An Intern’s Guide to Organizing
 – Holyoke Unites
 and the Toepfert Residential Community
Introduction:

We’re happy to see your interest in supporting the Holyoke Unites mission and community organizing efforts within the Holyoke community!


We four Amherst College students, Amanda Villarreal ’12, Josh Mayer ’13, Kyra Ellis-Moore ’15, and Anna Hagstrom ’13, created this guide to provide you with a general background of the work we have accomplished this past spring 2012 working with Holyoke Unites, explain our process, both in action and thought, to let you know where we left off in May, and provide advice for your own work. We came to work with Holyoke Unites and Betty Medina-Lichtenstein as part of a new Amherst community-based learning course called “Building Community.” Molly Mead, the director of the Amherst Center for Community Engagement, and Professor Karen Sanchez-Eppler in the English and American Studies department, teamed up to teach the course. They created 8 different partnerships between the roughly twenty enrolled students and community leaders throughout the Pioneer Valley, in order for us to learn from one another what it means to “build communities” both in theory and in practice.


We became interested in the project for it boasted Holyoke Unites’ main mission of a Holyoke 100% high school graduation rate, a push of literacy, its call for students interested in serving largely Latino communities, and were highly proficient in Spanish. We quickly realized that our work wouldn’t directly confront the “educational promotion” work we envisioned we would coming in. We would be principally working with the Toepfert Resident Council (elected through their bylaws) and the Toepfert residential community,  a public housing development in the Holyoke “Flats,” comprised of 93 family units. Through talking with the Toepfert community members, we learned that they felt it was difficult to focus on their child’s academic needs when certain basic needs were not being met, such as ridding their apartments of bed bugs or rats, having leaky plumbing, or facing possible apartment evictions. Our attention soon turned to helping formalize the Resident Council and re-energize them after their long hiatus (nearly 15 years). A second group among us four would work alongside the Council to create an annual plan and budget.


Due to many scheduling conflicts with that kept us from meeting frequently enough to meet these goals, we soon focused our attention to help the Council create their main objectives. Our class discussions and readings promoted a community organizing philosophy in which those who enter a community arrange a relationship of working with a community and having them say what they feel they want from it, rather than going in and imposing an outsider’s agenda. This process will bring the best results, however, it does take a longer time to make sure everyone’s voice is being heard. The Council and residents’ concerns largely formed around securing a Community Space and office within the Toepfert apartment complex they  were entitled to through the Holyoke Housing Authority (HHA) bylaws (we translated these in both Spanish and English and will provide them for you). However, while this particular space has been used during the day by the youth programs, (Headstart and the Boys and Girls Club), these services apparently do not serve the Toepfert residents and their families. The residents wanted to return to the time a little more than 15 years ago in which they could use the Community Room for group celebrations, meetings, and programming, as well as work to get their children into these programs. Despite attempts to discuss compromises and space sharing with Headstart and the Boys and Girls Club, it has been difficult to facilitate any such conversation.


While we ended with the residents and Council debating if they wanted to find a lawyer to budge Headstart and Boys and Girls club, we will be leaving you with the hope that you may continue organizing the council to work toward this goal and become a more unified and locally heard community. We provide suggested direction for you later in this document.

Who’s Who:

Below are brief descriptions of the people you may work with in your work with Holyoke Unites:


Betty Medina-Lichtenstein: Betty Medina Lichtenstein has been working to strengthen the community of Holyoke, Massachusetts for the last forty years. Betty’s family migrated from Puerto Rico to New York, where Betty was born and raised. Her longtime interest in the welfare of young children brought Betty from her first job at Baystate Medical Center to a seat on the Holyoke School Committee as the first Puerto Rican in the state to attain elected office. Now the Executive Director of Enlace de Familias, Betty is committed to the parents and children who come to the Center. She has also formed Holyoke Unites/Holyoke Se Une, an organization that builds alliances with other organizations in the area. Betty has worked with Amherst College faculty and students for over 18 years.
Rosa Texidor: (Resident Council President the past three years) Rosa is a stay at home mom who is extremely involved in her church. Because of multiple issues with her children, she sometimes has conflicts fulfilling her duties as president, but is still extremely passionate about the Council’s cause. 

Tyrone: (Resident Council Vice President the past three years) Born and raised Holyoke , Tyrone is very smart, and is very deep thinker. Tyrone works for the City Park and Recreation Department and runs programs such as indoor volleyball on his own.

