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Building, Reviving, and Strengthening Parent-Teacher Organizations 
This guide is designed for three audiences: 

1.​ Schools establishing a new PTO/PTA  
2.​ Schools revitalizing a struggling PTO  
3.​ Established PTOs looking to grow membership, impact, and 

sustainability  

The ultimate goal of any PTO is simple: strengthen partnerships 
between families, schools, and communities to improve student 
outcomes and school culture. 

 

Why PTOs Matter 
A strong PTO benefits everyone: 

For Students 

●​ Increased enrichment opportunities  
●​ Improved school climate  
●​ Additional classroom resources  
●​ Family engagement that supports academic success  

For Teachers & Staff 

●​ Volunteer support  
●​ Classroom grants and supplies  
●​ Staff appreciation programs  
●​ Stronger communication with families  

For Families 

●​ Opportunities to connect with the school  
●​ A voice in school improvement efforts  
●​ Community-building and social connections  

For the Community 

●​ Stronger neighborhood ties  
●​ Increased volunteerism  
●​ Partnerships between schools and local businesses  
●​ Better long-term support for public education  



Research consistently shows that family engagement is associated with 
improved student attendance, achievement, and school 
connectedness. PTOs help create that bridge between home and 
school.  

 

Section 1: Starting a New PTO 
Step 1: Build a Founding Team 
Identify 5–10 interested parents, guardians, staff members, and 
administrators. 

Recommended initial roles: 

●​ President/Chair  
●​ Vice President  
●​ Treasurer  
●​ Secretary  
●​ Communications Coordinator  
●​ Volunteer Coordinator  

Keep leadership small at first. 

 

Step 2: Define Your Mission 
Example: 

The mission of the PTO is to strengthen partnerships between families, 
educators, and the community to support student success and 
enhance the educational experience for all children. 

 

Step 3: Establish Governance 
Create: 

●​ Bylaws  
●​ Policies and Procedures Manual  
●​ Financial Controls  
●​ Officer Roles and Responsibilities  

The Iowa PTA recommends maintaining bylaws and regularly reviewing 
policies and procedures to ensure organizational stability.  



Useful resources: 

●​ Iowa PTA Toolkits & eLearning  
●​ Iowa PTA Running Your PTA Resources  
●​ National PTA Local Leader Kit  

 

Step 4: Build Early Wins 
Start small: 

●​ Back-to-school family event  
●​ Teacher appreciation activity  
●​ Family movie night  
●​ Community picnic  
●​ School supply drive  

Quick successes create momentum. 

 

Section 2: Reviving a Struggling PTO 
Common signs of PTO burnout: 

●​ Same volunteers every year  
●​ Poor attendance  
●​ Leadership vacancies  
●​ Declining fundraising  
●​ Limited communication  

Revitalization Strategy 

Listen First 
Conduct a parent survey: 

●​ What prevents participation?  
●​ What events do families want?  
●​ When can they volunteer?  
●​ What skills can they contribute?  

 

Simplify Meetings 
Parents are busy. 

https://iowapta.org/running-your-pta/toolkits-elearning/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://iowapta.org/running-your-pta/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.pta.org/local-leader-kit?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Instead of 90-minute business meetings: 

●​ 30–45 minutes maximum  
●​ Hybrid attendance option  
●​ Childcare when possible  
●​ Focus on decisions, not reports  

 

Recruit in Small Chunks 
Avoid: 

"Will you be PTO President?" 

Instead ask: 

"Can you help for 30 minutes at Family Night?" 

Micro-volunteering significantly increases participation. 

 

Focus on Community Before Fundraising 
Families engage first because they feel connected. 

Prioritize: 

●​ Family socials  
●​ Community nights  
●​ Volunteer appreciation  
●​ Teacher support  

Fundraising becomes easier afterward. 

 

Section 3: Leadership Development 
Strong PTOs develop future leaders continuously. 

