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Creating Community: 
Addressing Poverty 
Through Grassroots 

Coalition Building

Dr. Jennifer M. Frank, LSW
North American Association of 

Christians in Social Work
Invited Webinar
April 27, 2020

Agenda

• Discussion

• Developing a Strategy for Collaboration
– Theory

– Our Experience
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Introductions

• Jen Frank
– Experience in homeless/poverty

– Professor at Millersville University School of 
Social Work

– Community resident and district parent

BRIEF DISCUSSION
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Poll Everywhere

• To join the poll:
– Send a text to this number: 37607

– In the body of the text, type: 
JENNIFERFRAN033
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Developing a Strategy for 
Collaboration

• Often the government and church are 
juxtaposed as a false dichotomy

• Instead, can religious and non-religious 
groups coordinate and collaborate?

• What are some challenges that you see 
with this in your communities?

Developing a Strategy for 
Collaboration

• Preliminary Discussions and Education

• Conducting Research

• Developing a Framework

• Outreach, Awareness, & Buy-in

• Reviewing Best Practices

• Application of Strategy
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Preliminary Discussions

• Facilitate a way to get the “players” at the 
table
– Who do you see as being the “players” in your 

community?

• Develop a baseline for understanding 
where various parties are on the issue

Preliminary Discussion: 
Bridges

● Original group PMSD Think Tank began SP 2014
○ Started by Penn Manor school social workers and 

included number of social administrators
○ Read a book together; Had an educational 

workshop about poverty
○ Divisions in ideas about the issue persisted: Band 

Aid vs. Systemic approaches
● Original group split in Fall 2015

○ Smaller group continued to meet to gather focus, 
gain understanding, and develop next steps = 
Bridges Poverty Task Force
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Conducting Community 
Research

• Documenting data is necessary to build a 
case for need

• Where do you find data?
– PAYS survey, 

– school lunch data, 

– homelessness data, 

– census data

Community Research: 
Bridges

• Student population-5300

• Area- 113 rural square miles

• District population-41,376 (2010 Census)

• 7 elementary schools, 2 middle schools, 1 high 
school

• Bus miles per day-6738

• Public transportation is very limited

• Two companies with corporate headquarters in the 
district-Turkey Hill, Armstrong World Industries

• Special Education population-17.8%
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Community Research: 
Bridges

• Over half of all of the households within the districts 
have an income of $50K/year or less and in the 
2016-17 school year

• 36% of district students qualified for free lunch

• Almost 15% of respondents indicated that they were 
worried that they would run out of food due to 
money issues.

Free/Reduced Lunch
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Homelessness Data

• 2010-2011—55 

• 2011-2012—76 

• 2012-2013—26 

• 2013-2014—27 

• 2014-2015—25 

• 2015-2016—68 

• 2016-2017—78 

Community Research: 
Bridges

● Through our Community Assessment quantitative data, 
we looked at the overall issues facing concerns to be:

● Transportation
● Lack of access to resources

● After demonstrating that poverty EXISTED, we wanted to 
see what the data told us about why it PERSISTED.

● We moved to collect qualitative data



1/21/2020

9

Community Research: 
Bridges

• Key Stakeholders
– What do you believe are the root causes of 

poverty?

– Do you think poverty exists inside the PMSD?  
If so, what do you suppose that looks like?

– What kinds of things do you suppose people 
in poverty struggle with the most? 

– What do you think can be done about 
these issues of poverty?

Community Research: 
Bridges

● Community Residents
● The Loft provides a food and clothing 

resource to Penn Manor households and 
has been successful in building 
connections in the community and meeting 
some of the need.

● We wondered how we might expand this 
success and dig deeper into what it meant
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Community Research: 
Bridges

● We wanted to explore the perspectives of 
families who utilize The Loft. 
● Find out what they believed the needs were in 

the district, 
● the extent to which The Loft has met those 

needs, and 
● any ideas about what else may be useful in 

meeting needs.

Developing a Framework

• We collected and analyzed our data in 
order to learn what the needs were and 
what would work in this area.

• Essential to take these data as particular 
to the area where they are gathered.

• What we found, we used to create a 
framework for understanding need.
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Developing a Framework: 
Bridges

● We found that people who utilize The Loft 
are often looking for a connection with 
others.  

● These themes resonated with the 
perceptions of pastors that we interviewed 
earlier.

Developing a Framework: 
Bridges

• Access: Area is large and spread out; 
transportation is an issue.

• Resources: Resources in some cases 
don’t exist. If they do, they might be far 
away or folks don’t know about them.

• Community Connections: common 
theme of looking for connections
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Developing a Framework: 
Bridges

• Building community among community 
participants

• Building community between community 
partners and providers

• Building a system of resources for all 
partners and participants

Outreach, Awareness, & Buy In

• Knowing what you know about your 
community, with data in hand, it is time to 
then take it to the community.

• Identifying as many partners or 
stakeholders
– Visits/meetings

– News/social media

– Events
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Outreach, Awareness, & Buy-In

• What was the Charity Organization 
Society?
– Hint: Much more than friendly visitors!

– Organizing charities for coordinate a system 
to best meet the needs of the poor

Charity Organization Society

• As charities proliferated, the COS sought 
to organize charity and promote 
individualism/morality.

• “Human nature is so constituted that no 
working man can receive as a gift what he 
should earn by his own labor without a 
moral deterioration”

• Birth of casework; friendly visitors

• Seen as both positive and negative
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Outreach, Awareness, & Buy-In: 
Bridges

● We were aware that a number of churches 
and organizations were operating various 
“programs” to attend to poverty ALREADY.
● We wondered how to create more formal 

partnerships between and among these groups.

● We knew that we needed to celebrate their 
strengths rather than telling them how to run 
their programs or we risk losing their 
partnerships.
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Outreach, Awareness, & Buy-In: 
Bridges

Outreach, Awareness, & Buy-In: 
Bridges

• Speakers, activities, food, and connection

• We wanted to celebrate their efforts, hear 
their voices, and give them ownership of 
the process
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Outreach, Awareness, & Buy-In: 
Bridges

• How do you define poverty?
• What does poverty look like?
• What needs do you believe folks in 

poverty have in our area?

• What services/activities are offered by 
your church or group?

Outreach, Awareness, & Buy-In: 
Bridges

• We began working toward:
– Building an online presence of connectedness

– Building a resource guide

– Building relationships
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Facebook

Facebook 

Remind
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Google Maps

Community Resource Guide

• We used google forms, to have partners 
provide information about what they 
offered for compilation in a resource 
guide
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Reviewing Best Practices

• We visited various HUBs around the 
county to see how other communities were 
joining forces to address poverty

• Building on their successes were were 
able to create some energy around these 
collaborative efforts and the political 
willingness to do something similar

Application of Strategy

• Find small grants

• Develop strong partnerships with particular 
players

• See if local colleges have interns available

• Craft a vision and stick to it
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Challenges Along the Way

• Attitudes and assumptions about poverty

• Small-town dynamics

• Ownership of the programs—who is the 
beneficiary?

• Conflicts of interest

• Losing our vision

Current Vision and Updates

• In 2018, we got a small grant ($3K) from a 
local agency and utilized it to pay for 
events and a paid internship

• In 2019, we got another small grant ($10K) 
from the same agency to pay for a few 
events and a part time temporary social 
worker to move the partnership forward.

• TBA