Ana Rodriguez: (Resident Council Secretary the past two years) Ana is an energetic woman who works full time at a nursing home. She doesn't always have a lot of time to give since she is also a single mom of two adult sons and one preteen who keep her busy, but does her best. She stays on top of her duties, however, and holds her peers accountable.

Camelyn: (Resident Council treasurer the past two years) Camelyn attends as many meetings as possible and always strives to do the best she can. She may currently be getting evicted from Toepfert for owing money, however she and Betty are working through this. She speaks and understands very little English.

Marysol Diaz and Sonia (Americorps Vistas):  Marysol Diaz is leaving the end of May and Sonia is leaving the end of July but will be gone all of June due to surgery. While the Vistas are very energetic and loyal, Betty is looking for different skills than they can provide at the moment to help the Topefert community along its way.  The Vistas work mainly out of the Enlace de Familias office on Main street.

Rosalie Dean: executive director and top administrator of the Holyoke Housing Authority.  

Matt Mainville and Rita Macinni: Work for Rosalie.

Tina: Assistant property manager, works below Matt and Rita. Has an office in the community center at Toepfert.

List of Institutions

Below are brief descriptions of the institutions you may largely work within in your work with Holyoke Unites:

Holyoke Unites/Holyoke Se Une is an “umbrella” organization designed by Betty to unite community coalitions within the city of Holyoke.  Recently, it has dedicated itself to accomplishing the goal of 100% high school graduation in the city of Holyoke, and particularly in the Toepfert Community. Betty has worked for many years in Toepfert, she has returned through Holyoke Unites under the premise that the basic need of decent housing must be established before families can focus their attention on ensuring a quality education for their children.
Enlace de Familias is an organization devoted to working in the Holyoke community to improve the ability of families to raise their children.  Betty is the Executive Director (she works out of its main office), and she reports to its Board of Directors.  Current projects include child-rearing classes for fathers.
The Holyoke Housing Authority (HHA) is the body responsible for coordinating the distribution and maintenance of public housing in Holyoke in accordance with federal, state, and local regulations.  The HHA is composed of five commissioners and an executive director (Rosalie Deane).  It is ultimately responsible for the management of all public housing in the city, and it holds regular meetings toward that end.

The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) sets regulations for public housing at the federal level.  Those regulations guarantee certain rights for tenants and Resident Councils.

The Toepfert Resident Council is composed of all tenants in the Toepfert Apartments.  As a body, they are the medium for the advocacy of tenant rights.  The Council elects an Executive Board to carry out day to day activities.  Presently, the Council is in the process of filling its five open at-large seats. By HUD guidelines, the Toepfert Resident Council meets the last Wednesday of every month

Background

Betty first started working with the Toepfert Resident Council over two decades ago.  Then, the Council had a president named Ana who was an effective negotiator and organizer.  She passed away in the late 1990s.  Since then, no true council existed until a little under two years ago.  At that point, Betty helped organize new meetings of the Council, and they eventually held an election for the Executive Board.

Rosa (President), Tyrone (Vice President), Camelyn (Treasurer), and Ana (Secretary) are the current members of the Board.  Ana was elected as an at-large member, but when the elected Secretary was evicted, Ana took her place.  That group has focused its efforts on gaining official recognition and a space for their operations.  Early this year, the Board and other tenants appealed to the HHA for official recognition at an HHA meeting, and the commissioners voted upon it favorably.

Immediately before we arrived, the Board was particularly focused on four tasks: the formalization of their bylaws, starting to hold monthly meetings for all tenants again, acquiring space for a Council office, and forcing the HHA to maintain the apartments.

Timeline 
In February, we met with Betty multiple times to learn about the situation at Toepfert, the progress that the Resident Council had made, and the process that it was following to become a recognized resident council by the housing authority.  We formed general project directions, hoping to focus on re-energizing the Resident Council’s committees, creating a budget, and writing an annual plan that would make the council self-sustaining regardless of any changes in the executive board.  We made plans to meet with the Resident Council’s executive board.  This initial meeting fell through, but the council did succeed in getting its bylaws recognized.

