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PRESIDENT’S LETTER
Dear Friends of the CSU5,
Volunteer Income Tax Assistance (VITA) Programs, in
partnership with the Internal Revenue Service, have long
operated on individual CSU5 campuses to provide free tax
services to individuals and families in Los Angeles County with
low-to-moderate incomes, including the elderly, those with
disabilities and/or those who lack English language proficiency.
These important tax services are provided by faculty, staff and
trained student volunteers from our respective accounting
departments. Since the national founding of VITA at CSUN in
the early 1970s, these programs have become some of the most
distinguished and long-standing community service programs
in the CSU5, and they often serve as best practice models for
many other VITA programs across the United States.
By working together across the CSU5, VITA efforts of individual
campuses have been supercharged. This is the second year
that the CSU5 has been awarded the California Earned
Income Tax Credit (Cal EITC) Free Tax Preparation Assistance
Grant by the California Department of Community Services
and Development. The $345,000 grant enabled the CSU5
President Jane Close Conoley
campuses to increase awareness about VITA, reach more eligible
California State University, Long Beach
communities and extend deeper into these communities. The
grant also helped the CSU5 increase collaboration with VITA programs at local community colleges, extending our
reach into eligible communities and allowing more families in Los Angeles County to file tax returns and receive
California Earned Income Tax Credits.
The CSU5 VITA Program was poised to have a banner year in 2020 until the COVID-19 crisis hit our campuses in
March, which is the heart of the tax season. While we were not able to match last year’s results, the CSU5 VITA
Program still served over 9,300 clients and generated $13.7 million in tax returns and tax credits.
This annual report details the outcomes and key metrics the grant has produced. As one reads the report, the
CSU5’s engagement with and impact on local communities and the regional economy shines through. We remain
dedicated to improving and enriching the lives of individuals and families in our communities, and the CSU5 VITA
effort is sterling evidence of this commitment that is accompanied by action.

Jane Close Conoley
Jane Close Conoley
President, California State University, Long Beach
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On behalf of the CSU5 Presidents:
Thomas A. Parham - President, California State University, Dominguez Hills
William A. Covino - President, California State University, Los Angeles
Dianne F. Harrison - President, California State University, Northridge
Soraya M. Coley - President, California State Polytechnic University, Pomona
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CSU5 PLUS VITA CLINICS
Thanks to the CSU5 Plus VITA Collaboration, in 2020 nearly 944 student volunteers served more than 9,370 lowincome taxpayers in Los Angeles County and generated over $10.6 million in federal refunds, as well as over
$3.1 million in federal Earned Income Tax Credits.
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OVER 6,000 LOW-INCOME TAXPAYERS SERVED
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Headed again by the CSUN VITA Clinic, the CSU5
Plus VITA Collaboration has recently concluded its
second year of collaboration serving low-income
taxpayers with free tax preparation throughout
the Los Angeles County. Anna Hakopian, program
coordinator for the CSUN VITA Clinic, coordinated
the collaborative efforts of the 11 campus partners.
“Our biggest goal was keeping the local community
informed about the tax process itself,” said Hakopian.
What the CSU5 Plus VITA Collaboration allows
college campuses to do is take the model of the first
VITA Clinic that was founded in 1970, and create
its own sustainable program that provides valuable
services to the public while giving students a chance
to obtain university credit and real-world knowledge
in the field of accounting.
Clients start their tax preparation process by
completing the intake/interview and quality
review sheet after they check in. After volunteers
confirm that the client has brought the necessary
documents, the client is paired with a tax preparer
(student) who will start the return process. After the
return has been reviewed by a supervisor, it is then
electronically submitted and the client is provided
with a copy of both the federal and state returns.
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CSUN VITA runs a year-round operation, but
during tax season, the clinic ramps up its
workforce, increases its hours and expands
locations.
Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, operations were
shut down in mid-March, halting tax preparation
activities for the 17 sites that the CSUN VITA
Clinic operated during the first half of the tax
season.
“We had to cancel nearly 1,000 disappointed
clients,” said Hakopian. “Our clients have to travel
far sometimes to get our services, and knowing
how much they trust us with this responsibility, it
hurt us when this happened.”
Since no in-person taxes could be prepared,
Hakopian and her team moved to an all-virtual
domain. Volunteers were issued personal
computers configured with security settings to
protect clients’ information.
Following an approval process, the CSUN VITA
Clinic re-opened its clinic in early May and offered
over 500 low-income taxpayers access to free
tax preparation through its virtual tax preparation
platform. In all, the CSUN VITA Clinic served over
6,000 low-income taxpayers this year making
it the largest VITA site in Los Angeles County
in 2020, and the largest academic VITA site
nationwide.
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“The student volunteers represent the college
and the department,” said Krishnan. “They have
to be professional and courteous to the clients.”
In the complicated world of taxes, there can be
many misconceptions about the role of the IRS.

