
 

 
2022 Individual Changemaker Award Winner 

Karin Anderson Ponzer, Esq., Ph.D. 
Director, Neighbors Link Law Practice 

 

Issue and Case for Change  

Karin Anderson Ponzer is motivated by her steadfast belief that everyone deserves equal access to high-
quality, compassionate legal representation and accurate legal information. Her interest and expertise in 
immigration law have led her to be a force for change in providing free legal services for low-income 
immigrants in Westchester, especially for those facing deportation. A 2018 study showed that un-
detained asylum-seeking immigrants without a lawyer prevailed in only 13% of their cases, while those 
with a lawyer prevailed in 74% of their cases. (U.S. Court of Appeals Chief Judge Robert A. Katzmann, 
Study Group on Immigrant Representation: The First Decade, 87 Fordham L. Rev. 485) The Marshall 
Project reports that the provision of free legal services has meant better outcomes for New York's new 
Americans than those elsewhere in the country. They are significantly more likely to be represented in 
court, and less likely to get deported. (Source: https://www.themarshallproject.org/2018/07/23/new-
york-on-ice) Further, when immigrants turn to unqualified providers or simply do not get the legal 
services they need, they can end up in danger of detention or devastating deportation which tears apart 
families. Karin has brought these issues to the forefront in the legal community across Westchester 
County by providing professional education and fiercely advocating for a bigger funding pie for all 
organizations that provide free legal representation. With over 25% of the Westchester population 
being foreign-born – and approximately half of those undocumented – Karin’s devotion to positive 
change in immigration law has positively impacted thousands of lives. 

  

Awareness 

In providing immigration legal services for recent arrivals to Westchester County, the Neighbors Link 
Community Law Practice (NLCLP) staff members must ask clients to share extremely personal stories 
that almost always involve traumatic experiences. As a result, clients are re-traumatized and staff 
members often experience secondary trauma from hearing the details and feel terribly about asking the 
clients to relay these difficult stories. Karin has taken on this issue, raising its importance throughout the 
Neighbors Link organization and in the wider community. She co-authored an article with her NLCLP 
colleagues which aims to help group psychotherapists gain greater awareness of their immigrant 
patients’ experiences through an analysis of immigration law and the use of case studies. (Karin 
Anderson Ponzer, Elizabeth Mastropolo & Leslie Stephanie Molina (2020) Immigration Law and Its 
Impact on the Family: What Group Therapists Need to Know, International Journal of Group 



Psychotherapy.) Additionally, Karin dedicates time, energy, and resources to developing partnerships 
that can provide culturally appropriate mental health services for clients, as well as bringing in training 
and support for the NLCLP staff to manage secondary trauma. By addressing both sides of this issue, 
Karin aims to provide compassionate legal services and help staff do their best for their clients.  

 

 

 

Collaboration  

The gap between the need and availability of free immigration legal services is an issue around which 
Karin rallies many stakeholders to inspire collaboration in service delivery, especially in the legal 
community. Karin’s deep knowledge of, and passion for, the legal needs of the immigrant community 
positions her as a widely sought-after expert. She frequently fields questions about immigration law and 
policy from community-based immigrant service providers, school districts, health care providers, police 
departments, religious leaders, media outlets, and various community members. By serving on various 
legal community committees, Karin brings together stakeholders to learn and collaborate. These 
include: chairing the Westchester Women’s Bar Association Immigration Committee; the steering 
committee of the Immigration Advocates Resource Collaborative (I-ARC), and the conference committee 
for the 9th judicial district Immigrant Rights and Services Sub-committee’s “Access to Justice” 
conference. In addition, Karin plays a leadership role on the Westchester County Steering Committee of 
the New York Immigration Coalition (NYIC). Karin has also increased the visibility of NLCLP itself through 
successful applications and fulfillment of several contracts with the NYS Office for New Americans to 
serve as legal counsel for other service providers, as well as providing naturalization services. These 
contracts require NLCLP to collaborate heavily with a wide network of immigrant-serving providers and 
other legal organizations throughout the Hudson Valley.  

