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Merrimack
Valley
Program

Changing Lives for 25 Years

Leslie Mateo ’14, left, and 
Nalia Medina ’14, now 
both in Sixth Grade, have 
been in the MVP at Pike 
since Kindergarten.

The Merrimack Valley Program 
(MVP) began at The Pike School in 
1986. The objective of  the program 

was to provide a Pike School education to 
qualified public school students from the 
Merrimack Valley. Families who qualify 
either speak in English in the home or 
are bi-lingual, are educationally focused, 
demonstrate financial need, and are 
committed to providing the much-needed 
structure at home to support their children’s 
education.

The Program’s History
From 1986 to 1997, thirteen students 
joined the Sixth Grade class. Those 
students were recruited with the help and 
recommendations of  guidance counselors 
and teachers in the Lawrence public 
school system. In 1998 the entry point was 
changed to Third Grade so that the children 
would be able to solidify their academic 
foundation, make new friends, and feel 
secure in the Pike environment before they 
faced the many challenges of  all adolescent 
children in Upper School. Teachers in the 
public school system and the director of  the 
Lawrence Latch Key Program were again 
helpful in identifying appropriate candidates.
In the academic year 2002-2003, The 
Pike School Board of  Trustees made 
the financial commitment to give the 
MVP students the full advantage of  
a Kindergarten through Ninth Grade 
education with all the social and academic 
advantages this continuum would provide. 
Contacts were made and relationships 
begun with the directors of  the YMCA’s 

Early Childhood Center and the Head Start 
Program, all in the greater Lawrence area. 
Since 2002-2003, Pike has admitted twenty 
students to join the Kindergarten class.
The Pike School’s commitment to the 
Merrimack Valley Program is an important 
component of  living out one of  the values 
of  our mission: “by recognizing, respecting, 
sharing, and appreciating our similarities 
and differences, we grow and flourish.” This 
is especially important in our increasingly 
diverse global community. The Merrimack 
Valley Program is a community outreach 
program that advances inclusion throughout 
The Pike School.
 
Each academic year, through the MVP, 
Pike admits two new students to whom it 
provides need-based financial aid. The Pike 
Director of  Admission collaborates with 
area early childhood programs to identify 
families who are deeply committed to the 

education of  their children and who may be 
unaware of  the opportunity of  enrollment 
at Pike School. MVP students represent 
a range of  racial, economic, and cultural 
diversity that is reflective of  the greater 
Merrimack Valley population. Participants 
experience the advantages of  Pike’s strong 
academic program, small student-to-teacher 
ratio, unique enrichment opportunities, and 
inclusive community spirit. In return, MVP 
students and their families enrich the Pike 
community. 

Outcomes
Thus far, eighteen MVP students have been 
graduated from Pike and have gone on 
to matriculate at independent secondary 
schools, including Brewster Academy, 
Brooks School, Commonwealth School, 
Kimball Union Academy, Noble and 
Greenough School, Phillips Academy, 
Pingree School, and Williston Northampton 
School. MVP students have also gone on 
to parochial schools in the area, including 
Central Catholic and Presentation of  Mary.
Additionally, our MVP graduates have 
attended the following colleges: Barnard 
College, Bentley College, Boston University, 
Brown University, Emerson College, 
Endicott College, George Washington 
University, Reed College, Simmons College, 
Suffolk University, Trinity College, Tufts 
University, University of  Massachusetts, 
University of  New England, University 
of  Pennsylvania, and community colleges. 
There are sixteen MVP students currently 
enrolled at Pike in Kindergarten through 
Eighth Grade.

Meet some of  our MVP graduates:
First Grader Anthony Porro ’19
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When Peter Ly tells the story of  his journey from the Lawrence 
public school to Ivy League business school, it always starts 

with Pike. “To this day, my family and I still refer to Pike as the life-
changing factor in my life,” said Ly. Peter began his education at Pike 
in 3rd grade. From the moment he stepped into the classroom, he 
was immersed in a place that was conducive to learning. He was well 
aware of  the differences between the Lawrence public school and his 
“new” school. “The fundamental environment differences should 
not be downplayed because I often attribute how I developed as a 
person to my surroundings, and Pike made sure I was in a safe and 
comfortable place to grow with integrity,” said Ly.
 
Peter is grateful to Pike for helping him realize his potential as a 
learner, athlete, and leader. “I found a foundation in Pike that allowed 
me to succeed as I moved onto Phillips Academy and now the 
University of  Pennsylvania. It is a powerful thing to offer a young 
student who has potential the tools to succeed, and in my opinion 
that’s exactly what Pike does,” said Ly. When asked what moments 
at Pike shaped who he is today, he rattled off  a list of  memories, 
still fresh in his mind today, including: receiving an award for 
improvement and leadership in athletics, telling ‘his story’ for the first 
time through the lens of  the diversity initiative at Pike, giving back to 
the Boys and Girls Club of  Lawrence, Massachusetts, and voicing his 
opinions on serious matters of  the school on the Student Council. 
“If  Pike had not pulled me out of  Lawrence, I can’t even imagine 
where I would be now, or what I would be doing and what kind of  
person I would be. Pike offered me a higher education, a clearer 
perspective on the opportunities available to me.”
 
