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Brookdale features Family Care Centers throughout Brooklyn.  
Locations include Flatbush Avenue, Bristol Street, Pennsylvania Avenue, 

New Lots Avenue, Linden Boulevard and Atlantic Avenue.  
Our doctors are waiting to serve you ... in your neighborhoods.  

Stay in Brooklyn.

Providing World-Class Healthcare in East Brooklyn
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s
mart, proficient 
women are a dy-
namic Brooklyn re-
source.

Community News 
Group and Courier Life 
Publications feel so 
strongly that our 
borough would 
be a lot less dis-
tinctive without 
their influence 
that we’ve dedi-
cated an entire 
publication to 
these pistons of 
power — for the 
sixth consecu-
tive year.

Our 2016 Women of Dis-
tinction magazine show-
cases 27 of our best and 
brightest female work-
ers and volunteers, nomi-

nated by their peers and 
selected by an indepen-
dent panel for distinguish-
ing themselves in their 
chosen fields. 

They represent women 
we see every day walking 

on our streets, 
shopping in our 
stores, and seated 
next to us on the 
bus or train. 

Some of them 
have conquered 
extraordinary ob-
stacles along their 
personal and pro-
fessional jour-
neys. 

Others have paved the 
way for future genera-
tions to succeed with con-
fidence. Yet all of them 
have demonstrated a com-

mitment to work, atten-
tion to duty, and love of 
community that has in-
spired, educated, healed, 
and uplifted Brooklyn in 
good and bad times.

They are making today 
and tomorrow better than 
yesterday, for all of us.

We hope that you enjoy 
this publication as much 
as we did compiling it, 
and consider it a token of 
our gratitude and appre-
ciation to our 2016 Women 
of Distinction, whose for-
midable contributions 
have placed Brooklyn on 
the map as a productive, 
resilient, friendly — and 
distinctive — place.

— Jennifer Goodstein, 
President and Publisher, 
Community News Group
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June 7, 2016 
 
 
 
 
Dear Friends: 
 
 It is a great pleasure to welcome everyone to the Sixth Annual Brooklyn’s Women of 
Distinction Gala Awards. 
 
 Tonight, the people of Brooklyn will come together to celebrate some of the hard-
working women who have distinguished themselves as leaders in their fields and made an 
important difference in their communities.  Thanks to their determination, intelligence, and 
willingness to innovate, this year’s honorees have been able to thrive, overcoming obstacles and 
meeting challenges head-on in their quest to succeed.  As we continue working to ensure that our 
city remains a place of possibility where everyone has a fair chance at achieving their dreams, 
regardless of their gender or background, Chirlane and I are proud to join in recognizing these 
outstanding women for their efforts to improve neighborhoods across Brooklyn and inspire the 
next generation of leaders. 
 
 On behalf of all New Yorkers, congratulations to the many outstanding women being 
honored this evening.  Please accept our best wishes for a wonderful event and continued 
success. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Bill de Blasio 
Mayor 
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CONGRATULATIONS 
DAWN SIMON 

AND ALL HONOREES 
 

2016 BROOKLYN WOMEN OF DISTINCTION 
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Regina andRiolo
Attorney and PR maven goes to the mat for boxing clients

By Tim Perrins

Attorney, public relations special-
ist, and community outreach 
expert Regina Andriolo is an 

expert in the medical, sports, and en-
tertainment industries, and her chari-
table work has made a real impact on 
many people. 

There’s a common thread through 
her diverse accomplishments.

“You really have to enjoy what you 
are doing in order to do it well,” says 
Andriolo,  a legal representative to 
professional boxers, managers, and 
promoters.  “Otherwise it’s not worth 
doing.”

Legendary boxing trainer Tommy 
Gallagher, who has known Andriolo 
since the days when very few women 
were involved in the sport, was 
knocked out by her knowledge.

“Gina understood fighters, un-
derstood all of the ins and outs of the 
business, and made sure they got the 
money they were entitled to,” he says. 
“She knew everything.”

In 1993 Russian-American boxer 
Sergei Artemiev was seriously in-
jured in a fight in Atlantic City. After 
surgeons removed a blood clot on his 
brain, he faced a difficult recovery and 
staggering medical bills, but Andriolo 

went to the mat for him, even though 
Artemiev wasn’t her client, says Gal-
lagher.

“We did a variety of fund-raising 
events both here in New York and down 
in Atlantic City to help offset his medi-
cal expenses, and he remains a friend 
to this day,” he says. “Gina put every-

thing together at no cost, she made the 
deals, she set up the auctions.”

Andriolo would move on to other 
industries, but she stayed connected 
to boxing, becoming the only female 
board member and officer of the Box-
ing Writers Association of America. 
As head of Andriolo Communications, 
she provided public relations support 
to athletes, artists, and entertainers, 
including The Village People, and Jef-
ferson Airplane, while serving as exec-
utive director of Liberty Health Foun-
dation. The philanthropic branch of 
the Jersey City Medical Center had an 
image problem, despite transforming 
itself into a top-notch facility, until the 
Woman of Distinction came along.

“It had been the old hospital up on 
the hill that looked like it was out of a 
Fritz Lang movie,” explains Andriolo, 
whose fund-raising, outreach, and pub-
lic relations work helped make it one of 
New Jersey’s top-ranked hospitals.

Andriolo’s accomplishments are 
not limited to her professional work. 
She and her husband adopted a baby 
boy from Azerbaijan in 2002, lead-
ing to her involvement with the Azer-
baijan Society of America, through 
which she has helped Azerbaijani-
Americans connect with their cul-

tural heritage. She also works with 
the Be Proud Foundation to organize 
food drives and send care packages to 
troops overseas. Her son, now 15, helps 
out as well. 

Her journey has been one of curios-
ity and self-fulfillment, she notes.

“I’ve always enjoyed what I’ve 
done,” says Andriolo. “Sometimes it 
hasn’t been a conscious choice, as one 
thing opened into another — if some-
thing presents itself and it looks like 
something you want to do, you should 
grab it.”

NeighBorhood: dyker Heights.

occupatioN: Attorney, fund-
raiser, special events consultant.

compaNy: liberty Health 
foundation.

claim to Fame: “i’m a woman 
involved in professional boxing.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
“Any place with a great view of the 
Verrazano Bridge and new york 
Harbor.”

WomaN i admire: “my mother, 
a professional working woman 
who juggled a family, a demanding 
job, and two houses. she set a 
great example, and guided and 
encouraged us to achieve our goals 
and dreams.”

motto: “when opportunity 
knocks, open the door!”
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anna BeckeR
There’s no business like show business to theater director

By ily GoyAnes 

This Woman of Distinction lives 
and breathes theater. 

Anna Becker is the current 
executive director of On Stage At 
Kingsborough Performing Arts 
Center, where she is responsible for 
booking dance, theatre, and music 
performances, as well as oversee-
ing operations, including financial, 
marketing, press, and audience ser-
vices.

Prior to her current gig, she 
founded a performance series in 
Westchester, which presented art-
ist discussions and productions in 
advance of their New York City pre-
mieres.

“We had a great following, and I 
am proud of having introduced the 
world of Off-Broadway and its out-
standing artists to Westchester au-
diences,” says Becker. “The series 
won a Best of Westchester Award 
early on, and this really propelled 
us.”

Becker was also honored with 
an award from the Barrow Group 
for her outstanding contribution to 
the arts. The accolade recognized 
Becker for her work in the the-
atre community, particularly as a 

funder and producer.
As a tried and true New Yorker 

— she left for a few years as a young 
adult, but came running back — 
and a theater buff, it is no wonder 
that Becker loves Babs so much. 

“Of course I admire Barbra Stre-
isand because she is a multi-tal-
ented, entirely gifted performer,” 
she says. “But I also admire that she 
has always been uniquely herself, 
even before doing so was accepted 
for a young entertainer.”

Streisand redefined beauty while 
daring to show her comedy chops, 
in a combination that was not main-
stream in her day, says Becker.

“We can thank her for showing 
that someone can be talented, beau-
tiful, and a character!” she says.

There isn’t a single soul who 
could imagine Becker working in 
any other field. 

“I am passionate about the inter-
national arts scene, which is part of 
what I love about my current posi-
tion,” Becker explains. “We present 
Russian ballet companies, Spanish 
f lamenco artists, British children’s 
theatre, Irish music, and so forth.”

Even her dream gig involves art.
“I think it would be enormously 

satisfying to be an arts ambassador 
in a foreign country,” she says.

Becker’s friend Stacy Topalian 
says the honoree is dedicated pas-
sionately to bringing world-class 
artists to perform at On Stage at 

Kingsborough.
“Anna has created a sensational 

experience for arts lovers in South-
ern Brooklyn,” she says. “And con-
sistently selects the most outstand-
ing talent from the world of music, 
dance, cabaret, and theatre that au-
diences adore.”

The work is self-fulfilling.
“I love bringing artists that are 

masters of their form to On Stage At 
Kingsborough, and I am thrilled to 
see and hear the reactions from our 
audience when we do,” Becker says.

NeighBorhood: Bay ridge. 

occupatioN: executive 
director of the Performing Arts 
center. 

compaNy: on stage At 
kingsborough. 

claim to Fame: “Bringing 
world-class performing artists to 
southern Brooklyn.” 

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
shore road Promenade. 

WomaN i admire: “the 
original Brooklyn gal, Barbra 
streisand, for her immense 
talent, her humor, and for 
breaking through barriers on and 
off the stage and screen.” 

motto: “logic will get you from 
A to B. imagination will take you 
everywhere.”  — Albert einstein
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Regina andRiolo

To an 

incRedible 

Woman 

foR an 
incRedible 

accomplishmenT

boxing 
Writers 

association 

of america
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nancy colt
Raising funds in the fight against cancer

By ily GoyAnes

When you work for the Ameri-
can Cancer Society, you’re 
basically a philanthropist 24-

7. To prove it, let’s take a look at how 
Nancy Colt describes her job. 

“I manage the American Cancer 
Society’s Relay For Life portfolio 
in New York City,” she says. “This 
year we will hold close to 30 events 
all around the city, and our goal is 
to raise close to $2 million to fuel 
our mission.”

The American Cancer Society’s 
Relay For Life initiative focuses on 
fund-raising events at the grass-
roots level.

“Relay For Life brings communi-
ties together to support our family 
members, neighbors, and friends in 
the fight against cancer,” says Colt.

The Woman of Distinction 
works with businesses, companies, 
schools, organizations, individuals, 
and anyone else who has an interest 
in the fight against cancer to raise 
money to fund the American Cancer 
Society’s research programs and to 
offer support help to patients, survi-
vors, caregivers, and families who 
are affected by the disease.

Many people volunteer their 

time to this cause — a self less act 
that Colt truly admires — and her 
favorite part of the job is the hard 
work and self lessness of the volun-
teers. 

As much as she admires the al-
truism, Colt wasn’t always plan-
ning to dedicate herself to such a 

cause. She attended the University 
of Vermont as a fashion major be-
fore changing to economics. She 
might have changed her mind about 
what career to pursue, but she knew 
one thing for sure — she belonged 
in New York. 

“I have lived in New York since 
I graduated from college 30 years 
ago,” she says. “It was the only place 
I wanted to be.”

And she adores Brooklyn. 
“I think it’s all about the differ-

ent neighborhoods, and that fact 
that we are such a melting pot,” 
she says. “As far as I’m concerned 
Brooklyn is the center of the uni-
verse.”

Colt is married to her college 
sweetheart, Michael Colt, and she 
has two children, Sophie, 21, and 
Charlie, 19. The family loves going 
to Brooklyn Bridge Park. 

“It’s right on the water overlook-
ing Manhattan,” says Colt. “Last 
year we were in a bocce ball league, 
and played every Thursday night 
during the spring — it was so much 
fun, and the views can’t be beat!”

