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Here is a “Wordle” taken from participants’ input at the community visioning project.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background
On April 19th 2013 the Future Story: Community Visioning Project for the community
comprising the cities of Arnold, Lower Burrell, and New Kensington was convened at the New
Kensington Education Center of the Westmoreland County Community College. The project was
a joint partnership between the Westmoreland Circles® Initiative (now Westmoreland Bridges
Communities); Penn State Extension, WEDIG (the Westmoreland Economic Development
Initiative for Growth); the New Kensington-Arnold Clergy Association, the Parnassus Area
Preservation Project, Smart Growth PA, the Department of Geography and Planning at the
Indiana University of Pennsylvania, and the Westmoreland County Community College-New
Kensington Education Center.
The 53 participants represented a diverse cross-section of people living and working in those
three cities. The participants included representatives of the faith community, local and state
government, healthcare, business, education, social services, and community organizations, as
well as the general public.
The motto for the project was, “The best days of our community are ahead of us and they begin
today-and they begin with me.” The project’s goal was to provide a positive forum that would
change the mindset of the community to a mindset with a focus on a hope-filled future story;
identify key existing community assets; find common ground to work together; and to identify
and prioritize opportunities from which to build a thriving community.
The day’s activities consisted of a preliminary cognitive mapping exercise, some slide
presentations, the SOAR (Strengths, Opportunities, Aspiration, and Measurable Results)
exercise, and a nominal group technique exercise which would answer the question, “What
assets or opportunities can we [as a community] capitalize upon to create our future story?”
The cognitive mapping exercise asked participants to map out what they considered to be their
community and then describe the key assets they saw in that same community. These community
maps ranged from a one block area of the downtown business district to a map of the 4 counties
which surround the community. Numerous key local assets were identified such as; the people,
the churches, the river, community organizations such as the YMCA, and the local colleges and
technical schools.
The first slide presentations focused on turning negative circumstances into opportunities. The
second slide show examined where we are now and some local trends. The final slide
presentation walked the people through the SOAR exercise. SOAR is a strengths-based or
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positive model that can be used as an alternative to the SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats). An assets based approach rather than a deficit approach was the
method used for all the days activities.
The next exercise in the project was the nominal group technique; which was led by Dr. Dey W.
Watts and graduate students from the Indiana University of Pennsylvania. Its purpose was to poll
the group and gather their answers to the nominal question which was, “What assets or
opportunities can we [as a community] capitalize upon to create our future story?” This
technique allowed everyone participating to have a say in how the group answers the question.

Assets and Opportunities Identified
The top three answers from each group revealed a number of assets that are potential
opportunities.
Geographical assets- The River
Physical assets-existing infrastructure, unused property, cultural and historical assets,
small business and industry, mass transit
Social assets-Churches and a network of social services, the Y
Educational assets- WCCC, PSNK, and local schools
Human assets-local talent, desire for change, students and youth, diversity in age
When comparing all the input from all of the groups as a whole the following assets/
opportunities are the ones that were identified by this group to capitalize on:
These are ranked by their weight generated during the nominal question.
1. Westmoreland County Community College and Penn State New Kensington (73)
2. The Churches and Faith Community (62)
3. The River and Riverfront Property (62)
4. The People of the Community (43)
5. Available Vacant Land and Buildings (35)
6. The Library, YMCA and other Community Institutions (34)
7. The Railroad (25)
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Impact of the Day’s Activities on the Participants
The final exercise was a survey that all participants were asked to complete and turn in. The
survey questions revealed that the participants had:
1. Increased their knowledge of assets in the community
2. Made new contacts with other like-minded individuals in the community
3. Had increased their optimism about the future story of the community
4. And were motivated to take new actions in relationship to building a community in
which everyone thrives.

Many Assets but Few Concrete Opportunities
When we examine the all of the data from the nominal group question (looking at both the top
three answers and the all of the individual answers) it becomes clear that the participants were
able to recognize a significant number of assets in the community. They also were able to see
that within those assets lies significant opportunity, but they did not have many concrete ideas
for specific projects capitalizing on those assets.
Perhaps that is the next question we as a community need to answer. What specific projects
can we undertake, that capitalize on the assets we have identified and which lead to the future
story we envision?
However, there were some unique and specific ideas that were mentioned which may have some
merit for consideration especially as projects which could, as the moderator John Turack said,
produce some “low-hanging fruit”. These are;
1. Aquaponics
2. Pucketa Creek as a trout stream
3. Attract artists, professionals, and niche businesses
4. Strengthen communication between the municipalities
5. Develop community gardens and farmers markets
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Recommendations
Convene a Community Visioning Project Phase II to answer the question of what projects can
we engage in that capitalize on the community assets we have. This project can be used to:
Decide on community goals, objectives, action steps, and responsible parties
By using two Penn State Extension workbooks as guides: Charting the Future of Our
Community: Where We Want to Be and Charting the Future of Our Community :Making
the Trip
The WEDIG Quality of Life Committee has proposed several low-cost projects that can make a
difference in the community. These are pending approval by city officials and the WEDIG board.
These serve as good examples of some projects that are relatively inexpensive and can gather in
some “low-hanging fruit”. Some highlights as proposed are:
A project to spruce up the “gateways” into New Kensington via Industrial Boulevard.
Some ideas include: improving the perception of safety in the area, a fishing area for
children along Puckety Creek, improving the area around the sewage treatment plant, a
mural on the walls of the industrial building at 300 Industrial Blvd.
An initial “low-hanging fruit” project could be done in cooperation with Cleanways PA
to clean-up Little Pucketa Creek and nearby roadways in the Parnassus area.
A bicycle/walking trail from along the Allegheny River from New Kensington to join an
existing section of trail at Braeburn
Develop temporary Community Gardens and green spaces on unused lots.
.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

