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Caila Prendergast: Hello everyone and welcome to today's ConnectHome, the first urban 
development installment of the ConnectHomeUSA webinar series. I'm going to give folks 30 

seconds to a minute to log on and then I'll open us up with some logistics. And then we'll dive 
right into the content for today's session. If you have any questions, just send me a message in 
the chatbox. 

All right. I think that's enough time. So yeah. Hello again. And thanks for joining us. For those of 
you who have joined any of the past webinars, the logistics are pretty much the same. But for 
those of us who are joining for the first time, I just want to review them again. So today with us, 
we have a few folks from the Housing Authority of the city of San Buenaventura and also from 

Hampton Roads, to talk about planning a convening and following up with a 10E. 

I'll also be using five minutes at the end to review different virtual meeting platforms and virtual 
convening best practices and tips from my personal experience leading a few different virtual 

convenings and meetings this year. My name is Caila Prendergast, and I'm one of your hosts 
today along with Jason Amirhadji, who is part of the ConnectHomeUSA team at HUD. Before I 
pass it over to Jason and he introduces our panelists for the day, just a few housekeeping items 
that I want to go over. 

The panelists will share their knowledge for the first part of the presentation and any remaining 
time that we have will be used for questions. There are two ways that we generally have folks 
ask questions; the first way is to simply type your question in the chat box, and I will read it out 

loud. You can just send it to me; I'm the host so if you sent it to me, then I'll just read it out at the 
end and our panelists will answer it for you. 

And the second way is, if you want to ask your question out loud if it's a long question, or you 

have to add a lot of detail you're definitely able to do that. You just have to raise the hand -shaped 
icon on the right-hand navigation panel and that way I know that you want to ask out loud and I 
can unmute your line. All participants are muted upon entry. We have had some issues in the 
past, there's been some glitches with WebEx where people aren't muted upon entry. So just triple 

check that you are unmuted because we just want to avoid any feedback. 

And if you're having any technical difficulties, definitely send a message in the chat box or send 
me an email. Today's webinar is being recorded and will be available on HUD Exchange about a 

week or two after the webinar. Immediately following the webinar, you'll receive an invitation to 
complete a survey on the webinar. We ask that you do take some time and complete that, we do 
look at it and are always looking to improve our webinars. So with that, I'll pass it over to Jason 
to get us started. 

Jason Amirhadji: Thanks so much, Caila. And thanks everyone for attending today and for all of 
our presenters. I'm really excited about this topic because it's really near and dear to my heart 
which is the convening for ConnectHome really goes back having been part of the ConnectHome 

program now for five years, and having seen some of our early convenings in the very first 
iteration of this program. 
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And then how they've evolved and grown over time, I can say that I think this has been really 
one of the most transformative moments for each community as they launch their ConnectHome 
initiative; is bringing together all the key partners, stakeholders, community advocates, and folks 

who really need to be at the table to make them succeed. 

So this is a really critical part of the effort, I think we've got a great lineup of folks to talk it 
through today. There's really two key portions of this conversation. The first, is going to be 

talking to, I think, a really innovative approach from Hampton Roads, where we have three 
communities Norfolk, Chesapeake, and Portsmouth who teamed up together in a regional 
approach to their convening and we'll have folks describing that. And then we'll also have some 
tips really, for just how to get this done really efficiently and effectively. 

So we have Stephanie on from San Buenaventura. And then also Caila will be presenting some 
best practices and tips. And keeping in mind that we all recognize that up until this year, the vast 
majority of convenings have been in-person, right? Traditionally, that's how it's always been 

done. Because of certainly COVID and the pandemic, we're now transitioning to virtual 
convening. So what does that mean? I know you all have been doing this in your day-to-day 
work, you probably have some experience with different platforms, different ways of getting this 
done. 

But we're going to share some tips from folks in the field and their experience. And of course, 
we're here to continue to support you as you launch your programs and you convene your 
partners. So as we head into the holidays, I think these is all good things to be thinking about. I 

imagine, a lot of folks will be looking to actually launch these at the beginning of the new year, 
and we hope there will be a robust discussion today. And again, that will continue the 
conversation. So I think we'll kick off with the team from Hampton Roads, I just want to 
introduce the few of the folks who are on today. 

So we'll start with the team from Portsmouth. There's two folks on, Brittany Phanelson, who's the 
program coordinator, and Delores Adams, who's the director of resident services. And they'll be 
talking about, really their approach. We also have from the Norfolk Redevelopment and Housing 

Authority Yilla Smith, she's the director for client services. And then finally, we have from the 
Chesapeake Redevelopment, Housing Authority, Jaclyn Merrills, and she'll be talking about her 
perspective. 

So I want to hand it over now to the team from Hampton Roads and just a reminder, again, if 
you'll have questions, please put them in the chat. We'll try and queue those up for folks during 
and after the presentation, trying to make it as conversational as possible. So feel free to chime in 
as those ideas and questions come up. 

Caila Prendergast: All right. Great. Thanks, Jason. Jaclyn, are you ready to get us started? 

