
1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Our “Serving Public Schools” Story 

Atlanta, Georgia 
 

The vision for churches serving our local public schools, though today is widely accepted by Unite! 

Churches, was in 2006, a bold, new, even controversial vision when first presented.  At that time, many 

churches (perhaps even a majority) viewed public schools very negatively.  After all, it was the schools that 

eliminated prayer, expelled God, and extracted religious influence from our educational systems.  Thus, the 

response of many churches (as well as many individual Christian families), was to avoid, ignore, and 

separate themselves from the public schools.  Yes, leaving the public schools made a statement, but it also 

created a vacuum, leaving many of the “innocent bystander” students, families, and teachers hurting, 

helpless, and with great need.  

 

In August, 2000, a young Student Ministries Pastor at Perimeter Church, named Chip Sweney (who now 

serves as the Unite! Director), decided to do something different.  Chip, his 

staff, volunteers, families, and students, started several after school Bible Clubs, 

tutoring and mentoring programs in lower income apartment communities.  As 

kids and their parents from the church started connecting with and getting to 

know the kids in the apartments, they began to learn about the needs in the schools from which they came.  

As they discovered the needs in the schools, a new perspective began to take shape, from which love and 

compassion for the schools began to grow.   

 

In 2001, Perimeter Church took the vision a step further by 

establishing a Community Outreach ministry to help envision 

and mobilize the entire church congregation into 

local community outreach.   

 

Perimeter’s leadership wanted to make sure that 

their outreach strategies ministered not to just 

perceived needs in the community, but to real needs.  So, in 2002, Perimeter conducted a 

research project to discover what and where the greatest needs existed in our city.  At the end 

of the research, our local public schools were number one on the list.  The primary needs were 

not financial or academic related.  The primary needs were people related.   

 

The schools desperately needed volunteers to serve as mentors and tutors.  Fatherlessness 

had resulted in much brokenness, and the schools were in desperate need of help.  When the 

schools found out churches were interested in helping, they threw open the doors, rolled out a welcome 

mat, and pleaded for churches to get involved.  Needless to say, churches were speechless, shocked, and 

humbled.   
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1. Prayer is the foundation for ministry. 

2. It’s all about relationships. 

3. Ask questions and let the school tell 

you how you can serve. 

4. Before you ask the questions, commit 

to following through with whatever it 

is they need. 

5. Seek collaborative relationships with 

other churches and organizations to 

serve the school with you. 

6. Respect the guidelines of the school 

system, especially as relates to 

matters of faith. 

7. When we let others experience Jesus 

through our loving actions (i.e. show), 

God will often open doors to 

verbalize the gospel (i.e. tell).   

8. Think Big.  Start Small.  Go Deep. 

9. One person can make a transforming 

difference in a school, neighborhood, 

or community. 

10. The gospel compels us to burst the 

bubble of our comfort, and step into 

the great adventure! 

10 KEY LEARNINGS 

Given the great need in schools for volunteer mentors, the 

research was used to identify which school in the 

community had the greatest needs (i.e. poverty, at risk 

kids, etc.), and volunteer mentoring started at that school, 

Peachtree Elementary.   

 

In 2003, Perimeter Church began to develop relationships 

with other like-minded churches in the community.  As 

these church pastors continued to meet for breakfast, 

lunch, or coffee, they began to dream together, and made 

the following observation along with a question that would eventually impact the entire city of Atlanta - 

“Each of our churches are engaging in some really incredible ministries to bless and impact our communities 

with the gospel.  What if we started to do these ministries together?”  That question launched a relational 

network of churches, serving the city of Atlanta together, called Unite! (www.UniteUs.org) and within 3 

months, Unite! grew from 3 churches to 30 churches.   

 

Soon, Unite! churches started asking schools in their 

communities, “How can we serve your school?”  It 

started with playground work projects, classroom 

painting projects, planting flowers, trimming hedges, 

etc., but as a foundation of trust began to develop 

between the churches and schools, the opportunities 

became relational.  One school principal told a local 

pastor she was concerned about the low level of 

academics for many of their students.  The pastor asked 

if they could send a team of volunteers to start prayer 

walking the campus and praying for the staff, students, 

and teachers.  The principal said, “Yes!  That would be 

wonderful!”  Several months later, the school principal 

told the pastor, “I want you to know that the academic 

level of our students has increased dramatically, and I 

attribute it all to your church’s prayers.  I also want you 

to know that your church can use our school for any 

reason at any time.” 