The genesis for the Future Story Community Visioning Project came about as the result of an
informal discussion between members of the Westmoreland Economic Development Initiative
for Growth (WEDIG) and the A-K Valley site of the Westmoreland Community Action Circles®
Initiative. It was noted in the conversation that just like people who are experiencing poverty
need to envision their positive future story; communities that are experiencing poverty also need
to envision their own positive future story.
It was decided that a way to help the three communities envision this positive future story would
be to convene a community visioning project. The New Kensington Education Center of the
Westmoreland County Community College donated the space for holding the meeting and John
Turack-a community development educator with Penn State Extension agreed to act as
moderator of the project. Dr. Dey Whit Watts, assistant professor of Geography and Regional
Planning at the Indiana University of Pennsylvania volunteered his time along with the services
of a number of his graduate students to conduct the nominal group technique portion of the
project.
The project was sponsored by the New Kensington-Arnold Clergy Association, the Parnassus
Area Preservation Project, and the Westmoreland Circles® Initiative (now the Westmoreland
Bridges Communities), Smart Growth PA, and WEDIG (the Westmoreland Economic
Development Initiative for Growth).
The date was set for Friday April 19th 2013 from 11:30am to 2:30pm
Over 200 personalized invitations were sent out via email and postal mail. The project was also
advertised via flyers distributed at churches and various other venues in the community. The goal
was to have a diverse cross-section of the community participate in the project.
The motto for the project was, “The best days of our community are ahead of us and they begin
today-and they begin with me.”
The purpose of this paper is to present the information that was garnered at the Future Story
Community Visioning Project to the community in hopes that it can continue the work begun
that day.
We have included the raw data in the appendix so that whoever wishes may use that data for the
benefit of the community.
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PROJECT GOALS
The stated goals of the community visioning project were:
 To bring about a change in the mindset of the community- from one which dwells on the
problems and negative aspects of life in our community to a hope-filled future story of a
community in which all of its members thrive?
 To identify what stakeholders view as the key assets of our community, tapping the
collective wisdom of the community, and using that wisdom to create a positive vision
for our community.
 To reverse the trend of relying on outsiders to solve our community problems and to
realize that we have the answers to many of the problems that we face.
 To find common ground that no matter how diverse we are, we can work together to
build a community in which all of our members thrive.
 To decide which opportunities we want to prioritize to develop a thriving community

Participant Demographics
Based on their self-description and on the author’s personal knowledge of many of the
participants at the project, the author was able to deduce the following demographics of the
participants.
Lay volunteers from various church
organizations
7

Community members

4

Low-income community members

5

Education

4

Clergy members

5

Community Organizations

6

Health Care

4

Social Service Agency staff

2

Law Enforcement/courts

2

Government

8

Business

3

Circles® staff and volunteers

5

officials
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The organizations represented by persons attending the conference:
Allegheny Valley Hospital
Arnold United Methodist Church
Career Link
Citizen’s Family Health Center
City of New Kensington
Gospelite Ministries
Logan’s Ferry Presbyterian Church
Mount St. Peter Catholic Church
New Kensington Chamber of Commerce

State Representative Eli Evankovich’s
Office
State Senator Jim Brewster’s Office
Tri-City Life Center
Valley Points Family YMCA
WCSI (Westmoreland Case-management
and Supports Inc.)
WEDIG (Westmoreland Economic
Development Initiative for Growth
Westmoreland Community Action/ Circles®
Initiative of Westmoreland County

Penn State New Kensington
Westmoreland County Community College
People’s Library New Kensington
Westmoreland County Juvenile Probation
The River-A Community Church
The Salvation Army New Kensington

In all 53 community members attended along with 15 persons engaged in assisting to facilitate
the meeting.
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THE PROJECT METHOD
The meeting was billed as a working lunch and food was provided by the Westmoreland
Community Action Circles® Initiative. Each of the activities mentioned below will be discussed
at length in the following pages. The pace was fast and designed to focus the participant’s
attention on the positive assets of the community and opportunities which could best use those
assets. The moderator was John Turack, a community development educator with Penn State
Extension.
The structure was as follows:





Cognitive Mapping Exercise
Slide presentation: “Hidden Assets” (Scott L. McMannis, WCA Circles®)
Slide presentation: “But Where Are We Now” (John Turack, Penn State Extension)
Slide presentation: “Our Future Story: Writing It” and introduction of SOAR exercise
(John Turack)
 SOAR Exercise (Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations, measurable Results)
 Nominal Group Technique: Dr. Dey Watts and graduate students from Indiana University
of Pennsylvania
 Wrap-up
The past was fast and rather challenging as participants were moved along from one task to
another. The nominal group technique allowed for every participant to have a voice in the
project; as each were polled in turn for their thoughts and opinions.

The Cognitive Mapping Exercise
As they arrived the participants were told to
grab their lunch and sit down at one of seven groups
of tables that were evenly distributed throughout the
classroom. The attendees were then instructed to
draw a map of their “community”. Their community
was defined entirely by them, it could be a city
block as indeed one participant’s map was or the
Alle-Kiski region as some others drew.
They next were asked to write 5 assets
located within their community. The picture at right
is one person’s idea of their community.
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Cognitive Mapping Exercise Summary of Assets Marked on Maps
This is what each person viewed as their community and the assets in that community as marked
on their maps.
What the maps depicted.
Alle-Kiski Valley depicted as center hub for Butler, Kittanning, Indiana, Greensburg, and
Pittsburgh
The River-A Community Church, Westmoreland Community College, Post Office, West Haven
Nursing Home
The Allegheny River, Arnold, New Kensington, and Lower Burrell
The Chamber of Commerce, Arnold, Allegheny Township, New Kensington, Lower Burrell,
Upper Burrell, Plum Borough
A Map of the business district of New Ken-Mount St. Peter Community Clothes Closet, 9th
Street bridge, Industrial Blvd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th Avenues-with a note Lots of wonderful buildings
that need to be utilized
A map of New Kensington featuring New Ken Hill, Freeport Rd, McCargo St, Constitution
Blvd., 9th Street and the New Ken Bridge
Rt. 28, the River, the Turnpike, New Ken Business district, Valley High School & Vo-Tech,
Memorial Park
The River, New Kensington, Arnold, Upper Burrell, Lower Burrell, Allegheny Township,
Freeport Theater
The A-K Valley ---arts, creative endeavors, close to Pittsburgh, outdoors and nature, the rivers,
Values-)religion, family, traditions) schools (higher education and other), low cost of living
Wolf Pack Park, Penn State new Kensington, Burrell lake Park, the Allegheny River,
Westmoreland County Community College-New Kensington Education Center, Memorial Park,
YMCA, Pittsburgh Mills
Citizen’s Hospital, Valley High School, Fort Crawford Elementary School, people, churches,
roadways
A map of the 800 block of 5th Avenue, New Kensington featuring various stores and vacant
buildings and properties,
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Map showing area of middle-class, area of poverty, and an area of poverty and middle-class mix
Memorial Park, Valley stadium, Valley High School, Churches, the track, the River, Sheetz
A map featuring the Parnassus area of New Kensington,
Hope, promise, humor, cooperation, recreation, faith, determination, revitalization, civic
involvement, youth.
Education, businesses, “everything can change, but it must start with you”
The 15068 area
The Lincoln Beach area featuring 2 churches
Allegheny River-fuller use of river access, mixed use, rental, condos, expanding boating-turning
empty spaces into more green spaces i.e. community gardens, selling produce to residents or
getting organically certified and selling to regional restaurants