Jaclyn Merrills: Yes. Good afternoon. Hi, everyone. So we'll get started with talking about 

implementing our convening, from the ConnectHome Hampton Roads. Great. So overall, today, 
what we would like to share with you is just an overview of what ConnectHome Hampton Roads 
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is, who we are. And then we'll go more into the logistics of how we planned our convening, just 
the more specific things that we did. 

And then we'll talk more about the lessons learned. So some things that worked that we did, and 
some things that maybe we would do different next year since this was our first convening last 
year that we learned a lot from. So let's start with an overview of the ConnectHome Hampton 
Roads group. 

So who are we? ConnectHome Hampton Roads is comprised of three separate ConnectHome 
communities located within the same region in Southeast Virginia. So we have Norfolk, 
Chesapeake, and Portsmouth. Norfolk is a 2018 ConnectHome community and Chesapeake, and 

Portsmouth are 2019 ConnectHome communities And we are a little unique in that we're the first 
group of ConnectHome community to join forces and create a regional convening. Next slide. 

So we actually met at the ConnectHome annual conference. And we decided then that we would 

follow up with each other after that conference and join forces for the convening. And so we 
joined forces after that point and we started our planning from there. Next slide. 

Each of our communities had a core planning team. So we had two or three people from each 

Housing Authority come together. So we had myself and another family self-sufficiency 
coordinator with Chesapeake Redevelopment. And then we had Yilla Smith, who will be 
speaking today, the director of client services with Norfolk Redevelopment and a couple of her 
colleagues. 

And then Delores Adams and Brittany Phanelson from Portsmouth Redevelopment and Housing 
Authority who will be joining us today as well, along with Erika Thomas. And of course, we 
worked with EveryoneOn Maribel Martinez, and members from the Department of Housing and 

Urban Development, Anne Davis, Bonita Booker, Dina who everyone knows, and Ed Crook. 
This is actually a slide that we incorporated into our presentation at the convening. So in our 
discussing who we are, we thought we'd share this as well. 

We shared this with our stakeholders just to give everyone a better idea of each of the 
communities and the scope of who we are working with. So we have the total assisted rental unit 
for each of our communities. How many residents need this, and then the percentage of the 
population in our communities that are served by our housing authority, just so that people could 

have a better idea of who we are. And then one thing that we did that I would highly suggest is 
we -- each of our different communities picked one of our public housing communities to serve 
as our pilot site. 

So we gave details about each of our pilot sites, so Owens Village is for Chesapeake, Swanson 
Homes is Portsmouth, and Oakleaf Forest was Norfolk. So we each had similar goals but for 
different communities. And so we gave information about those communities at our convening. 
And that is what we've done for our goals is be very specific and targeted with the community 

that you're not feeling overwhelmed. And from there, I'm going to pass it on to I believe it's, 
Yilla. 
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Yilla Smith: [Inaudible]. So I'm going to talk more about the logistics of planning a convening. 
So we were unique in that we came together collectively, and merged. Instead, we think based on 
the geographic layout, and the availability of resources, and our community partners, and 

stakeholders, that it is way more beneficial for us to really work together. We didn't want to be in 
a situation where in on Monday possibly Jaclyn from Chesapeake called Cox and said, hey, we're 
a part of this initiative and we want you to come and join it. 

And then on Tuesday, I called Cox and invited them to another meeting. And then Portsmouth 
team on the tail end and called Cox and Cox was just overwhelmed. And we were working 
against each other pooling amongst the same resources. So it was really important for us initially 
to sit down and say, we can do this together, first and foremost. And what are our roles and our 

responsibilities? 

In establishing a core team, the core team took on the responsibility of the convening. We 
defined our roles based on simply who's good at what, who knows who, who has active 

partnerships with any of our desired community partners and stakeholders? And we also look at 
who's missing both at the planning table and as far as who we would think needs -- we need to 
include as part of our convening. 

An example of that was our initial core team did not include but much participation or input from 
our housing authorities, IT, or at Norfolk, we call them our information systems department. And 
so it was really just us case managers and client services and resident service representatives 
sitting here trying to navigate all the technical lingo of the IT world. 

So we quickly realized that we needed to include representatives from each of our housing 
authorities, IT department, really just so we could keep up with the conversations around the 
table as it related to technology, as well as so that we could really speak to all segments of our 

community partners as well as our stakeholders. 

We also wanted when planning the convening to make sure that we had -- that we communicated 
a solid commitment from our executive directors, at least one or all of our executive directors 

during our convening. So you'll see later but we'll show a copy of our agenda, but we really 
thought it was important that our housing authorities -- we showed that our leadership backed 
this initiative as well. 

We also looked at -- we use the three-legged stool approach. And what we did was we looked at 
what community partners and stakeholders do we really want at the table. We really sat down 
during multiple meetings and we said, we put people our local partners that we work with, and 
stakeholders in each of those categories. We said, who can really help us address the gaps in 

connectivity? Who can bring devices? 