With over 16 years of direct experience, the California
State University, Long Beach VITA Clinic has been a
staple in its community. Helping over 1,300 clients
last tax season, the program is one of the largest free
tax service locations in the area.
“Every client is treated equally regardless of their
income, gender or race,” said Sudha Krishnan, chair
of accounting. “This program has been an invaluable
resource to the community and we’re hoping to
increase the number of clients we can reach.”
To ensure local community members’ taxes are held
properly and professionally, student volunteers are
required to pass a series of IRS exams.

“Some clients believe that filing their return will
cause an increase in their taxes or that they will
be under the government’s radar,” said Krishnan.
“We want to increase their knowledge in the
hopes they tell others about our services.”
Krishnan believes the program is a win-win for
clients and student volunteers. Clients receive
free tax services while students are actively
developing their resumes.
Due to the global pandemic, CSULB halted all
operations in mid-March.
“Our student volunteers were obviously
disappointed when we had to shut down,” said
Krishnan, “but remained positive as we were
protecting the clients, as well as their own
safety.”
At the end of the program, CSULB VITA Clinic
helped over 900 taxpayers.
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BENEFIT TO TAXPAYERS
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At the California State University, Los Angeles VITA
Clinic, Edward Monsour and his team of student
volunteers are dedicated to providing free tax
services for local community members. Monsour,
who is the chair of the accounting department at
CSULA, has led the VITA Clinic on his campus for
more than 12 years and still has the same passion
and enthusiasm since his first day.
“We have many people who have come back year
after year to file their taxes,” said Monsour. “I feel
a sense of accomplishment every day from that.”
CSULA’s VITA site, as well as the various VITA
sites around California, is certified by the Internal
Revenue Service as an operational tax filing
location. As required by the IRS, student volunteer
tax preparers must pass a rigorous exam, while also
reviewing and preparing mock tax returns before
they can ever file a real one. Student volunteers
receive university credit for their time at the VITA
Clinic and real-world training in tax filing. After
they complete a number of tax seasons for the VITA
Clinic, there are also opportunities for paid positions
with additional responsibilities.

Federal Earned Income Tax Credit (in
Millions)

“We help so many different kinds of people,”
said Monsour. “We serve many disadvantaged
taxpayers — senior citizens, those with disabilities,
local students, foreign students who know very
little about the US tax system — who wouldn’t
otherwise have the capability to receive quality
tax services without creating a financial burden.”
Though the CSULA VITA Clinic has a very open
and inclusive environment, there are some that
are embarrassed or timid about receiving a free
service.
“This is where the volunteers come in,” said
Monsour. “We tell our student volunteers to
approach clients in a helpful way — to offer
friendly support while respecting the privacy
of each and every client.” Monsour said this is
a two-fold effect as not only are clients welltreated and respected, but volunteers learn how to
communicate effectively and empathetically.
Due to the growing concerns of COVID-19,
Monsour was forced to close operations in midMarch without warning. Student volunteers
were disappointed with this news and stayed to
help for as long as they could. Monsour hopes
to continue services during the 2021 tax season
while maintaining the safety of local community
members and students.
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“I think many people want help with their taxes, but
they cannot afford to hire professional CPAs or tax
preparers,” said Yan-Shu Zhao, coordinator for the Cal
Poly Pomona VITA program, who is working diligently
with student volunteers to provide free tax filing
services for local community members and students
alike.
Cal Poly Pomona VITA operates in 12 locations
throughout the Pomona area.
“The program provides students an opportunity
to gain a better understanding of the tax laws by
actually preparing returns,” said Zhao. “And we
provide a necessary service to the community.”
Zhao wants to increase the local community’s
knowledge about the tax process. One of the biggest
misconceptions she finds is the idea that the tax
return amount will be more each year.
“Clients expect to receive a greater return each year,”
said Zhao. “We want to teach clients to check their
withholdings each year so they know what they
might expect and can prepare accordingly.”
Student volunteers in the VITA program complete an
IRS tax preparer course. This ensures that volunteers
are knowledgeable about current tax laws and that
clients are receiving proper and professional services.

