
 

THINK! Community Forum: Promoting  
Equity and Opportunity for All in Southwestern PA 
Today we invite you to THINK! about how people across our region can work together across 
boundaries to promote equity and opportunity for all.  Over the last several years, much work has 
been done to identify challenges and to begin removing barriers to equity and opportunity in our 
region. Our THINK! Community Forums seek to contribute to this ongoing work.  
 
To identify a focus for the THINK! forum, WQED brought together people who work every day to 
promote equity and increase opportunity for people throughout our region. Working together, 
these people helped craft the agenda for today’s discussion. The agenda of questions below is 
meant to inspire us to move beyond documenting challenges to focus on barriers that make it 
difficult for people to take action to address these challenges.  
 

● How can we increase economic stability and mobility for all? 
● What can be done to empower those who feel disconnected and disenfranchised so that 

they become engaged in our region’s planning and decision making processes? 
● How can we can we work across existing boundaries to create broad coalitions directed 

at removing the barriers to equity and opportunity faced by the diverse people who call 
our region home? 

 
The results of the THINK! Community Forums will inform other THINK! dialogs: an online Virtual 
Town Hall (at WQED.org/think ) and a televised forum that will be held at the studios of WQED in 
April. We thank you for joining us today, and we invite you to remain engaged. Please plan to 
visit WQED.org/think to keep the conversation going. 

Barriers to Equity and Opportunity 
A recent report from Pittsburgh’s UrbanKind Institute, “Recommendations for an Equity, Justice 
and Inclusion Agenda for Pittsburgh,” provides resources for our discussion today. This report 
documents the findings of a study the UrbanKind Institute conducted in Pittsburgh in September 
of 2016. This study involved extensive engagement focused on eight areas of a “comprehensive 
justice, equity, and inclusion agenda” put forth by Oakland, California’s PolicyLink: 
  

1. Grow good, accessible jobs that provide pathways to the middle class.  
2. Increase the economic security and mobility of vulnerable families and workers.  
3. Cultivate homegrown talent through a strong cradle-to-career pipeline.  
4. Create healthy, opportunity-rich neighborhoods for all.  
5. Build resilient, connected infrastructure.  
6. Increase access to high quality, affordable homes and prevent displacement. 
7. Expand democracy and the right to the city.  
8. Ensure just policing and court systems.  



 

  
The UrbanKind report offers recommendations for our region that address each of the eight 
areas.  
 
In addition to their recommendations, the authors of this report document several themes 
emerging from their study that extend beyond these eight areas. One theme is that people are 
ready to act (We have enough studies!). The report’s authors note, however, that this desire to 
move towards action is frustrated by barriers related to communication. Their data indicates that 
our region will benefit from an ongoing, public, “mainstream” conversation about equity. This 
ongoing conversation would facilitate more communication and coordination among key 
stakeholders, who often operate within the under-resourced “silos” of their particular agencies, 
communities, departments, or organizations. In addition, to promote equity and increase 
opportunity, the ongoing, public discussion would include more involvement and commitment 
from elected officials and public and private institutions (universities, foundations,corporations, 
etc.).  
 
Barriers to communication and collaboration also emerged as key themes in the meetings WQED 
held to establish an agenda for this THINK! initiative. The divisions laid bare by the recent 
elections weighed heavily on the minds of those who gathered at these meetings. Events 
occurring over the last two years indicate that if we wish to move from analysis to action, it is 
more important than ever to identify who is  not  talking to whom  and who is  missing  from our 
conversations . Those who are working every day to to promote equity and to take the actions 
recommended in the numerous studies of our region’s needs suggested that now, more than 
ever, action requires us to build broad coalitions  of people working together across the 
boundaries of their differences.  
 
Our THINK! forum seeks to contribute to a broad, public discussion of equity in ways that help 
foster the types of connections that will support actions to promote equity and increases 
opportunity in our region. During today’s forum, we invite people to speak honestly about the 
barriers that keep us from building the types of coalitions we need to take action, which include 
bias and fear; disconnection, disenfranchisement, and disengagement; histories of neglect and 
discrimination, a lack of understanding; and a lack of empathy. As we openly acknowledge these, 
however, we will also want to consider what actions we can take to overcome these barriers so 
that we can take the actions necessary to promote equity and increase opportunity for all the 
people that call our region home. 

THINK! Agenda 
Two exercises will support our discussion of the three items on our agenda. Our discussion of all 
three items will be supported by an exercise that spurs us to discuss and identify what we are 
doing well, what we are doing that is unproductive, what is happening that is promising but 
needs to be nurtured, and what new, good ideas for what we might do have we encountered 
here, in our region, or elsewhere. In addition, our discussion of item three will be supported by 
the creation of two maps. The first will detail the existing relationships and networks among 



 

stakeholders; a second will visualize the type of relationships and networks that we think need 
to be developed.  

Item 1: How can we increase economic stability and mobility for all? 
The first agenda item touches on several of the areas identified by PolicyLinks. 
 