Who can bring access to literally our trainings and resources or education. And then we also said, 
but who also has financial support that they can give? So one of my biggest recommendations in 

that is thinking broad, as well as don't forget your local, state, and city representatives. Because 
they oftentimes have access to other local grant funds, CDBG grants, and other initiatives that 

~~~ Noble Transcription Services - 714.335.1645 ~~~ 

5 



        

     

 

                
         

 

                 
           

                 
                  

                
            

 
                  

                      
                 
                  

               

                
       

 
              

                 
             

                     
                  

             
 

                     
                   

                  
             

                
      

 
               

                
              

                  
        

 
               

              
          

             
                

                  
 

2020 ConnectHomeUSA - Planning Your Convening Tips for Implementation and Stakeholder Follow-Up, 12-15-20 

we couldn't necessarily access without going to them. We also talked a lot in our meetings about 
what key information do we want to present? 

We determined very early on that we wanted to instill confidence in -- we wanted to show 
confidence to our community partners and our stakeholders. Confidence that we weren't just 
making this up as we go. We took screenshots, we referred directly to the playbook through most 
of our convening slides. And we also wanted to present us as a core team. So in Jaclyn's slide 

where she presented our core team, we wanted to also acknowledge that we have the backing of 
HUD representatives, EveryoneOn, and a wonderful team with the ConnectHome staff. 

So we wanted them to know that this is a best practice model or model that is replicated across 

the United States, but that we're just not making it up as we go. So being a part of this is about 
being a part of something that is reputable and impactful. We also discuss our goals quite a bit, 
what goals do we want to accomplish this year? Honestly, that took us the longest, as we looked 
at our target communities, we looked at what we could really do within those communities with 

the goal that our immediate goal was to address the gaps in those communities and quickly work 
to apply that to all of our other communities. 

And then we also worked on our ask for our stakeholders. This was something else that we 

thought was very important and we spent quite a bit of time taking the time to convene your 
community partners and your stakeholders. We worked on an elevator speech. We worked to say 
that if this is the one time that we have to reach for the stars what would we ask -- what would 
we need to get there? And we made sure that our ask during the convening was very clear, so 

that our community partners and stakeholders, our attendees knew exactly where we were going. 

We didn't want them to actually come to the table and say, well, it would be nice if you did this, 
this and this. Not to say we discouraged it, but we wanted to also instill confidence that we do 

have a plan. We know what the need is. And we have a specific ask of our stakeholders. All in 
all, the convenings committee, or the core team, we started immediately upon returning from DC 
at the conference. So we took from November, through January to plan this convening, send out 
invites, Eventbrite really market ourselves. 

And then we hosted our convening on February 14 of 2020. Next slide, please. Some of the 
things to consider when planning, food. Food was very important just based on the time of day 
that we had it or that we conducted our convening. We did conduct our convening over the lunch 

hour, cost budget collectively. We really just looked at just the cost of food, we split it three 
ways. Location, that was very important here. 

We looked for a location that was really very much respected as the regional or central location 

for our area. So we did host our convening at a location called the Hampton Roads plann ing 
district commission. It's very popular for regional collaboratives, marriage, and chairs, city 
governments often meet there. So we did work with them creating, completing, compiling, 
presenting surveys, and results. That goes into what exactly we wanted to present. We wanted to 

present the need, we wanted to present the gaps, and we wanted again to present the ask. 
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We used invitations, personal invites, again, going back to roles and responsibilities, who you 
know, and who you can definitely get to the table, and then some mass invites via email and 
Eventbrite. But Eventbrite was our primary resource for RSVPing I guess. Client videos, that 

was fun. So client videos was something that we also thought was important was how to bring in 
our resonance into this. How to actually put a face to the digital divide in our communities and 
how this resource looks outside of showing beautiful graphs and the results of surveys. 

We actually worked with an up and coming -- I think she was a college student, as a matter of 
fact, or maybe she graduated. And we went around, we use technology on our simple iPhone, 
smartphones and we interviewed residents, both young, and old, youth, and seniors. And we 
really asked them to really say how they use computers or the internet? How this could change 

their lives? 

And that was really our icing on the cake for our convening. And then our guest speakers, I'll 
show you the agenda later. But again, think broad, think local, state, city reps. This initiative is 

part of a lot of local government and state plans. And we wanted to definitely articulate that to 
some of our stakeholders and community providers. Next slide. This is just an example of our 
guests list and guest speakers. As I mentioned earlier, we wanted to show commitment from our 
executive directors. 

So Justin Brooks with the Chesapeake Redevelopment and Housing Authority, he definitely 
stepped up. He is a huge advocate of ConnectHome and bridging the digital divide. And he 
challenged that room from his opening to look at connectivity as a utility, not as a luxury. It's not 

a secondary household expense, it should be considered a utility, and Chesapeake 