Total federal refunds cl aimed by
taxpayers served

Total state refunds claimed by
taxpayers served

Most of the student volunteers receive
university credit for their work and time by
enrolling in a service-learning course; others
participate as part of their community service
requirements in their accounting clubs. Cal Poly
Pomona VITA also provides opportunities for
recent grads to return and help mentor first-time
preparers.
“Students enrolled in the VITA program gain
substantial tax knowledge that reinforces
classroom learning and extends to professional
experience that will be useful to them and their
future employers,” said Magdy Farag, chair of
the Accounting Department at Cal Poly Pomona.
Due to health concerns caused by COVID-19,
operations were halted, and a very limited
number of returns were processed in a virtual
setting. This experience has not affected Zhao’s
plans to grow Cal Poly Pomona VITA.
“Each year we have more community members
who need this important service,” said Zhao.
“Many of them have been referred to us by
satisfied clients. By having an office on campus,
continuing our community locations and
providing online services, we can increase our
filed returns and become a greater resource to
the community.”
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“I want to serve the community and teach my student
volunteers important skills,” said Arek Arakelian,
faculty coordinator at the California State University,
Dominguez Hills (CSUDH) VITA Clinic.
For over 25 years, the CSUDH VITA Clinic has offered
free tax services to local community members and
students alike. With their primary focus on the elderly,
students, low-income and non-English-proficient
individuals, CSUDH is assisting local community
members with receiving tax refunds from the Internal
Revenue Service. Run almost entirely by student
volunteers and CSUDH faculty, the clinic also provides
students with real-world tax filing experience.
“I want to see the program grow and serve as many
clients as it possibly can,” said Arakelian.
Before student volunteers can become tax preparers,
they must complete a series of exams from the IRS to
ensure clients receive properly trained help.
To many clients, an extra $300 can be the difference
between a week of groceries and extra spending cash
for their household.
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“Not all community members are able to pay $100
or $150 to prepare their taxes,” said Arakelian.
“This free clinic provides them with the funds they
need now.”
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, operations were
completely halted in mid-March.
“For the Spring 2021 tax year, we hope to provide
a physical and virtual setting,” said Arakelian, “to
ensure that clients and students are able to receive
services uninterrupted by situations like these.”
Above all else, Arakelian emphasized the
importance of these services because of the
financial support they give to local community
members.
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The Los Angeles Mission College (LAMC) VITA
Clinic has been committed to providing free tax
services to local community members and students
alike. Devoted to helping those who might lack
knowledge of the tax filing system, student
volunteers work with clients to ensure that their
taxes are filed to their best benefit.
With over four years in the LAMC VITA Clinic, site
coordinator Anna Barsegyan believes that LAMC
student volunteers are helping those who have
systematically lacked the finances, knowledge or
capability to file their returns.
“We have such a large and diverse group of
individuals who need our services,” said Barsegyan.
“Small business owners, babysitters, housekeepers,
even current students lack the time and financial
capability to pay someone to file their taxes for
them. Because of this, a lot of people miss out on
the tax benefits they should be receiving.”
Barsegyan, along with her student volunteers, are
trying to create a dialogue around tax filing. By
giving the community the tools and knowledge
about taxes, it allows them to feel enthusiastic
about the tax filing process.
Each of Barsegyan’s student volunteers are required
to take a series of IRS certifications to ensure
they are well-equipped with the necessary tax
knowledge and that clients are receiving a thorough