Assets Identified
Here is what the participants wrote in the bottom section of the exercise as what they believed
the assets in the community were.
This is a partial list of unique assets that were cited. For the complete list see the index.
We are the center for the surrounding towns
River/ river front potential: recreation/move goods/waterways
Relatively low taxes/low cost of living/low cost of utilities
WCCC New Ken/ PSNK/teachers
Churches/ faith- based organizations/ Salvation Army/ unity of magisterium/ church on every
corner
Availability of human services/ numerous agencies in resource directory
Infrastructure Assets/ railroad
National historic district/ cool buildings
People-diversity/ work ethic/ friendly people
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Non-profits: Habitat for Humanity/ Circles®/ Community Clothes Closet/ Sheepfold/
churches, Senior Center/ food bank/ library/ YMCA/ Tri-City Life/ health clinic
Neighborhoods-efforts can be concentrated
Walkable community
Recreation/ Nature
Welfare office/ Social Security office/ Career Link/ Post Office
Positive store owners trying to make a go of it / business owners care about other owners
success/ good people/customers/ trade job opportunities/ availability of empty store fronts/
tightly spaced downtown-businesses can feed of each other
Our block is like a family looking out for each other /community setting/ neighborly/ great place
for kids to play/ walking distance to school/ sense of family
Compassionate leaders/ caring leaders
Willingness to network/ open to new ideas/ people-who genuinely care about their community/
open to change/ willingness to try anything /people-strong sense of community / willingness to
improve the community/ willingness to collaborate for the greater good
Socio-economic diversity
Proximity to Pittsburgh/ transit system / access to Rt 28/ turnpike/ Pittsburgh Mills
Proximity to doctors/ proximity to downtown shopping
Representative Evankovich’s office/ proactive mayor of New Ken/
Getting rid of abandoned houses/ remodeling/ building new houses/ affordable housing
Geography/space/community
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Slide Presentations
Next on the agenda were a series of slide presentations. The
first was “Hidden Assets”. The purpose of this short
presentation was to show that even in the midst of some
pretty grim statistics on poverty in the community there are
hidden assets. For instance, although approximately one out
of every five people in the community is experiencing
poverty the majority are not. The communities’ vacant
houses present opportunities for affordable housing. Other
communities are finding creative uses for vacant lots such as
urban gardens, parks and sustainable businesses such as
aquaponics.
The second slide show “But Where Are We Now” illustrated some
local demographics and trends and how these tied into the region as
a whole. Also the Smart Growth Principles were delineated. These
principles are:
1. Mixed Land Use
2. Take Advantage of Compact Building Design
3. Create a Range of Housing Opportunities and Choices
4. Create Walkable Neighborhoods
5. Foster Distinctive, Attractive, Communities With a Strong Sense of Place
6. Preserve Open Spaces, Farmland, Natural Beauty, and Critical Environmental Areas
7. Strengthen and Direct Development Toward Existing Communities
8. Provide a Variety of Transportation Choices
9. Make Development Decisions Predictable, Fair, and Cost Effective
10. Encourage Community and Stakeholder Collaboration in Development Decisions
The third slide presentation “Our Future Story: Writing It” was part of the SOAR exercise. It
introduced SOAR (Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations, and
measurable Results). It also discussed that many of the assets in the
community are located in the people, citizen’s associations, and
institutions within the community. This presentation was used to
guide people through the SOAR exercise.
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The SOAR Exercise
The participants were guided through this exercise by the moderator John Turack. While seated
in their seven groups the community members were asked to write down the strengths of the
community, the opportunities they see in the community, their aspirations for the community and
how we could measure the results of what we would like to see in the community. Unfortunately,
for our data compiling efforts, none of these sheets was turned in by any of the participants. This
exercise did help to set up the next exercise, the capstone of the project-the nominal group
technique.
An example of the SOAR presentation:
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The Nominal Group Technique Exercise
The purpose of this exercise was to quickly poll the audience as to what is the consensus of the
whole group on the following question. “What assets or opportunities can we [as a community]
capitalize upon to create our future story?”
This part of the project was led by Dr. Dey W. Watts and the graduate students from IUP. For the
first step each group member was asked while remaining silent to take 15 minutes to brainstorm
by themselves what they thought the answer to the question would be. The room was quiet and
the attendees seemed to be very focused as they filled up their papers with ideas.
Next they were asked to pick the top five answers and to
weight those answers from 1-5 in importance. The group
leader for each table then polled each member in turn and
wrote their answers on a flip-chart positioned near the table.
Once each person had been polled, as a group they were
asked to rate each answer and the scores for each answer
where then tallied to determine the top 5 answers for each
group.
The exercise concluded with each group describing in turn
their top answers to the assembly.
What was really unique about this particular exercise was
that each participant had an equal input into the decision
making process.
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Top 3 opportunities identified by nominal group technique question.
The question was, “What assets or opportunities can we capitalize upon to create our future
story?
Group 1

Group 4

1. Mass transit

1. Cultural and Historic assets

2. Local opportunities

2. Public schools and community college

3. Small business and industry

3. Diversity in age of residents

Group 2

Group 5

1. Riverfront property

1. Partnering with existing social services

2. Availability of unused property

2. Utilize local talent

3. Colleges and Technical Schools

3. Develop community gardens, farmers
markets

Group 3
1. Existing infrastructure
2. Churches
3. Student and youth talents

Group 6
1. Support and expand the YMCA
2. Desire for Change
3. Churches and Schools
Group 7
1. Penn State New Ken, WCCC
2. Riverfront property
3. River/ fresh water
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Summary of Top Three Assets and Opportunities
These answers identify both assets and opportunities.
Geographical assets- The River
Physical assets-existing infrastructure, unused property, cultural and historical assets,
small business and industry, mass transit
Social assets-Churches and a network of social services, the Y
Educational assets- WCCC, PSNK, and local schools
Human assets-local talent, desire for change, students and youth, diversity in age