So is this born-in-Jersey-girl a 
true borough convert? Joe Gillette, 
who nominated Colt for this acco-

lade, had this to say:
“When you are born in Brooklyn, 

you identify with the neighborhood 
where you grew up, but Nancy grew 
up in Jersey and became a Brook-
lyn girl,” he says. “Void of that al-
legiance most of us Brooklynites 
have to our neighborhoods, Nancy 
has been able to equally embrace 
all of Brooklyn, and that trait is re-
f lected in her work with the Amer-
ican Cancer Society and how she 
has performed outreach for those 
in need in every corner of our great 
borough.” 

NeighBorhood: Brooklyn 
Heights.

occupatioN: income 
development and community 
engagement.

compaNy: American cancer 
society.

claim to Fame: “i make the 
best sticky buns from scratch!”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
the bocce ball court at Brooklyn 
Bridge Park.

WomaN i admire: “my mom 
Joan Greene because she helped 
blaze the trail for today’s women 
who have families and successful 
careers.”

motto: “don’t ask for 
permission; beg for forgiveness.”
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We are so proud of all that you do!
For all that you do for the kids at Tiny Tots Express Inc. and for all of us, we have never met 

two more deserving people of such a wonderful award.

Love, 
Dennis, Michele, Sean, Greg, Antonia, Anthony, AJ, Victoria, Elizabeth, Isabella, Meaghan, and Natalia

Congratulations! 
Diane Marino & Nancy Falco 

aka 
“Mema” and “Neenie”
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dR. SyBil deVeaux
College educator passionate about students’ success
By ily GoyAnes

Jamaican-born college professor 
Dr. Sybil DeVeaux has called New 
York home for the past 45 years. 

The lecturer at Empire State College 
(State University of New York) has 
quite an impressive curriculum vi-
tae, particularly in her educational 
achievements.

In high school in Jamaica, De-
Veaux earned a general certificate of 
education with distinction in English 
from prestigious Cambridge Univer-
sity, then went on to attend teacher’s 
college at Mico University College, 
also in her home country. From there 
she earned her bachelors of arts in 
business and education at Baruch 
College in New York, a master of arts 
in urban studies and political science 
at Brooklyn College, and a doctorate 
in business leadership management 
at the University of Phoenix.

The Woman of Distinction — a be-
loved professor — now teaches busi-
ness, management, economics, and 
introduction to statistics, but her life 
hasn’t only been one of hiding behind 
a book. 

One of her claims to fame, partici-
pating in a leadership conference in 
South Korea and visiting the Free-

dom Bridge, is more of a traumatic 
memory than a cherished one. 

“This bridge is notable because it 
marks the demilitarized zone, which 
prevents human traffic between 
North and South Korea,” she said. 
“While on a day tour, I was almost 
shot while attempting to snap pic-

tures of North Korean soldiers.”
DeVeaux finds her work at Empire 

State College as adrenaline-boosting.
“I always love the beginning of 

each term because students are usu-
ally tentative about approaching the 
studies I teach,” she shares. “Statis-
tics is the most fun because I hear sto-
ries about how many times students 
have failed the study, yet after two or 
three weeks, their perspective is com-
pletely changed.”

That passion is why some of her 
students have called her their best 
teacher.

Although she’s a New Yorker 
through and through, DeVeaux 
doesn’t forget her Jamaican roots. 
She has funded two scholarships — 
one that benefits a student from her 
high school in Jamaica, and one that 
benefits a student of Jamaican de-
scent in Florida. She’s also held sev-
eral fund-raisers for various schools 
in Jamaica.

Her educational philanthropy isn’t 
only institutional, it’s personal.

“I am also very dedicated to my 
students, for whom I try to pro-
vide texts just to mitigate their ex-
penses,” says DeVeaux in another 
example of her dedication to the 

next generation.
The Woman of Distinction’s own 

life has been marked by the sacrifices 
of others. She was adopted by her 
Aunt Ivy when she was only 3 months 
old and she recalls her aunt giving up 
a lot to give her an ideal life, while 
making education a top priority.

Matt Sanders, who nominated De-
Veaux for this plaudit, says the hon-
oree has many positive qualities, but 
one stands out above the rest.

“I would single out Sybil’s com-
passion,” he says. “She cares deeply 
for her students, giving of her time, 
so that each one has the chance to 
achieve his or her dream and the 
higher education they always de-
sired.” 

NeighBorhood: canarsie.

occupatioN: college professor.

compaNy: empire state college 
(sUny).

claim to Fame: “Visiting the 
freedom Bridge, and doing a 
television commercial.”

Favorite BrooklyN place:  
empire state college — “a 
wonderful place to work.”

WomaN i admire: “my late aunt, 
ivy Adore Hazle. she raised me!”

motto: “share your knowledge. 
the more you share, the smarter 
you become.”
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audRey dooRn
Lions Club volunteer excels in helping others

By ily GoyAnes

Audrey Doorn works in manage-
ment, but it is her volunteer work 
that makes her a real standout. 

Doorn volunteers extensively for 
Lions Club International, a non-reli-
gious, non-political service organiza-
tion. As a member, she contributes to 
society in a number of ways. Doorn 
helps feed the homeless population 
and also performs three annual visits 
to battered women’s shelters, where 
she and other Lions members distrib-
ute personal items to the women and 
children, and assist the women with 
resume-writing and other job-seeking 
skills, such as how to dress for suc-
cess. 

Doorn also encourages the youth 
arm of the Club to engage in commu-
nity service, debates, and career day 
events. 

“I would definitely be a coordinator 
of a 24-hour program for underprivi-
leged children, where they will be fed, 
clothed, have possible medical atten-
tion, be able to play games and enjoy 
all the possible care that could be pro-
vided in 24 hours,” says Doorn about 
her dream position. “Children are in-
nocent and do not deserve to be born 
into certain circumstances.”

Lorraine Wade, who serves with 
Doorn in the Lions Club and nomi-
nated her for this award, first became 
aware of her positive energy back in 
their home country of Guyana, where 
Doorn was a professional basketball 
player. She’s a natural Woman of Dis-
tinction, adds Wade.

“Audrey’s the first person who came 
to mind,” she shares. “Community ser-
vice, sports, fashion, finance. I admire 
her, I don’t know if she knows.”

Doorn’s drive for helping other peo-
ple also impresses Wade.

“Audrey wants to see young people 
do well, excel, is good at identifying a 
quality that has potential, she is good 
at motivating people and finding ways 
to get things done.”

Doorn is also quite good at interact-
ing with others. 

“My favorite part of my job is cus-
tomer relations and learning about 
the culture of the diverse nationalities 
that pass through our business,” she 
says.

Diversity is a very important factor 
to Doorn, and one of the reasons she 
loves Brooklyn. 

“In my travels as a Lion, Brooklyn 
is one of the most diverse communi-
ties,” she says. “I was privileged to in-
teract with many cultures right here.”

But the diverse population isn’t the 
only reason she loves the borough. 

“The Brooklyn Bridge is one of the 
most beautiful places for a long walk 
when the weather is good, and pro-
vides for a great view in the evening 
when driving on it,” Doorn says.

As accomplished as Doorn is, the 
former professional basketball player, 
finance manager, fashion  plate, and 
volunteer extraordinaire gives all the 
credit to her mother, Cecily Evadney 
Doorn. 

“She lived her life for family and 
was her husband’s and children’s 
biggest fan, cheerleader, guide, and 
source of support,” explains Doorn. 
“Even under the toughest of circum-
stances, she managed to say she was 
fine and mustered a smile to try to as-
sure us of that.”

So that explains why Doorn has 
been successful in a variety of indus-
tries, but why all the volunteer work? 

“There is a direct line from my 
heart to my actions,” she says.

NeighBorhood: east flatbush.

occupatioN: manager.

compaNy: Alex Air BnB and lions 
club international.

claim to Fame: “my community 
service.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Brooklyn Bridge. 

WomaN i admire: “Actress 
cicely tyson, who is a perfect 
example of not letting a little detour 
in the road hamper the journey to 
success.”

motto: “Bridge experience with 
energy.”
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Pamela eSPoSito-ameRy
Amazing lady informs women about the signs of ovarian cancer

By DAnielle sullivAn

Tell every amazing lady about ovar-
ian cancer. 

The message became a mis-
sion for Park Slope resident Pamela 
Esposito-Amery after her sister, Lou-
isa McGregor, died in 2011, following 
a four-year battle with the disease that 
went undetected at first. 

“Louisa had signs and symptoms 
for a very long time, and visited vari-
ous doctors, but was not diagnosed un-
til she was at a late stage because there 
is no screening test for ovarian cancer,” 
says Esposito-Amery. 

When McGregor was released from 
the hospital, the sisters searched for a 
sponsored walk, but were surprised to 
learn none existed for ovarian cancer. 
They decided to create their own — and 
then some. They formed the Tell Every 
Amazing Lady About Ovarian Cancer, 
Louisa M. McGregor Ovarian Cancer 
Foundation to promote awareness and 
education of the signs, symptoms and 
risk factors, and offer support to survi-
vors while raising funds for research to 
find a cure. 

“We set out to make a lot of noise in 
Brooklyn,” says Esposito-Amery. 

Eight years later, TEAL has raised 
money for research nationwide, funded 

research at some of the country’s most 
prestigious hospitals and institutions, 
and partnered with the New York Mets 
for the annual Ovarian Cancer Aware-
ness Day at Citi Field. The TEAL Walk 
and Run Program has expanded across 
the country, the organization enjoys a 
global presence, and board members, 

survivors, staff and loyal supporters 
were invited to open the NASDAQ Stock 
Market for Ovarian Cancer Awareness 
Month in September.

The successes are largely due to the 
Woman of Distinction, says board trea-
surer Gina Pappalardo-DeFillippo.

“Pamela’s passion to bring educa-
tion and awareness of this deadly dis-
ease is what drives her every day,” she 
says. “I know Louisa would be proud of 
how far she has taken — and will take 
— TEAL.”

Esposito-Amery, who gave up a suc-
cessful career to work full time at the 
organization, is excited about the fu-
ture.

“Great research is coming out and 
exciting things happening,”  she says. 
“But for now recognizing signs and 
symptoms is vital.”

There is no definitive screening test 
for ovarian cancer and no official diag-
nosis until surgery. A pap smear does 
not test for the disease, but a trans-vagi-
nal ultrasound and a pelvic-rectal exam 
can help yield red flags. Symptoms are 
vague and subtle, including back pain, 
fatigue, indigestion, and bloating, mak-
ing a visit to the doctor imperative if 
unusual changes last for more than two 
weeks, says Esposito-Amery.

“Listen to your body,” she says. “Be 
persistent and if you are not happy with 
a doctor, get a second opinion.”

Grassroots help is available at the 
new community center Esposito-Amery 
and her team opened last year to reach 
more people through workshops and 
other outreach.

“Now anyone can walk through our 
doors and get support,” she says.

Their challenging stories of pain 
and suffering are familiar to the hon-
oree.

“I’ve developed a thick skin and can 
relate to family members on their level 
because I went through it with Louisa,” 
she says.

NeighBorhood: Park slope.

occupatioN: chief executive 
officer and co-founder.

compaNy: tell every Amazing 
lady About ovarian cancer, louisa 
m. mcGregor ovarian cancer 
foundation.

claim to Fame: “raising 
awareness about ovarian cancer.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Prospect Park.