Redevelopment and Housing Authority has made that commitment. Bonita Booker is our U.S. 
Department of HUD rep; she was on site. 

And she also presented during the convening on HUD's commitment to bridging the digital 
divide. We also had presentation from our state rep from the Virginia Department of Housing 
and Community Development. And as I stated, we convened this meeting at the Hampton Roads 
Planning District Commission, and the executive director there, Mr. Crum he was very excited 

when we reached out to him because he had been convening the Hampton Roads region for a 
broadband cable expansion deal. 

Something that we didn't even know about until he presented but he shared the regional plan for 

connectivity. And we also reached out to one of the actual ConnectHome partners or 
stakeholders, T-Mobile. We were really touched by their presentation at the conference a couple 
months prior and we did really ask them to come and really illustrate how our stakeholders 
couldn't really be a part of this and help us get devices and connectivity into the homes of our 

residents. 

Others on the guest list included our local service providers, our health care providers. Thanks, 
foundations, city council representatives, local libraries, schools, hospitals. Telehealth has taken 

off for all of us and school -- secondary education like our community colleges, our universities, 
friends of Portsmouth Juvenile Courts, and United Healthcare Systems. So you can see, the guest 
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list was really pretty broad-based on who we could get to the table we knew, and who we really 
thought could add some value to this initiative. 

Next slide. It's a little blurry. But this is the example of our agenda. You can see that we have 
pretty ambitious agenda for a convening. I think my colleague; Brittany is going to talk about 
some of the lessons learned but time was definitely something that we did not budget eno ugh of 
just based on all of the great information that was presented. But again, we w really started 

broad, we started with our HUD representatives, again, talking about the HUD commitment. And 
we went to the state commitment for broadband expansion and regional efforts for broadband 
expansion. 

And then we came and we really showed our data. We talked about our goals and then again, we 
put our requests on a table, we put our ask of our stakeholders on the table. We actually even had 
a little chart that showed based on the people that we -- the stakeholders that we knew were 
going to be in the room, where they sat, or where they rested under our three-legged stool so that 

they could see we're going to be calling you for classes, or facility space or for fun ding. So we 
really wanted to talk through. 

And then we talked about next steps. And that included an actual pledge card from our 

stakeholders. And a little bit of time, not enough for question and answering. And again, an 
awesome closing and a call to meet the demand of this initiative from our executive director for 
Chesapeake Redevelopment and Housing Authority. Next slide. All right. This is Brittany. 

Brittany Phanelson: Yes. Good afternoon, everyone. I'm just going to speak briefly about 
lessons learned and different recommendations. First and foremost, the ConnectHomeUSA 
playbook, you will want to make sure that you're using it as a guide. As you guys know, we met 
frequently as a collective, and each time we met we had the playbook out. If we had any 

questions, we could refer to the playbook. 

So definitely, utilize that playbook as your guide. You want to make sure that you're also sharing 
the results of your community survey to help them make the need for bridging the digital divide 

in your communities. As Yilla, spoke earlier, it's not something that we made up. We went out 
and we surveyed our pilot communities because we wanted to make sure that their needs were 
being met. If we were asking for tablets, it wasn't because we wanted tablets. We asked for 
tablets, because the residents said, this is what we need. 

We don't want it -- we didn't want to provide tablets and they're like, well, no, we actually 
wanted a desktop or vice versa. So really surveying our community and sharing those results 
with our stakeholders. We want to make sure that you are reaching out to your local and regional 

officials and ask them to speak on any initiatives that may already be going on in your 
community. Yilla, talked a little bit about the regional broad initiative, which has also been 
helpful to us in Portsmouth. 

As a response to COVID-19, the governor of Virginia, our governor, Ralph Northam, he wanted 
to expand our broadband efforts in the Commonwealth of Virginia. And so he set up eight 
[inaudible] Care Act fund. As a result of that, the city of course Portsmouth applied for those 
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funds and they made sure that they included our communities and our [inaudible] communities in 
this effort. 

And so as we speak, as we're currently speaking on the phone, we spoke with our IT earlier 
today and they will make sure that the city has a commitment to make sure that half the wireless 
access is available throughout all of our communities and within our public housing properties. 
So if a resident is outside on their porch, they will have access to wireless internet. If they're 

sitting on their balcony, if they're in a common area they will have access. 

So really wanted to make sure that you're in the know of what's going on in your regional effort. 
Assertively present your ask or wish list? Jaclyn, she created a flashcard and we made sure that 

everyone at the table received one. Not only did they receive it, we wanted to make sure that they 
returned it with the contact information. So if you pledge that you wanted to volunteer your time, 
you wanted to provide a digital literacy training or a class, we made sure that we followed up 
with you. 

Next slide. We talked about wanting to create a commitment card for all of your stakeholders. 
Creating a video with real clients sharing how connectivity devices and digital literacy will 
positively impact their lives. With this broadband initiative that's going to happen in our region, 

we were actually contacted by the Associated Press who wanted to speak with our residents to 
see how connectivity will impact their lives. We know that with COVID-19 schools were forced 
to shut down, our seniors in our communities they face isolation. 