In March, we translated the newly-approved bylaws into Spanish to make them accessible to the many tenants who are not literate in English, and submitted them to Betty and to the Resident Council.  We met with Betty again to discuss the March 28th meeting of the Resident Council executive board (the executive board meets on the last Wednesday of each month, and the full council meets on the first Wednesday of each month).  We attended the executive board meeting to form a plan of action for the following week’s first full-council meeting since a year ago, when the tenants voted to reinstate the council.

In April, we attended the full-membership meeting of the Resident Council on April 4th.  They decided that rather than nominate the meetings’ attendees for the five at-large positions on the council, they would hold a full election just as they had for the four officers.  We conducted a workshop for the tenants (in Spanish)  in which we split the tenants into four groups and rotated through each group with posterboard and recorded their hoped for the office and community space that they were working to attend.  Our prompts were:


1. What workshops/programming would you like to see in the office?  What would you like to learn here?

2. What physical utilities, materials, and resources would you like to see and use in the office?

3. What do you think should be the role of the Resident Council in the Toepfert community?

4. What information would you like to find in the office that would be beneficial to the entire Toepfert community?


At the end of the meeting, we went through their responses with the Resident Council, and they prioritized those that were most important to them.  We transcribed their responses and sent them Spanish and English translations.  On April 25th, we met with the executive board to plan the following week’s meeting.  Ana informed us about the progress (or, better, lack thereof) of their attempts to secure the community space. 

In May, we attended the full-membership Resident Council meeting on May 2nd.  Ana and Betty informed the entire council about the situation with the community space.  They approved a letter to the executive director of the housing authority asking her to reconsider her refusal to grant them the space they desired, and discussed the possibility of picketing.  They moved to bring in lawyers in order to take legal action against the housing authority for their maintenance of the apartments.

The Current Situation (as of May 6, 2012)

The Resident Council has reached a standstill of sorts where its office is concerned.  Betty had been under the impression that HUD guidelines guaranteed the Resident Council a community space.  In fact, that guarantee applies only to the representative bodies of public housing communities of 200 units or more--Toepfert only has 93 and therefore does not qualify.  

It does not appear that the housing authority has any intention of granting them the space that they requested, which currently houses the Boys and Girls Club.  To add insult to injury, the housing authority continues to allow new speaker series and other organizations to use the space without consulting the Council.  Originally, the Council requested the smaller front room with the understanding that they would need to use the larger back room for the full-membership meetings.  However, the Resident Council has decided that it really does need the larger space for a community space in which the tenants can gather simply to pass time, run child care and after-school programs, and to host birthday parties and other celebrations, which are not permitted in the apartments themselves.  

Headstart occupies the other space in the community center, which is right next door.  The Resident Council believes that it would be most reasonable for Headstart and the Boys Girls Club to share this space.  Their schedules would make this entirely possible, for Headstart only uses the space from 8:00 AM to noon and the Boys and Girls Club only uses their space from 3:00 to 5:30 PM on most days.  However, the Boys and Girls Club claims that its materials would not fit in the Headstart space (the Resident Council disagrees).  They informed the Resident Council that they would not “kick the Boys and Girls Club out” of the space, a wording which rubbed the Council the wrong way. 

The first space the housing authority offered the Resident Council was the hallway outside the mailboxes, proposing a plan to relocate the mailboxes and thus expand the space.  However, the Council thought that this would involve expenditures that were unnecessary and unreasonable.  Moreover, some tenants recalled that mailboxes were often vandalized the last time they were housed outside and wanted to avoid revisiting that situation.  The current space they are being offered is a small office space connected to the office of Tina, Toepfert’s assistant property manager, who the Toepfert tenants openly resent, saying that she shows no interesting in hearing their complaints and makes no effort to involve herself in the community.  They fear that Toepfert tenants would be afraid of going to speak freely in a space directly connected to her office.  All this aside, the space is very small and would not provide a space for meetings, programming, or community gatherings.  As their priorities clearly show, the Toepfert tenants want a community space, not just a small office.

At the meeting on May 2nd, the council approved a letter to send to Rosalie asking her to reconsider her decision to deny them the Boys and Girls Club space.  Betty plans to involve lawyers to bring the local housing authority to housing court for neglecting the apartment upkeep, so the tenants are working on compiling evidence of this negligence.  However, the legal route is no longer a possible course of action for obtaining the community space.  If Rosalie does not reconsider her decision upon reading their letter, they are considering picketing the next meeting of the housing authority.  They are also considering collaborating with the Resident Council from Lyman Heights, whose housing units the housing authority currently plans to demolish.

