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Deepening Our Roots in the Community
Valley Opportunity Council’s mission clearly states our goal as eliminating poverty for those we serve by assisting
them to achieve greater independence and a higher quality of life. Ultimately, that means individuals and families
will get to the point where they will no longer need our services and supports.
For us, that represents success.
One of the ways we achieve that success is to determine and address new or
emerging issues that represent barriers to families and individuals achieving selfsufficiency. For instance, as it has become clear that there is not enough available
affordable housing in the area, VOC began to purchase, renovate, and put into
service apartments that the people we serve can afford to live in.
The test of our organization, and one that has been met time and time again by
our Board and staff members, is to respond to emerging needs or to fill gaps that need to be addressed in order
for our participants to thrive.
With this in mind, our new strategic plan calls for increasing the number of affordable housing units; increasing
accessibility to affordable child care; increasing or supporting job training programs; identifying resources for
addiction services; and, decreasing the number of those experiencing food insecurity.
This year’s annual report shows all the ways that we are rooted in the community in meeting our mission. I want
to thank our Board of Directors, the organizations with which we collaborate, and each and every member of our
staff that help us make a difference every day in our communities.

Steve Huntley
Executive Director
Valley Opportunity Council
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Thank You to Our Board

Target
Representatives

VOC has a tripartite (three community segments)
board structure that is designed to promote the
participation of the entire community in the reduction
or elimination of poverty. Community Action Agencies
seek to involve elected public officials, private sector
representatives, and especially low-income residents,
in assessing local needs and attacking the causes and
conditions of poverty. We thank our Board Members
for their service and commitment throughout the year.

Stefany Garcia
Alan Gilburg
Jolene Monfette
Jay Reynolds
Gladys Suero
Eric Taub

Private
Representatives

Representing

Madeline Lopez
Ana Rodriguez
Jessica Roncarati-Howe
Greg Schwartz
Willie Spradley, Jr.
Zuzanna Zaluga

Westfield Bank
The Care Center
Chicopee Chamber of Commerce
Holyoke Health Center
Bethlehem Baptist Church
Elms College

Public
Representatives

Representing

John Hale
Barbara Heisler
John Murray
Ken Parsons
Anthony Soto

Chicopee Mayor Richard Kos
Holyoke Mayor Alex Morse
Chicopee Mayor Richard Kos
Chicopee Mayor Richard Kos
Holyoke Mayor Alex Morse

Our Mission
The Valley Opportunity Council, Inc. is dedicated to eliminating
poverty by providing the opportunity for our low and moderateincome neighbors, families, and friends in the greater Hampden
County area to achieve greater independence and a higher
quality of life.
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Summer Lunch Program

VOC’s Strategic Plan
Need:

Affordable Housing
Goal: VOC will increase the number of
affordable housing units available in Chicopee
and Holyoke

Need:

Affordable Child Care

Many of the youth in Chicopee and throughout the state rely on
school-provided meals during the school year, and when summer
comes, numerous families struggle to stretch their already-tight
budgets enough to provide their children with the additional
meals they need throughout the summer. The Summer Lunch
Program is federally-funded and provides free meals to children
ages 18 and under when school is not in session.
Sponsoring the Summer Lunch Program in Chicopee provides
VOC with the opportunity to ensure the youth in our community
have access to nutritious meals during the summer months,
which is crucial because without this program, children are at an
increased risk of experiencing hunger and malnutrition, leading to
increased risk of illness and learning loss.
This year, VOC added one more site
to include a total of 11 Summer Lunch
sites throughout the community. We
served 31,174 meals in 2018, an increase
of more than 12,000 meals served from
the previous year. VOC also held a Back
to School Bash with a barbeque and free
backpacks for children.

What’s new?
2018 in pictures
The Summer Lunch Program served
12,000+ more lunches in 2018 (31,174)
than in 2017 (19,044).

Goal: VOC will increase the availability
and accessibility of affordable child care

Need:

Chicopee Farmers Market

Job Training

VOC has run the Chicopee Farmers Market for 20 years with
over 2,500 visitors every summer, giving local farmers and small
vendors the opportunity to sell their fresh produce and goods to
the community. The market offers a variety of fresh and locallygrown products, including plants; vegetables, fruits and jams;
baked goods; maple syrup and honey; eggs; and herbs. The
Market is open on Wednesdays in the summer directly across
from VOC, which increases accessibility to the community.

