






































23rd Precinct  

164 East 102nd Street 

New York, NY 10029 

212-860-6430 

 

 

To whomever it may concern: 

 

I am writing on behalf of the New York City Police Departments 23rd Precinct to offer my strong support for the 

East Side S.O.U. L Family Enrichment Center (East Side F.E.C) which has been in operation since 2022. In the 

centers short time it has become a staple to the residents of East Harlem. The center has demonstrated its 

success in supporting the community of East Harlem by offering high-quality services and community-based 

training.  

 

One of the more established social services in East Harlem, the East Side F.E.C has a rich range of programs for 

all of East Harlem, including mental health awareness classes sponsored by the New York City Department of 

Mental Health, nutritional workshops for new mothers associated with local hospitals both Well Cornnell and 

New York Presbyterian, crocheting for all ages, financial courses in conjunction with Amalgamated Bank and 

game nights for family togetherness. And overall providing a safe space for the residents of East Harlem.  

 

As the 23rd Precinct Community Affairs Officer, I am very familiar with the East Side F.E. C’s strong tradition 

of responsive, enriching services for East Harlem youth and families. The 23rd Precinct is very pleased to serve 

as a partner to the East Side F.E.C. In the past couple of months, the 23rd Precinct has partnered with East Side 

F.E.C in a multitude of events which included a health awareness event, a senior safety workshop, and a 

community luncheon.  

 

I believe that the East Side F.E. C’s work has a rich and lasting impact on the lives of all the members of East 

Harlem. Their offerings foster independence, self-confidence, responsibility and most importantly they help the 

members of the community take a step forward towards brighter futures for themselves. Their programs will 

undoubtedly continue to bring positive results for the people they serve. They have many new programs that we 

are looking forward to both participate in and collaborate.  

 

In short, I am pleased to lend my support to the East Side F.E.C., as they will continue to do important work in 

the community, and they will impact many lives within the community of East Harlem and the surrounding 

communities. We look forward to working with them in the future.  

 

          Sincerely,  

 

    

 

          Detective Miguel Rivera   

          Community Affairs 

          23rd Precinct  
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                         Community School District 4                     
                                                                              Dr. Kristy De La Cruz 
                                                                             Community Superintendent 
                                                         160 East 120th Street, Room 401; Telephone (212) 348-2873 
 
 

October 26, 2025 

To Whom It May Concern:   

As Community Superintendent serving Manhattan, I am pleased to offer my full support for the 
Family Enrichment Center (FEC) in East Harlem. The FEC has been an invaluable resource to our 
families, providing a welcoming space where community members can access vital services, 
build meaningful relationships, and strengthen their overall well-being.  Since its opening, our 
families and school communities have leveraged this space has a resource hub for all families.   

The East Harlem FEC has become a cornerstone of support for families in our district, offering a 
safe, welcoming, and culturally affirming space where caregivers and children can access 
resources, build community, and strengthen family bonds. Its peer-led model fosters trust and 
empowerment, allowing families to take an active role in shaping the services they receive.   

The FEC’s work directly complements our efforts in education and child development, helping to 
address systemic challenges and promote holistic well-being.  My hope is that the City will 
prioritize the continued investment in these centers and urge the Council to expand and sustain 
this impactful initiative. 

The Center’s commitment to fostering trust, empowerment, and collaboration aligns deeply with 
our shared goals of nurturing resilient families and thriving communities. Through culturally 
responsive programming and family-led initiatives, the FEC continues to uplift East Harlem and 
serve as a model of holistic, community-centered care. 

Feel free to contact me for any testimonials and/or data to support the positive impact of East 
Side Soul in our beloved community.  

Sincerely,  

 

Dr. Kristy De La Cruz  

Community Superintendent  

 



 

 

 

Dr. Kristy De La Cruz,  Superintendent 
Lisa Reiter,  Deputy Superintendent  

160 East 120th Street, New York, NY 10035 
 

 
October 28, 2025 

 

New York City Council  

Committee on Children and Youth  

250 Broadway 

New York, NY 10007 

 

Re: Vital Role of Family Enrichment Centers, East Side S.O.U.L. To whom it may concern,  

 

To whom it may concern,  

 

I am writing to express my strong support for the continued funding and operation of the East Side 

Harlem Family Enrichment Center (East Side S.O.U.L.), a vital resource for families in our community.  

