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ERIE TOGETHER is a movement of hundreds of local individuals, 

organizations, and businesses working in strategic ways to prevent and reduce 

poverty, elevate prosperity, and make the Erie region a community of opportunity 

where everyone can learn, work and thrive. 

This countywide effort was launched in 2009 in response to in-depth local research 

regarding the prevalence and impact of poverty in our community. Erie Together is 

founded on the principle that poverty is a community-wide issue requiring a 

community-wide response to address it. Erie Togetherôs role is to help align local 

efforts and resources so more children become successful adults, more adults 

secure family-sustaining employment, and more families become self-sufficient. 

Erie Together serves as a catalyst, bringing together diverse sectors (faith-based, 

business, education, health, government, nonprofits, and others) to interact, engage 

and work together in new ways that bring about increased opportunities for all.  The 

results over the past five years are notable. Thanks to the commitment, dedication 

and efforts of so many, we have made important progress in achieving the goals 

our community has set through Erie Together. 

 
2013 Highlights 
 
§ High school students found powerful ways to raise poverty awareness among 
their age group and support early literacy efforts to help change childrenôs lives.   

§ Local businesses used their expertise and resources to help struggling families 
working hard to help themselves.  

§ Religious and nonprofit entities came together to expand the reach of Erie 
Togetherôs Family Action Teams to help more families become self-sufficient. 

§ Law enforcement agencies, social service providers, faith-based organizations 
and other stakeholders worked together to craft a comprehensive ex-offender 
reentry strategy to help ease individualsô transitions and their journey to 
becoming productive, successful citizens.   

§ Educators and businesses found even more robust ways to work together to 
help local children. 

Working together to make the Erie region a community of 

opportunity where everyone can learn, work and thrive. 
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More children become successful adults 

Our communityôs LEARN priorities concentrate on better preparing children at the 

youngest of ages so they are ready to learn when they enter Kindergarten, progress 

satisfactorily to hit third grade reading benchmarks, have quality career exploration 

experiences, and can access other supports so they graduate high school prepared 

for the next step. 

Priority #1: Kindergarten Registration  

In 2013, the first of the Learn priorities 

was to increase on-time Kindergarten 

registrations across Erie County, 

particularly in districts where the 

percentages are excessively low. We 

made this a priority after learning that 

there are a significant number of children 

in our community that are not registering 

for Kindergarten on time, making it 

difficult for schools to plan for incoming 

Kindergarten classes and leading to a 

more disruptive start to the school year.  

What did we do? 

We created a Kindergarten Registration 

flyer that included the appropriate points 

of contact for 

each Erie 

County public 

school district.  

With the help 

of Little 

Caesars, 

McCarty 

Printing, many 

Country Fairs 

and other 

outlets, we were able to print and 

disseminate tens of thousands of these 

flyers throughout the community. 

We intend to reprint this flyer annually to 

reach parents and caregivers, and track 

the impact of these efforts with the help 

of local school districts providing on-time 

Kindergarten registration data.   

 

Priority #2: Parent Toolkit  

In 2011 we developed a common 

definition of Kindergarten readiness 

which was endorsed by all Erie County 

school districts.  In 2012, we produced a 

Kindergarten Readiness Checklist to 

outline skills that children should develop 

prior to Kindergarten.  The checklist was 

a major step in the process of helping 

children be more prepared, but it wasnôt 

enough.  Parents still needed concrete 

ideas and tools to effectively help their 

children better prepare for Kindergarten.   

What did we do? 

We created a ñParent Toolkitò of tips, 

accessories, and fun, interactive 

activities to help parents 

and caregivers work with 

children in the focus 

areas included on the 

Kindergarten Readiness 

Checklist.  With the help 

of Highmark Blue Cross 

Blue Shield, The Kern 

Family Foundation, and 

others, we are producing 

hundreds of kits which 

will be ready for distribution into the 

community in early 2014.   

Through simple pre- and post-tests, we 

intend to track the effectiveness of these 

kits to determine if parents are, in fact, 

working with their children and whether 

the children are benefitting from that 

interaction. 
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 Priority #3: Career Exploration  

Erie Together has set a goal that 80% of local eighth 

graders participate in three or more career 

exploration experiences by the end of their eighth 

grade year so they can make informed choices 

about their high school educational tract and future.   

