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History and Mission


The Asian Center of Merrimack Valley was created in 1987 by two Sisters of Charity to address the basic needs of Cambodian and Vietnamese refugees and immigrants in the Greater Lawrence area.


The Center’s mission continues to focus on supporting Asian immigrant families in their efforts to build a stable future, and to become participating members of the larger community. To achieve our mission, we offer many different programs to support the entire family – young children, teens, working parents and elders.


Our integrated programs focus on providing family literacy, early education, youth programs, citizenship, community empowerment and preservation of cultural heritage. We continue to be the only agency in the Greater Lawrence area focusing on Vietnamese and Cambodian families.


A key to our success is the extraordinary work of our dedicated staff and volunteers.  Our experienced and well-qualified teachers are very enthusiastic about teaching and care for the wellbeing of our students.  Our staffs, which include two outreach workers and three coordinators, work in collaboration and support of each other.  They work beyond their line of duties and assigned work hours.  We are very fortunate to have volunteers to assist ESOL, Preschool and summer programs.  

 
The energy and dedication of our eleven-member Board of Directors has been an important component in moving the Asian Center forward. They have suggested and supported new program initiatives and led an increased fund-raising effort.  With their leadership and guidance, the Asian Center is continuing to expand its development efforts with grant writing, direct appeals and fund-raising events.

Program Description

· Family Literacy – Preschool/English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 

Our Family Literacy Program serves preschool children and parents whose first language is not English.  It provides integrated early childhood education, parenting support, adult literacy, and ESOL education in a unified family literacy setting.


Most children come to the preschool in September speaking no English, but by January English is their common language.  Our young students also learn the names and sounds of the alphabet, their numbers, colors and shapes. We encourage creative play and the children develop social skills learning to interact successfully with their classmates and teachers.

Raising A Reader (RAR) Program

In September 2008, the Asian Center began a new collaboration with the Raising A Reader (RAR) program. This program, new to Lawrence this year, aims to instill a love of reading at an early age through a book-borrowing program for preschoolers.

The preschool staff was trained to administer the program in September. The parents attended an orientation class in early October, and the children started taking books home the following week.

In a related activity in January, 2009 the children made their own books by cutting and pasting in sequence pictures from the story of Goldilocks. They were then able to use their books to tell the story to their classmates and families.

By April, children were identifying the book they’d read by title, and sharing stories with their classmates during circle-time. The program continued through the year, and in May 14 children were awarded blue RAR book bags in recognition of their active participation.

In parent survey responses, parents praised the program for providing beautiful, age-appropriate books for parents and children to share and attributed their children’s increased interest in reading to the program.


Parenting Workshops


Evening parenting workshops are offered several times a year. Recent topics have included Reading with Children, and Child Development. At these programs, parents listen to speakers, practice new skills, and have an opportunity to share their concerns and experiences.


ESOL

As an added component of our Family Literacy program, our preschool students’ parents can attend our ESOL classes.  These classes give parents the skills to communicate with their children in English and connect the entire family to the larger community. ESOL classes have proven important in building workplace skills.

· English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)



The Asian Center offers three levels of English Classes, as well as English Conversation, Citizenship, and Computer Literacy classes.  Class frequency has increased to fulfill the demand and is now held three times in the morning and evening.



The morning and evening classes work in tandem providing flexible schedules and on-going support for our more than 90 students.  Because the Asian Center’s English classes have an excellent reputation in the community, we normally have about 40 students waiting for entry into our classes.



One of our great success stories this year developed around one of our elder Vietnamese ESOL students, Ut Van.  She worked diligently to learn English in our morning classes while taking part in the Senior Community Service Employment program. Ut spent 16 hours a week cleaning and caring for our classroom and office space.  Our Vietnamese outreach worker and citizenship coordinator helped her navigate the citizenship process with the sterling outcome of Ut being sworn in as a US citizen in January of this year.

· Youth Enrichment Programs


Summer Programs


Each July the Center offers a month-long program to area children who might not have other summer opportunities.  Five days a week, over 60 children ages 5 to 12 participate in enrichment classes in science, math, reading/writing, music and art with a sprinkling of field trips, such as:


· Fenway Park and the Franklin Park Zoo in Boston

· Curious Creatures interactive live animal show in Lowell

· Salisbury Beach

· Magic and literature programs at the Lawrence Public Library

We fully met our goals for the 2009 Summer Youth Enrichment Program.

· Our preschool children learned socialization and kindergarten readiness skills through songs, fairy tales and fables, crafts and dramatic play.

· Our elementary-age children were exposed to hands on enrichment activities for science, math and art.

· The fun of math, science and technology was evident as the children beamed with pride and excitement as they designed their own roller coaster & ski jump tracks and created their own recipes for soda drinks.

· Art classes integrated themes around the weekly field trips to the zoo, the baseball park and the beach utilizing recycled materials to make animals, baseball key chains, hats and visors.