 

Disruptive Innovation  

Like most immigration attorneys, Karin is tremendously committed to providing high quality legal 
representation in a way that preserves dignity and respect for each client. But when people speak about 
Karin and her work, they use words like, “big visionary,” “creative,” and “no ego.” Karin’s work over the 
past 25 years in the immigration legal field has focused on doing everything possible to close the gap 
between the need and available resources for free representation. Especially since joining the work in 
Westchester County, Karin has creatively found ways to serve as many clients as possible throughout 
the entire system. She works to train new attorneys, increase the funding pie for all agencies involved in 
this work, maximize the support of paralegals and volunteers, partner with for-profit law firms, and 
increase the Neighbors Link Community Law Practice by adding staff as much as practicable. Five years 
ago, when Pace University decided that they could no longer support the Pace Community Law Practice, 
Karin saw an opportunity to create what she believed was the best approach to increasing the 
availability of free immigration legal services – by building a nonprofit immigration law practice. Since 
she merged the law practice into Neighbors Link, she has grown it from just two attorneys to seven 
attorneys, five paralegals, and one legal liaison. Karin not only added legal services to Neighbors Link’s 



array of programming but integrated it in a holistic way that provides legal clients with critical supports 
to help them thrive in their new communities. 

 



 

 
2022 Individual Changemaker Award Winner 
Steve Myrthil, Vice President of IT, Westhab 

 

Issue and Case for Change 

Steve is leading the charge on the urgent technological needs of over 10,000 shelter and affordable 
housing residents across New York City and Westchester. Steve is passionate about closing the digital 
divide and providing life-changing access to technology for underserved, low-income communities. 
Applying his vision at Westhab, Steve secured funding to provide free Wi-Fi to the Dayspring Campus in 
Downtown Yonkers, an affordable and supportive housing residence with 63 units and a full-service 
community center. Noticing the need extended to much of the community, Steve helped found the Y-
Zone Initiative, which has provided 250 clients with home Wi-Fi and 87 digital literacy courses and 
Chromebooks to Yonkers residents since inception. As a child of Haitian immigrants, Steve learned 
firsthand the importance that education and technology can have on one’s life. Steve spent over 12 
years working in education and is currently a board member of The Ascenders, Inc., a nonprofit that 
provides guidance and mentorship to students to and through college. Steve worked in charter schools 
with children from similar backgrounds to his own, building systems that make technology services more 
accessible to students. In his time working in schools and shelters, he’s learned that ready access to 
technology significantly impacts success, whether in school, housing searches, or the job market. 
Because of his experiences, Steve is dedicated to making technology and online learning easy to use and 
accessible to people of all ages and walks of life. 

Awareness 

It has become increasingly apparent in Westchester County that lower income residents do not have 
equal access to educational resources, telehealth appointments, and employment opportunities made 
possible through the Internet. With the opening of the Dayspring Campus in Southwest Yonkers, Steve 
saw an opportunity to combat that reality. Steve worked tirelessly and successfully to equip 63 
affordable and supportive housing residences and the full-service community center with free Wi-Fi. He 
did not stop there. In collaboration with the Westchester County Association and the City of Yonkers, 
Steve spearheaded Dayspring as a home base for Project OVERCOME’s Y-Zone Initiative. This initiative is 
a $2.7 million effort designed to expedite the delivery of broadband services to underserved 
communities across the United States. The Y-Zone project at Dayspring will also provide free Wi-Fi, 
training, and Chromebooks to over 500 families who live in the vicinity of Dayspring. Steve not only saw 
the potential solutions to the barriers facing internet access in the community, but he successfully 
campaigned for awareness, funding, and change. Steve collaborates with program staff to identify needs 
and areas for improvement in tech or computer programs at sites and in the office. His team emphasizes 



the importance of reliable, easy-to-use tech in facilitating everything from job searches to schoolwork 
for Westhab’s clients. Steve is involved in designing all new housing projects, working closely with 
Westhab’s real estate team to ensure Wi-Fi connection is a design priority from the ground up.  