To that end, each year, Erie Together surveys the 

roughly 3,000 Erie County eighth graders to 

determine their level of activity around career 

awareness, preparation, and exploration.  We chose 

this age group because at the end of eighth grade, 

students are asked to make decisions about 

whether they will pursue career and technical 

education or a purely academic route in grades 9-

12.  Without the benefit of being exposed to a 

variety of careers, those decisions become very 

difficult, and are often ill-informed.  

This year, of the more than 1,800 students that 

responded to Erie Togetherôs survey, only 12.7% 

indicated that they had participated in three or more 

career exploration experiences.  Over 40% indicated 

they had not participated in any. 

What did we do? 

In 2013, Erie Together made 

the creation of a countywide 

career exploration initiative one 

of its top priorities.   

The idea was born out of 

discussions of both employers and educators, with 

employers expressing concern that students are 

graduating high school unprepared to meet their 

needs, and educators expressing a desire to interact 

more closely with employers to better prepare 

students for future careers. The result was the 

creation of ñCareer Street.ò  

Career Street is a comprehensive countywide 

career exploration program that helps Erie County 

youth consider their career interests, explore various 

careers, and understand what is necessary to 

pursue, obtain and maintain careers in which they 

are interested.  

To carry out its mission, Career Street provides 

career-focused resources and activities to 

educators, employers, nonprofit organizations and 

youth to help young people prepare for their future, 

whether that means successful completion of post-

secondary education or 

training, or entry into the job 

market.  

Priority #4: Educational 

Transitions  

Transitioning from pre-

Kindergarten to Kindergarten, and from high school 

to post-secondary education or training are key 

times in a studentôs life.  A smooth transition from  

pre-Kindergarten to Kindergarten is the basis for a 

solid social and educational foundation through the 

primary and secondary years, and, similarly, a 

smooth transition from high school to post-

secondary education or training is important to a 

studentôs future success. 

What did we do? 

In 2013, Erie Together teams set out to understand 
transition practices across Erie county in each of 
these areas.  Our goal is to determine what is 
happening across the county, what is working well, 
and where gaps may exist. 

With respect to early childhood transitions, we 
collected data from several Erie County 
school districts regarding transition 
practices, levels of participation, and 
degrees of satisfaction with current 
activity. As of the end of 2013 we had 
not heard from all school districts, so 
data collection 

efforts are still underway.  
Once the remaining data is 
collected, it will be analyzed to 
identify best practices and 
gaps, and our teams will use 
what they learn to help  
strengthen transition practices 
across the county.   

To evaluate transition practices 
in the later years, Erie 
Together surveyed over one 
hundred community 
organizations to determine 
what, if any, services they 
provide to ease the transition 
from high school to post-secondary education and 
training. Data analysis is currently underway. 

We expect to have more to report on our transition 
efforts in the coming year.  

±ƛǎƛǘ  
www.careerstreeterie.org  

ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻǊ 
ƴƻƴǇǊƻŬǘ ƛƴ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǝƻƴ 
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More adults obtain family sustaining employment 

Priority #1:  Ex-Offender Reentry   

Our community currently has strong 

plans in place for crime prevention and 

enforcement, but we are missing a 

critical third piece, a reentry component.   

In mid-2013, law enforcement 

professionals, social service providers, 

ex-offenders and clergy began working 

together in new ways to develop a 

comprehensive "ex-offender reentry 

strategy."  The purpose 

of the strategy is to 

assist individuals with a 

criminal background as 

they reintegrate into our 

community, so they 

may become, and 

remain, self-sufficient 

citizens. 

What did we do? 

Erie Together is helping to facilitate the 

development of this strategy, which will 

include the following elements: 

(1) access to education at all levels, (2) 

access to transportation, (3) access to 

safe, stable, affordable housing, (4) 

access to support services, (5) creating 

a supportive community, and (6) 

addressing criminal record issues.   

The group made considerable progress 

in 2013 and will continue their efforts in 

2014.  Once the strategy is developed, 

appropriate entities within the 

community will assume responsibility for 

its implementation. 

 

 

Priority #2:  Career Advice from 

Professionals 

Very much in line with Career Streetôs 

goals, in 2013 many stakeholders in 

west Erie County came together to 

inform students and their parents about 

living wage work opportunities right in 

their own community.  The goal was to 

not only help students prepare for their 

future, but to also consider staying, and 

working, locally once they finish 

their education. 

What did we do? 