 

As a Supervisor of Social Work based in East Harlem, I have witnessed firsthand the transformative 

impact of these centers. Community empowerment drives their work and it is evident from the moment 

you walk into the space. FEC’s, like East Side S.O.U.L. aim to create welcoming, non-sigmatizing, walk-in 

support for families. From its name, to its programming, community, dignity and prevention sit at the 

center of their mission. There is intentionality to co-create programming side by side with community 

members. This collaborative approach centers the client and reflects their needs.  

 

In a community where ACS investigations rank amongst the highest in the city, the presence of East Side 

S.O.U.L. is not only beneficial, but an essential game changer when it comes to breaking stigma and 

providing access through empowerment.  

 

Our 23 schools in District 4 have partnered with East Side S.O.U.L. in different capacities to bridge gaps of 

service. Our school communities have engaged in parenting workshops, one-on-one meetings for 

guidance and support, healing circles, skill building opportunities, utilization of their clothing bank, 

assistance to fill out complex paperwork related to benefits, housing, health care, etc. We have invited 

them to our community events and attended theirs. The goal ultimately centers around fostering trust 

and connection, while building agency.   

 

In a community where systemic inequities exist, East Side S.O.U.L. has become a place of healing and 

growth for many with the goal of prevention and not reaction.  
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Dr. Kristy De La Cruz,  Superintendent 
Lisa Reiter,  Deputy Superintendent  

160 East 120th Street, New York, NY 10035 
 

 
Investing in FECs means investing in our families and the future of our children and communities. I urge 

you to consider the critical impact that Family Enrichment Centers (FECs)  have when it comes to 

providing concrete services, creating community and strengthening neighborhoods across the city.  

 

Thank you for your leadership and for believing in the present and future of East Harlem.  

 

Always about the kids,  

 

 

Azeen Keramati, LCSW 

Supervisor of Social Work  

NYCPS Community School District 4 

 

akeramati@schools.nyc.gov  
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October 30, 2025  

Testimony Before the New York City Council 
Submitted by Graham on Behalf of O.U.R. Place Family Enrichment Center (Hunts Point / Longwood) 

 
Good morning, Chair and Members of the City Council, thank you for the opportunity to testify today on behalf 
of O.U.R. Place, one of New York City’s Family Enrichment Centers (FECs), which is located in the Hunts 
Point/Longwood community with Graham as the backbone agency. My name is Dr. Emily Lopez, Senior Director 
for Community Leadership Development at Graham. Before taking this role, I launched and managed O.U.R. 
Place, and I now lead community engagement at Graham, which includes the FEC as well as other community 
initiatives. 
 
O.U.R. Place is a safe and welcoming space where families and community members come together to shape the 
supports, connections, and opportunities they want to see in their neighborhood. Every individual is valued as an 
essential part of this collective effort. Here, the community leads—deciding what help is needed, sharing their 
strengths, and supporting one another through care, creativity, and collaboration. What began as an invitation to 
connect with community has grown into a vibrant network of mutual support and belonging, where everyone 
contributes to building a stronger, more connected and resilient Hunts Point/Longwood community. 

 
About the Family Enrichment Centers 
Family Enrichment Centers co-designed by community members, staff, and the backbone agency, provide a range 
of offerings and supports – each ground in factors such as social connection, resilience, economic mobility and 
concrete supports. 
 
Each center receives approximately $560,000 annually from the Administration for Children’s Services, and 
with 30 centers citywide, this represents an investment of roughly $16.8 million each year. Collectively, these 
centers serve approximately 60,000 families citywide each year — an average of about 2,000 families per 
center — providing vital, community-rooted supports that help New Yorkers thrive. 
 
While this investment has had a profound impact, we respectfully urge the Council to consider doubling the 
annual allocation to $33.6 million. This increased investment would expand capacity, enhance staffing, and 
ensure that every neighborhood has equitable access to the deep, relationship-driven support that Family 
Enrichment Centers provide. 

 
Community Leadership and Co-Creation 
At O.U.R. Place, our Advisory Council—comprised of community members who receive leadership, advocacy, 
civics, and engagement training—plays a central role in shaping our offerings. Working hand-in-hand with staff, 
they help create a shared language and a sense of collective ownership that drives every initiative. 
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Taking Care of Business (TCOB): Investing in Economic Mobility 
 
One of our flagship initiatives, Taking Care of Business (TCOB), is an innovative entrepreneurial program 
connecting community members with skill-building opportunities in seamstress/tailoring, barbershop training, 
and food handling/community kitchen certification. 
 
