
Last month I was able to attend two important events presented by 
our partners in government. The first event, hosted by the Small 
Business Administration (SBA) and the White House, was a summit 
for young entrepreneurs on how government can support their busi-
ness growth. It was held at one of NYCôs premier technology busi-
ness incubator spaces ï General Assembly. In the room were 

scores of young entrepreneurs, many of whom had already started a company or 
were in the process of developing one. Most of these companies were tech related, 
and participants spoke about how technology has revolutionized the ability to 
ñjumpstartò a business idea and take it to market. 
 

The second event was the release of a study conducted by three of NYCôs Deputy 
Mayors on the current state of the Cityôs Workforce System. The report carefully 
analyzed some of the central challenges, and put forth some goals for improvement. 
What emerged was essentially a report that characterized workforce development in 
NYC as a series of fragmented programs run by different entities that served a popu-
lation that was generally much younger, and less educated than NYCôs population 
as a whole. 
 

When I reflect on these two events, I couldnôt imagine two more different realities. In 
the first example, those highly-educated entrepreneurs were optimistic about the 
future. Venture capital was readily available, and the government, through SBA, was 
eager to lend money to support good ideas. The second event highlighted a much 
different NYC, one where programs like OBT represented possibly a last chance to 
help people get on the road to self-sufficiency and out of poverty. Yet the reality is 
that collectively, the workforce system can only serve a fragment of those who need 
support, and for those who do come through the system, the success rate is much 
too low. Government and private support is woefully inadequate to invest in the long-
term needs to help people turn their lives around. Imagine however, if we could bring 
these two worlds into greater alignment. 
 

At OBT, along with our many employer partners, this is what we are trying to do. Our 

training focuses on skills that will be relevant for todayôs job market and tomorrowôs. 

Our applied learning classes help build critical thinking skills which are essential for 

any job. Confidence, discipline, and professionalism are the three cornerstones of all 

our programming. As you will read about later, we have also launched in earnest a 

college access and preparation program that acknowledges the long-term need for 

young people to further their education. If we do things right, I believe some of the 

next generation of young entrepreneurs will come from OBT! 
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College for Everyone 

 ollege is for everyone, right, 
but how do I get in?  How do I 
pay for it? Thatôs where the 
College Access Program 

(CAP) at OBT comes in and provides 
trainees with the answers to those 
questions that may first seem over-
whelming and unthinkable.  
 CAP is meeting a very impor-
tant individual and societal need; 
helping young adults prepare for and 
survive the academic and social rig-
ors of college life. For many, they 
would be the first in their family to 
attend an institution of higher learn-
ing. CAP was officially started in 
January 2011 as an OBT-wide col-
lege access program combining aca-

demic preparation courses and exten-
sive advisement. CAP is step-by-step 
program that allows students to take 
ownership of the college exploration, 
application, and registration process. 

The first step is a college ex-
ploration workshop which clarifies 
advanced education and training, 
college degree options, financial aid, 
and employment.  Through the guid-
ance of Shant Melkonian, College 
Access Coordinator, CAP organizes 
college fairs and explains the differ-
ence between a community college, 
senior college, and career/trade insti-
tutes. 
      One on one counseling services 
are provided to students with informa-
tion that is specific to their academic 
path. Program specific workshops are 
scheduled for students who are inter-
ested in similar academic fields such 
as criminal justice, health, and tech-
nology to name a few. 

 Most OBT Trainees are first-
generation students who are likely to 
receive less support from their fami-
lies for attending college.  Not be-
cause the family is against education, 
but because of a lack of means.  CAP 
has the answers. The impact of it is 

already palpable. As Brandon Miller 
from CUNY Undergraduate Admis-
sion states, ñThese students are 
some of the most prepared Iôve ever 
seen.ò ñTheir demeanor tells me that 
they are college-ready and fully com-
mitted to what they need to do,ò says 
Scott Seagal of Long Island Univer-
sity.   
           ñThanks to OBT and CAP, I 
can do anything in my life and college 
will be a part of thatò, states Terri 
Rose, a trainee of the Youth Employ-
ment Training and GED Program at 
OBT Bushwick. 
 
For more information about CAP con-
tact Shant Melkonian at (718)387-
1600 or via email at  
smelkonian@obtjobs.org. 