 

 

 

Collaboration 

In collaboration with the Westchester County Association and the City of Yonkers, Steve helped 
establish a home base for Project OVERCOME’s Y-Zone Initiative in the new Dayspring Community 
Center. Project OVERCOME is a $2.7 million effort designed to expedite the delivery of broadband 
services to underserved communities across the United States. The Y-Zone project is geared toward the 
Yonkers community and will act as a starting point for the future of digital connectivity. To create the 
most robust Wi-Fi network possible for Westhab’s new Dayspring Campus and the entire Nodine Hill 
community, Westhab contributed a recently awarded $300,000 Community Development Block Grant to 
the Y-Zone Initiative. Additionally, Westhab’s Dayspring Campus will serve as a second Citizens 
Broadband Radio Service (CBRS) site and a hub for community education and empowerment, furthering 
the project’s impact to serve 250 households. This ongoing partnership began in 2021 to address the 
digital divide within Westchester County amplified by the COVID-19 pandemic. All the community 
partners have the common goal of empowering Yonkers residents to be more successful in the digital 
world. All community partners are committed to continuing to advance the missions and principles of 
digital equity that drive Steve’s work. This partnership continues to allow Westhab to meet its goal of 
changing lives. Combatting homelessness doesn’t stop at creating affordable housing opportunities. To 
keep seniors, veterans, young adults, and people with disabilities off the streets, they must access 
specific resources that are increasingly found exclusively online. 

 

Disruptive Innovation 

 Steve has contributed to elevating low-income communities by developing creative solutions to help 
close the technological divide. During Steve’s time working at Excellence Community schools, there was 
concern about bringing schools online. Still, Steve was able to find solutions that helped thousands of 
students and teachers across New York and Connecticut learn remotely during the global COVID-19 
pandemic. At Westhab, Steve brought the Y-Zone technology and training right into the heart of the 
community. Many participants were interested, but intimidated, by new technology and might not have 
been comfortable seeking resources outside their neighborhood. With its community-based approach, 
Y-Zone gave residents a safe, easy, and rewarding way to get comfortable with life-changing technology. 
Westhab was lucky to have Steve to improve Westhab’s ongoing response to the virtual shifts caused by 
COVID-19. He has made reliable Wi-Fi connections and technology for tenants and staff a Westhab 
standard. Steve and his team are on the ground at program sites, and our staff know they can rely on 
them for answers to even the smallest of tech questions. Steve’s problem-solving skills are also helping 
determine Westhab’s future. Steve has been charged with developing the strategic plan for Westhab’s 
growth, leading ideation across teams and implementing and supporting scalable solutions that allow 



Westhab to serve more people. This includes designing infrastructure that provides residents with 
reliable access to broadband and rapid deployment of technology to establish and grow shelter 
programs. 
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2022 Organization Changemaker Award Winner 
Youth Shelter Program of Westchester  

 

 

 Issue and Case for Change  

Young people who become involved with the criminal legal system are often face a myriad of 

seemingly insurmountable issues - from struggling with mental health, substance use issues and 

addictions to hunger and poverty.  Many have a history of trauma or have witnessed or are 

survivors of violence. All have been failed by traditional systems that do not examine or 

understand the root causes of the issues and circumstances that too often bring young people 

of color into the criminal legal system.  These systems – which negatively and disproportionally 

impact Black and Brown people and people who are low-income -  often foster their lifelong 

involvement in the criminal justice system. 

The Youth Shelter Program of Westchester, a diversion and alternative to incarceration 

program, is designed to prevent involvement in a prison pipeline that wastes human potential.  

YSOW offers second chances, save lives and promotes safe and healthy communities for all 

people while holding people accountable for their actions.   

The Youth Shelter Program of Westchester (YSOW) is the only organization one of its kind 

throughout New York State to serve as an alternative to incarceration for youth ages 18-24 

within the criminal justice system. It operates as a community–based homelike alternative to 

incarceration for young men awaiting disposition or who have been sentenced on various 

criminal charges through the Westchester County Court System. Incorporated in 1975, the 

shelter provides its residents with food, shelter, medical care, psychological counseling, 
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substance use treatment, state certificated high school education administered by the Southern 

Westchester BOCES, social and recreational programs, positive involvement in the community 

and an environment that emphasizes respect, discipline, structure, and responsibility, and 

fosters a team-centered healing approach.  