Since its launch, TCOB has engaged over 300 community members and awarded 203 microgrants to individuals 
starting their own small businesses—providing real pathways toward economic mobility and financial 
independence. By addressing barriers to traditional startup funding, TCOB empowers residents to transform their 
skills into sustainable livelihoods, creating ripple effects throughout the local economy. 

 
Food Distribution and Essential Supports 
At O.U.R. Place, concrete supports with dignity are central to our mission. 
 

 Food Distribution: Each week, the center provides fresh organic produce and protein to over 100 families 
weekly, serving approximately 450–500 community members monthly. This program has been a lifeline 
during economic hardship, pandemic-related unemployment, and the current surge in food insecurity. 

 Essential Items: Over the past year, we have distributed thousands of essential items—including 
clothing, toiletries, diapers, baby formula, and hygiene products—ensuring families maintain dignity while 
receiving critical support. 

 Ms. Millie’s Closet: Created by Hunts Point Community Member Millie serves over twenty families weekly, 
Ms. Millie’s Closet offers gently used, clean clothing for adults and children, helping families stretch 
limited budgets and respond to urgent needs with dignity and care. 

 
These initiatives are more than services—they are expressions of solidarity and compassion that remind families 
they are seen, valued, and supported. 

 
Family Engagement and Community Connection 
Family engagement is at the heart of O.U.R. Place. The center serves as a living hub where families and residents 
co-create activities, events, and initiatives that reflect their lived experiences, interests, and hopes for the future. 
This collaborative process fosters a deep sense of ownership, empowerment, and belonging—transforming the 
center from a service site into a community network of mutual support and shared leadership. 
 
A key role in this effort is the Community Liaison, who builds and sustains vital connections between residents and 
the broader neighborhood ecosystem. The Liaison actively engages with community boards, precinct councils, 
local elected officials, and trusted organizations to creating avenues for community members to have a direct 
voice in shaping community priorities. By vetting high-quality agencies and creating a pipeline to credible, 
competent supports, the Community Advocate ensures that families can access resources they trust—delivered 
by partners who respect their culture, dignity, and potential. 
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Through these partnerships and the active participation of families themselves, O.U.R. Place strengthens the 
social fabric of Hunts Point and Longwood—linking neighbors, leaders, and organizations in a shared vision of 
care, connection, and community well-being that extends far beyond our walls.  

Recommendations for Continued Support 

As the City continues to strengthen and expand the Family Enrichment Center model, we respectfully present the 
following recommendations: 
 

1. Expand Investment to $33.6 Million Annually 
Doubling the current investment will allow centers to enhance programming, hire additional staff, and 
meet the growing demand for holistic family supports across all five boroughs. 

2. Integrate Economic Mobility as a Core Protective Factor 
Sustainable family well-being depends on economic stability. Embedding financial education, job 
readiness, and small business development programs like TCOB into the FEC framework helps families 
build lasting self-sufficiency. 

3. Increase Funding for Staffing and Competitive Wages 
As demand for services continues to rise, centers need additional staff capacity and equitable pay to 
attract and retain talented, community-rooted professionals. 

4. Sustain Concrete Supports with Dignity 
Continued investment in food, clothing, and essential resources ensures that families’ most basic needs 
are met with compassion and respect—an essential foundation for growth and resilience. 

 
Conclusion 
At Graham and O.U.R. Place, we deeply value the City Council’s commitment to the Family Enrichment Center 
initiative. The annual investment of $560,000 per site—totaling $16.8 million across 30 centers—is not just a 
budget figure; it is a testament to New York City’s belief in prevention, partnership, and community 
empowerment. 
 
By doubling this investment, the City can expand its reach and impact—empowering FECs to support not just 
60,000 families, but potentially more than 120,000 families citywide each year. Together, we can continue 
building a stronger, more connected New York where every family has the resources, respect, and resilience to 
thrive. 
 
Thank you for your leadership and your continued partnership in this vital work. 
  
 

 

 

 

   



 

October 24, 2025 

 
 
 
Committee on Children and Youth 
New York City Council 
Attn: Council Member Althea Stevens, Chair 

Re: Support for the Family Enrichment Centers 

 
 
Dear Council Member Stevens and Members of the Committee, 

On behalf of Literacy in Community LINC, I am writing to express our 
strong support for the Family Enrichment Centers FECs and to underscore 
the essential role they play in strengthening families and fostering 
community well-being across New York City. 