2019

2020

service. As students perform real tax services
with real clients, they gain real-world knowledge
and the skills to operate in a workforce.
“The students are really nervous at first,” said
Barsegyan. “But as they grow more confident,
I’ve seen an enthusiasm that is very profound.
Along with important knowledge in the tax
world, we allow students to make a change
within their own community.”
Over the years since its first inception, the LAMC
VITA Clinic has grown within the community.
“We have clients who come back every year,”
said Barsegyan. “Most of the clients who come
in now have found out about the program by
word of mouth. I think this shows that we are
educating the community at large about our
services and the tax system as a whole.”
Unfortunately, due to the uncertainties of the
COVID-19 pandemic, operations were completely
halted in mid-March, and because of its impact
on operations, Barsegyan is uncertain if they will
be able to provide these services in Spring 2021.
Though hope remains for next year, Barsegyan
emphasized that VITA, even in its short run on
campus, has become a staple in the community.
CSUN VITA CLINIC // 2
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“When a client comes in, they know they are
going to receive the best possible service because
our team is dedicated to their success,” says Ali
Naddafpour, site coordinator for the College of
the Canyons VITA Clinic. Naddafpour and his team
of student volunteers offer free tax and financial
planning services to local community members in
the Santa Clarita area.
“Clients come in with many different financial
issues,” said Naddafpour. “From credit card debt
and late tax payments, to general knowledge
about the tax system, these people truly need our
services.”
In order to ensure that student volunteers are
equipped to help clients, they are required to pass
a series of IRS tax preparatory certifications.
“Students initially become volunteers through a tax
class offered by the college,” said Naddafpour. “This
allows them to gain college credit toward their
degree, and gives them a real-world environment
to gather experience in the tax world.”
Though operations had to be prematurely shut
down in mid-March due to the global pandemic,
Naddafpour and his team made a tremendous
impact to the community by saving clients a total
of $288,069 in funds.

2019

2020

“The money that our clients receive through their
refunds is theirs,” said Naddafpour. “We’re just here
to help them claim it. The faster we can help them
get that money, the easier it is for them to use it
toward their livelihood.”
Though the clinic could not reopen their
operations, Naddafpour and his team remain
hopeful for the impact they can make next tax
year.
“We hope to be able to open our space physically
and digitally,” said Naddafpour. “This way, even if
operations must be halted, we can still help the
clients within our community and give student
volunteers an opportunity to learn.”

Cesar’s team is composed of 100% student
volunteers and interpreters who either wish to gain
university credit or work experience, or help the
local community.
“I tell my volunteers that you have to show integrity
while you’re working in order to gain the trust of
the clients,” said Cesar. “Many clients who come
in are embarrassed or uncomfortable, but our
volunteers create a welcoming atmosphere to
combat that initial proclivity. When a client files
their return they feel accomplished and proud
because they are doing their duty as a citizen.”
Due to the global pandemic, Cesar had to shut
down operations after only three weeks.
“As long as I have volunteers, I’ll be open,” said
Rubio Cesar, associate professor of accounting at
Santa Monica College (SMC).
Cesar and his student volunteers, in coalition with
the SMC VITA Clinic, offer free tax services to local
community members and students alike – a service
that has not only grown, but became a necessity
early on.
“We see about 25-30 people a day who come into
our office to file their tax return, most of whom
are elderly, non-English speakers and low-income
community members who couldn’t otherwise
afford this service,” said Cesar.

“I had to email taxpayers and cancel their
appointments,” said Cesar. “I also had to cancel the
online appointment maker so we didn’t have more
people booking time slots. My volunteers were
notified of the cancellation right away and I am
hoping that we will reopen next year.”
Cesar is convinced that this program is a necessity
not only on the SMC campus, but campuses
everywhere.
“Filing your taxes is a requirement and mandated
by our country,” said Cesar “And that is exactly
why we need this program.”