Late in the year, Erie Together 

partnered with the Girard-Lake 

City Chamber of Commerce and 

the Girard School District to host a 

Career Day for high school 

juniors. More than 200 students 

from Girard, Fairview and 

Northwestern School Districts 

participated in the event, along with 

nearly 45 professionals, and over 75 

parents. Eighth graders were also 

invited to attend a portion of the day. 

Students learned about career 

opportunities from many local 

employers and professionals, and 

parents learned things that they can do 

to help prepare their kids for life after 

high school.   

The group hopes to replicate this event 

in years to come.  

Our communityôs WORK efforts are focused on helping adults who are seeking 

employment understand and obtain the skills they need, and also overcome any 

barriers they may have, to securing living-wage jobs. 
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More families able to meet their basic needs 

Erie Togetherôs THRIVE efforts are intended to increase the number of families who 

are able to meet their basic needs without public or private assistance.  As we work 

to help more people become self-sufficient, we are focusing on seven key areas. 

Priority #1: Align Resources 

Our community has a myriad of human 

service organizations poised to help 

people in need.  To that end, in 2013 

Erie Together spent significant time 

working with many of these 

organizations to develop a common 

understanding of, and way to measure, 

self-sufficiency, so agencies can focus 

on and collaborate in helping clients 

improve in seven key areas. 

What did we do? 

We identified seven domains that are 

important indicators of self-sufficiency, 

including 

education, housing, 

transportation, 

debt, physical 

health, mental 

health and income.  

We also created a 

ñself-sufficiency 

matrixò that 

agencies can use 

to measure their clientsô progress related 

to each of these seven areas.   

We are now exploring ways to best 

capture client data, and share it among 

agencies to better align resources, 

enhance collaboration, and serve clients 

more effectively.  

 

Priority #2: Expand FACTs 

Until recently, most of Erie Togetherôs 

direct family work was done through 

GECAC and Family Action Teams  

 

(FACTs). The purpose of FACTs is to 

help people take a hard look at their 

current situation and learn how to move 

from dependency to self-sufficiency.   

To that end, FACT participants spend a 

few weeks working through a structured 

curriculum to help them understand 

various aspects of poverty and their own 

situation. They then set personal goals 

for improvement.  Finally, they are paired 

with ñcommunity partnersò who become 

friends, mentors, and sounding boards 

offering both encouragement and advice 

as they work on their priorities.  

Simply put, FACTs help families move 

away from living day-to-day in the 

tyranny of the moment to planning and 

preparing for a brighter future. 

What did we do? 

Because the FACTs have shown so 

much promise, in 2013 Erie Together 

focused its efforts on taking the program 

to scale by working with religious and 

social service partners via a ñtrain the 

trainerò model. 

Grace Church was an early adopter and 

the first partner to successfully 

implement the FACT process under this 

scenario.  Other partners followed shortly 

thereafter, including the Erie City 

Mission, Emmaus Ministries, and others.  

Organizations interested in exploring the 

Family Action Team process should 

contact Erie Togetherôs Family Action 

Team Coordinator at 459-4581 x652. 

т 5ƻƳŀƛƴǎ  
9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ 
IƻǳǎƛƴƎ 

¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǝƻƴ 
5Ŝōǘ 

tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ 
aŜƴǘŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ 
LƴŎƻƳŜ 
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Neighborhoods Come Together 

In 2013, Erie Together was most active in four areas:  

Girard-Lake City, North East, and the Diehl and Little 

Italy neighborhoods in the City of Erie. 

There are a lot of good things happening in these 

neighborhoods, and they should be commended for 

their efforts. 

The Grapevine timeXchange is an outgrowth of early 

Erie Together work and is an invaluable resource in the 

North East community. The timeXchange operates 

under the umbrella of the 4 NINE Thrift Store and had 

more than 100 members at the end of 2013. Those 

members exchanged over 100 hours of service.  

This is a great example of people helping people, and 

is now a model for others.  

For instance, City of Erie residents recently created an 

Erie Time Bank, a hub of the Grapevine timeXchange 

and already have over 20 members.    

 

On another note, in 2013 the Grapevine timeXchange 

began Superstars on Saturdays, a Kindergarten 

enrichment program to work with students and parents 

in the North East area. The program is designed to 

help students (especially those who have had no 

preschool experience) achieve success in 

school.  Volunteers of the timeXchange bring their own 

hobbies and interests to  the program to enrich the 

learning experience for kindergarten students - making 

learning fun.  The Erie Together Kindergarten 

Readiness Checklist is being utilized to ensure that 

students have the necessary skills to be successful in 

school.  