WomaN i admire: “comedian 
ellen deGeneres for reminding us to 
be kind to one another, and to dance 
and laugh every day.”

motto: “if you’re not excited about 
it, it’s not the right path.”
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Bay Ridge Medical Imaging
Visit us at brmi.org

BRMI Boro Park
3802 14th Avenue

Brooklyn, NY 11218

BRMI 76th Street
7601 4th Avenue

Brooklyn, NY 11209

BRMI Narrows
9920 4th Avenue

Brooklyn, NY 11209

BRMI 5th Avenue
9020 5th Avenue

Brooklyn, NY 11209

BRMI Dyker Heights
7117 13th Avenue

Brooklyn, NY 11228

BRMI Midwood
1220 Avenue P

Brooklyn, NY 11229

We would like to Congratulate
All this years Honorees

Who have Devoted 
Their Time and Energy 

To improve the Lives of Others 
Throughout Brooklyn

From the Doctors & Staff of

Bay Ridge Medical Imaging

CONGRATULATIONS 

Nancy Colt 
on being recognized as a 

Woman of Distinction 
 

This honor comes as no surprise to those 
who know you and to those whose lives 

you have touched. 

Brooklyn is a better place since this 
Jersey Girl crossed the river. 

 
Wishing you all the best, 
all the days of your life, 

Joe Gillette 

The
Essential Plan
• Monthly premiums are either $0 or
  $20 a month based on income

• Low out-of-pocket costs with no deductible
  - the plan starts paying for your health care 
  right away

• Free preventive care like checkups 
  and screenings

1-888-FIDELIS
fideliscare.org

To learn more about applying for health insurance including Child Health
Plus and Medicaid through NY State of Health, the Official Health Plan
Marketplace, visit www.nystateofhealth.ny.gov or call 1-855-355-5777.

Offered by Fidelis Care and available through
NY State of Health: The Official Health Plan Marketplace

Questions? Call 1-888-FIDELIS for more information or
to meet with a Fidelis Care Health Benefit Representative.

Comprehensive Coverage:

Doctors and Hospitals Close to Home:

How do I Qualify?

Enroll ALL YEAR LONG!
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nancy Falco & diane maRino
Sisters’ day care has offered pre-K for all for 30 years 

By shniekA Johnson

sisters Nancy Falco and 
Diane Marino have been 
dedicated to providing 

the highest quality services 
for Brooklyn children and 
families for more than 30 
years.

Their Marine Park pre-
school, Tiny Tots Express, 
demonstrates success in 
clear and measurable ways 
through educating and car-
ing for kids of all ages. Estab-
lished in 1985, the school has 
highly trained, licensed, cer-
tified teachers, and is part of 
the Department of Education’s Univer-
sal pre-K program.

“With pre-K for all now established 
by Mayor DeBlasio, it is important to 
have good quality preschools in Brook-
lyn,” says Falco, who also teaches in the 
Education Department at St. Francis 
College.

It’s “a blessing” to come to the office 
everyday, adds Marino.

“First, to watch the excitement in the 
children’s eyes when they learn some-
thing makes it all worth it; second, the 
women that work with me because I 
have the best staff anyone could ask for; 

and finally, knowing that parents have 
entrusted us with their most precious 
commodity — their child,” she says.

It’s a happy, productive environment, 
remarks Marino.

“I love what I do because I love nur-
turing young minds,” she says. “I have 
an added blessing of working side by 
side with my sister, and having our chil-
dren and now my grandchildren at work 
with me each day.”

Fellow educators admire their com-
mitment to their community and the 
next generation.

“Nancy and Diane are two of the most 

kind, good-hearted, generous, 
and hard-working individuals 
I have had the opportunity to 
work with in my professional 
career,” said Robert Oliva, di-
rector of special events at St. 
Francis College.

Oliva met the dynamic duo 
when he worked at Xaverian 
High School, where their sons 
were students. 

“They were always the first 
to volunteer for our fund-rais-
ing efforts, and I could always 
count on them,” he says.

Falco and Marino remained 
involved with the school after 

their sons graduated. They also contin-
ued their relationship with Oliva, em-
ploying students from St. Francis Col-
lege as teachers, assistants, and mentors 
at Tiny Tots Express.

“They do an incredible job educat-
ing young people in Brooklyn, but more 
importantly they are role models for the 
students of St. Francis College,” Oliva 
says. “I was not surprised when I found 
out they were named Women of Distinc-
tion.”

Brooklyn couldn’t ask for better am-
bassadors, he notes.

“Diane and Nancy are loving, caring, 

give back to the community, and consis-
tently make a difference in the lives of 
others,” Oliva claims.

Name: diane marino

NeighBorhood: marine Park.

occupatioN: executive director.

compaNy: tiny tot express.

claim to Fame: “Being married to 
an amazing man for almost 40 years, 
being mother to two outstanding 
children, and ‘mema’ to five beautiful 
granddaughters.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
coney island.

WomaN i admire: “mother teresa, 
who said, ‘do small things with great 
joy.’ ”

motto: “faith, family, and friends.”

Name: nancy falco.

NeighBorhood: marine Park.

occupatioN: educational director.

compaNy: tiny tot express.

claim to Fame: “Having a 
successful day care and Universal 
pre-k school for more than 31 years.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
marine Park.

WomaN i admire: “my fellow 
honoree, partner, and sister diane 
marino, who has always been there 
for me, my family, and everyone 
around her.”

motto: “enjoy and treasure the 
little things in life.”
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lenoRe FRiedman
Senior center director gives members home away from home

By ily GoyAnes

Born and raised in Brooklyn, Lenore 
Friedman has worn many hats in 
her life. Daughter, wife, mother, 

grandmother, friend. 
But to many she is known as the 

person who runs two of the best senior 
centers in town at the Senior Citizens 
League of Flatbush, where she is the ex-
ecutive director of the Senior Citizen’s 
League of Flatbush, and the Senior Cit-
izen’s League of Flatbush, Midwood 
Branch. 

No matter who you speak with about 
Friedman, certain adjectives come up 
again and again. She is described as 
warm, caring, giving, and an incredible 
organizer — the key trait that makes her 
so good at her life’s work.

Friedman and her staff provide se-
nior center members with an abun-
dance of activities, all of which they 
plan and execute. Whether it’s exer-
cise classes, music programs, discus-
sion groups, karaoke sessions, weekly 
talent shows, English for Speakers of 
Other Languages classes, bridge and 
mahjong groups, serving daily lunches 
and homebound and weekend meals, as 
well as welcoming autistic adults four 
days a week to help out around the cen-
ters, Friedman’s passion and dedication 

result in her members leading rich and 
fulfilling lives in their golden years. 

Some might think that planning all 
those activities is an insurmountable 
task, but Friedman says it is the favorite 
part of her job. 

“Along with the warm socialization,” 
she adds.

Interaction between herself and her 
members is definitely a key part of both 
her life and that of the seniors she works 

with and for.
“It has been an amazing experience 

to watch the members evolve and grow 
over the past 40-plus years,” says the 
Woman of Distinction. “I am constantly 
inspired and amazed by their energy, in-
tellectualism, and desire to engage the 
world.”

Aside from all the time and energy 
she puts into improving the quality of 
life for her members, Friedman has also 
spent her life being heavily involved in 
the community, including acting as pres-
ident of a parent-teacher association and 
co-chairing her high-school reunion. 

Active members Pearl Rubin and 
Marilyn Batchelor both expressed ad-
miration at Friedman’s level of involve-
ment.

“Lenore will always come to your 
aid when you have a problem and try to 
straighten it out,” says Batchelor. “She 
takes interest in you personally, and 
takes time to talk to you every day.”

Rubin adds: “I know Lenore for 34 
years. Marvelous human being. Knows 
each person by name. Whatever she 
does is better than excellent. Better than 
marvelous.”

No director works harder than Fried-
man, claims William “David” Binn, who 
nominated her for this award.

“Lenore gives seniors a home away 
from home and gives the best party 
you’ll ever have,” he says.

The two centers she runs are a source 
of comfort and joy for Friedman.

“Because of the seniors’ warmth and 
appreciation, and the loving dynamic 
between our staff and our members, the 
centers are my home away from home,” 
she shares. “I truly look forward to go-
ing to work every day. It has been an 
amazing experience to watch the thou-
sands of members I’ve met evolve and 
grow during the last 40-plus years.”

NeighBorhood: flatbush and 
midwood.

occupatioN: executive director.

compaNy: senior citizens league 
of flatbush. 

claim to Fame: “making our 
centers a warm and welcoming 
home to people of all backgrounds, 
races, and religions so that they feel 
a part of our ‘one family,’ as well as 
our memorable, awesome parties 
and special events (according to our 
members)!” 

Favorite BrooklyN place: my 
two wonderful centers. 

WomaN i admire: “eleanor 
roosevelt because she was one of the 
most influential American women of 
the 20th century.”

motto: “treat your family like 
friends and your friends like family.”
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Bonnii gaRgano
Dance teacher instills confidence in children through movement

By DAnielle sullivAn

A peek into Bonnii Gargano’s 
dance studio on any given day 
might provide a snapshot into 

the legacy she has created in Brook-
lyn: “Sit still. Sit tall,” a mother might 
tell her daughter as she prepares for 
her first class. Many moms have al-
ready been students of Miss Bonnii 
themselves, and they know the drill.

“Dance is everything,” says Gar-
gano, co-owner of Bonnii and Cathy’s 
Dance Showcase in Canarsie. “Dance 
gives children inner confidence that 
they cannot get anywhere else. Then 
they learn that they can do any-
thing.”

As a child, she always loved to 
dance and her mother would take her 
to all the local television studios to 
perform live. 

“We’d go from Channel 2 to Chan-
nel 7 to Channel 11,” Gargano says. 

When she was 13 years old, her fa-
ther created a dance studio for her in 
the family’s basement, complete with 
a raised wood dance floor. Gargano be-
gan taking neighborhood children as 
students, foreshadowing what would 
become a lifelong vocation.

Although known as one of the best 
dancers in her corner of Brooklyn, 

an audition at the High School of Per-
forming Arts (now the Fiorello La-
Guardia High School) in Manhattan 
left her flustered. Gargano realized 
she was unprepared for the stiff com-
petition, but used her learning curve 

later to benefit her students.
“I promised myself I would always 

have my students ready,” she says. “I 
never want any of our kids to feel ill 
prepared.”

After high school Gargano danced 
on stage at Carnegie Hall, accom-
panied by the New York Philhar-
monic Orchestra under the direc-
tion of Leonard Bernstein. Soon she 
met her future husband, Frank, and 
they had two boys. While married life 
and motherhood were wonderful, she 
felt that something was missing. In 
a near repeat of history, Frank soon 
converted their two-car garage into 
a dance studio and Gargano began 
teaching students once again. 

In 1990 she joined forces with long-
time friend and fellow dance instruc-
tor Cathy Consalvas to open Bonnii 
and Cathy’s Dance Showcase. Twenty-
five years later, “Miss Bonnii” con-
tinues to bring joy and confidence to 
aspiring dancers, at least 10 of whom 
have opened their own studios, while 
several others have danced on Broad-
way.

The Woman of Distinction is a 
champion for parents, too, claims Si-
mone Henry, mom to 14-year-old Ame-
lia and 10 -year-old Kenya. Henry met 

Gargano 11 years ago, after the girls’ 
father passed away, and helped to 
bring peace to the devastated family.

“I became a single mom and Bon-
nii gave me the outlet to continue to 
keep going and get the best out of life 
for my girls,” says Henry. “I don’t 
know where I would be if I didn’t meet 
her.”

Her accomplishments are grounded 
in the joys of dancing, claims our hon-
oree.

“I love how the children look when 
they are gliding through space and 
enjoying the movement,” says Gar-
gano. “Dance helps kids blossom and 
become more than they can be with-
out it — I love that and I give them all I 
have from the bottom of my heart.”

NeighBorhood: canarsie.

occupatioN: dance teacher and 
owner.

compaNy: Bonnii and cathy’s 
dance showcase.

claim to Fame: “instilling 
confidence and a love for dance in 
children.” 