Today, Peter is thriving at UPenn Wharton School of  Business 
where he is a junior.  He is concentrating in Marketing & Operations 
Management and then Finance and also minoring in Chinese Studies. 
His favorite class is Business Policy and Strategy because he has the 
opportunity to control every aspect of  a virtual company, including 
financing, supply chain, labor factories, advertising, celebrity 
sponsorship, and global operations. Last summer, he interned at 
Time, Inc. in the Research and Insights Department. This summer, 
he will intern at Bank of  America Merrill Lynch in their Global 
Wealth and Investment Management Department.

In addition to his studies, he is actively involved in several 
extracurricular activities including: Treasurer of  the Pi Kappa 
Alpha fraternity, Member of  the Order of  Omega, a national 
Greek leadership honor society, Consultant for the Wharton 
Small Business Development Center, President of  the 
Undergraduate Media and Entertainment Club, and Member of  
the Domestic Affairs Committee of  the Penn Microfinance Club. 
Last but not least, he is involved with Charity Water, a non-profit 
organization that brings clean and safe drinking water to people 
in developing nations.
 
Even today, Peter often reflects on his Pike experience, and 
always concludes, “Whether it was through the classes, teacher 
interactions, or extracurriculars, Pike taught me to love learning, 
to work hard and persist in every situation, to be open-minded, to 
learn from my mistakes, and most importantly, to always aspire to 
greater goals.”  

Jasmin Polanco still tears up when she thinks back to her days 
at Pike. “I was doing a home closing for a family who was 

refinancing in the area when the gentleman said he worked at Pike. 
I started crying,” said Jasmin. Though she recently came back to 
the area to practice law, Jasmin has come a long way since her days 
at Pike. She and her friend Angeli Alonzo’93 (whom she met when 
they were four years old in CCD class) were the first two recipients 
of  the Merrimack Valley Program. Jasmin’s parents were both 
born in the Dominican Republic, but she was born in the United 
States and grew up in Lawrence, Massachusetts. Jasmin remembers 
receiving a letter when she was in fifth grade from Pike’s Admission 
Director at the time, Judy Mosedale and then-Head of  School 
David Frothingham, congratulating her on her academic success 
in the Lawrence Public Schools and asking her to consider coming 
to Pike. While the concept of  taking a bus to the next town over 
and making new friends was daunting, she and her friend made the 
journey and entered Pike as Sixth Graders in 1990.

At first, Jasmin found the experience to be difficult, both 
academically and socially. “It was hard for us to fit in,” said Jasmin. 
“Angeli and I stuck together most of  the time.” Academically, 
Jasmin quickly realized that she needed to study more and focus 
on working harder than she ever had before. “I didn’t know what 
‘homework’ was…It wasn’t something I had to do in the public 
school system at the time,” said Jasmin. 

Despite a less-than-perfect start, she credits several teachers at Pike 
with helping her to work hard and strive for the A’s. “I remember 
thinking one day, ‘Jasmin, this is a great opportunity. You’ve got to 
make this work,’” she said. Socially, she made friends with several of  
her classmates and remains in touch with some of  them today on 
Facebook.

During her three years at Pike, Jasmin learned to take full advantage 
of  her Middle School education. She went on to graduate from 
Brooks School in 1997 and was the first person in her family to go 
to college. She was accepted at Holy Cross and Union College on a 
full scholarship, but she instead set her sights on D.C. and attended 
The George Washington University. She graduated in 2001 with 
a B.A. in International Affairs and a minor in Spanish-American 
Literature. During her time in D.C., Jasmin also had the opportunity 
to work in various non-profits, think-tanks, and in the Senate with 
late Senator Kennedy. Ultimately, she decided she wanted to be a 
lawyer and was graduated from the Massachusetts School of  Law in 
2006. 

Today, she lives in Methuen, Massachusetts, with her husband, 
Giuseppe, and has her own practice there, Polanco Law Office, 
focusing primarily on real estate, business, and immigration law.  
Through her practice, Jasmin has helped countless homeowners stay 
in their homes and avoid foreclosure. She is also a member of  the 
Board of  Directors for The Psychological Center and The Notre 
Dame Education Center-Lawrence.
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Eliana Castro Martinez has gone back to her roots in Lawrence, 
Massachusetts, with a new outlook on life that began to take shape 

while she attended Pike. Born in the Dominican Republic, Eliana came 
to the United States when she was six.