When comparing all the input from all of the groups as a whole the following assets/
opportunities are the ones that were identified by this group to capitalize on:
These are ranked by their weight generated during the nominal question.
1. Westmoreland County Community College and Penn State New Kensington (73)
2. The Churches and Faith Community (62)
3. The River and Riverfront Property (62)
4. The People of the Community (43)
5. Available Vacant Land and Buildings (35)
6. The Library, YMCA and other Community Institutions (34)
7. The Railroad (25)
Many Assets versus Few Concrete Opportunities
When we examine the all of the data from the nominal group question looking at both the top
three answers and the all of the individual answers it becomes clear that the participants were
able to recognize a significant number of assets in the community. They also were able to see
that within those assets lies significant opportunity, but they did not have many concrete ideas
for specific projects capitalizing on those assets.
Perhaps that is the next question we as a community need to answer. What specific projects
can we undertake, that capitalize on the assets we have identified and which lead to the future
story we envision?
19

However there were some unique and specific ideas that were mentioned which may have some
merit for consideration especially as projects which could, as the moderator John Turack said,
produce some “low-hanging fruit” are;
1. Aquaponics
2. Pucketa Creek as a trout stream
3. Attract artists, professionals, and niche businesses
4. Strengthen communication between the municipalities
5. Develop community gardens and farmers markets

PROJECT EVALUATION RESULTS
Impact of the Day’s Activities upon the Participants
A survey was completed at the end of the meeting. The full survey is included in the
index.
The group discussions resulted in some attendees learning of assets in the community that
they were previously unaware of. These include:


Volunteer potential



Educational opportunities



People and churches



Westmoreland County Community College, New Kensington Education Center has
largest enrollment of branches



The River



Keystone Opportunity Zone



Church Without Walls event



Tax breaks for businesses



Church social services



Waterways



Diversity
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Education



Social service and community development organizations



Developing the vast cultural diversity

The action steps that people indicated they would take as a result of the meeting include:


Higher education



Transit



Working on greater levels of collaboration



Work with and through my agency to continue to help with the evolution of Arnold,
Lower Burrell, and New Kensington



Speak with my boss, Senator Brewster, and city officials regarding initiatives



Keep attending Circles® Big View Meetings



Working with others to help create change



Follow-up on a collaboration opportunity



Will take the assets into consideration in my work



Pick-up trash on highways in a group



Get more involved



Take a more active part in my community



Develop better knowledge of surrounding area



Incorporate this information into Circles® Guiding Coalition discussion



Talk to leader in Circles®



Involvement in Church without Walls



Continue to network to develop opportunities realized at today’s event



Keep helping Circles® and Mount St. Peter Parish social outreach



Contact Alle-Kiski Pavilion director to help business utilize residents there
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Use some of these recommendations/suggestions and try to form a task force to take
action on them.



By talking to people

Survey answers compared to the projects goals.
Goal 1: To bring about a change in the mindset of the community- from one which dwells on
the problems and negative aspects of life in our community to a hope-filled future story of a
community in which all of its members thrive?
The survey found that about one-half of the conference attendees started out as optimistic or
very optimistic about the future of the community this increased by 21% as a result of the
conference.
Goal 2: To identify what stakeholders view as the key assets of our community, tapping the
collective wisdom of the community, and using that wisdom to create a positive vision for
our community.
As the index will show a number of key assets in the community were identified during the
conference. A little more than one-half of the respondents indicated that they had learned of
new assets as a result of the program.
Goal 3: For residents and community members to reverse the trend of relying on others to
solve our problems and to see that we have the answers to many of the problems that we
face.
A significant majority said they would take action as a result of participating in the project.
Goal 4: To find common ground that no matter how diverse we are, we can work together to
build a community in which all of our members thrive.
Fully 94% of survey respondents said they developed new relationships that will lead to
future collaboration.
Goal 5: To decide which opportunities we want to prioritize to develop a thriving community.
The raw data provides information that may be used for planning purposes.
Additionally, the survey indicated that the majority of participants found the conference
informative. A sizeable majority (80%) had an increase in knowledge about SOAR. The same
majority (80%) said that they were very likely to use information that was presented at the
conference.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Convene a Community Visioning Project Phase II to answer the question of what projects can
we engage in that capitalize on the community assets we have. This project can be used to:
Decide on community goals, objectives, action steps, and responsible parties
By using two Penn State Extension workbooks as guides: Charting the Future of Our
Community: Where We Want to Be and Charting the Future of Our Community :Making
the Trip
The WEDIG Quality of Life Committee has proposed several low-cost projects that can make a
difference in the community. These are pending approval by city officials and the WEDIG board.
These serve as good examples of some projects that are relatively inexpensive and can gather in
some “low-hanging fruit”. Some highlights as proposed are:
A project to spruce up the “gateways” into New Kensington via Industrial Boulevard.
Some ideas include: improving the perception of safety in the area, a fishing area for
children along Puckety Creek, improving the area around the sewage treatment plant, a
mural on the walls of the industrial building at 300 Industrial Blvd.
An initial “low-hanging fruit” project could be done in cooperation with Cleanways PA
to clean-up Little Pucketa Creek and nearby roadways in the Parnassus area.
A bicycle/walking trail from along the Allegheny River from New Kensington to join an
existing section of trail at Braeburn
Develop temporary Community Gardens and green spaces on unused lots.
CONCLUSION
The Future Story-Community Visioning Project held April 19th 2013 was successful in providing
a positive forum in which a wide cross-section of the community could examine assets and
opportunities in the community. Aside from providing the raw data discussed in this report it also
provided many intangibles. The community members who attended showed an increase in
optimism about their community. Many of the participants learned that they were not alone in
their efforts to bring about transformation in the community. Many also made or renewed
relationships with like-minded people. That atmosphere was one of hope and optimism.
The raw data, when analyzed, revealed a number of strengths in the community. Those assets
include two very vibrant and dynamic educational institutions, one of which has a tuition that is
affordable for many community members. The Allegheny River provides a vehicle for
recreation, business, and transportation, the people are hard-working and with a rich cultural
heritage and a diverse work-force, the faith community can be a strong force for uniting the
community and championing some of the opportunities that are available. The abandoned homes
23

and properties which on the surface appear to be deficits can be turned into assets by helping to
make housing affordable and providing space for businesses and green spaces. The proposed
commuter train can be an important asset if developed properly with the benefit of the
community in mind.
When we examine the all of the data from the nominal group question looking at both the top
three answers and the all of the individual answers it becomes clear that the participants were
able to recognize a significant number of assets in the community. They also were able to see
that within those assets lies significant opportunity, but they did not have many concrete ideas
for specific projects capitalizing on those assets.
Most importantly, this community visioning project demonstrated that there are a number of
people in the community, that believe in the future story of the community and are willing to
donate their time and talents to help write the communities’ future story.
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Appendix
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Wordle from mapping exercise