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
my studio.

WomaN i admire: “my mother, 
she was amazing, i could not 
admire anyone more.” 

motto: “Have integrity and 
respect for others.”
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lynn HaRRiS
Writer uses humor to bring light to inequality

By shniekA Johnson

humanity belongs to everyone, 
claims Lynn Harris, vice pres-
ident of communications at 

Breakthrough, an organization fo-
cusing on global human rights and 
preventing violence against women. 

“Today, people get it — not all 
people, but enough people,” she says, 
adding gender-based violence and in-
equality, and their intersections with 
LGBT issues, race, class, and more, 
are understood not as personal prob-
lems, but as society’s problems. And 
as urgent.

Harris spent the first 20 years of 
her career as a writer, author, jour-
nalist, and comedian, trying to find 
mainstream, accessible ways to push 
for gender equality and other visions 
for social justice and human rights 
before blazing new trails at Break-
through, where she has worked for 
the past five years with a staff of 
bright juniors who keep her coming 
back for more.

“Don’t believe anything anyone 
says about young people being lazy 
and apathetic,” Harris says. “They 
are so insightful and dedicated and 
creative and passionate about hu-
man rights and social justice — they 

school me every day!”
The Woman of Distinction, who 

writes about gender, culture and so-
cial justice issues, is also co-creator 
of Breakup Girl, a character that 
counteracts cliches that only women 

talk about relationships. The website 
houses comics of the character and 
an advice column. 

Fans say Harris’s integrity is re-
freshing and infectious.

“Lynn’s just not going to take any-
thing lying down, but it’s the way she 
delivers her righteous indignation 
that’s so scrumptious,” says her friend 
Amy Keshysian. “She can make you 
laugh at yourself, while owning that 
what you just said was so wrong — 
you want to thank her for setting you 
straight.”

The pair became friends in 1991, 
after a friend arranged a meeting.

“I wanted to get into magazine 
writing, and Lynn was honest, kind, 
encouraging, and helpful,” says Kes-
hysian. “I can’t think of a more dis-
tinctive woman than her.” 

Harris’s unique talent for blend-
ing humor and advocacy — she is cur-
rently busy forming a youth program 
she calls “Gold: Comedy for Girls” 
— keeps her abreast of modern-day 
trends and their relevance in our so-
ciety, while striking a chord with peo-
ple about personal feelings and con-
troversial issues.

“I’m especially drawn to the use 
of pop culture and humor for social 

change, that’s always what’s guided 
and inspired me,” she says. “Pop 
culture and humor reflect societal 
norms and they are powerful tools 
for changing those societal norms be-
cause they reach so many people, and 
challenge them from a pretty friendly 
and accessible place to think in new 
ways.”

NeighBorhood: Park slope.

occupatioN: Vice-President of 
communications.

compaNy: Breakthrough.

claim to Fame: “Being funny. 
not just a hardy-har-har jokester, 
but someone who can use humor 
not to make light of challenging 
issues, but to help make sense of 
them.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
coney island. “Gritty, shiny, 
diverse, beautiful.” 

WomaN i admire: “dolly 
Parton. she is a remarkable 
musician and a hilarious wit. no 
matter how funny and exaggerated 
her persona, she is authentically 
serious about and dedicated to the 
most important things. she stands 
for equality and opportunity for 
everyone. that’s why i went to 
dollywood for my 40th birthday. 
someone please bring her to 
celebrate Brooklyn!”

motto: “lean in? meh. Jump in.”
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lauRa glazieR-SmitH
Kingsborough grad returns to provide for students, alum
By DAnielle sullivAn

little did Laura Glazier-Smith know 
as a student at Kingsborough Com-
munity College that she would re-

turn to her alma mater someday as di-
rector of the alumni department.

After graduating high school at age 
16, she enrolled at Brooklyn College be-
fore deciding at the last minute to at-
tend Kingsborough.

“I’m so glad I did because Kings-
borough helped build the confidence I 
needed to pursue a four-year degree,” 
says Glazier-Smith.

After graduating with an associate’s 
degree, she pursued her bachelor’s de-
gree at Baruch in mathematics, and 
later her master of business adminis-
tration in organizational effectiveness 
and human resources management. Af-
ter working as an actuary and pension 
consultant in Manhattan for 20 years, 
the Woman of Distinction came home 
to her Brooklyn roots — and to Kings-
borough, the place she first began her 
post-secondary education.

Fellow alum Ellen Zucker says she 
met Glazier-Smith while trying to ob-
tain a beach pass. Zucker had come 
back to Brooklyn to care for her aging 
mother and says that Glazier-Smith’s 
kindness and help during that time was 

immediately striking. 
“Laura’s an incredible person,” says 

Zucker. “She’s just such a happy, genu-
ine person, amazingly organized, car-
ing, devoted and passionate.”

Glazier-Smith says she was more 
than happy to help a Kingsborough sis-
ter.

“Ellen was very thankful that we 

had open arms in welcoming her back,” 
she says. “She had very fond memories 
of Kingsborough, and strong connec-
tions to classmates, so she was very 
happy to reconnect.” 

Not surprisingly, this is what Gla-
zier-Smith enjoys most about her new 
job. 

“I love meeting people, both alumni 
and students,” she says. “I hadn’t an-
ticipated this when I took the job, that 
I would be meeting so many wonderful 
alums and hearing their success sto-
ries — like me, they have a deep appre-
ciation of Kingsborough.”

The majority of Kingsborough stu-
dents are driven and they love school, 
and she is lucky to have the opportunity 
to give back to the community that helped 
form her career, says the honoree.

In addition to providing help to 
alumni, Glazier-Smith helps raise 
money for student scholarships, includ-
ing smaller-scale needs, such as books 
and transportation. 

“You may think these costs may 
be minimal, but they matter greatly 
and can make a difference whether a 
student can get to school and pass the 
class,” she states.

Another aspect of her job that Gla-
zier-Smith thoroughly enjoys is arrang-

ing speaking engagements for alumni 
to come back and share their success 
stories. Several Kingsborough gradu-
ates hold master’s degrees and doctor-
ates, and they encourage the current 
students to strive for the very best after 
graduation. 

“The speeches from the alumni in-
spire each current student to be the 
very best he or she can be,” she notes.

Glazier-Smith inspires all the peo-
ple she meets at Kingsborough Com-
munity College, whether they’re past 
or present students, claims Zucker.

“Laura is like an angel because 
she is a true people person, and a role 
model for me to be a better person my-
self,” she says.

NeighBorhood: sheepshead 
Bay.

occupatioN: director of Alumni 
relations.

compaNy: kingsborough 
community college.

claim to Fame: “Helping the 
kingsborough community thrive.”

Favorite place: “on my boat, 
in the ocean, in Jamaica Bay, which 
overlooks kingsborough.”

WomaN i admire: “my sister 
because she has raised five children, 
and they are all phenomenal, 
fabulous people.”

motto: “love what you do.”
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natalie iSikli
Graphic designer brings restaurant into the modern age

By Tim Perrins

natalie Isikli has a deep affec-
tion for Sahara restaurant, and 
it’s not just because it’s a place 

where people from all over the world 
come together, or because, as she likes 
to say, “It is the mother of all Turkish 
restaurants in New York City.” It’s be-
cause she’s become a part of the Sa-
hara family.

Since 1996 Isikli has been the Gra-
vesend restaurant’s graphic designer 
and web guru, and in 1997 she mar-
ried John Isikli, who owns the dining 
establishment with his mother Sahi-
nda. 

“His family welcomed me with 
open arms to the operation,” she 
says. 

Isikli was given freedom to apply 
her skills as an artist and graphic de-
signer to enhance the haven of Turk-
ish cuisine, and she gave the place 
an online presence long before it was 
commonplace. But more than that, 
Isikli and husband began to develop 
a vision for the place, building on the 
ideas of his late father, Yaaya, who 
opened the restaurant in 1986. As she 
sees it, Sahara serves Turkish food, 
but “it has a Mediterranean-getaway 
atmosphere, where anyone can feel 

comfortable and at home,” adding, 
“That was Yaaya’s vision originally.”

When she came on board, Sahara 
was a small place, but in the years 
since then it has grown by leaps and 
bounds, and expanded many times 
over. Isikli, who studied graphic art, 
psychology and web design at the 
School of Visual Art and Long Island 

University, has left her mark on the 
colorful, inviting rooms, which are 
adorned with many of her own art-
works. Between this and her shaping 
of marketing materials and bring-
ing online-ordering to eager custom-
ers, it’s evident that Isikli has done a 
great deal to help in Sahara’s contin-
ued success.

Limor Ziarno, a friend and her-
self a 2015 Women of Distinction, is 
amazed by what Isikli has done for 
Sahara. 

“Natalie brought Sahara into the 
modern age,” Ziarno says.

Isikli remains modest about her 
contributions, preferring to empha-
size the work of others, like Sahinda, 
who is on-site daily. 

“She is a woman of distinction,” 
Isikli asserts.

Her work anchored in respect for 
the legacy of the renowned eatery. 

“It’s very important for me to 
maintain the art and the image, and 
the legend that Yaaya created,” she 
says.

Art is the spice that lifts the spiri-
tual palate, Isikli claims.

“My art is created with a strong 
sense of love and unity,” she says. 
“I’ve always believed that everyone is 

a treasure and everyone is a creative 
soul.”

Isikli finds that much of her work 
at the restaurant these days is main-
tenance, which leaves her more time 
for her own art. 

“I’m ready to work on my own self 
expression and empowerment as an 
artist,” she says.

The Woman of Distinction has be-
gun holding art workshops for women 
so they can empower and express 
themselves.

“It is a beautiful program for 
women, who I believe are the real su-
per-power of the world,” Isikli claims.

NeighBorhood: Gravesend.

occupatioN: Graphic, web 
designer, and spiritual artist.

compaNy: sahara; yungadesign.
com.

claim to Fame: “empowering 
women and creating new 
possibilities for the creativity that 
exists within us all.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
the Verrazano Bridge.

WomaN i admire: “Audrey 
Hepburn, who said, ‘nothing is 
impossible — the word itself says 
i’m possible!’ ”

motto: “i believe creativity is 
within us all, and a natural way for 
connectedness, empowerment, 
awareness and self-expression.”
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Congratulations

Gina Andriolo
 

A most “distinctive”

wife, mother, and daughter!

 

With love from

Chuck and Andy Contrino

and Mildred Andriolo

718-451-3344
1557 Ralph Ave., 

Brooklyn, NY 11236

718-622-3344
1357 Fulton Street, 
Brooklyn, NY 11216 

718-848-3344
158-18 B Cross Bay Blvd., 
Howard Beach, NY 11414

718-574-3344
1071 Gates Ave, 

Brooklyn NY 11221

SMOOTHIES • PARFAITS • FRUIT SALADS • DIPPED FRUIT

Gourmet Chocolate
Dipped FruitFruit Sundae and Parfait

EDIBLE ARRANGEMENTS® & Design and all other marks noted are trademarks of Edible Arrangements, LLC. ©2016 
Edible Arrangements, LLC. All rights reserved.

Make life a little sweeter.™

EdibleArrangements.com

GET YOUR FRUIT TO GO

Congratulations 

to Natalie Isikli  

on being 
honored as a 

Brooklyn 
Women of 
Distinction 

2016

718-528-3344
219-25 N Conduit Ave 

Springfield Gardens, NY 11413
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dR. SaundRa JoHnSon
Program director strives to give at-risk youth options
By DAnielle sullivAn

it’s no surprise that Dr. Saundra John-
son’s motto is, “dear child, I see the 
beauty in you.”
The Woman of Distinction has been 

seeing the beauty and potential in 
Brooklyn’s kids for years, as director 
of Medgar Evers College’s Cornerstone 
and Beacon programs — the former 
providing young people with academic 
enrichment, homework help, and ac-
cess to recreational activities; the latter 
partnering with the school community, 
neighborhood residents, businesses, and 
other community-based organizations 
to provide after-school programs incor-
porating a wide variety of activities.