C 

Partnership Focus: Community Service Society Contributes to OBTõs Success  
Many of our trainees un-
dergo dire circumstances 
where many times they may 
not have enough money to 

merely cover transportation costs to 
attend the program, or perhaps their 
families may not have enough to pay 
for next monthôs rent. Through its part-
nership with the Community Service 
Society (CSS), OBT has been 
awarded a grant to provide participants 
with financial assistance to overcome 
everyday challenges that prevent them 
from attending our program, obtaining 
employment, enrolling in college, or 
just improve their overall quality of life. 
 Tiana Johnson Sheard, a 
trainee of the Youth Employment 
Training & GED Program, is an exam-
ple of how CSS was able to not just 
grant her monetary assistance, but 

save her from not moving forward in 
life.  Tiana was granted funds to pur-
chase professional attire to continue 
attending the program and go on inter-

views.  At a recent presentation at 
CSS, Tiana stated, ñThanks to CSS I 
feel more confident in myself and know 
that with my new clothing I will be able 
to get a job.ò This funding has also 
helped trainees with their college appli-

cation fees, secure emergency food for 
their families, address childcare is-
sues, obtain dental services to improve 
their appearance, assist with rental 
arrears, and provide for temporary 
shelter.  Overall, since the inception of 
the partnership with CSS three years 
ago, OBT have distributed over 
$30,000 to OBT trainees in emergency 
circumstances.  
 Additionally, CSS also offers 
OBT staff with trainings on how to ac-
cess public benefits. It also provided 
the staff with the Benefit Plus resource 
manual that contains key information 
regarding all NYC/NYS benefits and 
entitlements. This guide has been piv-
otal in assisting trainees overcome 
their daily challenges.  

M 

Tiana Sheard, Frank Kortright, Director of 

Services to Families & Individuals (CSS),  

Dani Smejkal, OSY Director (Bushwick)  

CAP College Fair held at OBT Bushwick  

CUNY on Wheels Visits OBT Sunset Park 

mailto:smelkonian@obtjobs.org
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Spotlight on Success: Barbara Vasquezõ Journey 

magine being 16 with a newborn child, waking up 
with bruises almost every day, and being told that 
you are worthless and would never amount to any-
thing.  At that age arenôt you supposed to be get-

ting ready for your 
Sweet 16 or spending 
countless hours talk-
ing on the telephone 
with your friends while 
figuring out what to 
wear to school the 
next day?  Although 
many of us take this 
for granted, Barbara 
Vasquez missed out 
on what she believes 
were opportunities in 
her life.  At the age of 
just 14, Barbara was 
already caught up in 
an abusive relation-
ship, forced to do 
drugs, and live a life 
where she felt like a 
stranger in her own 
body.  
 As the years 
passed, Barbaraôs 
situation grew worse. 
She had two more 
children and felt 
trapped in a life of 
fear.  Her children 
grew older and the 
days never changed.  
In 2009, Barbara de-
cided that she needed 
to do something for 
herself.  She was re-
ferred to OBT. Mr. 
Ortiz, Site Administra-
tor at OBT, informed 
Barbara how rigorous 
the program was and 
how much time and 
dedication she had to 
devote in order to 
successfully complete 
the program. Barbara came to OBT because she knew 
that this was her only way out and the only way she 
would be able to let go of a life that was never hers to 
begin with.   

 In February 2011, Barbaraôs life took a turn for 
the worse in so many ways. She told her abuser she 
was leaving, but he retaliated.  Although life seemed un-
bearable, Barbara regained her strength and continued 
to fight her way through life.  
 Barbara was determined to get her GED, a job, 
and be a role model to her children. Her goal was self 
sufficiency. At OBT, she attended extra help sessions, 
prepared a speech for Debate Day, and spread the word 
to young women about Domestic Violence.  
  Barbara earned her GED, but she was not done 
yet.  She aspires to be a Paramedic. She was recently 
hired at Westchester Ambulette Service, has completed 
training, and is sched-
uled to start working in 
July.  Barbara is just one 
out of many young 
adults who OBT helps to 
transform and realize 
their self worth and abil-
ity to achieve more.   
 ñIf OBT only be-
lieved in the goodness of 
our trainees, then getting 
past the GED would be 
enough.  At OBT we be-
lieve that each trainee 
can achieve great-
ness.  And this is why 
we donôt spend time or energy focusing on their obsta-
cles to success, or in making excuses for their fail-
ures.  Instead we concentrate on building their own inner 
confidence and discipline so that they can compete with 
the best and brightest anywhereò, says Randy Peers, 
Executive Director of OBT.  Barbara is a vivid example 
of how one can become a victim of circumstance, but 
OBT changed that around and helped her see her true 
value in life.  Barbara expresses her gratitude to OBT for 
putting her on the road to success. 