Goal: VOC will increase job training
programs and support these efforts
throughout the area

Need:

Drug and Alcohol
Addiction Services

Goal: VOC will provide individuals and
families with referrals and resources for
drug and alcohol addiction services

Need:

Nutrition
Goal: VOC will work in collaboration to
decrease the number of low-income families
experiencing food insecurity
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What’s new?
2018 in pictures
The Farmers Market “rebranded”
itself in 2018 to include interactive
programming and theme days,
noticeably increasing foot traffic.

The goal in 2018 was to increase visibility and overall participation at the Farmers Market for vendors, families and community
members. Each week there was an event at the Market, including healthy food tastings with recipes, music and movement
events, and kids day events. Overall vendor participation
increased from six to 11, with hopes of continuing to grow in
2019. In 2018, 1,625 WIC participants received a Farmers Market
coupon, for an overall savings of $32,500 toward healthy food
purchases at the market. Chicopee is considered a food desert,
which is defined as an urban area where accessibility to affordable, good-quality, fresh food is limited. The Famers Market
increases accessibility to these foods, supports the community
by providing a location for vendors to sell their goods, and offers
an environment for connections to be made between neighbors.
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Community Impact – Christy Torres
Christy Torres has worked at VOC for about three years as a Property Manager
in the Housing Program. For Christy, every day is different. But her favorite part
about her job is “meeting new people, and giving them homes.”
VOC has 21 properties and a total of 235 units in communities throughout
Chicopee and Holyoke. When Christy places an individual or family in a home,
she says, “Welcome to the VOC family, your new home,” then hands them the
keys. According to Christy, “We help so many people at VOC, we have greater
impact…we are able to help people get off the streets.”
VOC has two housing locations—totaling 21 apartments—for veterans who were
previously homeless. “I recently placed a veteran into an apartment. He was
so appreciative. Often you don’t think about the impact you have until you see
someone’s face. It hits home and makes you realize you are having more of an
impact than you could imagine.”

Jasleen with her husband, Joel,
and their three children.

Home is Where the Heart Is
Jasleen Serrano, who was born in Connecticut and moved to Puerto Rico when she was
three, came to Massachusetts with her husband and children in 2013. Her son, Fabian, was
diagnosed with autism and ADHD. Fabian needed additional supports here that he was
not able to get in Puerto Rico. When the family arrived in Massachusetts, Jasleen and her
husband, Joel, lived with Jasleen’s mom for a short time before moving into a shelter in
Holyoke. “It was a challenging time, it was too loud there for Fabian,” Jasleen says. “There
were many tears.” But thanks to VOC, “It
is better now.”
Jasleen Serrano

Christy had begun to notice that the veterans she was placing into these apartments didn’t have enough clothing, shoes, coats or other essentials, so she
decided to do something about it. Working with the community and other programs that support veterans, the Veterans’ Closet was born. The closet, funded
solely through donations and available to all veterans and their families, provides
clothing necessities and allows veterans and their families to spend their limited
resources on other needs.
Christy says since they started the Veterans’ Closet, donations have been pouring
in from retailers, organizations and individuals, but more donations are needed
to enable the Closet to expand.

Christy Torres

In her spare time, Christy also volunteers for the VITA (Volunteer Income Tax
Assistance) program, preparing taxes for low- and moderate-income individuals
and helping them access the maximum refund available. “I’ve got to find ways to
impact the community, and I will keep looking for ways to give back.”

The first housing application Jasleen filled
out was for a VOC apartment. She met
with VOC Housing Director Maritza Rios,
and shortly after her family moved into
their first apartment in Chicopee. “VOC
worked hard to find an apartment [for my
family]. Maritza gave us an opportunity.”
Jasleen describes her family’s current VOC apartment, located on Maple Street in Chicopee,
as relaxed, modern and quiet, which has been important to them, especially for their son
Fabian. Today, Fabian is in fourth grade, enjoys school and has lots of friends.