“Keeping children busy is the key to 
saving them,” she says. “Providing al-
ternatives to negative behaviors can of-
fer better outcomes.”

Dr. Johnson is known throughout 
Brooklyn for her work in showcasing 
the talents of young people. She devel-
oped programs specifically designed to 
expose young people to the arts, imple-
ment sports and recreational activities 
of interest, and provide educational sup-
port, special events, work readiness and 
employment opportunities. 

Her work is vital, claims her former 
supervisor.

“Saundra’s programming is pro-
vided after school, when many children 
are unsupervised and vulnerable to neg-
ative community influences,” says Dr. 
Madeleine T. Gamble, the retired spe-
cial assistant to the Dean of the School of 
Professional and Community Develop-
ment at Medgar Evers. “The programs, 
provided under qualified adult super-
vision, include educational support, 

sports and cultural activities, counsel-
ing support services, and opportunities 
for youth to demonstrate their success 
to the community.”

Children who participate in these ac-
tivities learn teamwork, tolerance, and 
civic responsibility, Dr. Gamble adds. 

“They learn that to be part of some-
thing good you have to work hard and 
strive to do your best,” she says. “These 
programs not only help students to do 
better in their day school, but also ex-
pand their options for college admis-
sions because they have been exposed 
to athletics, music, leadership training, 
and community service.”

Dr. Gamble has witnessed Dr. John-
son’s dedication firsthand.

“I have seen Saundra inspire both 
colleagues and students to do their very 
best,” she says. “She has helped to train 
thousands of staff and provided after-
school programming for thousands of 
young people. No matter how challeng-
ing the work environments, how the 
negative influences that work against 
positive youth development, or how 
challenging it is to raise the monies 
to support students and their families 
through positive programming, she has 
never given up — her energy and com-
mitment are endless.”

Being in a position to make a differ-
ence to others is the best reward of all, 
claims the honoree.

“I deeply care about the youth and 
families in our community and I try 
to stay connected and work alongside 
those whose mission is to serve,” says 
Dr. Johnson. “My work has been my 
pleasure so it has always been a welcom-
ing activity to contribute to the families 
in my community.”

Consider her a community savior, 
say associates.

“Saundra works in communities 
that most people have given up on,” says 
Dr. Gamble. “Failing schools, high un-
employment, gang violence, and crime 
discourage many from getting involved, 
but Saundra has never been afraid to try 
to help young people, no matter where 
they live — she is saving lives.”

NeighBorhood: Brownsville and 
Bedford-stuyvesant.

occupatioN: director.

compaNy: medgar evers college, 
cUny.

claim to Fame: “Helping children 
learn through play.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Brooklyn Academy of music.

WomaN i admire: “my mother, 
lena mae spellman.”

motto or liFe SayiNg: “dear 
child, i see the beauty in you.”
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micHele JeRRy
Social worker encourages kids to march to their own drum

By DAnielle sullivAn

When students at Evergreen 
Middle School see school social 
worker Michele Jerry, they 

witness everything she would want 
them to be. 

The bubbly African-American 
woman with red hair marches to her 
own drumbeat, and in a world where 
teens have a tendency to become a 
product of their neighborhood and 
circle of friends — or their follow-
ers on Instagram and Tumblr — she 
feels a unique calling to help them 
discover their individuality.

“I always appreciate kids who are 
different, make their own status quo, 
don’t care what friends think and in-
stead put their all into basketball, 
education, dancing, and other val-
ues,” she says. “I tell them, ‘Don’t get 
caught up in what teens typically do, 
realize you are so much more than 
your neighborhood.’ ”

Jerry’s previous positions pre-
pared her for the vital one of help-
ing to shape the next generation. She 
started out working in foster care, 
and then went on to join New York 
Presbyterian Hospital’s oncology de-
partment — a time memorable and 
dear to her. 

“One of the most moving experi-
ences was when families would ask 
me to participate in memorials,” 
Jerry says. “It meant so much to me 
because it showed they thought of me 
as much more than a social worker.”

The Woman of Distinction de-
ployed her new skills to help grieving 
families cope with the heartbreak of 

losing a loved one.
“There was no more pain, they 

said their good-byes and made 
peace,” she says. “The whole medi-
cal team taught me what good physi-
cian care was about, and modeled for 
me how to act with people through-
out my professional career; it was a 
blessing.”

The experience taught her to treat 
people with respect, regardless of cir-
cumstances, and to be patient with 
everyone and acknowledge their ex-
istence, Jerry says.

These days she loves to encour-
age kids to develop their own person-
alities, learn how to feel comfortable 
within themselves, and speak up and 
stand up for self-justice.

“I tell them not to cower and be-
come less, when faced with a new sit-
uation,” she says. “I tell them to step 
outside of their neighborhood.”

Jerry’s support network consists 
of a group of colleagues and friends 
who join her for lunch everyday.

“We now call our small group ‘La-
dies Lunch,’ even though there is one 
honorary male member!” she says.

The honoree goes above and beyond 
for others, says Ladies Lunch member 
and school counselor Lucila Macias.

“Michele has become an amazing 
role model for her students,” Macias 
says. 

“She shows them love, caring, and 
empathy, and relates to them as a big 
sister and friend — they truly love 
her, and we are all extremely happy 
and proud to work with Michele.”

Community and faith are integral 
in her life, says Jerry, a proud mem-
ber of Emmanuel Baptist Church in 
Fort Greene.

“Church is my foundation and 
I believe that I am made whole be-
cause of God’s mercy and grace,” she 
says. “I’m a flawed person, and I try 
to treat people I come in contact with 
kindly.”

NeighBorhood: Bushwick.

occupatioN: social worker.

compaNy: evergreen middle 
school.

claim to Fame: “Providing 
emotional and supportive 
counseling to at-risk youth.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
“my own neighborhood near Pratt 
institute.”

WomaN i admire: “my mother, 
she has been my number-one 
advocate and supporter at all 
times.”

motto: “All things through christ 
who strengthens me.”
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ingRid lewiS-maRtin
Making policy to impact generations to come

By DAnielle sullivAn

you might say that Ingrid Lewis-
Martin’s life has always been 
all about Brooklyn. Born at St. 

John’s Hospital, currently known as 
Interfaith Hospital, she was raised 
and educated in the borough at var-
ious public schools. She then ven-
tured across the river to attend col-
lege in Manhattan. 

She now serves as the senior ad-
visor to Borough President Adams, 
having been his chief of staff when 
he was a state senator. Lewis-Mar-
tin’s love for her job, as well as her 
life’s mission of serving others, is 
apparent.

“What I love about my job is that 
it has afforded me the opportunity 
to be a community activist, who has 
identified and worked hard to elect 
quality elected officials who truly 
care about the constituents that 
they are elected to serve,” says the 
Woman of Distinction. “Through 
my role as the senior advisor to Bor-
ough President Adams, our partner-
ship has enabled me to positively im-
pact the lives of so many individuals 
who truly need supportive services, 
which I view as a blessing.”

Lewis-Martin also values her 

ability to directly influence judg-
ments and resolutions that will have 
lasting value.

“It further allows me to be at the 
table to make decisions that will pos-
itively impact future generations for 
many years to come,” she says.

Lewis-Martin’s career accom-
plishments are long and varied. In 
2008 she was instrumental in assist-
ing Barack Obama’s New York City 
primary campaign. She developed 
literature which was used through-
out Brooklyn to ensure that dele-
gates were elected, and Eric Adams 
received the second highest number 
of votes as a delegate in New York 
State. 

In addition, she was the lead po-
litical strategist and campaign man-
ager who put together the team re-
sponsible for electing Adams as the 
first African-American president of 
the borough. 

In 2010 she worked closely with 
the campaign team of state Attor-
ney General Eric Schneiderman, 
and personally developed and im-
plemented the winning strategy for 
central Brooklyn. In 2005 Lewis-
Martin cited the Wilson Pakula Act, 
which allowed then-Councilwoman 
Letitia James to run on the Demo-
cratic Party line, after the Working 
Families had threatened to not pro-
vide her with its political line.

“I was told by the county that this 
was the second time in city history 
that it had ever been accomplished,” 

she explains.
The hard work and activism that 

has become a way of life for Lewis-
Martin is rooted in her childhood. 

“I grew up in an era during the 
1970s where the local supermarket 
did not hire people of color,” she 
says. 

“As a child, my classmates and 
our parents worked with our educa-
tor, Ms. Scott, to successfully picket 
the A&P Supermarkets and as a re-
sult, A&P’s management success-
fully negotiated with the community 
and started to hire people of color.” 

Since then Lewis-Martin has 
built upon the lessons learned in 
childhood to create deep and long-
lasting change in Brooklyn.

NeighBorhood: wingate 
terrace.

occupatioN: senior advisor to 
the Brooklyn Borough President.

compaNy: Borough Hall.

claim to Fame: “Being a 
political strategist.”

WomaN i admire: “my mother 
Violet A. worrell.”

motto: “in life everyone 
makes errors. in any given 
circumstances, treat others in the 
manner in which you want to be 
treated. it is by far easier to be 
kind than harsh.”
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for al l of her hard work and dedication. With al l 
she does at Isabel la’ Creations and her charit y 

work with Operation Birthday Part y, she 
stil l always has time to be a wonderful 

mother and wife. 
I love you!”

“I want to congratulate 
my beautiful , loving wife, Maria, 

Mario Nitti Jr.
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maRia teReSa nitti
Sweet treats make homeless kids’ birthday wishes come true

By DAnielle sullivAn

The sweet phrase, “made with 
love,” rings especially true for 
celebrated cake designer Maria 

Teresa Nitti. 
Nitti, owner of Isabella’s Creations 

in Dyker Heights, grew up the young-
est of four children of a single work-
ing mother and delighted as a girl 
in the sweet aroma of baked goods 
stemming from the kitchen. One of 
her most joyful childhood memories 
was watching her sister bake, and 
learning the finer points of delicious 
dessert-making from her sibling and 
grandmother. 

Nitti’s love of baking flourished 
and her hobby blossomed into a small 
business. Today the  mom of two boys 
owns and operates her own custom 
cake shop with entrepreneurial tri-
umphs that are red hot.

“I’m proud of the business I have 
built,” says Nitti, a self-taught cake 
decorator. “I made something amaz-
ing from a hobby and wouldn’t change 
it for the world.”

The Woman of Distinction counts 
celebrities among her loyal custom-
ers, and has even walked the red car-
pet with some of them, including late 
“Mob Wives” star Angela “Big Ang” 

Raiola, who became a devotee after 
Nitti provided the cake for a premiere 
party.

The most luscious part of all is 
sharing in her customer’s memorable 
moments, claims Nitti.

“I love my job because we become 
a part of a special moment in a per-

son’s life,” she says.
The creating extends far beyond 

the kitchen, and Nitti’s cakes have 
become focal points at milestone cel-
ebrations, memorable moments, and 
other good times for people she comes 
into contact with, including many 
children. She runs a program with 
other area vendors called Operation 
Birthday Party and travels to a lo-
cal homeless shelter once a month to 
celebrate the special days of young-
sters, bringing them gifts and throw-
ing them a party — a first for some of 
them.

“The birthday parties are a little 
break from reality for these kids, and 
some have never had them before,” 
Nitti says. “Unfortunately, it’s some-
thing that their parents would love 
to do and just cannot do for them at 
this time, but I want them to know 
that there is someone out there who 
cares, and is willing to go that extra 
mile to make sure they have a great 
and memorable birthday party.”

