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Good afternoon, Deputy Speaker Williams and members of the Committee. 

My name is Ana Maria Archila, and I serve as Commissioner of the Mayor’s Office for 

International Affairs. I am joined today by Carly Avezzano, Director of Strategic Relationships 

and NYC Junior Ambassadors in our office. Thank you for the opportunity to testify and to share 

more about the NYC Junior Ambassadors program. 

NYC Junior Ambassadors is a citywide initiative based in our office that connects New York City 

youth in 7th, 8th, and 9th grades with the United Nations, the diplomatic community, and 

global learning opportunities. The program reflects New York City’s unique role as a global 

capital and home to the United Nations, and brings that access directly into our classrooms. 

Since its launch, NYC Junior Ambassadors has grown steadily in both reach and impact. The 

program has been active for 11 years and serves approximately 600 students each year across 

about 20 classrooms. The majority of participating schools are Title I, which ensures that 

students from historically underserved communities have access to learning experiences that 

might otherwise be out of reach. This program aims to expose NYC kids to the world of global 

diplomacy and invite them to see themselves as agents in it. In total, the program has 

partnered with 114 different schools, 250 educators, and reached more than 6,000 youth  since 

inception. 



 

   
 

Demand continues to grow, with more schools applying each year than we are currently able to 

accommodate. This year, we received 55 applications for just 20 classroom slots. Alumni 

applied at a rate of 59%. This shows the program’s success, the hunger for this kind of 

educational experience, and the need to expand access. 

A defining feature of NYC Junior Ambassadors is its direct engagement with the diplomatic 

community and the United Nations. All classrooms participate in a guided UN visit, giving 

students the opportunity to engage with a site of global importance in their own city. In 

addition, each classroom receives a visit from a diplomat. Through these experiences, students 

gain firsthand exposure to diplomacy, international perspectives, the global challenges we’re all 

confronting together, and potential global career pathways. 

This year, we have classes from City Council districts 2 and 9 in Manhattan; districts 11, 13, 15, 

16 in the Bronx; districts 19, 21, 22, 24 in Queens; districts 37, 42, 43, 45, 48 in Brooklyn; and 

districts 49, and 51 in Staten Island.  

Last year, we had classes from City Council districts 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 22, 24, 26, 28, 33, 34, 37, 

39, 42, 45, and 51. 

This year, we are partnering with over 20 Permanent Missions representing countries from 

every region, including Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Europe, Latin America and Australia. These 

interactions make global issues tangible and relevant in a way that enhances traditional 

classroom instruction alone. 

In addition to these engagements, classrooms receive stipends of up to $500 to support 

student-led action projects aligned with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, a global 

framework of 17 goals adopted by all UN Member States to address urgent challenges such as 

poverty, inequality, climate change, and peace by 2030. These projects focus on themes such as 

climate action, human rights, and sustainable development, and encourage students to think 

critically about how global challenges manifest at the city and community level. 

For example, last year, students at P.S/I.S 78Q connected their learning on SDG 6 (Clean Water 

and Sanitation) to conditions in Newtown Creek and developed a project that focused on water 

quality and environmental awareness including cleaning up local waterways and removing 

trash. At Icahn Charter School #4, students created sustainable fashion pieces from recycled 

materials to raise awareness about marine conservation and SDG 14 (Life Below Water) within 

their school community. These experiences help students see themselves as changemakers and 

connect global learning to tangible local impact. 

Educators consistently report that students who participate in NYC Junior Ambassadors 

demonstrate increased confidence, stronger communication skills, and a deeper sense of civic 



 

   
 

responsibility. We hear from students and educators that this program is transformative. 

Students begin to see themselves as global citizens. They make connections between their lives 

and the broader world, and they gain the confidence to participate in conversations about the 

issues shaping their future.  

The program invests in educators as key partners. Teachers receive ongoing professional 

development and support throughout the program year, equipping them with the tools to 

guide students through complex global topics and translate learning into meaningful action. 

Tomorrow we will host our mid-year educator meeting at Tweed Courthouse, providing a day 

full of reflection, planning and resource sharing. This model ensures that the impact of NYC 

Junior Ambassadors extends beyond a single moment and becomes embedded in classroom 

practice. 

Looking ahead, we see continued demand for NYC Junior Ambassadors and strong interest from 

schools, educators, and international partners. We are focused on expanding access, 

strengthening partnerships with the diplomatic community and the United Nations, and 

building on the program’s success to reach even more young New Yorkers. 