What’s new?
2018 in pictures
VOC created an Outreach Team in 2018
comprised of staff members across all programs.
The Team meets regularly to share ideas and
streamline outreach across VOC.

Jasleen is now a paraprofessional in the Chicopee Public Schools
and her husband is a manager of the toy department at Walmart.
Their goal is to purchase a home in the next two years and Jasleen is
currently taking homeownership classes. Jasleen and her family are
well on their way to self-sufficiency as they continue to thrive in their
beautiful home.

What’s new?
2018 in pictures

VOC Housing Program staff
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VOC’s first Early Education and Care Family
Event occurred over the summer with a barbecue,
a giant bounce house, a kids’ music DJ, cotton candy and
games. Hundreds of families attended and were provided with
information about
VOC programs,
and Alex and
Steve even
flipped burgers!
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Growing Our Impact
In FY 2018, VOC served more than 27,000 individuals from
households in Chicopee, Holyoke, Westfield, Ludlow, and other
communities within the greater Hampden County area.

Early Education and Care

Kept 16,328 households warm through VOC’s Fuel Assistance
Program with additional emergency funding to keep utilities on and to avoid
heating emergencies

1,238 children thrived in our
state-of-the-art early education centers.

individuals

3,472 individuals worked
toward greater self-sufficiency
for themselves and their families by receiving
assistance preparing for college, career training
and coaching

Energy Assistance

Replaced or repaired inefficient heating systems for 708

College Access and
Career Pathways

This includes family centers, after-school programming, and Preschool
Expansion Grant programming

923 children ages 0-5 demonstrated improved
emergent literacy skills and skills for school readiness

Financial Literacy
89 staff, colleagues, and community
members were trained to be trainers in the
Your Money Your Goals Financial Literacy program

Provided financial coaching for
3,241 individuals who are on the path to greater
self-sufficiency

1,339 Federal and State Income Tax
returns were prepared through VOC’s VITA
program, resulting in over $1 million in
refunds for local, low-income individuals

Senior Services
Provided long-term companionship
and support for

112 seniors, helping them
maintain independent living

48 children from grades 1-8 demonstrated
improved positive approaches toward
learning, including improved attention skills

Adult Education
424 individuals worked
toward a brighter future
through VOC’s Adult Education Programs

153 individuals developed
stronger English language skills that
opened up additional educational and
job opportunities

Nutrition

Youth Services
174 youth were provided with job training,
coaching and employment within the community

129 youth had new learning opportunities

and experiences through VOC’s summer camp and after-school program

Housing
149 individuals without a place to live

956 individuals reported reduced hunger
and food security was improved for 438 individuals

were provided shelter and stabilization services

31,174 meals served through our Summer Lunch Program ensured

145 formerly homeless families

children did not go hungry over the summer and helped with the extra food cost
for families in the summer

were provided stable, supportive housing and support services

7,853 pregnant and new mothers were provided with
nutritional supports for themselves and their little ones through WIC
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The Path to College
and Career Starts Here

Greening the Gateway Cities

Hillisa Byer, the GEAR UP (Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate
Programs) Regional Program Coordinator at Valley Opportunity Council, remembers her
first year of tenure working for the GEAR UP program at Duggan Middle School over
eight years ago, then as one of only two GEAR UP advisors working in four schools.
Today, the program is thriving with 11 full-time advisors in six schools, including Putnam
Academy, Duggan Academy, Central High School and the Springfield Conservatory of
the Arts School in Springfield; and Peck Middle School and Holyoke High School-North
Campus in Holyoke. Almost all GEAR UP schools are staffed with two full-time advisors
responsible for promoting college and career readiness.
VOC is looking forward to continuing to provide these important services through GEAR
UP to students and schools, making an impact in the lives of students and their families
for the next seven years and beyond.
GEAR UP is a federally-funded program that serves approximately 2,000 Holyoke and
Springfield public school students in grades 8-12 by providing guidance on applying to
college, SAT preparation, tutoring and help with accessing vocational training. In 2018,
GEAR UP Massachusetts was informed that it would be receiving grant funding for the
next seven years through the year 2025.