Best friend and former colleague 
Barbara Crawford says she saw some-
thing special in Nitti as soon as the 
honoree hired Maria to start a busi-
ness development center at the auto-
motive dealership where she worked 

before turning her attention full-time 
to cake-baking.

“Maria multi-tasks like no one 
else I have ever met,” says Crawford. 
“Her outgoing personality, infectious 
smile, along with her intelligence 
truly stood out to me right away.”

Nitti’s acumen as a business-
woman and her compassion for peo-
ple less fortunate make her a per-
sonal heroine, adds Crawford.

“Maria is passionate about people 
and 100 percent committed to giving 
back and touching as many lives as 
she can,” she says. “She is an inspir-
ing and positive force of one because 
when Maria sets her mind on some-
thing, there is basically no stopping 
her!”

NeighBorhood: Bensonhurst-
dyker Heights.

occupatioN: cake designer. 

compaNy: isabella’s creations. 

claim to Fame: “i’ve designed 
cakes for celebrities who have 
become regular customers.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Brooklyn Bridge Park.

WomaN i admire: “my 
grandmother  because she taught 
me the ins and outs of baking 
delicious cakes.”

motto: “work smarter, not 
harder!”
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dR. amy liPnicki
Giving voiceless patients the care they deserve

By yvonne Juris 

When an abandoned Yorkshire 
terrier was found tied up in 
front of a Mill Basin cafe in 

the summer of 2014, it was brought 
directly across the street to veteri-
narian Dr. Amy Lipnicki at the Mill 
Basin Veterinary Clinic. The terrier, 
covered in dirt and urine, was suf-
fering from a build-up of gallbladder 
stones, X-rays revealed.       

The $1,500 in donations, received 
largely from neighborhood contribu-
tions, helped cover the cost for the 
abdominal surgery. The stones were 
removed, and the terrier, whom Lip-
nicki named Aloisius, recovered suc-
cessfully and was placed with a lov-
ing family. 

As a reminder of that surgery, 
she keeps a compacted jar of stones, 
made mostly of phosphorous, in the 
lobby. 

“Even if it’s a stray cat that some-
body brought in, you want to know 
you are doing the right thing by that 
animal,” the Woman of Distinction 
says. “If it’s something we can fix 
fairly easily and it’s not so bad, a lot 
of times we do take on that burden.”

But these stories aren’t quite 
as common as she hopes. Lipnicki 

spoke of some of the emotional dif-
ficulties inherent in the practice of 
veterinarian medicine, namely pur-
suing the best affordable treatment 
plan, and balancing that with emo-
tions and maintenance practices of 
the owner. 

“There’s a lot of information out 

there now about compassion fatigue 
because sadly veterinarian medicine 
can be really expensive to treat your 
pets, and a lot of times we don’t want 
to put them to sleep,” she says. 

Lipnicki, who prefers to be called 
Dr. Amy, hosts a dental awareness 
month in February and performs 
micro-chipping, a procedure that en-
tails subcutaneously placing a mi-
crochip that contains the owner’s or 
veterinarian’s contact information 
inside the dog. After working for 
more than 12 years as a staff veteri-
narian with the Marine Park Veteri-
narian Group, as well as three years 
as a staff emergency doctor, Lipnicki 
is the resident doctor at the Mill Ba-
sin Veterinary Clinic. She says her 
staff is very supportive, but cited fi-
nancial burdens as one of her main 
challenges.

“It’s a challenge trying to sepa-
rate your compassionate mind and 
what you want to do for the animal 
with the business side of you,” Lip-
nicki says. “We have to make a bit 
of money too and try to find a happy 
medium between the two.”

Jennifer Multeri, a veterinarian 
technician who works with Lipnicki, 
expressed joy at working with the 

honoree.
“I absolutely love it,” says Mul-

teri. “I have the freedom to do things 
I want to do.” 

Lipnicki, who attended Ross Uni-
versity in the Caribbean island of St. 
Kitts, said her love for animals be-
gan early on when she was growing 
up in New Jersey. 

“I love what I do,” she says. “I 
love working with the animals, even 
some of the challenging animals that 
are aggressive or scared.”

NeighBorhood: mill Basin.

occupatioN: Veterinarian.

compaNy: mill Basin Veterinary 
clinic.

claim to Fame: “rehabilitating 
and finding loving, forever homes 
for Aloisious and Agnes, two 
abandoned and neglected dogs 
that were left tied to fences in mill 
Basin.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Prospect Park.

WomaN i admire: “my sister, 
claire. she is selfless and caring. 
she has always supported and 
encouraged me throughout my life 
and career. she has a sparkling 
and magnetic personality.”

motto: “only a person who 
loves a challenge would take on a 
patient who can’t tell them where 
it hurts.” 
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Congratulations to 
L ynn Harris 

from her parents, who have 
always viewed her as a 
Woman of Distinction!

Florence and Jim Harris

angelika PiSakHoVa
Connecting Jewish children to their culture and each other

By shniekA Johnson

A “desire to help others and make 
this world a better place” is what 
drew Angelika Pisakhova to the 

community service sector four years 
ago. She now serves as general man-
ager of the Tovushi Kavkazi Jewish 
Youth Center — a position that she 
has held for the past two years.  

Pisakhova is also a volunteer for 
the Be Proud Foundation, an organi-
zation that focuses on civic and so-
cial issues, and often partners with 
the Tovushi Kazkavi Youth Center 
for programs offered in conjunction 
with the local New York Police De-
partment.

The Woman of Distinction’s col-
leagues have only admiration for 
her.

“I am very happy and proud of An-
gelika,” says Yunna Ivzhenko, a fel-
low vollie at the Be Proud Founda-
tion, upon hearing that Pisakhova is 
being honored.  “And proud to be her 
friend.”

Tovushi Kavkazi Jewish Youth 
Center opened in 2011 because there 
was a need for a youth center such 
as this to aid working families, and 
to serve as a safe space for children 
to go, play, and take care of each 

other — like a community.  Young 
Kavkazi Jews, hailing from the Cau-
casus Mountains of Russia, come to 
the center after school to play, learn, 
and meet caring people, such as Pi-
sakhova.

“Angelika is very caring and 
giving, very modest and polite,” Iv-

zhenko adds. “She would never ask 
for anything, she only helps silently, 
not for a thank you, not for prizes or 
glory, not for money; she is very gen-
uine and sincere.”

The center provides a space to 
connect with friends new and old, 
all while enabling the children to 
connect with their religion. It offers 
after-school programming that con-
sists of varied activities, including 
chess and sports. One of the most 
popular offerings is the traditional 
dance class, which many children 
take a few times per week. The dance 
troop has performed at many com-
munity events around Brooklyn.  

Tovushi, which means “light” in 
English, exemplifi es Pisakhova’s role 
at the center. 

“I ran from war and now that I am 
safe and my kids are raised in peace 
I try to give back more to all kids and 
families in my community,” she says. 
“I try my best to help them learn their 
culture, and value what they have.”

At the center, the children make 
friends with others who share the 
same background.  They may live in 
different neighborhoods and go to 
different schools, but their culture 
is the same, and they connect on a 

deeper level because of that, says Pi-
sakhova. 

The facility also offers a camp 
during the summer months for the 
children in its programs. During the 
religious holidays, the center serves 
as a gathering place not only for the 
children, but for their families.  

Pisakhova keeps coming back day 
after day because her work is “part of 
something bigger.”  

“Realizing that I help a new gen-
eration to succeed makes my work 
worthwhile,” she says. “I love see-
ing how the children grow up and be-
come better, stronger, more beautiful 
people, and so genuinely happy.”  

NeighBorhood: sheepshead 
Bay.

occupatioN: General manager.

compaNy: tovushi kazkazi 
Jewish youth center.

claim to Fame: “Having kids 
around me.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
the small park under the 
Verrazano Bridge.

WomaN i admire: “svetlana 
shagabaeva, who raised me as her 
own, became my mother, gave me 
proper education, and taught me 
everything i know.” 

motto: “if you believe, you can 
achieve!”
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Congratulations  
Carmen Gloria Rosario-Olmedo P.D.   

Women of Distinction 2016
From: Ruben (husband), Family, Friends and Colleagues

CongratulationsCongratulationsCongratulations

From: Ruben (husband), Family, Friends and Colleagues

Congratulations and Best Wishes to 

Dawn Simon 
on this well-deserved award.

2016 Brooklyn Women of Distinction

Alexander Krasel
and Alexander Feldman

Congratulations to 

Dawn Simon
From Team 

BK Style/Fashion week Brooklyn
Your are a woman of distinction and 

much more, we salute you.

styleBK F O U N D A T I O N fw BK fa s h i o n  w e e k
b r o o k ly n
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cHinita PointeR
Foundation founder introduces kids to classical music

BeaReatHeR Reddy
Introducing a new generation to the blues 

By DAnielle sullivAn

When Chinita Pointer lost her 
husband — famed musician 
Noel Pointer — in 1994, she and 

her family wanted to start a founda-
tion to finish the many projects he left 
behind. 

The world-renowned, Grammy-
nominated, jazz violinist and com-
poser — who made his solo debut at 
age 13 performing Vivaldi with the 
Symphony of the New World Orches-
tra — believed learning to play a 
string instrument was a transforma-
tive experience that advanced a child’s 
life, says his wife, who has made his 
fantasy a reality for more than 100,000 
families though the Noel Pointer 
Foundation.

“My initial vision was to begin a 
string music program for kids of color 
to gain an appreciation for classical 
culture,” says Pointer, whose first fans 
remain the couple’s children, Danai, 
Danielle, and Noel.

Pointer’s daughter Danai says the 
Woman of Distinction rose above the 
most difficult time in her life by envi-
sioning a youth orchestra and a music 
school for children to empower them, 
one note at a time.

“My mom took on the overwhelm-

ing task of raising three children on 
her own, and started to turn a night-
mare into a dream,” says Danai. 
“Through her leadership, the founda-
tion has kept our father’s legacy alive, 
and made her dreams come true.”

The Noel Pointer Foundation 
started in 1998 with just 18 students 

at PS 44, but quickly expanded to 26 
other public schools because it ful-
filled a great need for music education 
and the arts. Today, it offers music en-
richment projects, including the Sum-
mer String and Saturday Strings pro-
grams, and private instruction in the 
After-School Strings Program. There 
is also a Training Orchestra, the Noel 
Pointer Youth Orchestra, and the pro-
fessional Phantazia String Players, 
who have performed from Steinway 
Hall to Summer Stage. In addition, the 
Noel Pointer Foundation Youth Orches-
tra has performed with the Brooklyn 
Philharmonic and Brooklyn Conser-
vatory of Music, Strings of Brooklyn, 
Mos Def, and Mark O’Connor.

Pointer’s determination, hard 
work, and unique outlook have been 
life-changing for others, and made her 
a Renaissance woman, says Danai.

“From driving like Annie Oakley 
to dressing like Katherine Hepburn, 
my mom’s the perfect mix of whim-
sical abandon and sophistication,” 
she says. “She always seems to know 
what to do or say to improve a situa-
tion, bring a smile to the face of a loved 
one, child or stranger, and illuminate 
a room.”

The devoted daughter says Pointer 

remains dedicated to ensuring the 
next generation has opportunities to 
create, socialize and improve their ed-
ucation through the arts.

“As long as our mother continues to 
imagine, children from Bensonhurst 
to Brooklyn Heights will experience 
the extraordinary act of playing mu-
sic,” says Danai. 

For the honoree, music remains a 
magical wand with which to tap young 
talent.

“We have changed so many chil-
dren’s lives because of the vision of 
the program, and the wonderful and 
dedicated teachers we have had,” says 
Pointer. “So many children lives have 
been saved simply because they have 
picked up that instrument.” 