NYC Junior Ambassadors reflects the best of New York City — its diversity, its global leadership, 

and its commitment to preparing young people for an interconnected world. It ensures that our 

students are not only learning about global issues but are prepared to engage with them and 

take action. 

The program embodies the city’s commitment to not only host the United Nations, but also to 

plant the seeds of a future in which we recognize how interconnected our world is and 

recommit to peace and sustainable development for people and the planet.  

We want to take a moment to thank NYC Public Schools for their partnership. This idea comes 

to life every year thanks to their efforts. The miracle that is NYC Public Schools cannot be 

understated. We are so proud to be able to partner with the incredible educators that walk into 

our schools every day. We are eager to continue this partnership and grow it even more.  

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. I welcome any questions. 

 













 

 

 

 

Testimony of New York City Center 
 

In Support of Res. No. 429 and Res. No. 402 
 

Recognizing the Life and Legacy of Alvin Ailey and  

Declaring March 6 as Carmen de Lavallade Day 

New York City Center is honored to submit testimony in strong support of Res. No. 429, 
recognizing the life and legacy of Alvin Ailey and honoring his contributions to American dance 
and the founding of Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, and Res. No. 402, declaring March 6 as 
Carmen de Lavallade Day in the City of New York. 

 

Mr. Ailey and Ms. de Lavallade were singular artists whose friendship, creative partnership, and 
shared artistic courage helped transform American dance and theater. Their relationship began 
when they were young artists in Los Angeles, where Ms. de Lavallade brought Mr. Ailey to 
observe classes with her teacher Lester Horton. That introduction helped open the door to a 
lifelong artistic journey that would change modern dance. 

 

Mr. Ailey went on to found Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater in New York City in 1958, 
creating a company that honored the African American experience while speaking powerfully to 
the shared humanity of all people. His masterpiece Revelations, born from childhood memories 
of Southern churches, spirituals, struggle, faith, and communal survival, remains one of the 
most enduring works in modern dance. Through his choreography and the institution he built, 
Mr. Ailey expanded what the American stage could hold and affirmed the dignity, beauty, and 
resilience of Black life. 

 

Ms. de Lavallade's legacy is equally profound. A dancer, actor, choreographer, teacher, and 
artistic force for more than six decades, she helped shape the artistic world from which Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater emerged. She appeared with Mr. Ailey on Broadway in House of 
Flowers, succeeded her cousin Janet Collins as principal dancer with the Metropolitan Opera, 
performed as a guest artist with American Ballet Theatre, choreographed for major companies, 
and inspired generations through the grace, intelligence, and humanity of her artistry. 

 

For City Center, these legacies live not only in history, but in the continuing presence of Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater on our stage. The company began appearing at City Center in 
1971, and for more than five decades, New Yorkers have gathered here to experience the power 
of Mr. Ailey's vision and the lineage of artists, including Ms. de Lavallade, who helped shape it. 
As our principal dance company, AAADT returns to City Center as a living expression of the 
artistry, access, and excellence that Mr. Ailey championed. City Center’s VP and Artistic Director 
of Dance Programming Stanford Makishi remarks: 

 

"The dancer and choreographer Alvin Ailey was a revolutionary artist who used dance 
to uplift the Black experience in America. He created one of the world's greatest 



 

repertory companies, a true national treasure, and consistently nurtured the careers 
of some of the brightest stars of the dance world. One such individual was the 
legendary Carmen de Lavallade, Mr. Ailey's longtime friend and frequent collaborator, 
whose powerful elegance propelled a career of enduring relevance that lasted over 
sixty years. We at City Center could not be prouder to call Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater our principal dance company and to have had Carmen de Lavallade grace our 
stage on many magical occasions.” 

 

That pride is rooted in gratitude for the artists and the tradition they created. Since 2012, City 
Center has commissioned 13 works from Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, supporting the 
continued growth of the repertory Mr. Ailey began. The company has also appeared in Fall for 
Dance 13 times, extending his belief that dance should be accessible to all. 

 

Together, Alvin Ailey and Carmen de Lavallade helped expand the possibilities of the American 
stage. They challenged narrow ideas about who belonged in dance and theater, opened doors 
for generations of Black artists, and helped shape New York City's identity as a theater for the 
world’s best art. 