Hillisa Byer

Participant Highlight

VOC’s Greening the Gateway Cities (GTGC)
program celebrated the planting of its 1,000th tree
in Chicopee in 2018. To date, 1,543 trees have
been planted in Chicopee through Greening the
Gateway Cities – 552 trees planted in 2018 alone.
The program is a collaboration with the Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) with
the goal of planting trees in areas with lower
tree canopy, older housing stock, higher wind
speeds and a larger renter population. The new
trees reduce energy use in the area, help cool air
temperatures, clean water, slow winds, purify air
and beautify the city. Chicopee’s planting area is
centered in the city’s Willimansett neighborhood.
The benefits to the community have been planted
and will grow well into the future.

Tyrese, a Chicopee resident, didn’t finish high school because, in his words, “I
didn’t have any more passion or motivation,” and dropped out in 11th grade.
Then one day he heard about the WIOA Out-of-School Youth Program at
VOC. The program prepares students to take the High School Equivalency Test
(HiSET) while also increasing their workforce readiness and learning the skills
needed for independent living. “I know I am a smart, intelligent young man,
and wanted to give it a try,” Tyrese said, about mustering the courage to enroll
in the program.
Classes meet three times per week, and upon completion an Education and
Career Advisor participates in locating a test center, identifying next steps to employment, college or vocational training. While in the program, Tyrese worked
as a receptionist at the front desk and also worked at Lorraine’s Soup Kitchen.
“I brought myself to VOC because I felt like I needed this. VOC gave me a
chance that I felt nobody else would, and for that I will forever be grateful.”
Today, Tyrese has passed the final test of the HiSET battery and plans to
become a Certified Nurse Assistant. He has also enrolled in Holyoke Community College’s Transition to College program. Tyrese’s goals are to complete
two years of college and “have a career, not a job.” According to Tyrese, “In five
years, I see myself taking care of my family and being the best Tyrese I can be.”
Tyrese

VOC’s Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Out-of-School Program serves Holyoke and Chicopee residents ages 16-24
who do not have a high school diploma or equivalent. Students receive a stipend while they are attending classes and, when ready,
move to hourly paid employment. The program’s goal is for students to complete their high school equivalency and transition to
unsubsidized employment, vocational training or college upon completion of the program.
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Chicopee Mayor Richard Kos and City of Chicopee staff, Valley Opportunity Council representatives, staff from the Department of Conservation
and Recreation (DCR) and members of the community celebrate VOC planting its 1,000th tree in Chicopee through the Greening the Gateway
Cities program.

11

Thank You to Our Volunteers and Donors
Agency-wide

95 volunteers • 25,718+ hours

(24,046+ of these hours performed by low-income volunteers)

VITA (Volunteer Income Tax Assistance)
VOC has an incredibly dedicated group of supporters and volunteers. Each year volunteers make the VITA program possible,
providing tax preparation and filing free of charge to those that qualify.

The Big Y Pharmacy in South
Hadley held a sock drive and
donated over 150 pairs to VOC.
These socks were appreciated
by our Adult Education students,
shelter residents, and seniors.
Pictured here: Big Y staff with
VOC staff member Melissa White
(far right)

This year, 14 volunteers at 4 sites in Holyoke, Chicopee and Westfield provided 562 volunteer hours and completed
1,339 tax returns that represented $1,047,417 in refunds for participants!

Senior Companions
Volunteers for the Senior Companion Program are low-income seniors supporting other low-income seniors so they can remain in their homes as independently as possible. Last year, 29 volunteers spent 23,412 hours supporting seniors in
their communities. Each year, the program has completed a donation drive, with over $1,262 in supplies donated to Operation
Gratitude in 2018. Operation Gratitude supports active and retired military service members by providing care packages.
VOC’s Early Education and Care Centers got involved in giving back, too, by creating ‘Thank You’ cards for service members
that were sent with their care packages.

Early Education and Care – Community Partnerships
Each year, the Early Education and Care Centers host holiday parties for children. Families are invited, there is music,
entertainment, food, crafts, presents, and even a special visitor. These parties would not be possible without the support
of the local community. Special thanks to Delaney House, Homewood Suites, One Way LLC, Mercedes Benz, Bresnahan
Insurance Company, Dadanco, Nocturnal Void Magazine, Hazen Paper Company, The Munich House, and Elan Hair Salon.