As one resident put it, “Why did I need to get in trouble with the law to access all these 

services?”  

Post-release and non-residential programming for justice involved youth is provided through 

the LEAD Academy, and includes community-based aftercare programming to ensure that 

youth are positively reintegrating back into their communities of origin and to reduce their 

chances of recidivism.  

Over the past three years, under new leadership, YSOW has recognized the need to frame the 

issue of youth and criminal justice with a racial equity lens, using decades of data and facts to 

expose the life-limiting and deadly realities related to systemic racism and the over-

criminalization of people of color. It is with this lens that change will happen. 

 

Awareness 

Raising public awareness of the causes and cures of crime among young people is critical to 

long-term and systemic reform, and essential to developing collaborative solutions to issues 

that plague our society and the juvenile and criminal justice systems.   

The Youth Shelter Program of Westchester’s outreach, education and community building 

campaigns empower young people to take control of their lives and communities to recognize 

and change systems that have life-limiting and deadly outcomes for people of color.     

YSOW has two major initiatives aimed at increasing awareness and understanding of key issues 

facing the community. YouthCRED is a community-based anti-gun violence initiative launched in 

partnership with Mount Vernon SNUG of Family Services of Westchester that leverages the raw 

talents, experiences, and leadership that justice-involved youth inherently possess. Through the 
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YouthCRED program, young people with lived experience with gun violence are trained as 

CREDible messengers and learn how to create meaningful outreach campaigns to help reduce 

shootings and cure violence in their community. YouthCRED’s aim is to create model youth 

leaders who can help stop violence through mediating conflict and conveying the message that 

gun violence should not be viewed as normal but rather as a behavior that can, and must, be 

changed.  

The second major initiative is the Emerging Adult Justice Initiative, a partnership with Mount 

Vernon City Court and the 9th Judicial District in which YSOW serves as the lead agency to 

accept referrals, coordinate services, interface with the judicial and legal teams. The mission of 

the initiative, dubbed “Emerging Adult Court,” is to provide meaningful opportunities for 

resolving criminal cases by pursuing alternatives to prosecution, sentencing and incarceration 

for young people between the ages of 18-25. YSOW provides the coordination of services and 

case management, connecting young adults with services, resources, and opportunities through 

a collaborative effort involving public and private stakeholders to place emerging adults on the 

path of success and self-autonomy. This initiative is a model of the kind of cross system 

awareness and reform that can make long term changes in the criminal justice system.  

YSOW is consistently examining how to reimagine justice and provide developmentally age 

appropriate solutions to justice that are grounded in positive youth development. This 

essentially involved elevating the voices of those most impacted by the criminal legal system to 

serve as positive contributors in reshaping our collective actions when dealing with justice 

involved youth. This year, YSOW held a “this is what justice looks like” dinner that was led by 

youth to share their stores and reflect on the lesson learned during their journey at YSOW. With 

an outstanding record of reducing recidivism, YSOW has demonstrated that its nontraditional 

approach is effective in improving public safety, saving public dollars, and redefining the lives of 

young people involved in the legal system.   
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Collaboration  

YSOW’s focus on public awareness has intentionally involved successful collaboration.  As a 

result, YSOW is now a sought after partner and collaborator for the legal system, the courts, the 

corrections system as well as for entities in education, mental health and employment.  YSOW 

now offers its unique expertise as part of a network of local, statewide and national nonprofit 

and governmental organizations focused on the criminal legal system and justice reform.  

The organization work closely with SNUG (an evidence-based outreach program that treats gun 

violence like a disease by identifying its causes and interrupting its transmission) programs in 

Yonkers and Mount Vernon, 914United, whose mission is to support formerly incarcerated 

people to start a new life on re-entering society, Youth Bureaus in Peekskill, Mount Vernon, and 

Westchester County, and the New York State Division of Criminal Justice System (DCJS), the 

Westchester County District Attorney’s Office and local City and County Courts. YSOW has co-

hosted United in Faith Against Gun Violence, an interfaith prayer breakfast with the City of 

Peekskill Youth Bureau, a ReEntry Symposium offered in partnership with the Family 