With a full-time teaching schedule and a tax
business of his own, Cesar said he finds fulfillment
in knowing he is helping the community.
“Many of the people coming in are filing a simple
return where they would receive maybe $300,”
said Cesar. “For retired folks and the elderly, it just
doesn’t make sense to hire somebody to file it for
them. We’re helping them save money and time.”
Thanks to the CSU5 Plus VITA Collaboration, the
SMC VITA Clinic has received supplies like printers,
office supplies and computers, and even advertising
support. Cesar filed 500 returns last year and
expresses that he couldn’t have done that if not
for the help and support of the CSU5 Plus VITA
Collaboration.
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At Rio Hondo Community College, student volunteers
are giving straight back to their community by
providing free tax preparation services, in coalition
with VITA, to low-income individuals and student
body members.
With absolutely no financial burden on the clients’
behalf, the VITA Clinic helps community members file
their tax returns which can help ease the financial
burden that many find themselves in.
VITA site coordinator, Jeannie Liu, believes that this
service fills a crucial need in the community.
“We are here to provide quality services and give
back to the community,” said Liu. “We take quality,
accuracy and privacy very seriously. Our volunteers
take their time to screen and prepare our clients to
ensure they are provided with the specific help they
need.”
Student volunteers with the VITA Clinic must pass a
series of special IRS exams before they can ever file a
return. This ensures that students are given the proper
knowledge about the tax filing system and that
clients’ taxes are held to a professional standard.
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One of the hallmarks about this program is its
two-fold benefit to students and clients. Students
receive practical, real-world knowledge about the
tax system that can prepare them for their future
careers. Clients receive valuable tax information and
personal financial knowledge that can benefit not
only themselves, but their immediate families.
The CSU5 Plus VITA Collaboration, a program that
helps provide assistance to VITA clinics across
California, has been a shining light for the clinic.
The initiative provided marketing materials, office
supplies and stipends for student assistants working
in the clinic.
Before the global pandemic, the clinic expected
to reach 300 individuals this tax season. However,
operations had to come to a complete halt in midMarch to protect the safety of clients and faculty.
Although operations could not be reintroduced in a
virtual setting, Liu remains steadfast in Rio Hondo’s
ability to provide free tax services to the community
next tax season.
“The most important aspect of the VITA Clinic is the
community service,” said Liu. “We are providing a
valuable service to the community and allowing our
students to practice what they learned and to give
back to the community. Our students take pride in
what they do and feel a sense of fulfillment knowing
they are helping others.”
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“A lot of people think that the IRS is out to get
them or that they will owe a lot of money to
them, when in reality, it’s the IRS who owes them a
refund,” said Steven Valdes, accounting professor
at Mt. San Antonio College.
Valdes is trying to change the narrative around the
IRS and make the idea of filing your taxes an easy
process. He and his team of student volunteers
have been providing free tax services to local
community members and students through their
VITA tax clinics.
Started in Spring 2014, the Mt. SAC VITA Clinic has
gone from preparing 70 returns a year to preparing
that in one day.
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allows them to file taxes for a fee. We want to train
them for the real world and give them opportunities
few receive.”
Due to COVID-19, operations were shut down for
the remainder of the semester. In response, local
community members called and wrote emails to
Valdes and his team, reigniting their triumphant
attitude through this pandemic.
“The cancellation of the program made us realize the
incredible impact we’re making on the community,”
said Valdes. Mt. SAC hopes to provide its services
next tax season in Spring 2021.

Valdes wants to help local community members
file their taxes for free, while teaching his
volunteers important tax skills in real-world
situations. Before a student can become
a volunteer, they must pass a series of IRS
certifications to ensure that clients are receiving a
professional tax filing that maximizes their return.
“Most students enroll in this program through
an accounting class,” said Valdes. “There’s even
an option for students to get a legal license that
13
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For East Los Angeles College (ELAC) site
coordinator Satoshi Kojima, helping local community
members file their taxes comes with a certain
responsibility.

ELAC has embraced the VITA Clinic as a vital
need on campus, providing Kojima and his team
with office supplies, professional expertise and a
designated space to operate.

“Each client that comes in is treated as our special
guest,” said Kojima. “For most clients, these returns
are very important. “It helps pay their rent, buy
groceries for a week or provides them with living
essentials.”

Before the pandemic, Kojima expected to file 450
returns; due to an early halt in operations in midMarch, he was only able to help 215 clients.

Operating through the ELAC VITA Clinic, now in
its third year of operation, Kojima and his team
of student volunteers provide local community
members and students with free tax filing and
preparation services.
Before students can become volunteers, they must
pass an IRS tax preparer course. Kojima emphasizes
that this real-world experience can catapult students
into their future as tax preparers.
“We try to instill in all our volunteers a mindset
of quality, inclusiveness and respect,” said Kojima.
“Our volunteers represent our college and program;
we want the community to know they’re receiving
excellent tax preparation services.”

“We have big goals for next year,” said Kojima.
“We provide services to the underrepresented
community in East Los Angeles and are hoping
to expand our services to South Gate. Our
community members need a place where they can
be provided with free, quality tax returns.”

Bookstein Institute for Higher Education in Taxation
David Nazarian College of Business and Economics
Department of Accounting & Information Systems
California State University, Northridge
18111 Nordhoff Street, Northridge, CA 91330-8372
(818) 677-3600 vita@csun.edu vita.csun.edu