And so we had to step up and say there is a greater need, greater than ever before and what can 
we do? We were also contacted with our state by state agency, with the Virginia Department of 
Housing and Community Development as a result of this convening, and said, hey, can you 
provide us with a wish list? Absolutely, of course. Here's our wish list, this is what we would like 

to see in our communities. And that was a direct link from our convenings. 

We want to make sure that your residents are involved because like I stated previously, we want 
to make sure that we're providing them with the resources that they asked for. We want to make 

sure that we incorporate technology in the process as much as possible. This is a ConnectHome 
community and so we want to make sure that any type of digital access, that we're utilizing that 
location, location, location. 

You want to make sure that when you're thinking of a space, that is accessible for everyone. As a 
regional effort, we sat down and we said okay, where is a space where we can host this 
convening that everyone can get to easily have access to? Do you just want to think about your 
location? We know that some of you guys will have to do your convening using an online 

platform because of COVID. 

So just think about which platform -- digital platform you're going to use. Next slide, please. Do 
not overschedule your convening. Something that we learned was plan for things that take longer 

than expected. For people to stay longer than the time given. You may give someone 15 minutes 
and they say okay, I can speak for 15 minutes, and then it's 30 minutes later and you're still 
talking. So you want to make sure that you adjust for that. You don't want anyone leaving early 
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because the presentations ran longer so plan accordingly. Also, have a plan in place for following 
up those in attendance. 

Next slide. Post convening. What we did was we reviewed our pledge cards and our survey. We 
convened individual meetings with National ConnectHome stakeholders. We continued reporting 
success stories and updates to our regional partners. When COVID hit we were unable to meet 
in-person. However, we got together on digital platforms and just shared, hey, this is what we're 

doing. They may have had a resource that would be beneficial to what we're doing. 

And so we continued to meet and to share success stories with our partners. We convened with 
local stakeholders. I'm sorry, we convened with our local stakeholders, including city 

governments, the school systems because schools shut down and we knew that they were not 
coming back in-person for a while. And so what would that look like for our communities? So 
that was meaningful to schools to see what were the efforts that was going to that in any of the 
entities to provide connectivity and devices in response to COVID-19? Thank you. 

Caila Prendergast: Thanks, all three of you. That was so great, lots of great information. Next 
up, we have Stephanie Spampanato from the Housing Authority of the city of San Buenaventura. 

Stephanie Spampanato: I hope everyone is safe, I'm well. So before I jump into -- can I have the 
first slide, please? Before I jump into this list, I'd like to offer a little insight. We joined the 
ConnectHome CHUSA initiative in 2018. And I had to offer myself before I actually understood 
what it was and what I was doing. And well I didn't know and that's something that I shared at 

the summit last year when we were all in-person. But I can state like the previous panel, the 
playbook helped tremendously. 

I mean, I did have to read it two or three times and I referenced it a lot before I came to this 

visualization of, okay, this is the initiative. These are the desired outcomes. And this is a way 
potentially to do it. And everyone either knows or is getting to know that the CHUSA team 
subject matter experts they're super supportive, and so are the other communities. So I'd 
recommend everyone take advantage of the regional calls and connect with other communities 

that are new or established. 

And before you even start thinking about planning a convening, I'd say set your foundation for 
yourself. Understand exactly what your role is and who and what you're going to need to help to 

do it. Which then leads me to logistics. So it's absolutely imperative to identify a core planning 
team and a designated point of contact for the initiative. Here with us, we had two main players, 
that would be myself as my expertise is with community partner, resident relations. And then 
there's Francisco, our IT manager, given his tech-savviness. 

So another insight I can offer here too is this portion of the initiative is hard work. It's really hard 
work. And it requires a great amount of time and attention. But saying that it's really worth it. It's 
really worth that effort so that you get a convening that's successful and it produces results. So 

we held our convening in April 2019 so we were in-person. Participants; who are you going to 
invite? I would say, balance it, have quality over quantity, just make it diverse with different 
areas of expertise. 
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And if you've already got existing partnerships and contacts that makes it a lot simpler. And we 
were fortunate enough to be in that kind of position. But you still need to do a lot of work 

because you have to figure out who to invite, who might be willing to contribute, and in what 
way. Whether that's donations, resources, staff time, and so on. We split our invitations into 
categories, so like the local HUD field officer, the city, the county offices, community partner 
agencies, our commissioners, our board of commissioners at Housing Authority, and executive 

staff and of course residents, and financial institutions, and subject matter experts like 
EveryoneOn, etc. 

And in terms of the program, I would say I would really recommend don't make it speaker 

heavy. The other panelists also recommended that way. Because all you really need to do once 
you've got everybody there, whether it's virtual or in-person, it's just reintroduce the initiative to 
summarize it and the rationale for actually convening and what your overarching outcomes are. 
Well, what's being sought. And I found that sending out this information pre-convening helped 

tremendously because it helps everyone understand what's being asked of them. 