OSY Counselor, Earl Bubb  
with Barbara Vasquez  

 òI will love to take this opportunity 
to thank you all OBT Staff for 
helping me achieve my dreams. Most 
of my life I struggled with everything 
I set out to do. I felt that every time I 
tried to do something positive for 
myself I failed, for that reason, I felt 
as a failure in life.  Thanks to 
OBT all that has changed and the 
word failure is no longer in my exis-
tence. 
Since attending OBT my life has 
change for the better and they made 
me see things in me that I never knew 
existed. The staff here are so moti-
vating and inspiring. They dedicate 
their lives to help youths like me and 
thanks thatõs a blessing from God 
to have people around who care so 
much about our future as much as 
they do.  
I am extra grateful for the OBT 
Staff and I truly appreciate all the 
hard work they put in to better lives. 
OBT has changed my life in the 
most amazing way ever.  My self-
esteem has finally gone up for once 
and itõs going to stay that way! I have 
never ever felt as confident as I feel 
todayéó 

Email sent to OBT Staff   
by Barbara Vasquez  

I  

Opportunities for a Better Tomorrow is now  

registering for the September 2011 Cycle! 

 

For additional information contact one of our sites  

 

Now find us at:  

www.obtjobs.org  

https://www.facebook.com/OBT.Jobs
http://twitter.com/#!/OBTJOBS
http://www.youtube.com/user/obt1983
http://obtjobs.org/
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OBT Welcomes New Staff  

Linda Cabassa  

Youth Counselor/Supervisor  

Earl Bubb  

Youth Counselor/Supervisor  

Donnella Clarke  

Corporate Recruiter  

Vanessa came to OBT having worked four years as a guid-
ance counselor and Assistant Principal in a charter high 
school located in Brooklyn, NY. After being involved with 
students struggling to graduate in their fifth and sixth year of 
high school and helping them to develop alternative paths to 
graduation, she realized that it was this population of students 
she gravitated towards and felt most inclined to help. Vanessa 
helped create an in-school internship program as well as a 
referral system for students who could not complete high 
school via the traditional route. Vanessa received her Bache-
lorôs Degree in Psychology and Masterôs Degree in School 
Counseling from St. Johnôs University in Queens, NY. 

Linda Cabassa began her professional career as an administra-

tive assistant at the Borough of Manhattan Community College 

(BMCC), where she played an active role in the scheduling and 

monitoring of GED exams and planning Post Employment Work-

shops.  Subsequently, Linda was a Procurement Supervisor and 

Job Coach at BEGIN. In 2008, Linda earned her Masterôs Degree 

in Public Administration from Baruch College.  During her studies, 

she was accepted into the National Urban Fellows Program.  She 

later served as the Program Coordinator for all Construction 

Programs at BMCC.  

Prior to joining OBT, Earl Bubb was a job developer and 
program facilitator for the Time Square Youth job training 
program, where he was responsible for recruiting employers, 
placing at risk youth into gainful employment and teaching job 
readiness to at risk youth involved in the criminal justice 
system. Earl also acted as a resource coordinator at Midtown 
Community Court, where he processed cases eligible for 
alternative sanctions. In the spring of 2007, Earl earned his 
B.S. in Legal Studies from John Jay College of Criminal  
Justice.  

Donnella Clarke is a graduate of Baruch Collegeôs Zicklin 
School of Business. Her previous experience includes 
working in Citigroupôs Human Resources Department as 
an Equity Compensation Specialist. Prior to that, she was 
an associate at Clay Finlay, Inc., a small boutique  
brokerage firm, for seven years.  

Before becoming part of the OBT staff Enrique was a participant 
in OBTôs Young Adult Internship Program (YAIP).  After he 
completed his internship, he was hired as a Spanish Pre-GED 
Teacher at the Maura Clarke-Ita Ford Center.  Enrique studied 
abroad and fostered his craft at the Catholic University of 
Guayaquil and is looking forward to continuing his education in 
the states.  

Enrique Banchon  

Program Associate  

Evelyn Valentine  

Corporate Recruiter  

Before joining OBT, Evelyn worked for the SUNY Brooklyn 

Educational Opportunity Center (BEOC) as a Workforce Ser-

vices Developer for over 12 years.  She helped develop the 

Bridge Program from its inception.  Her many roles included 

being a Case Manager,  Job Developer, Outreach Recruiter 

for students, Retention Specialist, and workshop facilitator.  

After the BEOC merged with the CUNY New York City College 

of Technology, Evelyn became the Employment Specialist at 

the institutionôs career  center where she placed students in an 

internship or fulltime employment.  

Vanessa Gonzalez  

Youth Counselor/Supervisor  

http://obtjobs.org/index.php/114
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Happenings Around  OBT 

Math Bee Winners led by Mr. Namy  

12/16/10 

OBT Trainees at Adult Literacy Rally 
in City Hall 6/2/11 

YAIP Trainees at NY Mets 

Game Tickets provided by 

DYCD 4/14/11 

OBT Trainees at CoreNet Global  4/20/11 

Debate Day at the  

Brooklyn Marriott 6/8/11 
Service Learning Event  

at CABS Nursing Home 5/27/11 

Christina  

Hernandez,  

YAIP Intern, 

with  

Councilwoman 

Diana Reyna  

4/15/11 

Gardening Project with  

Morgan Stanley 6/16/11 




