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School districts are pooling resources and saving money by sharing services with each other, so it follows that parent-teacher associations may be able to do the same by sharing ideas across districts.

That's what one Mount Laurel mom is banking on.

"When the seven Mount Laurel PTOs (parent-teacher organizations) would meet every other month, we would realize how many things the others were doing that we weren't aware of," said Stephanie Sawyer, co-president of the Fleetwood Elementary School PTO.

"There were so many resources we didn't all know about."

Sawyer noted Mount Laurel PTOs will increase their in-district networking meetings to monthly in the coming year.

"For example, Countryside Elementary School's PTO knew that the Mount Laurel Municipal Utilities Authority will provide water if you're having an outdoor event. It will even provide cups!

"We were like, "Really? What else is going on elsewhere in the county that we need to know about?' "

Mount Laurel groups hope to find out Wednesday, when they host the first consortium for Burlington County school support group leaders.

The support groups may be known as PTAs, parent-teacher organizations, home and school associations or by another name. PTAs are affiliated with and supported by the national and state PTA, which stands for Parent-Teacher Association. Other school support organizations, including PTOs, operate independently.

Parent-teacher groups in some districts, such as Westampton and Chesterfield, are affiliated with the PTA. Others, such as Mount Laurel's PTOs and the Moorestown Home & School Association, are not.

Regardless, all have changed focus in recent years.

As school districts have had to find new revenue streams or do without "luxury" items such as Smartboards or new playground equipment, parent-teacher groups have increasingly stepped up financially.

It's no longer enough to hold an in-school bake sale -- often banned these days, anyway, based on nutritional guidelines -- or put on a talent show to raise dollars. And with both parents often working outside the home, just getting new bodies involved can be difficult.

Finding solutions to these challenges is what prompted Sawyer to send out the countywide alert.

"Our PTOs ran it by the district and we thought it was a great idea, especially as we are relying on them more," said Mount Laurel district spokeswoman Marie Reynolds.

The group has been dubbed APLES (pronounced "apples"), which stands for Association of Parent Leaders in our Elementary Schools. It's the first cross-county cooperative effort locally for school support groups, which sometimes have a reputation for being territorial or competitive.

There is a Camden County PTA, where leaders from county PTA zones share what's going on in their districts and disseminate PTA information, said Kim Wislocky, a Cherry Hill PTA leader and president of the county organization. But representation in Camden County PTA does not extend to schools with non-PTA support organizations. Nor is there a countywide network of support groups in Gloucester County.

Mount Laurel's Sawyer sent a notice to every district in widespread Burlington County -- even those across the state, such as Bass River and Washington Township -- and to every parent-teacher organization she could find on district websites.

About 20 groups so far have said they will attend the first networking session at Mount Laurel Hartford Upper Elementary School. Among them are parents from Riverside, Hainesport, Evesham, Florence, Medford Lakes, Cinnaminson, Chesterfield, Springfield, Moorestown and Pemberton Township.

Tara McElroy, vice president of the Riverside School and Family Association, hopes brainstorming will give her group new ideas for fundraising so it can reach its goal of buying Smartboards for Riverside Elementary School classrooms.

"We purchased three Smartboards last year for a total of $12,000. This year, it cost us $15,000 for the next three," McElroy said.

"We're trying to see if other districts are having struggles with fundraising in the bad economy. We want to hear their ideas on that, and also on boosting our attendance at association meetings."

Riverside's School and Family Association has applied for a state gaming license so it can hold raffles and other potential money-makers.

"We tried the run-of-the-mill pizza dough and candle fundraisers, but it's expensive," McElroy said.

"So we're hoping this meeting will give us some great ideas."
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