So what you need to do at the actual event is not spend too much time talking about what it is, 
because you've already shared that information. And you can get straight into that business of 

working together and bringing ideas to life, excuse me. I'd also say make sure everybody knows 
who's in the room, that they introduce themselves on maybe a round-robin with a couple of 
minutes each to share their name, their organization, and maybe a fun fact about digital literacy. 

So you've got a clear purpose, you've got your structure there, and everyone there should have a 
relatively good understanding of what's being asked of them and how they can contribute. And I 
read something interesting a couple of weeks ago, actually, that spoke to language. And it talked 
about acknowledging the individuality of language. And I hadn't heard that phrase before. I 

mean, obviously, we all know this, but I hadn't heard that phrase. But that made me really think 
deeply about being mindful of rephrasing or elaborating, if you see a need. 

So I just thought that was interesting. And some of you that were at the summit last year, you 

probably remember, I talked about tabletop materials and just tabletop prompts to keep everyone 
on track. So there was a reference sheet that just said, the who, how, what, why, and floating 
facilitators. And those materials, they were just things to record materials on like sticky notes 
and colorful markers, and also gives them the opportunity to write their name down and sign up 

to participate in ongoing work on this initiative, a working group. 

And our focus, I think, on this our convening was really about bringing together key influences. 
The movers and shakers from a variety of areas to actually form that working group to then be 

able to work together to achieve some of the goals of the initiative. So looking for financial 
support, looking for service provider input, looking for the device donations. We didn't focus on 
that on the day we wanted to come up with an action plan to be able to then have representatives 
to be able to focus specifically together on those components. 

Can I go, next one? So virtual convenings. We didn't have the pleasure of doing a virtual 
convening. And I don't envy communities, new communities that are going to do that. Although 
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I do think it does sound a little bit exciting. So there are still some of the same considerations for 
virtual I believe as in-person. You still need your core planning team and obviously, your 
identified event date. Now, I'm no tech expert but like you, I know there's an abundance of 

technology out there for online meetings. 

And I think I'd say just the key factor is just select what works for you. I think, internally here at 
the Housing Authority, we went through several platforms and we all settled on Microsoft 

Teams. It worked for us, but many of the other community events I go to it's all Zoom. So your 
IT department is your ally here, obviously. And then obviously, you'll need your moderator, 
addressing housekeeping, monitoring the chat function on the question and answer thing. 

And I was thinking if a meeting is being recorded that's all well and good then you can go back 
and listen to it. I think it would be really good to have a scribe at the actual virtual meeting 
because they can record key talking points and it might be useful just for live feedback and 
reference. So just to a thought. Participants. Again, you've got the same considerations with in-

person. 

But here again, I think there could be an opportunity to open up your audience and think outside 
the box about who to invite. I mean, you could stay local, you could go state, you could go 

national. The world's your oyster, I think really. And I was pondering on something last week, I 
asked myself the question well what would be the best approach to virtual? Would it be one large 
convening? So you're spreading the word wider? 

I mean, I've been on a Zoom meeting where they were just over 900 people and it worked. 
Obviously, you can't see everybody on the screen at the same time, there were several screens. 
Or would it be better to have two smaller, more intimate Zoom meetings or whatever platform 
you use? It's something to think about because you could be creative in the way you connect 

those two smaller, intimate, convening groups together post-events, just something. Can I go 
next one? 

So again, same considerations but you've got one major change here; all of your materials, you 

don't have your sticky notes and your markers to distribute, you're not in the room together. So 
virtual idea-generating materials is definitely somewhere you can be really creative, I think. And 
I was thinking about alternate options that might be used. I thought about maybe you could send 
out an actual physical welcome pack to your attendees. And if you were to have an in -person 

event, you'd probably provide refreshments. And I was thinking about refreshments that if it was 
local could you actually arranged deliveries? 

Logistical challenge but I'd say not impossible. And so it really is a collaborative effort. And 

however, you hold your event you're there to facilitate the conversation. So you will have your 
key players with identified roles, and you've got your solid structure. One of the things we didn't 
realize, I think we did we were very intentional about how we put people together at our 
convening because it can be a forceful component for generating ideas. 

Think about pairing up people who aren't familiar with one another and you can make your 
introductions, pair certain organizations that maybe never work with one another on a regular 
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basis or at all. We had an interesting table, for example, like a library staff member, one of the 
Congressional Field Office representatives and a resident, and then a local nonprofit. Amazing 
idea generations. And you don't want your convening day to be too much hard work. And the 

answer, I think, to freeing yourself up and actually enjoying it is good planning. 

I always feel like if something is memorable, you've hit the nail on the head. And I'd say find a 
way to make your event memorable because there's a lot of crossover between all of our 

convenings but then there are some creative little nuggets that just make it that little bit different. 
I think I have another slide. I think I'd actually talked about that because I just went on a rant. So 