Leadership Pipeline 

Level 1: Event Volunteers 
Examples: 

●​ Check-in table  
●​ Setup crew  
●​ Cleanup team  



 

Level 2: Event Coordinators 
Examples: 

●​ Family Fun Night Lead  
●​ Teacher Appreciation Lead  
●​ Book Fair Coordinator  

 

Level 3: Committee Chairs 
Examples: 

●​ Membership Chair  
●​ Fundraising Chair  
●​ Communications Chair  

 

Level 4: Officers 
Examples: 

●​ Secretary  
●​ Treasurer  
●​ Vice President  
●​ President  

 

Preventing Burnout 
Use the "Rule of Three" 

Every major project should have: 

●​ Lead  
●​ Co-Lead  
●​ Successor  

Never allow one person to own institutional knowledge. 

 

Section 4: Financial Management 
Financial transparency builds trust. 



Best Practices 

Require Two Signatures 
For checks above a specified amount. 

Monthly Financial Reports 
Present: 

●​ Beginning balance  
●​ Income  
●​ Expenses  
●​ Ending balance  

Annual Budget Approval 
Membership should approve: 

●​ Planned expenses  
●​ Fundraising goals  
●​ Reserve funds  

Annual Financial Review 
Conduct an independent review annually. 

 

Budget Categories 
Income 

●​ Membership dues  
●​ Fundraisers  
●​ Sponsorships  
●​ Grants  
●​ Donations  

Expenses 

●​ Classroom grants  
●​ Family events  
●​ Teacher appreciation  
●​ Student enrichment  
●​ Operating costs  

The Iowa PTA and National PTA both provide leadership and finance 
training resources that cover budgeting, reporting, and nonprofit 
management practices.  



 

Section 5: Membership Growth 
Membership should be viewed as engagement—not fundraising. 

Membership Goal 
Every family should have a way to participate. 

Not every family will attend meetings. 

That is okay. 

 

Membership Building Strategies 

Welcome Families Early 

●​ Kindergarten orientation  
●​ Registration events  
●​ Back-to-school nights  

 

Make Joining Easy 
Use: 

●​ QR codes  
●​ Online forms  
●​ Mobile payments  

 

Explain Impact 
Instead of: 

Join the PTO. 

Try: 

PTO funding provided classroom grants, family events, staff 
appreciation activities, and playground improvements. 

 



Personal Invitations Work Best 
The number one membership tool: 

"Would you like to help with this specific project?" 

The Iowa PTA offers membership growth training and resources 
through its leadership toolkit and bootcamp materials.  

 

Section 6: Getting Parents Involved 
Volunteer Opportunities by Commitment Level 

15 Minutes 

●​ Stuff envelopes  
●​ Share social media posts  
●​ Bring snacks  

1 Hour 

●​ Event setup  
●​ Book fair shifts  
●​ Classroom helper  

Monthly 

●​ Committee member  
●​ Room parent  
●​ Event volunteer  

Leadership 

●​ Committee chair  
●​ Officer positions  

 

Room Parent Programs 
Room parents can: 

●​ Coordinate teacher appreciation  
●​ Share PTO information  
●​ Recruit volunteers  



●​ Organize classroom support  

They are often the PTO's most effective communication network. 

 

Social Events That Build Community 

●​ Ice Cream Social  
●​ Family Movie Night  
●​ Fall Festival  
●​ Cultural Celebration Night  
●​ STEM Night  
●​ Literacy Night  
●​ Bingo Night  
●​ Family Game Night  
●​ School Carnival  

Community-building events frequently generate more long-term 
engagement than fundraising alone. 

 

Section 7: Working with School Administration 
The best PTOs operate as partners—not separate organizations. 

Schedule Regular Meetings 
Meet with the principal monthly. 

Suggested agenda: 

●​ Upcoming events  
●​ School priorities  
●​ Volunteer needs  
●​ Communication opportunities  

 

Ask Three Questions 

1.​ What are the school's priorities?  
2.​ Where can volunteers help?  
3.​ What barriers do families face?  

 



Support School Goals 
Examples: 

If school goal = attendance 

PTO response: 

●​ Attendance incentives  
●​ Family outreach  

If school goal = literacy 

PTO response: 

●​ Family reading nights  
●​ Book giveaways  

Alignment builds trust. 