Restoration Project, and a panel discussion at Westchester Community College called 

Reimagining Justice, featuring a group of local and national criminal justice professionals talking 

about our collective efforts to rethink the justice system. On the national front, YSOW was 

selected last year to be one of just eight sites throughout the United States to participate in the 

Motion for Justice, Reshaping Prosecution initiative through the Vera Institute of Justice, to 

learn how we can move from over criminalization to thriving communities  

 

Disruptive Innovation 

More than forty years since the founding of the Youth Shelter Program of Westchester as a 

pioneer in providing an alternative to incarceration for young people involved in the criminal 

justice system, current leadership recognized the need for further disruption. 

YSOW’s historic focus on the individual has been critical in helping to heal individual trauma 

and to providing a path forward for young people involved in the justice system.  The model has 
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been effective in reducing recidivism, improving public safety, saving public dollars, and 

providing a structure of discipline and accountability for young people. 

Yet, the almost exclusive focus on individuals as core to the organizational model needed to 

change to prevent young people from entering the doors of YSOW in the first place and from 

becoming embroiled in the school to prison pipeline.  Accountability had to include both the 

individual and systems - housing, education, health care, economic - that have for centuries 

excluded People of Color from opportunities to succeed and thrive at the same level as White 

people. The Youth Shelter Program of Westchester has been leading the way in making “good 

trouble” and advancing a focus on social realities and systems that bring young people to the 

criminal justice system overall.  
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2022 Organization Changemaker Award Winner 

The STEM Alliance 

 

Supported with encouragement from multiple partners, The STEM Alliance earned an 
Organizational Changemaker Award this year because of their strength of collaboration. “Our 
work is only achieved through partnership which is one of our most innovative elements. We 
are experts in STEM education, Digital Equity and high quality STEM Summer Programming. But 
our partners have deep, trusted, longstanding relationships with the clients. We partner to 
bring our expertise to their clients.” Their nominating supporters included: Jonathan Alvarez, 
Co-Founder and Executive Director, 914United, Inc.; Anne Bradner, Chief Executive Officer, 
Carver Center; Robert W. Cacace, Jr., Commissioner of Information Technology, City of Yonkers; 
Lindsay C. Farrell, President and CEO, Open Door Family Medical Center and Foundation; Allison 
Lake, Executive Director, Westchester Children’s Association; Jirandy Martinez, Executive 
Director, Community Resource Center; Amy Price, Chief Development Officer, YWCA White 
Plains & Central Westchester; and, Michael N. Romita, President & CEO, Westchester County 
Association.”  

Issue and Case for Change 

In 2020, The STEM Alliance had the vision to see that digital equity (access to internet/devices 
and the skills to use them) is a basic life necessity. At the height of the pandemic, it took the 
lead programmatically and through advocacy in response to the transition to virtual work and 
learning stranding low-income families in the digital divide. Based on best practices and advice 
from the National Digital Inclusion Alliance (NDIA), The STEM Alliance designed and secured 
funding for Digital Equity Now (DEqN), a research-based digital inclusion program that provides 
a wraparound solution: a free device, internet hotspot, and 15 hours of digital skills training. 
Since August 2020, DEqN has reached over 1,100 residents through more than a dozen 
Westchester nonprofit partners, achieving high impact results. The STEM Alliance is now 
launching a new digital navigator model, Digital Pathways, based on national models and NDIA 
workshops. Digital Pathways makes it possible to screen clients’ digital distress and serve those 
needs in a targeted manner, enrolling them in the federal Affordable Connectivity Program for 
free or low cost internet. The STEM Alliance has established the case to address digital equity in 
Westchester, created programs, evolved programs, partnered for success, embedded the work 
in state and national discussions and tracked metrics to fortify the case for this work. To 
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achieve this during a time of such enormous uncertainty proves not only that The STEM 
Alliance’s overall leadership is strong but also that they know how to attract funding to our 
communities. 