· Our reading/writing class encompassed making posters to highlight their literature experience using classic children’s literature according to age group.
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Our daily wall of new photos chronicling our summer adventure helped us measure the success of this program.

Math and Science After School Project


In partnership with Merrimack College, we continue to offer the Math and Science After School Project to support students in their studies.  The program was established in fall 2006 to address problems in the local school system, which continues to be rated as one of the lowest in Massachusetts.

The program engages local youth in Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) activities to help them with their schoolwork as well as increasing their awareness of potential career possibilities.  Currently there are 10 students, from grades 5 - 8, enrolled in this after school program.  Each student has a dedicated mentor from Merrimack College who engages them in fascinating hands-on activities and helps them with their homework to deepen and broaden their understanding in math and science topics.

College Prep Initiative


We started a College Prep Program in the fall of 2009 as a pilot project.  Many Southeast Asian teenagers are the first generation in their family to go to college.  The college application process is overwhelming for them and often their parents are unable to help as they struggle to look for colleges and seek financial aid.  Parents thought that their children needed to be encouraged to think about going to college and needed assistance in selecting and applying for higher education.  We have arranged trips to area colleges allowing the students to tour campuses and better understand the programs offered by each institution.

We hired a part-time, bilingual/bicultural mentor to provide counseling and hands-on assistance with researching college, applying for financial aid and filling out college applications.  We produced a flyer and information sheet and distributed them at the beginning of the fall semester to prospective students in the community.  During the fall semester our counselor/mentor met with 4 high school students for 8 sessions.  The counselor provided tutoring, college mentoring and answered questions from the students.

One success story:  A female high school junior, who had arrived in this country just three years ago from Cambodia with a limited level of English, has attended this program and received support and encouragement from her mentor and the group.  Now she is confident and is very enthusiastic about going to college.

For spring semester we held a meeting with the guidance counselor of Lawrence High School and established a partnership to reach those Asian students who are academically disadvantaged and lacking future direction.  We anticipate recruiting 10 students this year and hope to secure funding for this initiative.

Young Writers’ Workshop

Ten Asian students from the Lawrence area were selected from the 6th-9th grades to join the workshop. The students were given an opportunity to write from their personal experiences as recent immigrants and as children of first generation immigrants and refugees. 

Students met with an instructor at the Asian Center twice a week for a two-hour round-table format. They were encouraged to be creative and to not be afraid of making mistakes.  Discussions about constructive criticism and models for assessment helped the students develop reasoning skills.  The “Process Writing” writing approach was used and included brainstorming, organizing, drafting, revising, editing and publishing.

Students were shown several models for organizing ideas including, outlines and other graphic organizers. In addition to many prewriting activities, students also participated in peer and self-assessment activities. Each student was required to submit three writing pieces to be included in the “Asian Center Review”:

Students then submitted their final drafts approximately one week prior to the completion of the workshop to allow the instructor ample time to put together the “Asian Center Review” booklet.  Parents were invited to the final class where students chose one of their submitted pieces to read aloud.  Light refreshments were served and the students received their copies of the “Asian Center Review.”

· Citizenship/Community Empowerment

Our Citizenship Program is central to the Center’s overall mission of helping Asian families engage in the wider community.  We provide a flexible schedule of citizenship classes with evening and daytime sessions.  As a preparation for the U.S. citizenship interview, these classes teach American history, the role of government and the responsibility of citizenship.

The Community Empowerment Coordinator (CEC) also works directly with the students, helping them with all parts of completing the application process to become a citizen.  This past year we celebrated as 26 of our students became US citizens!

Our Community Empowerment Program identifies, recruits and nurtures Asian ethnic minorities to be trained in leadership development. We have successfully advocated for four job slots for Asian minority poll workers in Lawrence. We hold voter registration sessions and get-out-the-vote activities around local, state and national elections.

Census 2010 Activities

In partnership with the office of the Secretary of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, we carried out Asian Center activities for assisting the United States 2010 Census during the months of February and March.

· Our Cambodian and Vietnamese outreach workers conducted home-visits to explain the importance of the Census and how to fill out the form and answer questions.

· Our ESOL program coordinators conducted staff workshops to demonstrate how to use the Census as a teaching tool.

· Our ESOL teachers prepared lesson plans to teach the importance of the Census and how to fill out the form.

· For 4 weekly sessions, we hosted a Census worker in our classroom building to reach out to the greater Asian community needing help with filling out the Census form. 

· We made copies of printed materials to distribute to our students and posted them in public places in the community.

Expected Results

All of the Center’s programs directly support and aid the education of some of the poorest members of the Lawrence community.  These families live, work and attend school in this community.  They are committed to improving their skills and providing the best possible education for their children.

We design our programs to support the overall advancement of all family members.  Through our Family Literacy programs, we work to end the cycle of intergenerational illiteracy.  Our ESOL classes help adults build important workplace skills.  Our Outreach and Elder programs provide essential links to the resources and social services in the community.  And, our Youth programs prepare the next generation for academic success.
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