 

Section 8: Fundraising Best Practices 
The best fundraising: 

●​ Has low volunteer burden  
●​ Provides clear value  
●​ Doesn't overwhelm families  
●​ Builds community  

Many parents report preferring direct donations over selling products 
because more funds stay with the school and less volunteer effort is 
required. Community discussions also consistently identify fun runs, 
carnivals, silent auctions, business partnerships, and direct giving 
campaigns as highly successful approaches.  

 

Top PTO Fundraising Ideas 
Direct Donation Campaign 
"Just Give" Campaign 

Instead of selling products: 



$25 supports classroom grants. 

$50 supports family events. 

$100 supports student enrichment. 

Often the highest ROI fundraiser.  

 

Fun Run / Walkathon 

●​ Minimal inventory  
●​ High participation  
●​ Healthy activity  
●​ Strong fundraising potential  

Frequently cited as one of the most successful school fundraisers.  

 

School Carnival 
Include: 

●​ Games  
●​ Food trucks  
●​ Silent auction  
●​ Student performances  

Strong community-building fundraiser.  

 

Silent Auction 
Popular donations: 

●​ Gift baskets  
●​ Teacher experiences  
●​ Local services  
●​ Sports tickets  
●​ Vacation rentals  

 

Restaurant Nights 
Partner with: 



●​ Local pizza shops  
●​ Ice cream stores  
●​ Family restaurants  

 

Read-a-Thon 
Benefits: 

●​ Supports literacy  
●​ Easy administration  
●​ Inclusive  

 

Color Run 
Combines fitness and fundraising. 

 

Spirit Wear Store 

●​ T-shirts  
●​ Hoodies  
●​ Yard signs  

 

Teacher Experience Auctions 
Examples: 

●​ Principal for the Day  
●​ Lunch with a Teacher  
●​ Extra Recess  
●​ Read to the Kindergarten Class  

These are often surprisingly popular auction items.  

 

Local Business Partnerships 
Grocery Stores 
Potential partners include: 



●​ Hy-Vee  
●​ Fareway  

Possible support: 

●​ Gift cards  
●​ Event sponsorships  
●​ Donations  
●​ Food for teacher appreciation  

 

Financial Institutions 
Potential partners: 

●​ GreenState Credit Union  
●​ Hills Bank  
●​ Dupaco Community Credit Union  

Possible support: 

●​ Financial literacy programs  
●​ Sponsorships  
●​ Matching gifts  
●​ Grants  

 

Community Businesses 
Seek partnerships with: 

●​ Dental offices  
●​ Medical clinics  
●​ Real estate agencies  
●​ Insurance agencies  
●​ Fitness centers  
●​ Local restaurants  
●​ Childcare centers  

Offer recognition through: 

●​ Event banners  
●​ PTO website  
●​ Social media  
●​ School newsletters  



 

Annual PTO Success Checklist 
Governance 
☐ Bylaws reviewed​
☐ Officers trained​
☐ Budget approved 

Membership 
☐ Membership campaign launched​
☐ Volunteer database updated 

Communication 
☐ Monthly newsletter​
☐ Social media active​
☐ Principal meetings scheduled 

Fundraising 
☐ Annual fundraising plan approved​
☐ Sponsorship outreach completed 

Community Building 
☐ Family engagement events scheduled​
☐ Staff appreciation calendar developed 

Sustainability 
☐ Leadership succession plan created​
☐ Committee chairs recruited 

 

Recommended Resources 
Iowa PTA 
Iowa PTA Toolkits & eLearning 

Running Your PTA Resources 

Starting or Merging a PTA 

National PTA 
National PTA Local Leader Kit 

https://iowapta.org/running-your-pta/toolkits-elearning/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://iowapta.org/running-your-pta/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://iowapta.org/running-your-pta/starting-or-merging-a-pta/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.pta.org/local-leader-kit?utm_source=chatgpt.com


These resources include leadership development, finance training, 
membership growth strategies, governance guidance, and fundraising 
support for new and existing PTO/PTA leaders.  
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