 Awareness  

The STEM Alliance is leading the way in creating Digital Inclusion Coalitions at the local and 
state level in order to ensure that Westchester is represented in critical funding conversations 
at all levels. It has educated the public, partners, elected officials and other stakeholders on the 
issues surrounding digital equity while also providing replicable solutions. This work has 
included: 1) Presenting at two national conferences and two state conferences, 2) Sitting on the 
National Planning Team for NDIA’s Annual Net Inclusion Conference (2 consecutive years), 3) 
Earning a highly competitive Statewide Digital Equity grant that will enable a much greater 
expansion of the program, 4) Being a founding member of the newly established NYS Digital 
Equity Network, 5) Being a founding member of the nascent Westchester Digital Inclusion 
Coalition, 6) Being awarded one of seven National Science Foundation (NSF)/Us Ignite/Schmidt 
Futures grants to start the “Y-Zone” project which connects low income people to free internet 
(and some to tech education and devices as well), 7) Utilizing federal CARES act dollars to 
extend the Y-Zone initiative for year 2 and growing a model for replication across the County, 8) 
Advising Westchester Children's Association on their digital equity research instrument, 9) 
Acting as the lead or primary partner on two additional large scale digital equity grants for 
Westchester, 10) Earning awards to bring much needed attention to this work including but not 
limited to: Westchester County Association Leadership Award, Westchester County Board of 
Legislators Recognition, Lions Regional Club Uplinger Award for Outstanding Service, and 
Community Resource Center Annual Honoree.  

 

Collaboration  

Digital equity is an intersectional issue directly related to poverty; it affects more people of 
color and is a super social determinant of success in education, employment, and healthcare. In 
order to address this, The STEM Alliance works not only with clients suffering digital distress 
and local nonprofits who serve those clients, but also with county, state, and national 
stakeholders to advocate for legislation, policy and funding. The STEM Alliance’s partnership 
model relies on the fact that it is the expert at STEM, but the partners are the agencies in 
relationship with residents in need. The STEM Alliance provides the Lead Educator (tech 
education) and Digital Navigators (digital equity work); partners identify clients with digital 
distress and provide a location for outreach and classes. The STEM Alliance “trains the trainer,” 
growing the partners’ capacity to lead classes on their own. The STEM Alliance’s skill at 
innovating and collaborating with partners while bringing high quality “on ramp” tech 
education into communities has earned it a reputation as a leader in digital inclusion 
implementation in Westchester. In this work, The STEM Alliance maintains relationships with 
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elected officials to ensure that digital equity is always part of the conversation. Its leadership 
speaks at local, state, and national conferences and is part of a newly formed NY State Digital 
Equity Network, has provided direct advising to NY State Assemblyman Otis’s NY Digital 
Inclusion grant program, and is part of the Westchester Library System’s new movement to 
create a Westchester Digital Inclusion Coalition. 

Disruptive Innovation  

The Digital Equity Now program transforms lives in a manner that was effectively ignored pre-
pandemic. After just 15 hours of tech education, clients show a threefold increase in their 
comfort on workforce development platforms. Over 80% intend to use their skills to get a 
job/look for a job online and 45% feel very comfortable on device at program close (compared 
to 20% at the start). Here in Westchester, this work has never been done to this degree, with 
this holistic approach, and with this level of success for baseline beginners prior to The STEM 
Alliance’s leadership. This impact has been accomplished through several key approaches 
pioneered by The STEM Alliance.  1) Ownership: While loaner programs have been helpful, 
loaner or shared devices do not provide the access needed to achieve tech adoption. Adoption 
of tech skills takes a regular investment of time and practice that can only be achieved through 
full ownership. 2) A Three-part Approach: DEqN combines device ownership, internet access, 
and education because devices alone are not enough to move clients from an analog existence 
to a digital life (2019 study of Comcast Internet Essentials low-income clients). 3) Partnership 
Model: Partnering is essential. Nonprofit partners identify the clients; the STEM Alliance 
distributes the device packages and provides education. In addition, they “train the trainer.” 4) 
Evaluation & Metrics: The STEM Alliance collects and reviews data for continuous 
improvement. They rely on impact metrics collected from pre-/post-class surveys, uploaded 
into an impact metrics dashboard (https://tinyurl.com/yahmf3y4), updated bi-annually. 