By yvonne Juris 

ocean Hill actress, blues singer, 
community leader, and for-
mer broadcast news director 

Beareather Reddy embodies the 
meaning of self-reinvention.

After spending nearly 30 years 
working as an associate director 
for the graphics department for two 
ABC news programs, Reddy decided 
that she would retire and return to 
her passion of music and commu-
nity involvement. 

“My mission is to introduce 
community youth to blues mu-
sic,” says Reddy, who has a CD en-
titled, “Beareather sings the Clas-
sic Blueswomen,” featuring Perry 
Bradford songs and Ma Rainey clas-
sics. “If I say my mission is to keep 
blues alive, then in my opinion, the 
only way you are gonna do that is to 
pass it on to the next generation.” 

Reddy’s love of the blues was nur-
tured in her early years growing up 
in Georgia. She set up free commu-
nity workshops in her home, trans-
forming her apartment into a studio 
dedicated to music, music theory, 
and blues education. These days 
she is a board member of the Cen-
tral Brooklyn Jazz Consortium, and 

the founder and executive director 
of her own production company, Big 
Eyed Enterprises. Her popular jazz 
festivals — she performs in them 
herself — welcome blues artists 
from across the country, includ-

ing Bobby Rush, Vinnie Knight and 
BET Gospel Video Award nominee 
Gary Samuels.

The Woman of Distinction’s stu-
dents are also doing her proud, 
making music across the borough at 
such venues as the Brooklyn Histor-
ical Society and Kumble Theater. 

“I’m really a vocalist, but I want 
to see people have fun,” says the 
Woman of Distinction, who earned 
a degree in performing arts from 
the University of Massachusetts, 
where she performed with such no-
tables as Max Roach and Archie 
Shepp, and even made an appear-
ance on the David Letterman Show 
with a gospel group led by singer 
Lady Peachena.

Although blues musicians have 
reached out to Reddy for perfor-
mance opportunities, she says she 
struggles with marketing and profit 
earnings. Not only does she self-
fund her projects, rent theaters and 
host the workshops from her home, 
she also pays the performers who 
play at her festivals.  

“I can’t ask people to do things for 
free, I don’t know how to do that,” 
says Reddy, who has written and 
performed one-woman showcases 

about women in jazz, and sang and 
performed skits on television.

Sylvia Ryan, a retired financial 
analyst who met Reddy at the Cen-
tral Brooklyn Jazz Consortium, is 
impressed by her work with chil-
dren in Central and East Brooklyn.

“It’s really a lot for a person to 
do,” says Ryan. “There’s a lot of en-
ergy involved with all that, espe-
cially to be a singer, herself, too.”

Reddy helped Ryan reconnect 
with the blues — a music genre Af-
rican Americans can have a com-
plex relationship with, Davis adds.

“A lot of African Americans 
think of the blues as depressing or 
related to slavery, and they think, 
‘Oh, I’m not going back there!’ ” 
says Ryan. “You have to open their 
minds to it.” 

NeighBorhood: Bedford-
stuyvesant. 

occupatioN: executive director.

compaNy: the noel Pointer 
foundation.

claim to Fame: my children.

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
“the Promenade, where my 
husband and i used to court.”

WomaN i admire: “my mother 
— if it wasn’t for her i wouldn’t be 
doing what i’m doing.” 

motto: “God’s work done in God’s 
way will never lack God’s supplies.”

NeighBorhood: ocean Hill.

occupatioN: Vocalist, actress, 
and producer.

compaNy: Big eyed 
enterprises.

claim to Fame: “Producer 
of the annual Big eyed Blues 
festival.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Brooklyn Botanic Garden.

WomaN i admire: Harriet 
tubman.

motto: “keep blues alive.”
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BazaH RooHi
Helping women seek justice in Pakistan and beyond
By shniekA Johnson

Bazah Roohi has an ambitious 
goal —  to stop domestic vio-
lence against women and end 

human rights abuses.
“I am always concerned with the 

problems faced by women, there-
fore, I try my best to come up with 
solutions and resolve their prob-
lem,” says the president and founder 
of the American Council of Minor-
ity Women.  “Some of the problems 
women face are due to the culture 
and traditions, but some are also 
due to laws that make it harder for 
women to seek justice.”

Roohi’s organization — the first 
Pakistani-American organization 
in the country to focus on human 
rights abuses in Pakistan — pro-
motes, protects, and develops mi-
nority women in the social, legal, 
educational and economic sectors, 
but it has broadened its agenda to 
include all abuses of human rights. 
Supporters — including Pakistani 
Americans,  other Americans, and 
Pakistanis in Pakistan and around 
the world — hope her intervention 
will help bring social change to 
Pakistan. 

“Serving for humanity is my pas-

sion, which keeps me motivated, it 
makes me keep on coming back to 
the office day after day,” says the 
Woman of Distinction.

Roohi, who was born in Pakistan, 
established the American Council 
of Minority Women 11 years ago and 

incorporated it in 2009. Her organi-
zation provides formerly illiterate 
women with a basic education to en-
able them to stand on their feet and 
help others. Its adult literacy center 
in Brooklyn has enabled 26 women 
to learn to read and write, thus far. 
These women not only learn Eng-
lish, but also the communication 
and computer skills that are criti-
cal for them in their jobs and every-
day life.

Roohi is a friend of the commu-
nity, says her friend and business 
partner Farhan Sheikh.

“When I heard that Bazah was 
nominated as an honoree, I was very 
happy and excited that someone who 
is very dear to me was getting a dis-
tinction award,” says Sheikh.

Roohi, she adds, is a great social 
worker, who ran a food pantry — 
funding it herself — in addition to 
conducting health symposiums on 
a regular basis, organizing annual 
street fairs, and supplying food to a 
shelter in Brooklyn for 10 straight 
days after Hurricane Sandy.

“Even on the day when the storm 
was happening, when everybody 
was in their homes, Bazah was at 
the shelter to supply food to the peo-

ple,” says Sheikh. “She is an amaz-
ing woman with so many great 
skills.”

Roohi’s work is as necessary now 
as it was when she first started the 
organization, and her efforts have 
included developing networks with 
South Asian and Muslim domestic 
violence organizations, organizing 
events for children, and providing 
relief aid during natural disasters. 

Roohi is philosophical about her 
work.

“What I have done for my fellow 
sisters is considered to me as a sin-
gle grain in a bag of rice,” she says. 
“But to me I feel like I have done 
something, and I will continue to do 
it as long as I live, as problems arise 
everyday.”

NeighBorhood: midwood.

occupatioN: President and 
founder.

compaNy: American council of 
minority women.

claim to Fame: “working for 
human rights.” 

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
coney island Avenue. 

WomaN i admire: “mother 
teresa because she did a lot of 
work for the sake of humanity.”

motto: “if you want to love 
your creator, love His creations.”
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caRmen gloRia RoSaRio-olmedo
Renaissance woman has spent her life giving 

By yvonne Juris

Carmen Gloria Rosario-Olmedo is 
a busy Park Sloper as a doctor of 
philosophy, an actress, a teacher, 

a principal, a family woman, a Ful-
bright scholar, and an animal activist. 

In February Rosario-Olmedo 
headed to Puerto Rico to host the an-
nual festival for the Duncan’s and 
Tuqui’s Legacy Organization, a char-
ity she founded to help promote aware-
ness for the humane treatment of ani-
mals in the Caribbean. 

“I believe in karma,” she says. “One 
has to spend one’s life giving in many 
ways.”

The Woman of Distinction origi-
nally aspired to work as an anthro-
pologist, until a mentor advised her 
to take education classes because of 
the difficulty women faced in the so-
cial sciences. Rosario-Olmedo took 
the sound advice and followed it up 
with an illustrious career at PS 316 
in Crown Heights, where she spent 39 
years as a teacher, assistant principal, 
and finally principal.

“I grew up with that school,” she 
says. “I loved all my kids.”

In addition to teaching the lower 
grades and special education, Rosario-
Olmedo also taught a celebrated the-

ater program, drawing from her own 
theatrical background, which included 
acting in high school, working with 
the Puerto Rican Traveling Theater, 
and securing a principal role on an ep-
isode of “America’s Most Wanted.”

Rosario-Olmedo says providing stu-
dents who came from low-income and 
single parent-homes with the chance 

to perform gave them an outlet to ex-
press their emotions and frustrations. 

“I found that the kids that had this 
restlessness, this need to be heard, 
were really top performers,” she says. 
“It was a vehicle to channel their emo-
tions.”

Former PS 316 student Brenda Co-
lon, whose son attended the same 
school when Rosario-Olmedo was prin-
cipal, recalls having her as a teacher.

“Ms. Rosario-Olmedo was the best, 
everyone loved her and everyone 
wanted to perform with her,” Colon 
says. “Kids that didn’t want to partic-
ipate would always participate in her 
class.” 

As principal, Rosario-Olmedo es-
tablished pilot programs for her stu-
dents to help keep them on track, in-
cluding a mentorship program with 
Long Island University’s basketball 
team, then called The Bluebirds. 

Her work has been her reward, and 
the Renaissance woman’s study room 
boasts a plethora of distinguished 
awards and proclamations given to her 
over the years; among them, Admin-
istration of the Year from Phi Delta 
Kappa, a national professional organi-
zation for educators, and achievement 
accolades from the New York City 

Council for Education. A large stack 
of other plaudits fill a blue bag in the 
back of the room.

“They take up wall space,” says Ro-
sario-Olmedo, who was awarded two 
Fulbright Scholarship to study Mexi-
can and Chilean anthropology, and 
how it related to the educational sys-
tem, and hailed a Fulbright Lifetime 
Scholar. 

Yet every day presents a new oppor-
tunity to expand her horizons for the 
honoree.

“I believe everything you learn 
opens new doors for you,” says Rosa-
rio-Olmedo.

NeighBorhood: Park slope.

occupatioN: educator and chief 
executive officer.

compaNy: cGo Property 
corporation, and dAtlo.

claim to Fame: “try to give back 
to humanity what God and life have 
been generous enough to give to 
me.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Park slope.

WomaN i admire: “my mother, 
who was a woman of great strength 
of character, tenacious in achieving 
her goals, of superior intellect 
and extreme humaneness, and a 
natural-born teacher.”

motto: “nothing is impossible, but 
you must work hard for it.”
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dawn Simon
Marketing manager has revamped Kings Plaza

By DAnielle sullivAn

if you’re from Brooklyn, you know 
that Kings Plaza Shopping Center 
— on the border of Marine Park 

and Mill Basin — is the mall of re-
cord for serious shoppers. 

Most of us have shopped there, 
no matter what part of Brooklyn we 
come from, and now with a glorious 
new upgrade, it has taken on a new 
life of its own.

The mall’s success is due in no 
small measure to Dawn Simon, the 
area senior manager of marketing 
for Macerich — one of the country’s 
leading owners, operators and de-
velopers of major retail real estate 
— with oversight of marketing at 
Kings Plaza, Green Acres Mall in 
Nassau Clounty, and The Shops at 
Atlas Park in Queens. Simon has 
more than 20 years of experience 
contributing to the planning, creat-
ing and coordinating of marketing 
programs, and guiding the market-
ing and community relations efforts 
of shopping centers in the New York 
Metro region.  

If that sounds like a lot on her 
plate, the Woman of Distinction — 
also a mom to daughter Tyler — feels 
the need to do even more. When she’s 

not brainstorming a project at the 
mall, Simon takes helping others to 
a whole new level, working on sev-
eral community outreach programs 
with a knack for handling multiple 
projects simultaneously.

Simon is a chapter director at 
Operation Prom, an organization 

that provides free prom attire to 
low-income high-school seniors 
who are graduating, in addition to 
other resources, opportunities, and 
mentoring. Simon coordinates the 
giveaways for prom dresses and tux-
edos. 