 

That was the start of an incredible relationship between 

Atlanta churches and our local public schools.  In 2006, 

as these relationships began to blossom, Unite! 

Churches launched a program to help churches engage 

with their local schools.  The program was called, 

“Adopt a School.”  The idea was that local churches 

would each identify one (or more) school, and invest 

themselves in that school’s overall well-being.  At a 

minimum, churches would pray for their adopted 

school.  When fully engaged, churches would not only 
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pray, but would also be developing relationships with the principal, staff, teachers, and students, and would 

be providing volunteers and completing projects wherever the schools had need.  More than 75 churches 

engaged and developed a relationship, for the first time, with local public schools! 

 

As the relationships between churches and schools continued to grow, the vision became clearer that the 

best way churches could serve schools, would be to focus our efforts on mentoring.  The Georgia Family 

Council non-profit research initiative, discovered through a vast amount of research that “The average rate 

of poverty increases for young people from 8% to 80% if a student doesn’t graduate from high school, gets 

pregnant outside of marriage, AND does not wait until 21 years old to get married.”  Additionally, Unite! 

Leadership discovered that the average overall graduation rate of students throughout metro Atlanta, was 

below 70%.  Not only that, but less than 70% of Atlanta High School students had a reading comprehension 

level of at least a 3rd grade level.  Unite! Leadership was confident that church volunteers could influence 

those statistics in a very positive way.  They asked school principals if they thought the two statistics were 

linked, and every principal said they believed these statistics were most definitely connected.  So, in 2009, 

Unite! Churches (with the support of Gwinnett County Public Schools) launched the “Half Hour Hero” 

mentoring initiative, believing the best way for us to help increase overall graduation rates, was to increase 

the 3rd grade reading comprehension rates.   

 

Half Hour Hero volunteers would spend 30 minutes, once 

per week, with a child the school assigned to them.  They 

would have lunch together, play games in the media center, 

do schoolwork, or whatever they wanted to do.  The 

important thing was these kids would know there was a 

positive adult who cared about them.  Churches greatly 

underestimated the value and impact of just “showing up.”  

One Half Hour Hero mentor tells this story:  “After not 

spending time with my first grade student for the two weeks of Winter Break, I was driving back to the 

school for lunch to meet with my little buddy, and I was thinking, ‘Is this really making a difference?  

Wouldn’t my time be better spent with a whole classroom of kids instead of just one?  All we do is have 

lunch together and talk about everyday life stuff.  It just doesn’t seem like a big deal.’  After arriving at the 

school, I met up with my buddy in the cafeteria, we got our lunch, sat down, and started to eat.  In our 

conversation, I said to my first grade buddy, ‘I guess you’re probably bummed to be 

back at school. Huh?’  To my surprise, he said, ‘Nope.  I was looking forward to it!’  

Shocked, I asked, ‘What did you miss the most about school?’  He looked across the 

table, and said, ‘You.’  It was at that point that I knew this was definitely worth my 

time.”  

 

Half Hour Hero was a great way to cast vision for mentoring, but because there 

really wasn’t a formalized structure and support system, it left Unite! Churches 

wondering how they could take this mentoring initiative to the next level.  About 

that time, in 2011, Kids Hope USA (www.KidsHopeUSA.org) reached out and invited 

a handful of Unite! Pastors and Leaders to attend their upcoming training for 

mentor coordinators.  After attending the training, Unite! Leadership felt absolutely 

http://www.kidshopeusa.org/
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convinced that Kids Hope USA was exactly what was needed.  In 2012, Unite! formalized a partnership with 

Kids Hope USA, and established 3 church and school partnerships within the first year.  Today (in 2017), 

there are more than 50 Kids Hope USA church and school partnerships with over 850 mentors in Atlanta!   