 

New York City Center respectfully urges the Council to adopt Res. No. 429 and Res. No. 402. In 
honoring Alvin Ailey and Carmen de Lavallade, the Council honors two artists whose legacies 
continue to illuminate our city, our stages, and our shared cultural life. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 
 

Committee on Contracts: 
Testimony Submitted by:  

Debra Wimpfheimer, Deputy Director, Queens Museum 
April 29, 2026 

 
Good afternoon, Chair Williams, Chair Abreu, Chair Restler, and members of the 
Committees on Cultural Affairs, Transportation and Infrastructure, and Contracts. Thank 
you for this opportunity to testify. My name is Debra Wimpfheimer, and I serve as 
Deputy Director of the Queens Museum. 
 
I would like to extend our sincere thanks to Deputy Speaker Nantasha Williams and 
Committee Chairs Lincoln Restler and Majority Leader Shaun Abreu for convening this 
important hearing, and for your continued leadership on strengthening the City’s capital 
process. We are deeply grateful for the Council’s longstanding partnership and support 
of the Queens Museum. 
 
The Queens Museum has direct, long-term experience with the challenges and delays 
that plague the City’s capital procurement system—and the significant cost escalation 
that results. 
 
Phase I of our current capital project was completed in 2013. Originally envisioned as a 
single, unified project, it was ultimately divided into two phases. As a result, the 
Museum has operated in a partially completed building for more than 13 years. Today, 
portions of our galleries remain unfinished, our HVAC system requires full replacement, 
staff work in constrained office space, and the building is not fully accessible to the 
public we serve. We also have over 15,000 square feet of unused shell space.  
 
Compounding these issues, the roof was improperly installed, leading to more than 45 
documented leaks across galleries, collection storage areas, the auditorium, and 
back-of-house spaces. Nearly half of the roof has experienced recurring failures despite 
repeated repairs and coordination with the New York City Department of Design and 
Construction, the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, manufacturers, and 
contractors. These conditions have placed our collections, staff, and visitors at ongoing 
risk. 
 
We began efforts to advance Phase II approximately eight years ago. During that time, 
repeated delays in the City’s capital process have required us to return year after year 
to secure additional funding simply to keep pace with escalating construction costs. We 
are now facing further delays related to DDC processes, which may push our 
anticipated groundbreaking beyond early 2027. 
 



 

This project—now totaling approximately $42 million—is critical to the future of the 
Queens Museum and the communities we serve. It will allow us to expand and 
modernize our facilities to better serve children, families, and seniors across Queens, 
while ensuring long-overdue accessibility and sustainability improvements. 
 
Specifically, Phase II will: 

● Address long-standing accessibility barriers throughout the building; 
● Establish the Suna Children’s Museum at Queens Museum—the borough’s first 

dedicated children’s museum for arts and culture; 
● Create a World’s Fair Archive, exhibition galleries, and study center honoring 

Queens’ global history; and 
● Introduce a new outdoor playscape designed for broad public use. 

 
While we are not requesting additional funding for the broader capital project this year, 
we are seeking $4 million to replace the failing roof. Addressing this issue now is 
essential to protecting the City’s $42 million investment. Without full replacement, new 
construction, finishes, and building systems will remain vulnerable to water 
damage—creating the risk of further delays, costly change orders, and avoidable future 
capital expenditures. 
 
Our experience underscores a broader systemic issue: delays in capital procurement do 
not simply slow projects—they significantly increase costs, reduce efficiency, and 
diminish the impact of public investment. Streamlining the City’s capital process is 
essential to ensuring that cultural institutions can deliver projects on time, on budget, 
and in service to New Yorkers. 
 
A Capital Plan for Culture could help ensure that our capital assets are maintained in a 
state of good repair, support modernization, and fund strategic expansion projects. This 
plan would aggregate both necessary and visionary projects across our institutions so 
that all institutions can equitable access the capital funding they need on an appropriate 
timeline.  
 
We thank the staff at DDC and DCLA for their tireless work in advancing these projects 
and we thank the Council for its continued partnership and urge you to pursue reforms 
that will create a more efficient, predictable, and accountable capital process. 
 
Thank you for your time and leadership. 