Wordle from nominal group technique question, top three answers.
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Wordle from nominal group technique question (all answers)

Wordle from community assets marked on maps.
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Selected Representative Cognitive Mapping Exercise Maps
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29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

Cognitive Mapping Exercise Assets Marked on Maps Raw Data

This is what each person viewed as their community and the assets in that community.

Alle-Kiski Valley depicted as center hub for Butler, Kittanning, Indiana, Greensburg, and
Pittsburgh
The River-A Community Church, Westmoreland Community College, Post Office, West Haven
Nursing Home
The River, Arnold, New Kensington, and Lower Burrell
The Chamber of Commerce, Arnold, Allegheny Township, New Kensington, Lower Burrell,
Upper Burrell, Plum Borough
The River, Arnold, New Kensington, Lower Burrell
A Map of the business district of New Ken-Mount St. Peter Community Clothes Closet, 9th
Street bridge, Industrial Blvd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th Avenues-with a note Lots of wonderful buildings
that need to be utilized
A map of New Kensington featuring New Ken Hill, Freeport Rd, McCargo St, Constitution
Blvd., 9th Street and the New Ken Bridge
The River, Shopping district, and railroad
Rt 28, the River, the Turnpike, New Ken Business district, Valley High School & VoTech,
Memorial Park
The River, New Kensington, Arnold, Upper Burrell, Lower Burrell, Allegheny Township,
Freeport Theater
The A-K Valley ---arts, creative endeavors, close to Pittsburgh, outdoors and nature, the rivers,
Values-)religion, family, traditions) schools (higher education and other), low cost of living
The Allegheny River
New Kensington, Arnold, and Lower Burrell
Wolf Pack Park, Penn State New Kensington, Burrell lake Park, the Allegheny River,
Westmoreland County Community College-New Kensington Education Center, Memorial Park,
YMCA, Pittsburgh Mills
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Arnold, New Kensington, and Lower Burrell
The Hospital, Valley High School, Fort Crawford Elementary School, people, churches,
roadways
New Kensington, Arnold, Lower Burrell, the River, the railroad, Kmart (businesses),people
A map of the 800 block of 5th Avenue, New Kensington featuring various stores and vacant
buildings and properties,
Map showing area of middle-class, area of poverty, and an area of poverty and middle-class mix
Downtown New Kensington, H.D. Berkey school, the Middle School, Valley High school,
Martin Elementary School, and Fort Crawford Elementary School.
Churches, YMCA, parks, schools, people
Memorial Park, Valley stadium, Valley High School, Churches, the track, the River, Sheetz
A map featuring the Parnassus area of New Kensington,
Hope, promise, humor, cooperation, recreation, faith, determination, revitalization, civic
involvement, youth.
Education, businesses, “everything can change, but it must start with you”
The 15068 area
The Lincoln Beach area featuring 2 churches
The 4 corners community region-the intersection of Allegheny, Westmoreland, Armstrong, and
Butler Counties
The downtown New Kensington Area, parks, YMCA, the Arts,
Allegheny River-fuller use of river access, mixed use, rental, condos, expanding boating-turning
empty spaces into more green spaces i.e. community gardens, selling produce to residents or
getting organically certified and selling to regional restaurants
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Cognitive Mapping Assets Raw Data
We are the center for the surrounding towns

River

River potential: recreation/move goods

Railroad

Hard working citizenry

Bridges

Relatively low taxes

Churches

Willingness to collaborate for the greater
good

WCCC New Ken

Organic foods
The river
WCCC New Ken
West Haven Nursing Home
Post Office
Kids
Faith Based organizations
Availability of human services
People
Diversity
Churches
Infrastructure Assets
Organizations
National historic district
River front
Railroad
WCCC New Ken
Friendly people

PSNK
People-diversity/ work ethic
Riverfront property
Availability of empty store fronts
Good people with great ideas
Railroad station
WCCC New Ken/ PSNK
River
Railroad
Access to Rt 28/ turnpike
Diversity
Strong work ethic
The people
Access to Rt. 28/turnpike
Port Authority
Educational=WCCC NK, PSNK, library
Non-profits: Habitat for Humanity,
Circles®, Community Clothes Closet,
Sheepfold, Churches, Senior Center,
Foodbank, Library, YMCA
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Neighborhoods-efforts can be concentrated

Low property taxes

Tightly spaced downtown-businesses can
feed of each other

Access to education

Walkable community
River view
Proximity to Pittsburgh
PSNK
Good utilities
Trainable population
Sense of family
Recreation
Nature
Proximity to city
Low cost of living
People
Water
Land

Trade job opportunities
Tight-knit
History of hard working people
Unity of ministerium
St. Johns
Tri-City Life
Community Clothes Closet
Health clinic
Salvation Army
People
Business
Churches
River
Railroad

Social security office

Positive store owners trying to make a go of
it

Welfare office

Good people/customers

Education

Volunteers from Alle-Kiski Pavilion

Churches

Our block is like a family looking out for
each other

Numerous agencies in resource directory
Great programs and organizations

Business owners care about other owner’s
success

Caring leaders

Compassionate leaders

Access to Rt. 28/turnpike/ Rt. 366/56

Willingness to network
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Open to new ideas