In addition she is a board mem-
ber at Heart Gallery, N.Y.C., a trav-
eling photo exhibit that helps find 
loving, permanent homes for foster 
children. 

Her motive is simple enough, says 
the honoree — she simply loves to 
help others.

“It is my passion for helping peo-
ple that drove me to get involved in 
these organizations,” says Simon, 
who also organizes the annual Bless-
ing Our Block events at Emmanuel 
Baptist Church, where she is a long-
time member, and works with other 
charitable groups to donate back-
packs filled with school supplies to 
students in need, and Thanksgiving 
turkeys to struggling families.

Her love for business and mar-
keting, combined with her extraor-
dinary organizational skills, make 
here a natural benefactor.

“I enjoy making a positive impact 
on people’s lives,” she says.

Simon is the best combination of 
capability and compassion of anyone 
she knows, states Kristin Crosby, 
who met Simon when both were un-
dergraduates at Howard University. 

“Dawn cares for people often more 
than is good for her, always putting 
others before herself,” says Crosby. 
“What makes her exceptional is that 
she is an executor who knows how to 
get things done, so this caring and 
compassion always turns into action 
that benefits the recipients.” 

The awardee’s kindness and gen-
erosity of spirit have helped count-
less people, remarks Crosby.

“It seems just about every time we 
talk, Dawn is working on some event 
that is helping a group in need.”

NeighBorhood: fort Green, 
clinton Hill.

occupatioN: Area senior 
manager of marketing.

compaNy: macerich.

claim to Fame: “Being a mom, 
sister, and daughter.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Brooklyn Heights Promenade.

WomaN i admire:  “elisa 
Padilla, senior vice president at 
Barclays center.”

motto: “not to spoil the ending, 
but everything is going to be 
okay!”
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StePHanie tHomPSon
Giving city public school students access to the arts

By Tim Perrins

stephanie Thompson isn’t happy 
that some kids benefi t from New 
York City’s wellspring of creativ-

ity, but others don’t. That’s why the 
freelance writer, who writes about the 
arts, advertising, health, and educa-
tion, started InspireCorps, a group that 
brings creative professionals and curi-
ous students together.

Thompson’s own kids’ school in 
Park Slope was rich in volunteers and 
funds to provide enrichment through 
arts, and Thompson’s contributions 
— like fund-raising, running arts pro-
grams, and arranging author visits — 
didn’t hurt. Yet when she volunteered 
as a tutor at other Brooklyn schools she 
found  they lacked the resources needed 
to fulfi ll the anxious, distracted, unin-
terested — and smart —  kids she met. 

All that changed when she gave 
them a chance to express themselves 
creatively, and they began to focus and 
engage.

“Kids should love to learn — not sit 
in school, and be bored and upset,” says 
Thompson, who writes the “Fearless Par-
enting” column in The Brooklyn Paper. 

The swift transformations sparked 
InspireCorps, which assembles mu-
sicians, photographers, illustrators, 

dancers, and other artists, who lead 
hands-on workshops and expose stu-
dents to multiple art forms, while en-
couraging them to follow their inter-
ests.

“Letting kids gravitate to what 
they’d like to do means they’re going to 
be the most engaged,” says Thompson, 
whose own writing engagements have 

aired on NBC’s “Today Show” and “Fox 
News.”

Terry Radigan leads a song-writing 
program for InspireCorps, and has seen 
previously introverted kids fl ourish as 
they begin to fi nd their voices.

“It’s been really wonderful,” she 
says. “It’s incredible for the kids.”

Radigan describes Thompson as 
exceptionally committed, tenacious 
and inquiring about developing In-
spireCorps.

“Stephanie’s work is all about the 
kids,” she says. “She had the patience to 
wait and make sure that what the kids 
ended up getting was in the best inter-
est for them, and not what she had en-
visioned for InspireCorps, or what was 
the best for the school.”

Where does someone who works so 
hard to motivate others draw inspira-
tion for herself?

“Eleanor Roosevelt was always my 
mentor and my model,” says Thomp-
son. “What she did was bring people 
together, she was a real connector and 
understood that everybody had to work 
together.” 

Thompson’s goal was always to in-
spire teachers and administrators as 
well as kids, and InspireCorps has an 
ongoing relationship with PS 81 in Bed-

ford-Stuyvesant, which draws a great 
deal of its students from the city hous-
ing development across the street — in-
credibly named the Eleanor Roosevelt 
Houses.

This is no mere coincidence for 
Thompson. 

“I’m a big believer in the signs that 
show you you’re in the right place at the 
right time and on the right path,” says 
the Woman of Distinction.

NeighBorhood: Park slope.

occupatioN: freelance writer; 
founder and executive director of 
inspirecorps.

compaNy: inspirecorps.

claim to Fame: “Being a mom to 
my gorgeous boys, my cooking and 
entertaining, and getting my ideas 
out to the world.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
Prospect Park. “i absolutely love 
getting lost in the woods with my 
dog, Ginger.”

WomaN i admire: “eleanor 
roosevelt because she took her 
important position in the world very 
seriously, speaking frankly and with 
great empathy about how equality 
should be achieved with a view to 
people who had the power to make it 
happen.”

motto: “let us not be ashamed to 
speak what we shame not to think.” 
— michel de montaigne
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Founder and  CEO of CGO PROP CORP and DATLO
From: CGO Property Corp and DATLO and employees and volunteers
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to the 
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2016
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HaFida toRReS
Empowering Brooklyn’s Moroccan women

By shniekA Johnson 

m oroccan-born Hafida — née 
Balalioui — Torres came to 
New York City in 1999.  After 

living in Queens for a short period, she 
moved to Brooklyn and here is where 
she has stayed. 

Once in New York, she pursued her 
education, receiving her bachelors and 
masters degrees in special education 
and early childhood intervention. Tor-
res is an educator, licensed therapist, 
and community leader who has been 
active in Brooklyn’s Moroccan com-
munity, helping individuals, families, 
and children with special needs over-
come hurdles.

“Since I was young I always wanted 
to provide help for people,” she says. 
“When I help someone or I present 
something good, it makes me feel 
great.”

Torres is the president of the Mo-
roccan American Council to Empower 
Women, her work touching such peo-
ple as Naima Remmak, its vice presi-
dent.

Remmak met the Woman of Dis-
tinction at a cultural event in a public 
school, after reading a flyer inform-
ing her that Torres would be telling 
stories using the Moroccan old tradi-

tional oral stories.
“I loved the flyer, it reminded me 

of my childhood in Morocco, so I went 
in the auditorium to attend the show,” 
says Remmak. “Hafida had a beauti-
ful set up, including Moroccan tea and 
treats — the presentation was awesome 
and the children had a good time.”

Remmak recalls going up to Torres 

to thank her and congratulate her for 
doing a beautiful job.

“That’s when I found out that she 
works with children with special needs 
just as I do,” she says. “Since that day, 
we exchanged contact info and we’ve 
been collaborating ever since.”

Torres is also a co-founder of the 
Moroccan American House Associa-
tion, and the Moroccan Society of New 
York Association. She is affiliated 
with a number of other organizations, 
helping to educate Moroccans and oth-
ers about their rights, and providing 
information about government pro-
grams in New York.

The honoree, who has received rec-
ognition and honorary certificates 
from the City Council for her altru-
ism, is as enthusiastic as ever about 
her work.

“I like what I do because I encoun-
ter more people who need help, espe-
cially women from my culture,” she 
says. “The community is growing 
more and more, and people need guid-
ance and advice in different fields to 
improve their lifestyle.”

Torres is “phenomenal,” remarks 
Remmak.

“Wherever there is a need, you will 
find Hafida is the first one to respond, 

and people in our community know to 
reach out to her when they need help 
with any types of services,” she says. 
“I have never met a Moroccan-Ameri-
can woman who is doing so much for 
others in the same capacity that I’ve 
seen Hafida do.”

Community work is reward in it-
self, says Torres.

“I love working with people and I 
like to put a smile on someone’s face 
and make his or her life easier,” she 
says. “I feel more motivated whenever 
I provide a service and I see great re-
sult.”

NeighBorhood:  Bay ridge.

occupatioN: President and 
founder.

compaNy: moroccan 
Association council on 
empowering women.

claim to Fame: “Helping the 
community.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
“the entire borough.”

WomaN i admire: ”mother 
teresa because she was an 
amazing woman with a big heart, 
full of love for everybody. i like 
her quote, ‘it’s not how much we 
give, but how much love we put 
into giving.’ ”

motto: “she saw an 
opportunity, so she turned it into 
a reality.”
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SHiRley young
Saving countless lives during decades of volunteering

By Tim Perrins

When it comes to serving her com-
munity, Shirley Young has been 
around the block a few times — 

literally. 
The retired Flatlands Volunteer 

Ambulance Corps member and emer-
gency medical technician instructor 
has helped to save countless lives in 
her decades of volunteering with the 
rescue unit.

Young was on the move from the 
get-go, graduating early from high 
school before enrolling in a nursing 
program. She worked as a registered 
nurse for many years, but it wasn’t a 
perfect fit. 

“In those days, you didn’t question 
the doctors,” she says.

She eventually found her calling 
while reading an article in the lo-
cal paper concerning the lengthy re-
sponse times for emergency medical 
services in Brooklyn.

“There was an appeal made for vol-
unteers,” says Young. “I saw the need 
and I filled it.”

In 1974 she joined the fledgling 
corps as an ambulance dispatcher, 
quickly progressing to attendant and 
then crew chief — the person respon-
sible for everyone on the ambulance.

The unit now has three ambu-
lances, but in those early days things 
were different.

“We originally had only an old Ca-
dillac van to run with,” recalls Young. 
“Someone who belonged to the corps 
worked for a body shop, and they con-
verted it so we were able to take a fold-

ing cot in and out of it.”
Ambulance work is not for the 

squeamish, and Young has seen plenty 
of car accidents and heart attack vic-
tims. But there were lighter moments 
as well.

“We had calls of people wanting to 
be transported some place and we had 
to explain that wasn’t our purpose—
that’s what car service was for,” she 
laughs.

Late one memorable night her 
daughter-in-law called at 3:30 am — 
in labor. Shirley went with a crew, in-
cluding her husband, who was an at-
tendant. They made it to the hospital, 
but not before delivering a bouncing 
baby boy on site.

When Young took a hiatus in 1977, 
it was only to fill another need —  vol-
unteering to teach emergency first 
aid to coast guards on Governor’s and 
Fire islands. Young returned to the 
corps in 1991, staying on until her re-
tirement in 2011.

Crew Captain Fred Wilken de-
scribes Young as a caring person.

“Shirley’s there for every special 
event we have,” he says. “I wish she 
was still working with us, I would 
love to have her back.”

Along her incredible journey this 

Woman of Distinction has received 
a 25-year community service award 
from Borough Hall and an Ameri-
can Red Cross Humanitarian Award, 
among several others. She has also 
been active in many community or-
ganizations, including Brooklyn Col-
lege’s Institute for Retirees in the Pur-
suit of Education, where she taught 
first aid and computer classes, and 
served as president for many years — 
just because. 

“I just did it because it needed to be 
done,” says Young.

NeighBorhood: flatlands.

occupatioN: retired medical 
educator.

compaNy: flatlands Volunteer 
Ambulance corps.

claim to Fame: “Being an 
ambulance corps member, emt 
instructor, writer, poet, choral 
singer, and soloist.”

Favorite BrooklyN place: 
“Aboard the cyclone roller coaster 
in coney island. that’s where my 
husband proposed to me. i said if i 
lived to get off, i would marry him!”

WomaN i admire: “my second 
grade teacher, mrs. Berland, who 
instilled in all her students the idea 
that helping one another in difficult 
as well as happy times was the only 
way to make your life worthwhile.

motto: “see the need and fill it.”
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