 

 
 
 
 

 



 
 Testimony from the Lower Eastside Girls Club 

City Council FY 27 Budget Hearing 
Committee on Cultural Affairs 2026 

 
Good afternoon, Chair Nantasha Williams and members of the Committee on Cultural Affairs. 
My name is Jenny Dembrow, and I am the Executive Director of the Lower Eastside Girls Club. 
I’ve been with the organization since its founding in 1996—nearly 30 years of watching young 
women, gender-expansive youth, and their families grow through free programming and the 
transformative power of the Arts. Our members tap into their creative passions, explore a 
variety of mediums, and connect with the thriving Arts scene in New York City. In 2022, we 
launched the Center for Wellbeing & Happiness, extending our mission to reach all genders and 
generations, enabling us to reach 5,000 New Yorkers annually. 

Creative expression fuels empowerment at Girls Club. Our Art and Sound Studios are the spaces 
where creativity becomes confidence, voice, and agency. From painting to podcasting, welding 
to songwriting—we share the tools to bring bold ideas to life. In Visual and Material Arts, 
members experiment with clay, acrylics, watercolors, charcoal, murals, mosaics, and 
screenprinting. Through Performative Arts and Movement, our members express themselves 
through dance, poetry, and song. Best of all, our creative expression courses span 
generations—from fifth graders to elders—at the Center for Wellbeing. Our Design Studio offers 
hands-on exploration in woodworking and crafting, where students transform concepts into 
tangible creations. In our Digital Media and Sound Studios, members sharpen technical skills 
and master storytelling through photography and podcasting for WGRL (Where Girl Radio Lives) 
and Liberation Lab. Music Production classes in DJing and composition give members access to 
cutting-edge equipment to record, mix, and produce their own beats and melodies. And for 
young adults ages 18-23, our partner, Building Beats, leads the Frequency Society Program, 
which provides workforce training and mentoring in radio production. 

Our Center for Wellbeing & Happiness has become a cornerstone of intergenerational care on 
the Lower East Side. Since opening in 2022, CWBH has enrolled 1,731 members, including 260+ 
seniors ages 62+, and offers 100+ free arts and wellness courses annually. Our Center for 
Wellbeing & Happiness lobby is a living gallery, a space where art, storytelling, and community 
converge. From textiles to photography, our exhibitions celebrate creativity as a force for 
connection, reflection, and change. In 2025, we hosted 30 Art events, and thousands of New 
Yorkers benefit from our free public Arts programming each year.  

As one CWBH member, Sabura Rashid, recently testified,  



“For older adults on the Lower East Side, this place is a lifeline for long-time 
residents who have watched our neighborhood change around us. Through the 
arts and movement programs at CWBH, I found a place where I could strengthen 
my physical wellbeing, prevent social isolation, and connect with other mature 
adults in a safe space, surrounded by people who truly acknowledge, honor, and 
respect one another.  I’ve had the privilege of teaching a writing class here — 
sitting with neighbors, helping them find their words and tell their stories. 
Through movement classes like yoga and Tai Chi, I’ve also been able to maintain 
my mobility and positivity through these uncertain times.”  

The need for our work has never been greater — nor have the challenges been more daunting. 
City government contract delays have put our organization, like so many nonprofits in NYC, in a 
precarious cash-flow position. Attacks on DEI initiatives, alongside financial and political 
upheaval,  have dampened philanthropic giving from corporate entities and private foundations. 
Through disciplined budgeting and careful stewardship, LESGC is projected to end FY26 with a 
balanced budget — a testament to our organizational resilience. But sustaining that momentum 
and meeting growing community needs requires sustained government partnership. 

We are requesting $1,090,000 in total City Council support in FY27 to sustain the full scope of 
our work—including Arts education programs, community gallery programming, and the 
continued growth of the Center for Wellbeing & Happiness. 

LESGC’s mission to provide Joy, Power, and Possibility is more urgent than ever.  
Community-based organizations like ours are not a supplement to the city's social safety net. 
We are providing integrated, culturally responsive services across generations. The return on 
this investment is measurable, proven, and urgently needed. 

Thank you. 



 

A Statement to the members of the New York City Council, from Alvin Ailey Dance 
Foundation, Inc.: 

 

The entire AILEY team, led by Daria L. and Eric J. Wallach Artistic Director Alicia Graf Mack, 
joins the New York City Council and Deputy Speaker Williams in recognizing the legacy and 
significance of our founder, Alvin Ailey.  

As a dancer, choreographer, teacher, and artistic visionary, Mr. Ailey was an unparalleled 
change-maker. His company, which was founded in New York City at the 92nd Street Y in 
1958, has celebrated the African American cultural heritage for nearly 70 years, and has 
shared that heritage with people across the globe as a “vital American cultural 
ambassador to the world,” as named by a US Congressional resolution. Mr. Ailey’s 
dedication to his craft, his visionary approach to dance education, and his belief that 
dance belongs to the people are all ideals we uphold today and which are reflected in the 
life of our great city.  