VOC Staff
Each year, VOC staff work together to support Veterans and Early Education and Care programs. More than $4,660 was
raised and 35 gift baskets were created by program teams in 2018.

Delaney House staff with VOC staff member Marlene King

What’s new?
2018 in pictures
Flor Diaz, WIC Community
Coordinator, started a clothing
drive for WIC participants to
distribute maternity and baby
clothes. Diaz is working to grow
this program so that it eventually will include a diaper drive.

Volunteers for the Volunteer Income
Tax Assistance (VITA) program
12
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VOC Program Directory
Adult Basic Education
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0206

Family-Based Child Care
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 552-1559

Good Food for Great Families
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 2nd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 552-1554

Bridge to College and Careers
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0206

After-School & Summer Programs
Mt. Carmel Center
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 1st Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013

Summer Lunch Program
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 2nd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 552-1554

Citizenship
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0206

Montgomery Street Center
374 Montgomery Street
Chicopee, MA 01020
(413) 552-1559

Women, Infants and Children (WIC)
(Main Office) 300 High Street, 1st Floor
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 534-2460

English for Speakers of
Other Languages (ESOL)
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0206

Preschool Expansion Grant (PEG)
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 552-1559

Distance Learning
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0206
ESOL and Family Literacy
William G. Morgan Elementary School
596 S. Bridge Street, Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 552-1559
Lt. Clayre P. Sullivan School
400 Jarvis Avenue, Holyoke, MA 01040
WIOA Out-of-School Youth
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0206
Educational Opportunity Center (EOC)
300 High Street, 3rd Floor
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 612-0206
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14 Chestnut Place, Ludlow, MA 01056
(413) 589-1551

Fuel Assistance (LIHEAP)
(Main Office) 300 High Street, 2nd Floor
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 552-1548

70 Court Street, Suite 10A
Westfield, MA 01085
(413) 568-1007

35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 2nd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013

Senior Companion Program
516 Chicopee Street
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0229

100 Elm Street, Westfield, MA 01085
(WG&E office)
Greening the Gateway Cities (GTGC)
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 552-1554

Cabot Manor
After-School Program
106 Stonina Drive
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0120

Heating Emergency Assistance Retrofit
Task Weatherization Assistance Program
(HEARTWAP)
300 High Street, 2nd Floor
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 552-1548

Cabot Manor Summer Camp
106 Stonina Drive
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0120

GEAR UP
300 High Street, 3rd Floor
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 612-0206

United Way Basic Needs and
FEMA Grants
300 High Street, 2nd Floor
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 552-1548

Preschool Enrichment Team
300 High Street, 3rd Floor
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 612-0206

Housing Management
516 Chicopee Street
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 594-3267

Center-Based Child Care
Beaudoin Village Early Education
& Child Care Center
16 Barret Avenue, Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 552-1559

Main Street Shelter
300 High Street
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 534-2466

Cabot Manor Early Education
& Child Care Center
106 Stonina Drive, Chicopee, MA 01013

Scattered-Site Permanent
Supportive Housing
300 High Street
Holyoke, MA 01040
(413) 534-2466

Churchill Homes Early Education
& Child Care Center
334 Elm Street, Holyoke, MA 01040

35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 2nd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0214

Montgomery Street Early Education
& Child Care Center
374 Montgomery Street, Chicopee, MA 01020

Volunteer Income Tax
Assistance Program (VITA)
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 552-1554

Mt. Carmel Early Education
& Child Care Center
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, Chicopee, MA 01013

Chicopee Farmers Market
Chicopee Street, Willimansett
(413) 552-1545

Youth at VOC’s first Back to School Bash held at Sarah Jane Park in Chicopee, wrapping up the summer lunch program
with activities for families and free backpacks filled with school supplies.

Cabot Manor Summer
Employment Program
106 Stonina Drive
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0120
Regional Employment Board
Youth Works
35 Mt. Carmel Avenue, 3rd Floor
Chicopee, MA 01013
(413) 612-0206

What’s new?
2018 in pictures
VOC was honored to be recognized as the
Nonprofit of the Year by the Chicopee Chamber
of Commerce.
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