1. Grow good, accessible jobs that provide pathways to the middle class.  
2. Cultivate homegrown talent through a strong cradle-to-career pipeline 

(pre K-college, adult education, workforce development, etc.) 
3. Create healthy, opportunity-rich neighborhoods for all.  
4. Build resilient, connected infrastructure (including strong public transportation)  
5. Increase access to high quality, affordable homes and prevent displacement. 

 
For our discussion today, we suggest that how these areas are described by PolicyLinks  presents 
a vision for our future. With this future in mind, we ask that you work together to identify Roses, 
Thorns, Buds, and Seeds for item 1: 
  

Rose: What ongoing productive actions promote economic stability and mobility in our 
region? 

Thorn: What actions are erecting barriers to economic stability and mobility? 
Bud: What are some examples of promising initiatives that will flourish if we nurture 

them?  
Seed: What new ideas for action for promoting economic stability and mobility have you 

encountered here or elsewhere? 

Item 2: What can be done to empower those who feel disconnected and 
disenfranchised so that they become engaged in our region’s planning and 
decision making processes? 
PolicyLink area seven – Expand democracy and the right to the city – reveals another aspect of 
equity. Equity requires more than access to resources that enable people to thrive. It also 
requires that people have opportunities to participate in making decisions about what resources 
are developed and how they are used.  With this in mind, we ask that you work together to 
identify Roses, Thorns, Buds, and Seeds for item 2: 
 

Rose: What ongoing, productive actions engage and empower people in our region? 
Thorn: What actions are erecting barriers to engagement and empowerment? 
Bud: What are some promising initiatives to promote engagement and empowerment 

that can flourish if we nurture them? 
Seed: What new ideas for action that will promote engagement and empowerment have 

you encountered here or elsewhere? 
 



 

Item 3: How can we can we work across existing boundaries to create broad 
coalitions directed at removing the barriers to equity and opportunity faced by 
the diverse people who call our region home? 
 
As you discuss item 3, you will be working together to create a map of relationships and 
networks among stakeholders in our region. Some groups will map existing relationships and 
networks. Other groups will create a map that visualizes the type of relationships and networks 
that will need to be developed if we are to promote equity and increase opportunity for all. 
 
As you create your maps, you can discuss – and your maps can document – Roses, Thorns, Buds, 
and Seeds for item 3:  

Rose: What examples of ongoing, productive actions to build coalitions across 
boundaries of difference exist in our region? 

Thorn: What actions are erecting barriers to our efforts to build coalitions? 
Bud: What are some promising initiatives that can flourish if we nurture them? 
Seed: What new ideas for action have you encountered here or elsewhere? 

 
Below is a partial list of possible stakeholders to spur your thinking. We expect that you will 
identify necessary additions to this list as you create your maps. 
 

Arts/Cultural organizations 
Community-Based Organizations 
Corporations 
Elected officials (city/municipal, county, state, federal)  
Educators 
Faith communities 
Government agencies (city/municipal, county, state, federal) 
Medical/Public Health  
Nonprofits  
Philanthropic foundations 
Residents 
Universities 

 
 
 

 

  
 



 

Thank you 
This briefing document was developed by the Art of Democracy to support the WQED THINK! initiative, 
Promoting Equity and Increasing Opportunity for All in Southwestern Pennsylvania. The Art of Democracy 
acknowledge its debt to and deep gratitude for the assistance provided by those people and organizations 
listed below who helped in the work of establishing an agenda for the THINK! Community Forums: 
 

Leslie Aizenman Director Refugee & Immigrant Services  
Jewish Family and Children’s 
Services 

Annia Aleman Civic Innovation Specialist City of Pittsburgh 
Office of Innovation and 
Performance 

Mell Steven-Cosnek Program Manager YWCA of Greater Pittsburgh  
Center for Race and Gender Equity 

Betty Cruz Director Change Agency 

Aliyah Durham Vice President, Foundation and 
Government Relations 

YMCA of Greater Pittsburgh 

Daniella Greeman  Urban League  
Young Professionals of Greater 
Pittsburgh 

Cheryl Hall-Russell President and CEO Hill House Association 

Gary Janchenko Board Chair GLCC: The Gay and Lesbian 
Community Center of Pittsburgh 

Christine Marty Civic Innovation Specialist City of Pittsburgh 
Office of Innovation and 
Performance 

Heather McClain Administrative Assistant New Voices for Reproductive Justice 

Wasiullah Mohamed Executive Director Islamic Center of Pittsburgh 

Barbara Murock Program Manager Allegheny County Department of 
Human Services, Immigrants and 
Internationals Initiative 
 

Amanda Neatrour Diversity and Inclusion Employment 
Coordinator 

City of Pittsburgh 

Cathy Niebel Director of Program Effectiveness Catholic Charities of Pittsburgh 

Monica Ruiz Civic Engagement and Community 
Organizer 

Casa San Jose 

Mila Sanina Executive Director PublicSource 

Iris Valanti Public Relations Associate Jewish Family and Children's 
Services 

Alexis Vargas Special Initiatives Manager City of PIttsburgh, Office of the 
Mayor 

Ciera Young Coordinator of Equity and Inclusion  The Ellis School 

 