We are also honored to acknowledge the artistry of Carmen de Lavallade, a friend and 
creative partner of Mr. Ailey’s and an incomparable artist in her own right. Ms. de Lavallade 
and Mr. Ailey moved to New York City together and forged their careers side by side, 
uplifting the work of Black dancers and choreographers and championing diversity in the 
arts.  

AILEY is proud to continue the tradition established by these two pioneering artists today. 
From our home at The Joan Weill Center for Dance on 55th Street, AILEY touches millions 
of lives both locally and globally, offering inspiring performances by our two internationally 
recognized companies, Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater and Ailey II; world-class dance 
training at The Ailey School; empowering public dance and fitness classes with Ailey 
Extension; and innovative educational initiatives with Ailey Arts In Education & Community 
Programs. 

It is with deepest gratitude that we accept the City Council’s recognition of these two 
artists and join with them in honoring their work and legacy—today, tomorrow, and into the 
future. 

Sincerely, 

The entire AILEY team.  

 







































Vertices Incorporated  
    420 Fourth Avenue 
     Brooklyn, NY 11215 
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April 30, 2026 
 

Testimony pursuant to the April 27, 2026, public hearing of the City Council Committee on 
Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Relations hearing of the  

 
Dear Chair Willaims, Committee members and staff, 
 
I write in support of Deputy Speaker and Committee Chair Dr. Nantasha Williams twin resolutions 
recognizing Alvin Ailey’s life and legacy and honoring his contributions to American dance and the 
founding of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater and declaring March 6, as Carmen de Lavallade 
Day in the City of New York.  
 
I don’t recall ever meeting Mr. Ailey in person, yet his work and vision and therefore those of Ms. De 
Lavallade as well, have had an extraordinary effect on the course of my life. Soon after abandoning 
my undistinguished career as a junior varsity college hockey player, I found myself in an orchestra 
seat at City Center to take in only the second ever live concert dance performance I would attend, the 
first having taken place in Boston less than a year previous. 
 
American Ballet Theatre performed onstage that evening and much as I had in seeing the stars of the 
Bolshoi Ballet the previous autumn, I found myself, in spite of whatever reservations I might have 
harbored about this kind of dancing, more and more Impressed with each and every piece on the 
ABT program until Misha Baryshnikov’s duet with Bonnie Mathis in Roland Petit’s “Le Jeune Homme 
et la Mort,” extended my appreciation to a degree I had only previously experienced in relation to live 
sporting events. 
 
The final work of the concert, created only a few years earlier, featured a twin commission created by 
Alvin Ailey with an orchestral score by Duke Ellington. The work might be described as a plotless 
ensemble composition that in contrast to every other piece I’d seen that evening, featured none of 
ABT’s principal dancers. By the time it finished, however, I found myself convinced that I understood 
something on a visceral level unlike anything I had experienced up to that moment. That piece 
changed my life, allowing me to imagine a world that I wished to inhabit and help bring into being. 
 
It gave me the ridiculous courage to audition within a couple of years for a scholarship at the Ailey 
School where I would soon study briefly. Within 5 years of that night I presented my own first self-
produced professional concert in a loft in Tribeca that marked the founding of my eponymous dance 
and theater enterprise. The journey from that career, lit by Ailey’s vision of dancing as an all-
embracing community, eventually brought me to the first NYC Dance Parade, a celebration of our city 
with which I have and continue to be associated for all of its annual iterations including the upcoming 
20th edition scheduled to take place next month on Saturday, May 16th. Y’all will be welcome, so 
please join us! 
 
In early 2015, I invited Dance Parade’s Executive Director Greg Miller to accompany me to absorb 
Carmen de Lavallade’s solo work As I Remember It at the Baryshnikov Arts Center. Immediately 
following the performance, inspired by her artistry, we approached her with an invitation to serve as 
Grand Marshal of that year’s Parade and DanceFest. As she had throughout her long life, she graced 
us in ways we could not have conceived, standing atop her float at the age of 83 for the entire mile  
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and one half of the Parade to DanceFest in an elegant printed red silk dress designed for her by her 
late husband Geoffrey Holder and soon waving a banner she borrowed from a nearby Chinese troupe 
in the Parade line up and accompanied by another late living legend the dancer, choreographer, 
writer and fellow dance ambassador Gus Solomons, Jr. in a gift to the Parade and the City for which  
we would not have known how to ask. 
 