Great people

A church on every corner

Diverse population

PSNK

WCCC New Ken

WCCC New Ken

PSNK

Strong sense of community

Proximity to Pittsburgh

Ethnic heritage

Parks and recreation available

Racial diversity

Elementary school near-by

Socio-economic diversity

Transit system

New-Ken Arnold School District

Willingness to improve the community

YMCA

Waterways

Children

Railroad

Citizens

WCCC New Ken

Faith-based community

Elementary schools

Teachers

Proximity to doctors

Proximity to Pittsburgh

Proximity to downtown shopping

Churches

Railroad

YMCA

Access to Rt. 28/Pittsburgh

People

Access to waterways

Schools

People

Parks

Churches

YMCA

People

People-strong sense of community

WCCC New Ken, PSNK

River

Proximity to Pittsburgh

Land

Affordable housing

River Community

Waterways
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Walking distance to school

Healthcare

Social Security Office

Proximity to Pittsburgh

Bus transportation

River

A lot of resources

Geography/space/community

Career Link

Educational resources

Representative Evankovich’s Office

WCCC New Ken

Proactive mayor of New Ken

PSNK

WCCC New Ken

River

PSNK

YMCA

Great place for kids to play

Parks

Neighborly

Pittsburgh Mills

Churches

Cool buildings

Community setting

Walkable

Getting rid of abandoned
houses/remodeling/ building new houses

Affordable housing

The people
Church organizations
Active State Representative Evankovich
office
Career Link
Churches

Access to Pittsburgh
River
People-who genuinely care about their
community
Willingness to try anything
Open to change
Commitment of many community entities

Service groups
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Nominal Group Technique Question Raw Data
The question was: What assets or opportunities can we capitalize upon to create our future story?

River

Dedicated commitment to creating change

Land

No city debt in New Ken

Churches

Walkable streets

Civic organizations

Small business opportunities

Parks

Redevelopment authority

Senior citizens

Create atmosphere that attracts

Puckety and Little Puckety Creek

People YMCA Churches all of which are
strong part of community

Citizens
Community Gardens
Farmers markets

Low cost area to live and work
Still much undeveloped land

River front development

Help the YMCA continue to grow and
expand to offer more services

Small business growth (entrepreneur
incentives)

New Ken is debt free

Network and collaboration on specific goals

Grow the number of people to motivate
change

Housing

Improve school district

People interest in future growth

Develop the river front

Community resources

Promote vacant property to small
professional businesses i.e. lawyers, doctors,
real estate, insurance

YMCA
Churches

Give up retail idea
Schools
Increase recreational opportunities
Youth
Increase cultural opportunities
Diversity
Community members
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Schools
Increase partnerships around existing social
services
Community gardens

Educational opportunities
WCCC
Career Training Academy
Citizens Nursing School

Unrealized property
There is also a good health care system meaning not only are there health clinics, but there is
also dentists, mental health services such as Family Services, Behavioral Health, Greenbrier, also
Citizens Hospital
There are many empty lots and buildings that could help build up business in New Ken if
someone could help facilitate that.
I believe the main point is education, because those who are younger represent the future, if you
give them a community they can be proud of we can build a …
Empty lots –green spaces
Waterways—travel, access to other parts of
the community

Youth—get them more involved so they will
have pride for their hometowns
Support expansion of YMCA

Train tracks—rail system

Develop riverfront

People—kind and caring, great love for their
town

Create service oriented business district of
professional, restaurant, and quaint shopsnot retail

Parks—activities for families and the
community as a whole
Small businesses
Schools

Encourage /promote use of and expand
walkability of the streets
Create bicycle safe pathways

Buildings—bring back the charm of the
cities
Promote affordable housing to increase family ownership, preventing the increase of nonresident landlords.
Define a “redevelopment project zone” to rid community of dilapidated buildings encouraging
new development of “bullet 3”
Improve public transportation to provide access in for use of “bullet 3” but more importantly to
ease access out for those needing employment elsewhere.
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Established infrastructure of living (homes), educational, recreational, healthcare, and industry
Natural resources-water and green spaces
Continue to develop, expand or right size other resources such as transportation, retail and
support services, to improve access
Faith communities-identify and service unmet needs
Diverse community from [various] ethnic, economic, and faith backgrounds
Return to the principle of helping the current/next generations to do better than their predecessors
Attracting/ retaining/ supporting young professionals
Desire of those in Pittsburgh neighborhoods to expand or move in search of more affordable
place for home and or a business (good example if this is Fresh Heirlooms in New Ken which
moved from Lawrenceville)
There is a large volunteer/community development base-mobilize these individuals even more in
an effort to help those in poverty rise up
The riverfront is currently underutilize and presents unique opportunity for development
Find ways to capitalize on low cost of living and affordable housing
Better engage the successful (i.e. middle and upper class) to develop ideas for redevelopment for
which they may have greater network
Foster young and small business development by encouraging mentor-like relationships with
those established business people
Approaching larger companies to invest in our community by offering a list of pending or
current assets such as: rail being offered by 2017, lower property taxes, federal programs to give
tax abatement for HUD zones, river transportation.
Work with current large employers to increase and include their involvement in recruiting local
students to fill their positions
Approach builders to consider developing riverfront properties to house an aging but active
population, recreation, and businesses.
Centralize a tourism ad campaign that draws visitors to the local parks, trails, and recreation
facilities.
Approach retailers with available empty properties.
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Available education facilities to train the population in jobs and skills
Available non-profit groups can assist those in need with life skills and needs
Our available empty lots and store fronts can be rehabilitated using people who need skills like
that so they can be in “move-in” condition for businesses.
Use our eager enthusiastic residents to promote the areas benefits to businesses who are looking
to expand. Have people explain the benefits of the area for business growth.
Promote the tight business district as a sustainable and green one-the area is walkable with all the
needed amenities-grocery stores, library, shopping, churches, post office, schools, senior center,
and restaurants.
Promote the history, the outdoors, the creativity, theater, music endeavors, and promote the ton
as a hotspot for those attractions
Housing affordable and available