As a community-based organization dedicated to empowering families to 
build literacy-rich environments for their children, LINC has had the 
privilege of partnering closely with FEC SOUL in East Harlem. Through this 
partnership, we have witnessed firsthand the deep commitment and impact 
this center has in uplifting families and creating safe, inclusive spaces for 
connection and growth.   

FEC SOUL has been an invaluable partner to LINC in numerous ways. 
Together, we have collaborated to bring our literacy programs directly to 
families in the neighborhood, and the FEC SOUL has been instrumental in 
supporting outreach and recruitment—distributing flyers, promoting our 
programs during other community events, and personally reaching out to 
families. The staff have generously provided private space for our team to 
work when we are in the neighborhood and need to participate in virtual 
meetings. They have also offered in-kind support such as snacks, coffee, 
and toys for children during our sessions, ensuring families feel welcomed 
and cared for. FEC SOUL frequently invites us to table at community events 
and lead read-alouds that allow us to meet families where they are. Beyond 
our direct collaboration, the center serves as a trusted resource that we 
regularly refer families to for clothing distributions, fitness and yoga 
workshops, skill-building classes like crochet, and engaging monthly family 
activities for the entire family, from the smallest to the oldest members. 

The team at FEC SOUL is consistently welcoming, collaborative, and deeply 
invested in the well-being of families. Their work exemplifies the spirit of 
community partnership and mutual support that is essential to creating 
thriving neighborhoods. 

When a community reads, children succeed! 



 

We strongly urge the City Council to continue its investment in and 
expansion of the Family Enrichment Centers. The FEC model is not only 
effective in connecting families to vital resources but also in cultivating 
community resilience, empowerment, and trust. 

Thank you for your leadership and for recognizing the importance of 
programs that put families at the center of community life. LINC is proud to 
stand in solidarity with our partners at FEC SOUL and with all Family 
Enrichment Centers citywide.  

With gratitude, 
 
 
 
Eliana Godoy 
Deputy Director 
Literacy in Community LINC 
egodoy@lincnyc.org 

 

 

When a community reads, children succeed! 
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Testimony of Good Shepherd Services    
Before the New York City Council Committee on Children and Youth  
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Naisha Solomon, Director of the Community Resources In Brooklyn (C.R.I.B.) Family 
Enrichment Center  

 Good Shepherd Services    
     

October 30th, 2025  
     
     
Thank you, Chair Stevens and the Members of the Committee on Children and Youth for hosting this 
oversight hearing to evaluate the New York City Administration of Children Service’s (ACS) Family 
Enrichment Centers.    
 
My name is Naisha Solomon, and I am the Director of Good Shepherd Services’ Family Enrichment 
Center known as the C.R.I.B. - Community Resources In Brooklyn located in East New York in 
Council Member Sandy Nurse’s district.  The C.R.I.B. was among the first FECs to be opened in the 
City of New York.  I began as a Community Organizer in 2017 and was promoted to Director in 2023. 
 
Good Shepherd operates 94 programs that support 33,860 children and families across the Bronx, 
Manhattan, and Brooklyn.  Guided by our values, Good Shepherd Services partners and grows with 
communities so that all NYC children, youth, and families succeed and thrive. We provide quality, 
effective services that deepen connections between family members, within schools, and among 
neighbors. We work closely with community leaders to advocate, both locally and nationally, on 
behalf of our participants to make New York City a better place to live and work.    
 
The C.R.I.B. (Community Resources in Brooklyn) is one of the 29 Family Enrichment Centers (FEC) 
across New York City, providing community-driven support and resources for families.  Each FEC is 
led by local communities and nonprofit agencies with support from the Administration for Children’s 
Services (ACS). The C.R.I.B. is a warm, inviting space where neighbors identify community-focused 
resources, share their talents and interests, and offer each other support. Everything about the center 
– including its name, the physical layout, and offerings – is co-designed with the community through a 
process of appreciative inquiry.   
 
My testimony will focus on the CRIB’s impact.  