She brought Gus along on that day in a way reminiscent of her invitation to her high school classmate 
Alvin Ailey and the city and the world continue to be touched and moved by her imagination of 
possibility and almost limitless generosity of spirit. I can think of no finer tribute than to have her 
birthday publicly marked in recognition of what she has brought to the City of New York. 
 
I wish also to register my strong support for the Deputy Speaker’s bill proposing a study towards the 
creation of designation of public memorials in sites of significant resonance in regards to the Draft 
Riots of July, 1863. 
 
Thank you 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



To Whom It May Concern, 

The New York City Junior Ambassador Program stands as a powerful and transformative 
initiative that affirms its value through the lived experiences of the students it serves. At 
Community High School, participation in this program was nothing short of life-changing. It 
opened doors that many of our students did not even realize existed and gave them the 
opportunity to see themselves as global citizens with the ability to influence real change. 

Through the lens of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals established by the United Nations, 
our students gained a deeper understanding of the world around them and their role within it. 
These goals are not abstract ideas; they are a blueprint for the future. For young people, 
particularly those in urban communities, they provide both awareness and purpose. Our students 
began to recognize issues such as poverty, climate change, education equity, and social justice 
not as distant problems, but as challenges they are capable of addressing. As the next generation 
of leaders, it is essential that they are equipped with this knowledge, as they will ultimately carry 
forward the responsibility of building a more sustainable and equitable world. 

The significance of this program for urban students cannot be overstated. Too often, students in 
city environments are limited by access and exposure. The Junior Ambassador Program disrupts 
that narrative by placing students in spaces where their voices are heard and valued. It validates 
their experiences while expanding their perspectives. For many of our students, this was the first 
time they engaged in meaningful dialogue about global issues and saw how their local actions 
connect to a broader international mission. 

Equally impactful is the program’s ability to connect students with influential leaders, including 
figures such as the Mayor of New York City. These interactions are more than symbolic; they 
are foundational. When students can engage with decision-makers and see how leadership 
operates at the highest levels, it demystifies power and inspires confidence. It reinforces the idea 
that their voices matter and that they, too, can sit at those tables in the future. 

These connections between students, educators, and civic leaders are crucial to the sustainability 
of not only the program itself but also the trajectories of the students involved. They create 
networks of opportunity, mentorship, and support that extend far beyond the classroom. The 
Junior Ambassador Program does more than educate—it cultivates agency, responsibility, and 
vision. 

In every sense, this program is an investment in the future. It empowers young people, 
particularly those from urban communities, to see themselves as leaders, innovators, and 
advocates for change. The impact on Community High School students is clear: they leave not 
only more informed, but more inspired, more confident, and more prepared to shape the world 
they are inheriting. 

Kindest regards, 

Keisha Allsop 



Dr. Rose Reissman – City Council Testimony- 

Council Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and 
International Relations- 
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Topic – United Nations Junior Ambassador Program-Carly 
Avezzano-Strategic Relationship Director-NYC Mayor’s Office 
for International Affairs 

Good morning.  By way of introduction. I am proud Brooklyn 
born and bred, Flatbush, Loews Kings, Erasmus High School, 
Windsor Terrace, Dr. Rose Reissman, a Brooklyn daughter.  I 
am a published Ascd, Iste, Ncte, Penguin and Corwin writer 
in the field of multicultural, global student leadership, 
America 250 student citizenship and literacy read aloud.  In 
that context, I developed all those skills and fluencies in 
Brooklyn at Ditmas IS 62, 700 Cortelyou Road, Brooklyn 
11218 Windsor Terrace, Kensingston, District 20.  The 
school under the leadership of Superintendent David Pretto 
and its Principal Marielena Santiago, herself a leader in the 
LRE- Law Related Education Network, plus its Assistant 
Principal Michelle Buitrago, a literacy leader and Sofia 
Rashid head of the eighth group and born in Morocco and 
Beatriz Bortle, a fervent social and emotional education 
learner in charge of the arts and seventh grade.   