People

Recreational opportunities parks

Community leaders

Riverfront

Diverse population

Railroad tracks

History

Land

Library

Buildings

Social services

Colleges

Parks

YMCA

Affordable housing

Churches

Riverfront

Technical schools

College

Infrastructure

National historic district

Talents of youth/students to improve quality of life in the community-beautification, helping
your neighbors
Bring together faith-based organizations to do the same
Schools and human service organizations to assist in educating and empowering
Ultimately market area as a community for business opportunities-emphasize the river, rail,
infrastructure, environment
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Churches/Christians of different faiths and churches willing to meet to pray for the community
and the efforts of the Big View
Inter-community gatherings/ activities-clean-up days, home upgrades for needy where groups
work to help like HFH does
Random acts of kindness where groups of like-minded people such as those attending Circles®’
Big View come together to meet certain unmet needs of others
Using vacant land to start a community garden
We have adequate access to water, both via the river for recreation or movement of goods or
aqua-culture and via public water freely available
We have a diverse well-educated work force
We have vacant land and vacant buildings that could house a huge number of businesses
We need to support the commuter train as it is an opportunity to get people into our area to work
as well as give us an opportunity to get quickly to Pittsburgh
We need to capitalize on the reality that we have two colleges, by making it possible for students
to take 2 years at WCCC and transfer to PSNK for the completion of a four-year degree without
loss of credit
Tap into the creativity and energy of all of our citizens
Attract creative people by creating space for artists and musicians
Build on what is left of ethnic heritage being sure to include all ethnicities
Build stronger connections between WCCC, PSNK, Vo-tech and other schools
Reaffirm a commitment to keeping a walkable and bike-able community (multi-mode mass
transit)
Encourage more people of color to get involved in leadership and local government
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Nominal Group Technique Question Response by Group Raw Data
What assets or opportunities can we capitalize upon to create our future story?

Group 1

12. Economic/social/cultural programs

1. Manufacturing history

13. Allegheny River Recreation

2. Bring back small business and
industry

14. Adequate water supply

3. Provide mass transit

15. Walkable/bike-able

4. Underutilized properties

16. Local government that embraces
change

5. Untapped creativity of residents

17. Training of under-served people

6. Dedicated business owners

18. Diversity in government

7. Increase local opportunities

19. Educated senior population

8. Quality rental housing

20. Attract artists

9. Higher education partnerships

21. All ethnic heritages

10. K-12 partnerships

22. Cross-institutional communication

11. Use library as community support
resource
The top 5 identified by this group were in this order
1. 3. Provide mass transit
2. 7. Increase local opportunities
3. (Tie) 9. Higher education partnerships 2. Bring back small business and industry
4. 14 adequate water supply
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Group 2.
1. Riverfront property

12. Churches

2. WCCCNK

13. Retired citizens for mentoring and
repair and handyman services

3. Availability of unused property
4. Railroad tracks

14. Social services personal and
organizational

5. Access to Rt. 28 and Turnpike

15. Parks

6. National historic district

16. Rich manufacturing history

7. Good people with creative ideas

17. Other history

8. YMCA

18. Affordable housing

9. Land that can be developed

19. Diverse population

10. Library

20. Pucketa Creek as a trout stream

11. PSNK and technical schools

21. Aquaponics

Top 4 identified by this group in order
1. (Tie) 1. Riverfront property

3. Availability of unused property

2. 11. PSNK and technical schools
3. 7. Railroad tracks
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Group 3
1. Existing infrastructure

12.

2. Churches

13. Small business

3. Existing railroad LRT to Pittsburgh

14. Medical facilities

4. Diversity of population

15. Geographic connection to Pittsburgh

5. Rich cultural heritage

16. People/local
government/peers/educators/pastors

6. Banks/ financial institutions/credit
unions
7. Existing human services i.e. YMCA,
library

17. Tax advantages/ Keystone
Opportunity Zone
18. Utilities-water/gas/electric

8. Student/youth talents

19. Agricultural development

9. Allegheny riverfront opportunities

20. Optimism/community
involvement/willingness to change

10. Vacant lots/ abandoned structures
11. Higher education PSNK, WCCCNK

21. Circles® Initiative
22. Parks

The top five identified by this group in order:
1. 1. Existing Infrastructure
2. 2. Churches
3. 8. Student/youth talents
4. (Tie) 3.Existing rail lines/ 6. Banks/ 7. Human services/ 12.small businesses
5. (Tie) 20. Circles®/ 19. Community optimism/ 9. Riverfront opportunities / 13. Medical
facilities
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Group 4
1. Riverfront
2. Record and develop cultural
assets/historical assets
3. Educational opportunities
4. Parks/ opportunities for families as a
whole
5. Get aid from any local, state, and
federal agencies that can help
6. Capitalize on local existing
infrastructure

12. Utilize all age groups/ bring people
together
13. New generations to do better than
older generations
14. Bring organizations together/use to
full ability
15. Small schools/access to different
types of post-secondary education/
Vo-tech, WCCC, art, nursing ,
technical schools

7. Ethnic traditions and food

16. Vacant buildings-rehab for
residences and businesses

8. Railways and transportation
networks

17. Access to high-level government
officials

9. Capitalize on experience of local
business owners/ create
internships/mentorships

18. Food resources (local and
commercial)

10. Access to healthcare

19. Create better cross-cultural
understandings

11. Empty lots-develop green
spaces/parks/community gardens

20. Faith community to identify and
service unmet needs

The top five in order are:
1. 2.Record and develop cultural/historical assets
2. 15.Small schools/access to different types of post-secondary education/ Vo-tech, WCCC, art,
nursing , technical schools
3. 12. Utilize all age groups/ bring people together
4. 20. Faith community to identify and service unmet needs
5. 8. Railways and transportation networks
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Group 5
1. Riverfront development
2. Community members

12. Partnering between existing social
services

3. Demand for housing

13. Opportunity to expand transportation
options/train/riverboat/bus

4. Residents of Alle-Kiski Pavilion to
volunteer

14. Utilize hospital for shelter

5. Churches are united

15. Use existing social service groups to
get involved in schools/youth
services

6. Utilize vacant land

8. Youth talent

16. Utilize local
talent/backgrounds/church to mentor
youth/ improve school curriculum

9. Useable city-owned properties

17. Revitalize parks/green spaces

10. Community-driven block watchessafety

18. Stimulate small business growth and
entrepreneurial incentives

7. Opportunity to drive local PR

11. Develop community gardens/farmers
market

The top 5 answers in order:
1. 12. Partnering between existing social services
2. 16. Utilize local talent/backgrounds/church to mentor youth/improve school curriculum
3. 11. Develop community gardens/farmers market
4. Residents of Alle-Kiski Pavilion to volunteer
5. 17. Revitalize parks/green spaces
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Group 6
1. Desire for change