 Economic Mobility.  The first three FECs received Doris Duke funding to support our Economic 
Mobility offerings which were co-designed with the community.  This funding allowed us to 
engage with 150 businesses and support the launch of 3 non-profits, each serving the East 
New York population in socially innovative and culturally responsive ways. This funding also 
supports a Community Success Coach who coordinates this work.  Before this role, our coach 
served as a Dream Team member, which is our advisory board. This work has provided 
pathways for credible messengers, immigrants and those lacking access to formal education to 
create economic opportunities for themselves.  In addition, this funding has allowed the C.R.I.B 
to provide funding for local businesses, micro grants, the Minority/Women-Owned Business 
Enterprise (MWBE) certification, cover the costs of business filings and purchase of critical 
supplies and equipment for entrepreneurs to thrive. The Economic Mobility work exemplifies 
the FEC’s commitment to community development and disrupts recidivism and poverty. The 



sustainability of this work is threatened given that Doris Duke funding will expire on Dec 31st, 
2025. 

 

 “For us, by us” strategy.  Our hiring process includes community members.    Hiring from the 
community is essential to our success.  All the front-line staff of The C.R.I.B. were either born 
or raised in East New York and have a bachelor's degree.   Our former Director is now a Vice 
President for the agency and was also born and raised in East New York. This highlights their 
resilience and talent. If we truly want to honor participant voice and local hiring, we must 
provide frontline workers with a livable wage that accounts for inflation and true cost of living.  

 

 Appreciative Inquiry. We expanded our Appreciative Inquiry work to form the Eastern Brooklyn 
Collaborative – a collective community response to community emergencies that arose during 
the pandemic. This was a way to target community issues by aligning the power of multiple 
CBOs. Together, we tackled food insecurity, housing immigration, mental health, and 
economic mobility. 

 

 The FEC model breaks the norm, providing community leaders with access to training and 
workshops led by city agencies, further enhancing career readiness and independence. This 
centers participant voice and reinforces the value in the uniqueness of our approach, which 
elevates community as expert instead of non-profit agencies.  There have been 109 offerings 
over the past year. 58% of the offerings had an organizational partner while 82% were co-led 
by community members and our advisory council. On average, 23 people attended each 
offering.  

 

 Technical Assistance. ACS has solicited the C.R.I.B. staff to provide training and workshops to 
the 2nd and 3rd round of FECs based on the foundational FEC approaches which include, 
Appreciative Inquiry and Co-Design. This reinforces the critical need for funding to hire 
additional staff and expand resources within the FEC Learning Community to ensure fidelity to 
the model and the potential of FECs across the City.  

 
Lastly, this model helps families impacted by the child welfare system to view ACS through a different 
lens. At the C.R.I.B., families with ACS cases have shared that they feel safe speaking with our staff. 
We attribute this to the relationships staff have with community members outside of the C.R.I.B. They 
not only know our staff but trust our staff. In some cases, we have helped families access the 
concrete support needed to reunite with their children.   
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to testify.  





Dear Committee on Children and Youth, 
 
My name is Che Sherrod, and I am a proud member of the East Side S.O.U.L Family 
Enrichment Center community. I am writing to express my full support for the Family 
Enrichment Centers and to share how deeply this initiative has impacted my life and the 
lives of those around me. 
 
This program holds a very special place in my heart. I sit on the council, where we listen 
to the voices of our neighbors and help make decisions that reflect the real needs of our 
community. I single-handedly chose the building that now houses our Family 
Enrichment Center at a time when no other community members were available, 
because I believed in what this space could become. Watching that vision grow into a 
thriving, supportive hub for families has been one of the most rewarding experiences of 
my life. 
 
From the very beginning, I was involved in interviewing and helping to choose the staff 
members and initial offerings that would shape the culture of the center. The East Side 
S.O.U.L team has continuously honored community voices by giving us ownership, 
opportunity, and room to grow. They have even given me space to create and lead my 
own workshops, helping me bring my ideas to life and support others in the process. 
 
But beyond leadership, I’ve also been a participant — a mother and community member 
who has benefited from the programs, resources, and support offered here. The center 
has been a safe haven, providing both encouragement and tangible help when my 
family needed it most. It’s not just a building; it’s a family. 
 
The Family Enrichment Centers are living examples of what happens when the 
community leads and the city listens. They restore faith, dignity, and connection in 
places that need it most. They give us not only services but also belonging. 
 
I urge you to continue funding and supporting the Family Enrichment Centers so that 
families like mine  and leaders like me  can keep building stronger, safer, and more 
connected communities. 
 
Thank you for your time and for recognizing the power of this work. 
 