post-convening. How do you keep people engaged? And how do you make sure you still make 
an impact? 

Well, first of all, who's responsible for the follow-up? And I think I'd propose that it -- just it 
stays that same identified point of contact you had for the initiative for organizing the convening 
and sending out the invites, etc. And after your convening, as the previous panel share your 

results with everyone, even those that maybe weren't able to attend but still interested. And of 
course, the recording if it was a virtual event maybe send out a feedback survey. 

That could be another way to an avenue to generate additional input, particularly for those that 

weren't able to attend. And maybe think about creating an online space where attendees can add 
post-convening. That space could already be populated, I mean, some digital bulletin board or it 
could already be populated with some of the facts and the figures and those resources you 
gathered at your convening. [Inaudible] my team and I, we are quite the fans of Box as a 

platform for collaborative content management, that works for us. 

We had several people sign up to participate in ongoing efforts. So any of those commitments, 
make sure that you follow up really in a timely manner. But reconvening is a bit of a conundrum 

to me. I think it's a great idea and valuable but everyone's got fingers in lots of pies right now. 
And I'm just wondering perhaps meeting check-ins would be more convenient and effective than 
just little small group chats. The plan was to have a working group into a larger group. I'm sorry, 
my computer just had a little bit of a glitch. Can you still hear me? Yeah. 

Caila Prendergast: Yeah. I can hear you. 

Stephanie Spampanato: Excellent. Yeah. No. Just had some bizarre dialogue box come up. 

Okay. So the next one, please. And this is my final one. So keeping it visible and keeping that 
conversation going. So how are you going to do that? And what happened to us here, it wasn't 
necessarily planned, it just naturally evolved. We incorporated the dialogue into other already 
existing forums, like local community meetings, local partner agency monthly meetings, etc. 

And it turns out that closing the digital divide was one of the top priorities for many of them. 
And obviously, like a lot of you will really think that that's been highlighted by core connectivity 
because of this huge surge in usage with people working from home or children and young 

people learning from home. So I think it's interesting that the talks went from one dedicated table 
to multiple tables and it was almost like the whole community now was a CHUSA community. 
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And a couple of our local partners who we work with very closely they still believed in setting 
up a stakeholder group that was dedicated and it comprised members like city council, local 
advocates, nonprofits, residents, the school district, and of course, housing. And they were about 

11 of us and we were just moving the discussion forward. We met weekly and then -- at the 
beginning of the COVID planetary invasion. And then we met every other week and then 
monthly. 

And we were building a plan of action and some solutions to address three of the top priorities 
for our community which included the digital divide that was way up there alongside supporting 
local businesses and mental health. So we're still a CHUSA 28 cohort but it's a whole community 
approach now and it's increased awareness. And that's come about because of the way we've had 

to adjust being together and working together. And I think that brings me to a close almost sorts. 
Thank you. 

Caila Prendergast: Thank you so much, Stephanie. That was really great. I know we only have a 

few minutes left [inaudible] everyone, I will send these slides around so you will have this 
information post-event. So I'm just going to go through my section really quickly. A lot of the 
stuff that I highlighted has already been talked about. Probably we're going to try to do this in 
two minutes. 

So the first thing I just -- I have done a number of virtual events, convenings, multi-day events. 
So if any of you attended that ConnectHome virtual summit I was involved in that and had a lot 
to do with the planning of that. So I've done this on a variety of different platforms. Each have 

their advantages and disadvantages. It really just is up to you what's best for your situation and 
what you're looking for. I'm not going to go through all of these but like I said, you will have 
these slides so you can dive deeper into them once I send them around tomorrow. 

The one platform that I've used, and that's the platform that we're on right now is WebEx; a 
number of advantages and disadvantages. Another platform that I've used is Zoom. Next one, I 
just wanted to say to Stephanie's point about having a scribe, Zoom does auto transcript, so they 
automatically generate a transcript for you. And so while it's nice to have a scribe, you can also 

use that transcript to build on maybe what that scribe could have missed. Another one is go to 
meetings, I've seen that used a lot also. 

Some good advantages and good options. And then Google Meet. I saw a question come in in the 

chat box related to this, so I'll just go ahead and ask it and answer it. So the question is if you use 
Google Meet can you also use Jamboard, which is another Google product that creates virtual 
sticky note boards and breakout room capability? So I believe the answer to that is yes. I've seen 
it done before. I've never personally done it so I'm not exactly sure how it works. 

But I think you can do it, so you would just have to make sure you would look into that and 
verify it before you decide to go with Google Meet. And then some other options that I haven't 
used but I know that other people have Microsoft Teams, Adobe Connect, and then some others 

that are less popular WorkCast, Streams.Live, FreeConferenceCall, and UberConference. So 
yeah. Feel free to go through those and I'm sure there are other options, as well. So the next thing 
that I'll just quickly go over best practices and tips. 
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Like people have said, identify a planning committee early when you're doing this virtually. A 
big part of that is going to be deciding on your meeting platform. And then I would suggest 

starting to engage with invitees and starting the registration process at least one month before. 
