fill a "wish list" for the school. 
The realization that the grant money to fully fund the Amity intern program will run out in two years was sobering, and many people at the table thought that a PTO could play a big role in supporting that program in the coming years, both through fundraising and coordination.

5. Because the term is so familiar, the name of the group should probably be “PTO” rather than some German variation thereof, especially given the goal of being as welcoming and accessible as possible to new parents.  Unresolved was whether the group would want to establish formal 501(c)(3) status right away, although we discussed that we will need to do so if we want to seek money from GIEF or any other private foundation.  We need to look into the technical details and find out how much of a burden it would be to secure nonprofit status.  No one expressed any interest in forming as a PTA and joining that national organization.

6. A first order of business for a newly-formed PTO would be connect with GIEF to find out that group’s plans, and in particular how a new PTO might coordinate with them.

7. We realized that having a good liaison between parent and teacher in classroom would be extremely helpful for building the PTO.  Last year's "parent room representative" was a good start, but both parent reps and teachers were unsure about what role these parents should play.  We thought that “Classroom Parent” might be a better term for the job than “representative,” since what is really needed is someone to serve as a liaison and “point person” for both teachers and parents. 

Given this, our letter to parents (see “next steps,” below) will provide a job description for “Classroom Parent” and will encourage interested parents to sign up on Curriculum Night.  The job description would be something like this:   

Serve as a point of communication between the teacher and the other parents of your child’s classmates; recruit parents to serve as chaperones for field trips or to help out with class projects; coordinate parent response to the teacher’s special requests for materials or help; organize potlucks or other social events for your class; coordinate class gifts; attend PTO meetings on behalf of the class. 

Next steps:  

I will write a letter to all parents with a brief summary of the meeting and an invitation to continue this conversation online, along with instructions on how to join the Yahoo group.  The letter will also explain the “Classroom Parent” position and invite interested parents to sign up.   We will also have PTO sign-up sheets at next week’s potluck and at Curriculum Night to poll parent support and willingness to be involved in the group.

We tentatively identified Monday, October 13, as the next reasonable meeting date.   We will try to determine via the Yahoo group what time works best for the greatest number of people. If it is during the dinner hour, it would probably be worthwhile to include a pizza dinner and/or childcare.  The school cafeteria will likely be available for the meeting, assuming the board passes the “facility use” policy next week. 
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