Warm regards, 
Che Sherrod 
Community Council Member and Participant 
East Side S.O.U.L Family Enrichment Center 
(Safe Oasis United by Love) 
646-796-7088 

chevonsherrod@gmail.com 



 

To the Office of Children & Families and council 
member Athea Stevens:  

I wanted to take a moment to share how much the 
Family Enrichment Center (FEC) - East Side Soul - 
has meant to me and to our community. The center 
has truly become a cornerstone of support, growth, 
and connection for so many families and individuals 
in our neighborhood. 

The Family Enrichment Centers play an essential 
role by providing meaningful resources, guidance, 
and programs that strengthen families and build a 
stronger sense of community. Through a variety of 
activities and initiatives, I’ve seen firsthand the 
positive difference the FEC makes—helping people 
overcome challenges, build resilience, and find 
empowerment in their daily lives. The caring and 
dedicated staff at our center work tirelessly to create 
a welcoming space where everyone feels safe, 
valued, and supported. 

What makes the FEC so special is not just the 
programs it offers, but the people who make it come 
alive. The staff take the time to greet each person 
personally, remembering names and details about 
our lives. When they ask how you’re doing, it’s not 



just a polite question—they genuinely care about 
your well-being. Their kindness and compassion 
create a sense of warmth that fills the space and 
makes everyone feel at home. Because of them, the 
center feels more like a family than just a community 
resource. 

The FEC also provides a space where our voices 
matter and where we feel truly heard and respected 
among our peers. It’s a place where people from all 
walks of life come together, share experiences, and 
uplift one another. The environment is one of 
encouragement and understanding, making it a vital 
part of our community’s emotional and social well-
being. 

Personally, I’ve had the opportunity to take part in 
several wonderful programs, including crochet and 
embroidery classes, self-care and writing 
workshops, and sessions focused on nutrition and 
mental health. Each experience has not only helped 
me learn new skills but also connect with others in 
meaningful ways. The FEC has given me a place to 
grow creatively, focus on my well-being, and form 
friendships that truly enrich my life. 

It’s inspiring to see how the Family Enrichment 
Center brings people together, encourages personal 
growth, and fosters a sense of belonging. I am 



deeply grateful for all that the center does and for 
the compassionate team that makes it all possible. 
Our community is stronger, healthier, and more 
connected because of the FEC. 

With heartfelt appreciation, 

 

Maritza Maestre 

PAC Member of East Side SOUL  

 

 



Melissa Barber 
 

Bronx NY 10454 
 

October 30, 2025 @ 10:00 am 
WriƩen TesƟmony for Family Enrichment Center 
NYC Council SubcommiƩee on Children and Youth 
 
 
 
Dear CommiƩee on Children and Youth 
 
I, Melissa Barber, a registered voter and resident of the MoƩ Haven‐Port Morris SecƟon of the Bronx 
submit this tesƟmony on behalf of The Bronx H.Y.P.E. (Helping Your People Evolve) Family Enrichment 
Center, which is one of many family enrichment centers throughout New York City.  
As a model of co‐design with the adjacent community in which it dwells, The Bronx HYPE Family 
Enrichment Center has been a beacon of hope and light for the MoƩ Haven‐Port Morris/Melrose 
community since its incepƟon several years ago. Centered and missioned in our seven protecƟve factors 
and with very liƩle budget money, we have provided ongoing inclusive offerings for the families in our 
community.  
Our programming of offerings range from community dinners, where everyone in our community is 
invited to have a free full‐course, culturally adequate, nutriƟous meal, sponsored by a local business, to 
journaling, Zumba, and parenƟng classes. With collaboraƟon through partnerships, we have provided 
photography and poetry wriƟng classes for our youth and teenagers. We have done print screening and 
t‐shirt design workshops for our families.  We have provided bi‐weekly food pantry, clothes and coat 
drives, community baby showers, and now host a weekly closet, Second Story, where community 
members can shop for new and gently used items that will meet their family’s needs. We have offered 
classes in CPR, mental health, and emergency preparedness, which were well received and aƩended by 
many of the members of our community.  We even host family‐friendly community movie nights. We 
rally around our parƟcipants and have even supported several of our sick parƟcipants by visiƟng them in 
the hospital, regularly checking in with them, and even doing the NYC breast cancer walk to let them 
know that we are with them as they fight.  Our center’s families have become a collecƟve, unified 
community of people who parƟcipate and share in a host of events that beƩer our family and 
community dynamics. 
 
