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Summer 2018 Community Conversations Report 

Introduction and Background 

The Village Exchange Center (VEC) is a collaborative community center co-locating programs critical to 

the refugee, immigrant and local communities. Our programming aims to celebrate cultural and 

religious diversity and empower our local community by providing services and activities informed by 

community voices. Through education, cultural support, informational services, and cultural activities 

VEC and partners empower and engage newly arrived immigrants and refugees and facilitate 

engagement and encounter with local residents.  

VEC is now one year old and is working to develop positive relationships in the community and with 

other service providers in Aurora and Denver. As we continue to develop and grow it is important that 

we remain true to our roots. VEC developed naturally out of the changing needs of the surrounding 

neighborhood and the local and foreign-born residents coming from a myriad of different cultures, 

faiths and backgrounds. To continue this legacy of community informed growth, we embarked on a 

community consultation and listening project which could inform the improvement of current 

programming and birth of new programming for the surrounding community.  

Our goal is to make this a place that all members of the community enjoy being a part of. We see this as 

only the beginning of the transformation and activation of this new community space, and we would like 

building and believe the community should continue to inform this process.  

Community Engagement and Wellness Project 

VEC recognizes that the foreign-born communities in Aurora and the greater metro Denver area have a 

wealth of ideas and knowledge about what strengthens their communities and helps them to thrive. The 

Community Engagement and Wellness Project developed out of the VEC’s desire to further engage the 

community in program development, while addressing the community’s needs and wants previously 

identified by the Town Hall hosted in March 2018. The goal of this project was to develop health and 

wellness related programs to strengthen the wellness of receiving and arriving communities.  

Focus Groups 

Through a grant provided by the Colorado Health Foundation, Village Exchange Center (VEC) and 

collaborative partner International Rescue Committee (IRC) facilitated seven focus groups: Amharic-

speaking, Arabic-Speaking, French-speaking, Karen-speaking, Pashto-speaking, Somali-speaking, and 

Spanish-speaking. Focus groups with additional language groups are still in process, including Swahili, 

Rohingya and Nepali-speaking. We invite and welcome anyone interested in lending their voice and 

participating in a focus group, or helping us to organize a discussion with a specific community.   



 

Focus Group Analysis 

Six main categories were identified: (1) acculturation support, (2) psycho-social wellness, (3) physical 

wellness, (4) community mobilization, (5) financial stability, and (6) general comments about the VEC 

community center. Many of these categories overlap and interact with each other and will be explored 

further in a full report which will be made available on the VEC website before the New Year (2019). 

 

Acculturation Support 

Participants commented about their desire for 

more information about services in the area, 

where to get help with English language 

acquisition, better understanding how to run a 

business, and how to navigate the transit system. 

The largest concerns revolved around language 

acquisition as many participants felt that this was 

the biggest impediment to fully participating and 

having a successful life in the United States. 

Participants expressed particular concerns for 

older and pre-literate community members who 

find it more challenging to learn and feel 

confident interacting in English. Participants with 

children expressed specific parenting challenges 

and requested support groups for parents as well 

as more tutoring for kids to ensure their success. 

 

Psycho-Social Wellness 

Participants spoke of the need for support, both 

from members within their community and 

people from different cultures and backgrounds. 

Many were experiencing stress caused by a 

variety of factors, such as paying rent, 

employment, parenting, domestic violence in 

their communities, and concern for family 

members and political situations overseas. The 

most common request was for support groups 

and a place to gather with others to share 

experiences, learn from each other, practice 

English, and find community. 

 



 

 

Physical Wellness  

 

The concerns and thoughts on physical wellness 

varied from group to group. Some participants 

mentioned specific ailments in their families, 

such as cancer, diabetes, and concerns around 

substance abuse. Many more participants 

expressed interest in attending exercise classes, 

and Yoga and Zumba were specifically 

requested. Participants also expressed concern 

about members of their community not leaving 

their houses enough, in particular elderly 

persons and women with small children, and 

the importance of feeling safe and comfortable 

to walk around the neighborhood and go to 

parks and other activities. 

 

Community Mobilization 

 

Many of the groups we spoke with emphasized the importance of identity and culture and requested 

help organizing their cultural, religious, or ethnic 

communities in order to better communicate, 

advocate, and teach their culture to youth. Some 

communities face specific challenges that are 

unique to their situation and would like to be able 

to organize among themselve to advocate for their 

needs and rights. For example, some communities 

identified that translation services at citizenship 

tests would improve access, and the need to 

internally organize to make this happen. Others 

spoke about the importance of developing 

leadership capacity within their community, and 

are looking for opportunities to develop trainings 

and programs catering to internally developing 

leaders, especially youth leaders. 

 

 



 

Financial Stability 

 

Participants expressed an interest in their 

financial independence, explaining that housing, 

utilities, food, transportation, and other 

expenses weigh heavily on their lives and cause 

a great deal of stress. Most participants asked 

for classes that help develop financial, business 

and vocational skills, as well as employment 

resources. Many women specifically expressed 

interest in earning money at home and 

requested nursing classes, eldercare classes, 

beautician certifications, and other home-based 

business classes.  

 

 

Village Exchange Center 

 

When talking about VEC many participants 

noted that the building still seemed like a 

church, which created discomfort for some 

participants who do not identify as Christian. 

Another concern about the building was 

transportation. While many participants lived 

in the neighborhood, some were 

uncomfortable walking from their houses, 

while others had concerns about how their 

children would get to the programs and asked 

about vans and shuttle services. However, the 

participants were very excited to provide ideas 

for classes and programming for the center 

and expressed their interest in participating in 

programming here. 

 