13. Public transportation improvement

2. Strong community

14. Utilize redevelopment authority

3. No retail center

15. Riverfront development

4. Utilize current resources

16. Capitalize on debt free city

5. Support/expand YMCA

17. Expand outreach and mentoring

6. Utilize pride/ethnicity/traditions

18. Catalyst of networks

7. Create atmospheres that attract

19. Capitalize on network of community
leaders (social capital)

8. Churches and schools
9. Affordable housing
10. Increase cultural opportunities
11. Bridges Out of Poverty
12. Promote walkable/ bike-able
community

20. Vacant property redeveloped to
larger businesses
21. Entrepreneurial incubation for new
business energy
22. Citizen accountability

The top five answers in order:
1. 5.Support and expand YMCA
2. 1. Desire for change
3. 8. Churches and schools
4. (Tie) 21. Entrepreneurial incubation for new business energy 4. Utilize current resources

53

Group 7
1. Diversity of people

12. Land development

2. Spirituality/patriotism

13. Raise fish

3. Approach large companies to invest
in our community

14. Bedroom community

4. Variety of non-profit organizations
5. River/fresh water
6. Young people and families
7. PSNK, WCCCNK, Vo-tech
8. Storefronts/main street/ big and
small business
9. Connectivity
10. Strengthen communication between
municipalities
11. Riverfront property

15. Wealth of cultural activities
16. Walkable community
17. Elderly population “mentorships”
18. Community Actions program
19. Local
parks/recreation/boating/canoeing
20. Proximity to medical facilities
21. Affordable housing
22. Central MOA to
DC/Cleveland/Toronto/Buffalo
23. Community enthusiasm

The top 5 answers in order:
1. 7.PSNK/WCCCNK/Vo-tech
2. 11. Riverfront property
3. 1. Diversity of people
4. 5. River fresh water
5. 2. Spirituality/ patriotism
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SUMMARY OF TOP RESPONSES:
When all of the groups’ top five answers are taken together and weighted I get the following as
the top 5 overall.
1. The people and their qualities (15 points)
2. Schools especially post-secondary (14 points)
3. (Tie) Churches and faith community, social/community services (13 points)
4. Mass Transit/Railroad (10 points)
5. The River (7 points)
These, of course, are very subjective categorization
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Evaluation Responses Raw Data

1. To what extent did you find today’s event informative?


Very informative 16



Informative 15



Somewhat informative 3



Not at all informative 1



No vote 1

2. Before today, had you ever heard the SOAR acronym (Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations,
and measureable Results) used in relation to “Community Visioning” and/or “Community
Strategic planning?”


Yes 16



No 19

3. To what extent did this program increase your knowledge about SOAR?


Significantly 18



Moderately 11



Slightly 4



Not at all 3



No vote

4. How likely are you to use information from today’s event?


Very likely 15



Likely 14



Somewhat likely 6



Not likely 1



No vote
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5. As a result of attending today’s event, how many new relationships have you forged that will
lead to future collaborations, which you feel will lead to your community becoming more
vibrant?


None 1



One-to-five 31



Five-to-ten 3



Ten-or-more

6. Before today’s event, how optimistic were you about the future of your community?


Very optimistic 7



Optimistic 11



Somewhat optimistic 12



Not at all optimistic 2



No vote 1

7. Now, after today’s event, how optimistic were you about the future of your community?


Very optimistic 12



Optimistic 13



Somewhat optimistic 6



Not at all optimistic 1



No vote 1

8. Have you learned today of any “Community Assets” or “Community Opportunities” that you
were unaware of before today?


No 16



Yes 17



If yes, which are the most important?
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9. Do you personally plan to take any new actions as a result of today’s event?


No 2



Yes 27



Not sure 2



No answer 1



If yes, what actions do you plan to take?

Specific responses:
8. Have you learned today of any “Community Assets” or “Community Opportunities” that you
were unaware of before today?
If yes, which are the most important?


Volunteer potential



Educational opportunities



People and churches



Westmoreland County Community College, New Kensington Education Center has
largest enrollment of branches



The River



Keystone Opportunity Zone



Church Without Walls event



Tax breaks for businesses



Church social services



Waterways



Diversity



Education
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Social service and community development organizations



Developing the vast cultural diversity

9. Do you personally plan to take any new actions as a result of today’s event?
If yes, what actions do you plan to take?


Higher education



Transit



Working on greater levels of collaboration



Work with and through my agency to continue to help with the evolution of Arnold,
Lower Burrell, and New Kensington



Speak with my boss, Senator Brewster, and city officials regarding initiatives



Keep attending Circles® Big View Meetings



Working with others to help create change



Follow-up on a collaboration opportunity



Will take the assets into consideration in my work



Pick-up trash on highways in a group



Get more involved



Take a more active part in my community



Develop better knowledge of surrounding area



Incorporate this information into Circles® Guiding Coalition discussion



Talk to leader in Circles®



Involvement in Church without Walls



Continue to network to develop opportunities realized at today’s event



Keep helping Circles® and Mount St. Peter Parish social outreach



Contact Alle-Kiski Pavilion director to help business utilize residents there
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Use some of these recommendations/suggestions and try to form a task force to take
action on them.



By talking to people

Summary:
The majority (31) of respondents found the project was very informative or informative. A little
less than half (16) of respondents had heard of SOAR in a community development context, 19
had not heard of SOAR in that context. A sizable majority (80%) had a moderate to significant
increase in knowledge about SOAR. The same majority (80%) were likely to very likely to use
information from the event. A great majority (94%) developed new relationships that will lead to
future collaboration as a result of the project. One half of the people started out as optimistic or
very optimistic about the future of the community that increased by 7 people or 21% as a result
of the project. A little more than one-half of the respondents learned of new assets and
opportunities. A significant majority (75%) will take new action as a result of participating in the
project.
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For Further Information

Check out our blog- The Future Story Collaborative
http://futurestorycollaborative.wordpress.com/
If you have positive news, ideas, or articles and would like to have them posted on the blog
please email Scott L. McMannis at s.mcmannis.nkc@gmail.com
You may contact the author at:
Scott L. McMannis
724.882.5298 s.mcmannis.nkc@gmail.com
Or write
Scott L. McMannis
A-K Valley Bridges to a Sustainable Community
Westmoreland Bridges Communities
750 Church St.
New Kensington, PA 15068

New Kensington-Arnold Clergy Association
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