As a member of its Parent Advisory CommiƩee (PAC), aka the HYPE SQUAD, for three years, I have 
watched single parent members of our community without high‐school diplomas feel empowered to 
pursue their GEDs, get them and then go on to receive full‐Ɵme jobs in city agencies. Many of our 
parƟcipants have been connected to vocaƟonal training and have started online courses for Google 
CerƟficaƟon towards careers in Project Management and Cybersecurity. We have had several of the 
couples in our community undergo couples therapy and learn how to foster communicaƟon and joint 
parenƟng goals.  I have seen fathers and mothers receive parenƟng training classes and workshops on 
how to help their children, even those who have uniquely‐giŌed and abled children on the auƟsm 
spectrum and later feel empowered to advocate for the services that are needed for their children. We 
have hosted several mother’s and father’s day celebraƟons, parent cafés, holiday celebraƟons, along 
with our weekly Family fun Fridays, where we provide a space for families to do arts and craŌs, play 
games, watch tv, etc. Our center is really a home away from home for many of our families.  
 



I’ve seen our family enrichment center evolve and transform to meet the needs and request of our 
community.  In our original co‐design model, we wanted to provide a space for parƟcipants to use tech 
and wi‐fi to purse entrepreneurial opportuniƟes. However, when it became evident that a large 
populaƟon of our community needed clothes and other items for the family, with a partner‐Foster Pride‐ 
we transformed that space into a community closet where families can shop for clothes, baby items, 
personal hygiene items and just about meet the needs of every family member.  Our center is keen on 
keeping our ears open to the needs of the community and aligning our co‐design model to meet those 
needs. 
 
Unfortunately, many Ɵmes our center has to implement much of our programming with very liƩle to no 
budget funds. Fortunately, we have found creaƟve ways to fundraise and partner with other 
organizaƟons that allow us to meet the needs and desires of the community members that we serve.  
I tesƟfy in favor of having Family Enrichment centers within at risk communiƟes as a model to help 
families thrive.  However, moving forward, I hope and request that this commiƩee can help us in 
receiving more funding to sponsor the offerings that help/will help the families within our community to 
conƟnue thriving. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Melissa Barber 



Eastside S.O.U.L. Family Enrichment Center  
 
 
My name is Natasha Ragin, resident of East Harlem. Community member who walked into 
Eastside S.O.U.L. in 2023 and introduced myself as a small business owner who wanted to give 
back to the community I was born and raised in. I presented an idea of teaching a cake 
decorating class and was welcomed to not just do the class but to also connect with like minded 
community members interested in learning. That was my first time learning of the Family 
Enrichment Centers Model, which to me is about community, inclusion and respect. 
 
 
I also had a family emergency with my daughter who came home from college and Jocelyn 
Caceres the Director at East Side SOUL stepped up and gave me the resources and help I so 
desperately needed. For the first time as a single parent I didn’t feel alone and helpless. My 
experience with the FEC has been life changing not just for me personally as a community 
member, single mom and small business owner but as now a year later as a PAC member on 
the counsel helping to make decisions in the space and help families and children with the 
resources needed in the trying time we are all living in right now. 
 
 
Eastside S.O.U.L Family Enrichment Center is exactly what East Harlem needs now and 
forever. Our youth are at risk and need a safe space to go to. Over the period of time being in 
the space I have facilitated not just cake classes but have also taken part in various community 
events such as a Women Empowerment event with Council Woman Diana Ayala, Mental Health 
Workshops, Dept of Health Information Series in addition to my small business being able to 
lead a 7 week Children culinary series called Rainbow Bites where I taught 20 kids ages 3 to 12 
from my community basic kitchen skills, cooking the fruits and vegetables of the rainbow as well 
as learning about entrepreneurship by having a lemonade sale with a real lemonade stand 
made by hand by Mr. Jose from the Mission Garden right next door to the FEC. Now if that 
doesn't show how we as a COMMUNITY can pull together and grow I don't know what will. 
 
 
Eastside SOUL has opened doors for me personally where I am now currently about to get my 
Quickbooks Certification thru Union Settlement, as well as made entrepreneur connections 
where I have established a partnership with another non for profit organization Friends of the 
Children of NYC in which I would have otherwise never come in contact with Family Enrichment 
Centers throughout NYC are very important for not just our communities but for our families and 
youth.  
 
 
Natasha Ragin, 53, East Harlem Resident, single parent, 28 year Fedex professional, small 
business owner, community member, Eastside SOUL Family Enrichment Center Community 
PAC Member. 
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