Eliana entered Pike as a Sixth Grader. Middle School, by its nature, 
challenged her academically and socially. “The demands that Pike placed 
on me were new to me and my family, but my mother was cognizant 
that I held great promise and that Pike was helping me realize it. With 
a great deal of  coaching and persistence, I was able to take advantage 
of  how industrious I had always been and hone some skills that proved 
essential to my later success,” Castro said. She learned to manage her 
time both in school and at home. She has a brother with autism and 
needed to help him with his homework in addition to completing her 
own.

Socially, Eliana looked to faculty to help her navigate the changing tides 
of  Middle School dynamics. “In all honesty, one of  the toughest lessons 
I learned at Pike was social. Coming from Lawrence, I was subject to 
some of  the misperceptions that other students had of  me. I struggled 
to prove myself  and to be liked, in the hopes that I would represent 
Latinos and Lawrencians well and change my classmates’ minds about 
us. That process made me self-aware in invaluable ways.” Eliana is 
appreciative for the encouragement and support she received from Pike 
faculty. “Middle school is a time of  great change, and I had the full 
support of  a wonderful faculty and staff; everyone was very invested in 
helping me learn and grow,” Castro said. 

According to Rosa Valentin, she is 
a confident young woman with 

big dreams and professional goals 
that she is actively pursuing, thanks to 
Pike. “When I look back at the things 
that have molded me into this strong 
minded, motivated young lady, most 
of  them come from the challenges I 
met and opportunities I was given at 
The Pike School,” said Rosa. She was 
born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, into a 
large extended family from Puerto Rico. 
Rosa credits her 2nd grade teacher at 
the local elementary school for feeding 
her insatiable appetite for more work 
and urging her family to consider Pike. 
“After that, I owe all my success to 
Pike,” Valentin said.
 
Rosa entered Pike as a 3rd Grader and 
instantly became immersed in a place 
that was safe, nurturing, and focused 
on academic success. She worked hard 
for her A’s and never once thought of  
giving up in her pursuit to succeed. 
“Pike taught me to work hard,” Valentin 
said. “I was exposed to an opportunity 
to succeed. There was never settling 
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for less.” After graduating from Pike in 
2005, Rosa went to Lawrence Academy.

Her best friends to this day are the same 
3 girls she met in her first year at Pike. 
“My friends had more money than I 
did and lived in big fancy houses, but 
their families were not afraid to drop 
them off  at my house in Lawrence. 
It was a non-issue,” Valentin said. 
She mentioned that while some kids 
had “everything they could ever want 
materially,” sometimes they were the 
ones who didn’t get the attention they 
craved. “If  they do not have the support 
system at home, some kids struggle,” 
Valentin said.

Rosa is currently working towards a 
major in broadcast journalism with 
a focus on producing news. She is 
minoring in dance, too. She is the 
associate producer for Emerson’s EIV 
News at 9, and she’s taken the role 
of  News Correspondent for Good 
Morning Emerson, a magazine style 
talk show, from episode 5 until the end 
of  the Spring 2012 semester. Beginning 
April 10th, she became the new host 
of  a Greater Lawrence Family Health 
Center’s cable network medical show. 
 

“My education is worth more than a million 
dollars. I’m so grateful for all of  the opportunities 
that have been given to me. I promise I won’t let 
anyone down,” Valentin said.

In fact, Rosa is inspiring others. “Without my 
Pike experience, I would be stuck in a bubble. I 
would be afraid to pop it. Now that I have been 
successful, I have a duty to inform people that 
are in bubbles, that there are greater things in this 
world than what surrounds them on a daily basis. I 
can pop other bubbles, and that feels good. There 
is no need to stay at one level when there are so 
many higher ones waiting,” Valentin said. “I was 
lucky to be informed from a young age, but it’s 
never too late for people to know how wonderful 
and rewarding an education is.”
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Eliana graduated from Lawrence High School after attending Middlesex 
and Noble and Greenough. “Lawrence High School was the most 
accepting place that I had been since Pike. I was surprised to see that I 
could challenge myself  there too; it merely required more of  my own 
initiative, but I was more than prepared to be a self-directed learner and 
take responsibility for my own education,” Castro said.

Eliana graduated from Brown University in May 2009 with a degree 
in education and a concentration in human development. In May 
2010, she graduated from Brown’s M.A.T. program with a degree in 
secondary social studies and history. Currently, she is teaching social 
studies to English-language learners at Lawrence International High 
School. “I am taking advantage of  every opportunity that I can to let 
students know how capable they are and how eager I am to help them,” 
she said. She and her husband, Victor, want to mentor Lawrence youth 
who are following our public school- to prep school- to liberal arts 
college footsteps. “My Pike experience was deeply empowering, and I 
feel well equipped to lead and make sound decisions in life,” she said.