 

It’s very exciting what God is doing through Unite! Church 

partnerships with local governments and school systems.  In Cobb 

County, located on the northwest side of Atlanta, after several 

years of serving, investing in, and building relationships with local 

governments and city officials, Unite! Churches have become a 

part of the Cobb Chamber of Commerce’s “Partners In Education” 

initiative, such that the Cobb Chamber of Commerce is 

establishing one on one relationships between churches and 

schools.  Additionally, Unite! Churches are modeling Christ-like 

love throughout the city by mobilizing volunteers for mentoring 

programs set up through Cobb County Public Schools and Gwinnett County Schools (located on the 

northeast side of Atlanta). Churches are also doing after school programs in schools, apartment complexes, 

and mobile home parks.  It’s amazing to see how God is connecting churches, local governments, and public 

schools to all work together to accomplish His purposes for students, families, schools, and communities. 

  

Oh and by the way, remember back in 2002 when that first volunteer walked in to volunteer as a mentor at 

Peachtree Elementary?  Ten years later, Peachtree Elementary became the first school in all of metro 

Atlanta to partner with local churches, through Kids Hope USA.  Today, there are more than 60 mentors 

from local churches, volunteering at Peachtree Elementary School, and many of those children and families 

have found a home in those local churches and a relationship with Jesus Christ, because of those caring 

relationships. 

 

God is opening up relational doors, opportunities, and partnerships between 

churches and public schools all over the city of Atlanta.  In addition to Kids 

Hope USA, Unite! Churches are envisioning dads to engage in the lives of their 

children and their children’s schools, through a very strong partnership with 

Family First / All Pro Dad (www.AllProDad.com).  Since 2010, churches have 

been a part of starting 30-40 or more of the 120 All Pro Dad chapters throughout metro Atlanta.  Our best 

guess is that there are more than 100 additional churches serving their local public schools in a wide variety 

of ways.   

 

So, you may be asking, “What does this look like in my context and in 

our community?  What tools are available to me to start developing 

relationships with local public schools?”  In addition to partnership 

opportunities with great, Godly organizations like Kids Hope USA and 

All Pro Dad, the following were the tools of greatest impact for Unite! 

Churches in Atlanta: a popcorn machine (that a local church lent to a 

school for an important event), weed trimmers, blowers, rakes, and 

shovels (that volunteers used to do landscape beautification 

projects), reading glasses (that volunteers used to read to and listen 

to Kindergarten students practice their reading), soccer balls (that volunteers used to play with kids in after 

http://www.allprodad.com/
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2000 Perimeter Church’s Student Ministries starts serving in apartment 

ministries. 

2001 Perimeter Church launches Community Outreach ministries. 

2002 Research Project conducted to learn the needs of the community, 

and it is discovered that public schools are at the top of the list. 

2003 Three churches join together to launch the Unite! network of 

churches partnering for community transformation. 

2006 Unite! Churches launch the “Adopt a School” initiative, with more 

than 75 churches participating. 

2009 Unite! Churches launch the “Half Hour Hero” student mentoring 

initiative. 

2010 Unite! Churches begin partnering with All Pro Dad 

(www.AllProDad.com). 

2012 Unite! Churches begin partnering with Kids Hope USA 

(www.KidsHopeUSA.org).  

2014 An estimated 130 Unite! Churches are in relationship with and 

serving local public schools. 

2017 Unite! & Kids Hope USA have over 50 church and school 

partnerships with more than 850 mentors in Atlanta! 

UNITE! SERVING PUBLIC SCHOOLS TIMELINE 

school programs), comfortable shoes (that volunteers wore when they prayer walked local schools), and 

empty backpacks (that churches filled with school supplies and donated to schools who had children in 

need).  All of these tools prove that God can use anything to set His love on display, but perhaps the best 

tools available in starting relationships with public schools are: bending knees, praying hands, listening 

ears, encouraging words, creative minds, and loving hearts. 

 

In Atlanta, churches and public schools are working and walking together hand in hand.  Public School 

families are going to church, and Private School Christians are sending their kids to public school.  Students, 

families, schools, churches, and entire communities are being impacted by the love of Christ.  Churches 

have learned that when they love and serve with no strings attached, God opens doors that were previously 

locked, and works in ways that were previously inconceivable. 

 

For more information, additional partnership opportunities, stories, or questions, contact Unite! Education 

Impact Director, Tammy Lopez, at tammyl@perimeter.org or 678-405-2292, or visit the Unite website at 

www.UniteUs.org.  

 

mailto:tammyl@perimeter.org
http://www.uniteus.org/