Finally, FACT families and community partners are 

working in the City of Erieôs Diehl neighborhood to 

address safety.  They have identified overgrown trees, 

non-working street lights, and other safety issues that 

they hope to address in cooperation with the City of 

Erie.  

McDowell Students hold Love Heals Concert 

 

Exposure is a student-organized club dedicated to 

promoting tolerance, spreading awareness on global 

issues, and accepting diversity. This past spring, 

Exposure chose to partner with Erie Together to hold a 

benefit concert for 

United Way in 

support of the 

Imagination Library.  

In preparation for the 

concert, Exposure 

raised awareness 

among the 

McDowell student body about the prevalence of local 

poverty by decorating a wall in the school with relevant 

facts and local statistics. 

 

 

As part of the ñLove 

Healsò concert, 

Exposure members  

worked with preschool 

children from Early 

Connections to perform 

an original dance to the 

song, ñYou Have a 

Friend in Me.ò  Additionally, many McDowell students 

and a pair of teachers performed.  Finally, local band, 

The Romantic Era, also played a set.  The concert 

raised more than $1700 to support the Imagination 

Library, a program that encourages reading and the 

development of strong literacy skills by providing a free 

book monthly to children from birth to age five. 

Community Forum Highlights                                            Community Forum Highlights

ñThe hands-on experience of 
directly giving back to our 

community has provided us with 
an eye-opening change in 

perspective and has allowed us to 
witness the impact of our work.ò 

                      - Delaney Hassell 

ñExposureôs involvement 
with Erie Together has not 
only benefited the lives of 

children in Erie County, but 
has also impacted the lives 
of Exposure members.ò  

                           - Jenna Uhlig 

Each year, more and more individuals, organizations, and businesses are aligning their efforts with the goals our 
community aspires to through Erie Together. Everyone in Erie County has the ability, and the power, to make a 
difference.  We all can play a role in making the Erie Region a community of opportunity where everyone can learn, 
work and thrive.  Here are some great examples. 
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Local Businesses Take Charge  

One of the panelists at Erie Togetherôs 2013 

Community Forum was John Rushe, a partner at Werle 

& Rushe Insurance agency.  As part of his remarks, he 

shared the following perspective. 

By the nature of their work, insurance agents concern 

themselves with driving records and obvious fire 

hazards.  But all too often, consumers are in such 

challenging circumstances that many insurance options 

are not available to them.  Sometimes they make poor 

choices early in life. Other times, they are impacted by 

conditions far beyond their control.  

At Werle & Rushe Insurance Agency, the partners try 

to focus on their customerôs commitment to making a 

change for the better.  

Through his 

involvement with Erie 

Together, John Rushe 

has been able to help 

people he may have 

not come into contact with before, sometimes making it 

possible for families to renovate challenging properties 

into safe, stable homes.  

This is a prime example of how one local business is 

working a little differently to improve our community. 

 

A second Community Forum panelist, Dave Nerthling 

of Nerthlingôs Heating and Air Conditioning, shared 

these thoughts. 

Service providers are often faced with customers who 

are unable to replace essential household items. They 

are asked to 

repair what 

really should 

be replaced or 

told to do 

nothing 

because families cannot afford to pay. As companies 

they have to remain profitable, but as people, they 

want to find a way to help.   

For years, the owners of Nerthlingôs Heating & Air 

Conditioning have been looking for ways to do more.  

Not to give handout-outs, but a hand-up.   

In December 2012, Nerthlingôs created the ñWarming 

Familiesò award to provide a free, high-efficiency 

furnace installation to help families working hard 

toward self-sufficiency.  The program was so well-

received that Nerthlingôs hopes to continue his 

companyôs involvement, and also engage some of his 

suppliers, to expand the program in future years. 

Community Forum Highlights                                            Community Forum Highlights 

ñAs a business owner, I realize 
that our business can thrive only 
if the community is thriving.ò 

                                 - John Rushe 

School Districts Work Together to Fight Poverty 

On a daily basis, many students face the ravages of 

poverty in very real and devastating ways.  In order to 

offer hope to our children, we often need to change the 

culture within our schools.  

Erie Together has provided a 

mechanism for collaboration between 

schools and social service agencies. 

