2011 ICMA Program Excellence Awards Nomination – Community Partnership Awards – Plaza Comunitaria – City of Richardson, Richardson Public Library  
Overview
The City of Richardson is home to over 99,200 residents and is widely recognized for its commitment to excellence, its rich history and its bright future, all of which make Richardson a smart choice for residents and businesses. Additionally, Richardson is home to the Richardson Public Library which, services more than 40,000 residents every year and with 475,000 visits in 2010. In 2005, the Library, in accordance with its stated objective to, “support the educational, civic, and cultural activities of all groups and organizations within the community whose aims are related to those of the Library,” created a volunteer-based adult literacy program for Hispanics, in partnership with the Mexican Institute of Adult Education (INEA), the Mexican Consulate Offices of Dallas and the Richardson Independent School District, called Plaza Comunitaria. 

The mission of the Plaza Comunitaria is to provide a variety of ongoing educational opportunities for native Spanish-speakers living in Dallas and Collin counties who are starting or completing their adult basic education. It is the vision of the Plaza Comunitaria Program to transition into GED and ESL classes all Hispanic adult learners once they have completed basic education in their native language.

Problem Assessment, Challenge/Need That Prompted Local Gov’t. to Develop the Program
In July 2005, the Texas Library Association and Texas-Mexico Relations Committee awarded Yolanda Medina, a supervisor at the Richardson Public Library, a travel scholarship to participate in a Plaza Comunitaria training workshop.  

118 trainees from all over the world participated in the workshop held in Patzcuaro, Mexico, hosted by the National Institute for Adult Education of Mexico (INEA).  Medina learned that Mexico lags significantly behind other countries in educational attainment levels of its citizenry. Less than 22 percent of young people between 19 and 24 years of age have access to higher education. She learned that 32.5 million Mexicans have not completed their high school education and most have only a primary education or none at all.  It is estimated that 20 million Mexican nationals are living in the United States alone, working almost exclusively as farm workers and laborers who are either illiterate or have just a primary education. At that time, the Census counted 9.4 percent of the population in Richardson as being of Hispanic descent, and therefore potential beneficiaries of the Plaza Comunitaria Program.

Program Implementation and Cost

In response to the Census data for Richardson and the staggering facts regarding adult illiteracy for Mexican nationals in the U.S., the Richardson Public Library inaugurated the Plaza Comunitaria Program. 

The program offers diagnostic educational testing, instruction leading to an elementary level diploma, an intermediate level diploma and/or a GED certificate.  Basic English as a Second Language and basic computer skills are also available. This free, volunteer-based program is open to any adult Latino in the library’s service area, which includes Dallas County, Collin County, Rockwall County, and parts of Denton and Kaufman counties.

To implement the program, the Richardson Public Library received a grant from the Texas Library Association to train staff member Yolanda Medina to be the coordinator of the program while also serving as Supervisor of the Technical Services Department of the Library.  Another grant was received by the Texas Book Festival for $5,000 to purchase three computers and a printer for the Plaza Comunitaria Program.  The Library prepared the space where the computers and the classroom would be established, and the Mexican Consulate provided the first training session for the volunteer tutors.

Over the four years the program has been in existence, the Library has applied for and received several grants for the program that allowed the purchase of additional computers, printers and books.  Additionally, the City of Richardson, through the Library, provides the program with $3,500 a year for paper, toner, supplies, study guides and the annual graduation ceremony. 

Tangible Results/Measurable Outcomes of the Program

Although the program has been in effect since 2006, it has taken great strides in this past year and was able to achieve new accomplishments and some of the greatest success rates to date.


During 2010, the Richardson Independent School District offered the program two additional teachers, making a total of four teachers in the program, to work with 40 intermediate level students (one teacher per ten students).   By December 2010, 63 students had finished an educational level with the help of 27 volunteer tutors who worked a total of 1,969 hours, plus the four RISD teachers and their volunteer time. Seven students completed the TOEFL (Testing of English as a Foreign Language) preparation class in which reading, writing and speaking in English were mastered.  U.S. Citizenship classes were also added in 2010, and a grant for $2,000 was received through the Northeast Texas Library System (NETLS) to purchase the student packages that are used for the class.  18 students completed the first 14-week course.  In the future, the citizenship class will be offered twice a year and will be open to the public, not just Plaza Comunitaria students.  


During the summer, the Richardson program also hosted a two-day workshop for volunteer tutors and coordinators of adult literacy programs in the Dallas/Fort Worth area, free of charge.  Additionally, new summer classes were offered to elementary level students on immigration and personal finances.  

Lessons Learned During Planning, Implementation and Analysis of the Program

 While the first few years involved some trial and error with the program, some of the biggest lessons learned were that the need for the program was and still is greater than what the Library can currently offer.  While the City works to expand the program, it is still in need of more space, more volunteers and more supplies.

During the early years, the program had to turn down students due to a lack of tutors and volunteers.  Fortunately, the Library was able to provide a larger space, and the grants received have helped purchase more computers and supplies to help the program grow.  


Despite the growing needs, the program still delivers impressive results each year, with some of the greatest results coming in 2010. The recognition of the program’s work by ICMA would not only affirm the quality of the program, but also would add to the program’s credibility and undeniably help the program grow. 
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