There's a lot of advice online about this so definitely look into that. It's really important to set 
expectations and provide guidelines for what participation will look like. In the virtual space, it's 
really easy to tune out and we all have a lot going on in our lives. 

So just set an expectation that this will be a participatory event and we do expect people to show 
up and ready to engage. I think that's really important to do from the get-go. And then again, just 
get creative with your virtual space. Anything that you can think of to make it more interactive, 

participatory, and inclusive, is going to keep your audience engaged. Preparing to send all 
material to the session before it starts, slide decks, worksheets, links, expectations, guidelines, 
etc. 

And then just practice a lot. If you have different people speaking, do practice sessions with 
them, make sure they're comfortable with the platform. And then also make sure they log on 
early the day of the event so that you can iron out any technical difficulties. And then summarize 
what other folks have said, make sure to create a survey to send to all those who have attended so 

you can get some feedback on how it went and always improve your next session. 

And yeah. I think that's good for me for now. Again, I'll send this around so you will have this 
info if you do want to look at it later. Jason, I know you had a few questions and there are a few 

in the chat box so do you want me to read the ones that are in the chat box first, and then we can 
move on to yours if we have a few extra minutes? 

Jason Amirhadji: Yeah. Thank you so much. And thanks to everyone I know we're really at the 

top of the hour here so folks that need to drop off. But yes. Please go ahead. Let's pivot to 
questions. And I really appreciate everyone joining today and all the presentations. So we'll try to 
get through as many of them as we can quickly. 

Caila Prendergast: Awesome. Thanks. The first question that came in, how long were each of 
your convenings? Were they half-day events? Just yeah. How long were they? And we can start 
with Hampton Roads. 

Jaclyn Merrills: I believe our Hampton -- I can't remember now. I believe Hampton Roads 
started, I think we started around 12:30 and we concluded just before 3:00. 

Caila Prendergast: Okay. Thank you. 

Jaclyn Merrills: Not exactly half-day but a good couple of hours, solid hours. 

Caila Prendergast: All right. Stephanie? 

Stephanie Spampanato: Ours was three hours. It was 10:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. and it included a 
working lunch. 
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Caila Prendergast: Great. And yeah, I would just recommend virtually it's hard to keep people 
engaged for longer than that. 

Jason Amirhadji: So I'm trying to do this as a lightning round. What other questions do we have 
in there? 

Caila Prendergast: Yes. So on Stephanie's last slide, she mentioned using a Ventura model, 
could you explain what that model is a little bit, Stephanie? 

Stephanie Spampanato: Yeah. So that was the stakeholder group that I referenced. So I said, we 

are 11 of us from various organizations and fields, including residents. I think when I referenced 
the Ventura model what I mean is we -- there were so many community meetings going on and 
there were so many people working toward the same goal, but they're not connected. So I think 
what this did was it connected the whole community to focus specifically on digital literacy, 

connectivity, and closing that gap. So that's what I mean by that model. 

Caila Prendergast: Okay. Great. Thanks. 

Jason Amirhadji: Right. Thank you. 

Caila Prendergast: So the next question is, is there a list of housing authorities that have done 
virtual convenings that we might be able to contact as new communities? I would love to pick 

the brains of those housing authorities that have done a virtual convening. 

Jason Amirhadji: Yeah. So that's a great question. I think this is really unchartered territory for a 
lot of folks. So let me just say that the opportunity here is to be a pioneer but also to be a 

resource for others. So certainly as we get those examples to share, I think we'll do so but we're 
also going to really look to share what you all are doing as a model. We know that even in the 
post-COVID world, virtual convenings may become the new norm for many reasons. So I think 
this is really an opportunity to be part of setting a model for how this could look in the future. 

Caila Prendergast: Okay. Great. And then I got a request to bring this slide back up. There it is. 
Let me see. I think that actually is the last question that I have. 

Jason Amirhadji: Just a quick note on the platform, HUD does not endorse any particular 
product or platform. We really can't, but we do encourage you to look at your peer sites and then 
talk about what platforms work really best in their experience. And I think we'll look forward to 
you all sharing again what you do for your convening. 

So given that we're out of time, I really want to thank everybody again. Thank all of our 
presenters and participants. I hope everyone stays safe and has a wonderful holiday. I know that 
the series will continue again in the new year. But in the meantime, always please feel free to 

reach out to HUD's ConnectHome community, connecthome.hud.gov. And we're here 
[inaudible] to help support you. 

~~~ Noble Transcription Services - 714.335.1645 ~~~ 

16 

http:connecthome.hud.gov


        

     

 

              
              

                 

               
                  

              
 

    
 

        
 

 
 
 
      

2020 ConnectHomeUSA - Planning Your Convening Tips for Implementation and Stakeholder Follow-Up, 12-15-20 

Caila Prendergast: That's great, Jason. And thanks everybody for joining today. Thanks to all 
our wonderful presenters and to all our new community. Like I said, I will be sending out these 
slides tomorrow to everyone who attended. And then I did get a chat that there is someone who's 

hosted a lot of virtual partnership meetings, not for ConnectHome but would be willing to chat. 
So I will connect you too. And yeah. I hope everyone has a great day and I'm looking forward to 
seeing what you guys all come up with for your virtual convenings. Thanks, everyone. Bye. 

Jaclyn Merrills: Bye. 

Stephanie Spampanato: Thanks bye. Stay safe, everyone. 

(END) 
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