Outpatient programs and support 

services have been hosted in 

schools. School-based backpack 

programs feed children on 

weekends, and clothes closets assist families in need.  

Schools are trying new, innovative approaches to 

address the basic needs of families.  

 

By reaching out to other resources in the community, 

Union City School District has been able to provide 

much more for its students than just academics. 

 Sandra Myers, Superintendent at Union 

City Area School District, says ñevery 

minute I have spent with the Erie 

Together Teams 1 & 2 has provided me 

with a renewed motivation to continue 

the journey of providing hope and 

success for our children.ò   

The purposeful collaborations fostered through Erie 

Together will make a lasting impression on our 

children, our families and our region.  

ñ[Erie Together] was able to enlist the 
help of those who work in the self-

sufficiency program to develop our plan.ò  

                                - Dave Nerthling 

ñErie County Superintendents are 
working together, united as never 

before, on redesigning  
education to include new directions 

and electrifying collaborations.ò 

                               - Sandra Myers  
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Who is Erie Together?  We ALL are! 

Investors 

Erie Insurance 

Erie Womenôs Fund 

GECAC 

Highmark 

Kern Family Foundation 

Dennis and Mary Ranalli 

Erie County Employeesô Retirement Board  

Dale & Lynn McBrier 

Mercyhurst University 

United Way of Erie County 

Frank Witgen 

Erie Gives Donors 

 

Administrative Support 

GECAC  
Mercyhurst University 
United Way of Erie County 
 

Services 
Central Tech Horticulture and Landscape 
Home Depot 
John V. Schultz 
Little Caesars 
McCarty Printing 
Werle & Rushe Insurance Agency 
 

Promotions/Public Relations 
Albion Gazette 
Connoisseur Media 
Cumulus Media 
Erie Reader 
Erie Times-News 
North East News Journal 

West County News Journal 
WJET-TV 
WMCE 
WPSE 
WQLN 
 

Meeting Space 
4 NINE Thrift Store 
Community Shelter Services 
Crime Victim Center 
First United Methodist Church (UC) 
GECAC Adult Learning Center 
Girard School District 
McLane Church (UC) 
San Juan Methodist Church 
Triangle Tech 
Union City Family Support Center 
Union City Library 
Union City Presbyterian Church 

C
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Investors and In-Kind Donors 

Erie Together is about breaking 

down barriers and bringing together 

our community to work differently 

than ever before. A movement is 

defined as a series of organized 

activities working toward an 

objective. This is exactly what Erie 

Together is doing for our region. 

The community declared a bold 

vision statement to make the Erie 

Region a community of opportunity 

where everyone can learn, work 

and thrive. Volunteers worked 

together to set goals and objectives 

and keep the movement on track 

and volunteers continue to work to 

ensure that progress is made.  

The four county-wide action teams 

are made up of individuals who 

volunteer their time and efforts to 

accomplish tasks. Each individual 

realizes the power that comes in 

working together and knows that 

each small task will build into 

something great when combined 

with the efforts of others.  

Organizations and businesses have 

joined the movement by working 

differently to help achieve the 

communityôs goals and ensure that 

residents can be successful.   

Other groups have simply aligned 

what they already do with the goals 

of Erie Together. This alignment 

creates consistency in our 

community and strengthens our 

foundation.  

Erie Together is not a social service 

or a program. It is about ALL of us 

thinking about what we can do to 

better our community. Everyone is 

part of Erie Together because we 

all have a stake in our community. 

Some choose to volunteer more 

formally, while others do so more 

quietly. But, however you choose to 

get involved, know that you can 

make a difference. Who is Erie 

Together?  We all are! 

Action Teams 
Action Team 1: Early Childhood Readiness & Success 

Action Team 2:  Aligning Education to Careers 

Action Team 3: Individual & Family Stability 

Action Team 4: Balancing Economic & Workforce Development  

*  Action Team meetings are always open for new volunteers. * 

Visit our website for a list of meeting dates & locations. 

Mary Bula 
Project Facilitator 

mary@erietogether.org 
814-456-2937 ext. 231 

Nicole Wethli 
Assistant Project Facilitator  
nicole@erietogether.org 

814-824-3357 

Kathy Stearns 
Family Action Coordinator 
kstearns@gecac.org 
814-459-4581 ext. 652 

www.facebook.com/ErieTogether @ErieTogether 

www.erietogether.org 