When Ms. Santiago became Principal of Ditmas she 
envisioned cultivating student skills as junior ambassadors 
within Ditmas.  Ms. Santiago is deeply focused on infusing 
her school, given its over 24 percent MLL or from MLL 



families number of students, with take action engagement in 
international student cultures, values and family connected 
awareness and global peaceable citizen now actions. She 
and her team participated in Ukraine War school wide 
events as well as organize a yearly cultural, education, 
performance and dance school wide event, Carmen and 
World Cup players would enjoy. 

In 2022-2023, she endorsed Keitha Rhoden, the head of 
Student Leadership Council (which Ms. Santiago developed 
herself) to apply for the United Nations Junior Ambassador 
Leadership Program for her student leaders.  Ms. Rhoden’s 
passion and expertise as a person with roots in Jamaican 
culture and a talent for nurturing student middle school 
leaders, led to Ditmars selection as one of the twenty 
schools to participate in this program. 

With an application form and excellent online after school 
collaborative SDG Sustainable Development Goals support 
from the tech savvy Take Action Global founder Jennifer 
Williams, Koen Timmers, and Riley Justis run professional 
development program, Ms. Rhoden, Ms. Michelle Myers, 
Guidance Counselor Global citizen and I got to network with 
savvy empathetic talented and tech expert international 
teaching peers . Our grades 7 and 8 student leaders 
collaborated from their classroom atop the second floor of 
Ditmas on Cortelyou Road and east 7th street to design their 
own banners for their SDG research project, see the banner 
above.  These were later their own tee shirts for the share 
ceremony at the end of the project.  They artistically took 
charge and ownership of their project.  When the head of the 



program so wonderfully booked students from international 
cultures with an ambassador leader from one of these 
cultures, Jamaican Permanent Representative to the United 
Nations, Brian Wallace, the students joyously prepped 
specific questions for him about his country’s economic, 
political, and educational challenges. They asked him why 
he went into diplomatic as opposed to government 
leadership and he answered honestly.  The conversation 
convenes in our school library which is a makerspace, MLL 
literacy, Rendell read aloud and student favorite space.  
Amy Mathis runs it.  

https://photos.app.goo.gl/e3jAp3wuqNYSBXN8 

 

The class visit to the United Nations with a guided tour 
especially for them and their being greeted, as “Junior 
Ambassadors” was a revelation as we learned this was first 
ON SITE and a first ever even virtual tour for all of them they 
were truly pandemic deprived.  The ceiling, meeting rooms, 
staff, general assembly and even the souvenir component of 
the center plus the art that depicted the goals and 
personalities they had peripherally studied were all 
revelations for the students.  They were transformative.  The 
same goes for the outside twenty school Junior Ambassador 
Network gathering where although they knew there were 19 
other schools, they were physically shocked to actually visit 
and meet other students by their poster stations. A mini 
Junior Ambassador Summit foreshadowing adult leadership. 
They met the US Ambassador to the United Nations. 



https://photos.app.goo.gl/vvvATJuoVaMqEQgB7 

 

Outcomes qualitative and quantitative: 

Creative Teacher wrote about the students podcast 
produced by teacher Marissa Silverman. 

Pennsylvania Council for Social Studies shared the podcast 
and the student newsletter for this project taking its 
readership beyond NY State borders. 

Fiza Kamran is now in high school, a rising junior and 
working as a student leader for Non-Violence plus won a 
logo Get the Vote Out contest run by Pennsylvania Council 
for Social Studies. 

Xilen Liang now in high school, also a rising junior, returned 
to Ditmas on a day off from high school to propose an 
international student leadership project. 

Recommendations: 

As in the field of dreams movie, if United Nations Junior 
Ambassador Program could expand its network, the many 
schools who have had transformative programs could 
voluntarily support district and close to school neighbors on 
site or online.  This would provide leadership opportunities 
for students and teachers already trained to disseminate 
results. 

Council might fund their constituent schools who because of 
the few places have never worked with the program or 
cannot repeat it due to limited funds and staffing. 



There could be a free on site junior ambassador tour, 
summit or global tech project opportunity so these practiced 
junior ambassadors get a chance during vacation time to 
network with their peers and grow their skills.   

There could be an online blog for them to personally publish 
their insights, ideas and share global triumphs/challenges. 

The Council has a myriad of testimonies advocating for 
expanding successful and needed programs, given these 
heated, divisive times and the proven talents, wisdom and 
opportunities of this program sowing tomorrow’s plants of 
peace and collaboration in today’s young leaders, led by 
empowering junior ambassadors this year so future years 
reap their creative, global fruits of peace. 
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