On July 11th, the council plans to hold elections for the five at-large positions on the council’s executive board, which are very important considering the housing authority’s repeated attempts to evict the current members of the executive board.

Future Direction:

When we first began working for Holyoke Unites we had thought that we would be working in the area of education, as the mission of Holyoke Unites is to achieve a 100% high school graduation rate for the Holyoke Public Schools (the current high school graduation rate is around 50%).  We had thought our job would be reaching out to parents living in the public housing developments and talking to them about their children’s education and about why it is so important that they play a role in encouraging their students to go to school on time every day, pay attention in class, do their homework, and graduate.  When we first met with Betty Medina-Lichtenstein it became apparent that, although Holyoke Unites is also doing work on early literacy, what the organization is currently focusing on is the living situations of people living in Holyoke public housing, rather than education.

After meeting with Betty, we shifted our focus from education to housing.  We came up with a plan where we would split the four of us up into two groups - one group focusing on creating an annual plan and budget for the Resident Council and the programming they would plan for the Toepfert community, and the other focusing on procuring a space for the Resident Council to have its office which could also be used as a community space for all of the residents.  We also had to work with a list of ideas for programming that the residents had brainstormed during a series of “envisioning committees.”  We had planned to have obtained the office/community space by mid-semester (March) so that we could work on creating programming for the residents based on the work of the envisioning committees before the semester’s end.

We had hoped that by the end of the semester we would have procured an office/community space for the Resident Council, would have met with the Resident Council board as well as the greater residential community regularly throughout the semester, and would have a concrete plan and budget to present to the board that could be used as a model for years to come.

Betty provided us with some general suggestions of where she would like you to pick up our work, however, you should check in with her about these before you begin: She thinks your first major tasks should be 1) to help the Resident Council elections for the at-large members move forward by assisting those nominated in the June meeting prepare their campaign materials for distribution. She asks that you then assist with these July elections. A second major task is 2) to plan activities with the sub-committees that agree to work on programming, specifically summer for programming when kids are out of school, and then, indoor winter activities.
Conclusions and Closing Remarks

Unfortunately, we did not meet the goals that we originally set for ourselves at the beginning of the semester.  While this has been frustrating at times, we now realize that these goals were extremely ambitious, given what we now know about the organization and community organizing in general.  We ran into a list of roadblocks not the least of which were are own competing commitments and academic and extracurricular conflicts as students, and these pushed significantly back the progress that we had thought we were going to make.  As a summer intern, you will be able to devote yourself to this project in ways that we were unable to, and as such will be able to deal with minor setbacks more flexibly so that they will not hinder your progress the way they did ours.

That being said, if things do not go according to your initial plans, don’t get discouraged.  It doesn’t have anything to do with the work you are doing.  I think one of the problems we ran into is that we came in with a set of goals and ideas for the work we would be doing and the progress we would help to make, but because we did not know much about the situation, these goals were unrealistic.  What we recommend is going in with an open mind and seeing what ideas they (Betty and the Resident Council) have and what roles they need you to fill.  Two of the tasks that we ended up having were to translate the bylaws the Resident Council had passed and to type up, translate, and prioritize the notes that had been taken at one of the Resident Council meetings.  While this was not what we had originally thought would be the work we had to do, it was a task that they needed to be completed that we had the skills and the time to do, and it ended up being really helpful.

We wish you the best of luck this summer.  You are doing really important work and we really appreciate being able to hand off this project into capable hands.  We hope that this information has been helpful to you in figuring out the history of the organization and the people and projects you will be working with.  What we have learned this semester is that community organizing is very difficult work, and is contingent on a lot of different people and situations coming together.  Sometimes these people and situations don’t quite come together the way people envision they will, and it is important not to get discouraged.  If you have already done this kind of work you know this already, but it was an important thing for us to learn.  We wish you the best of luck this summer, enjoy working with Holyoke Unites, and please let us know if you have any other questions we can answer!


Best, 
Kyra Ellis-Moore ’15  (kellismoore15@amherst.edu)

Anna Hagstrom ’13  (ahagstrom13@amherst.edu)

Josh Mayer ’13  (jmayer13@amherst.edu)

Amanda Villarreal ’12  (avillarreal17@gmail.com)
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