ADVOCACY
Dr. Veneese Chandler
Executive Director/ CEO
Family Outreach Center, Inc.
Nominated by Carol Paine-McGovern
Admittedly reluctant at first, Dr.
Veneese Chandler - fondly referred
to as "Dr. V." - took the helm of the
Family Outreach Center (FOC) in
1983, just five years after it opened
its doors and at a point that it faced
the very real prospect of closing. Its
funding had been cut in half and it
had a skeleton crew of staff charged
with caring for some of the most
stigmatized people in our community
- those suffering from mental illness
and addiction.
Three decades later, Dr. V. is credited
with transforming the organization
into one of the most respected
behavioral and mental health care
agencies in the region. Today, the
FOC has four locations, 100 staff
members, and an annual budget of $5
111 iII ion. Its extensive service array
is built on the understanding that an
individual's treatment is tied to the
health of the family, and the service
model is designed to improve access
for underserved populations. It's
neighborhood-based which embeds
FOC in the communities it serves.
Agency partnerships are leveraged to
ensure families have ready access to a
full range of supports. Programming
is relevant and culturally competent,
aimed at filling critical community gaps.
Annually, FOC reaches 5,000
people. In addition to comprehensive
assessment and diagnosis services,
outpatient counseling, medication

review, recovery management, and
wrap-around supports, FOC provides
specialized outreach to jails, schools,
and churches, as well as moms, to
children, and the Native American
community and elders; programs
targeting families with adolescent
children experiencing serious
emotional disturbances; and classes to
help Black parents shape a healthy, proud.
and capable self-image for their child.
While Dr. V.'s vision has dramatically
impacted her agency, it is also helping
to strengthen the broader non-profit
sector. The FOC is a founding partner
of the local Urban Core Collective
which is creating a pipeline of future
non-profit leaders within communities
of color. In addition to serving on
numerous boards and committees,
Dr. V. is a Council on Accreditation
Volunteer Peer Reviewer, which
takes her to like-organizations
throughout the country to evaluate the
effectiveness of their operations.
Dr. V. stands apart for many reasons.
She is a proven leader. She is the first
African American woman in our
community to hold the position of
Executive Director of a non-profit.
At a time when mental illness and
addiction were seen as a failure of
will, she bravely stepped into the
arena and educated us. Yet, when
asked what she is most proud of, she
says without pause, "It's seeing those
we serve reclaim their lives."

PROFESSIONS
Valerie Carrasco
Detective - Family Services Team
Grand Rapids Police Department
Nominated by Lieutenant
Kristen Rogers
One in four women is abused by an
intimate partner at some point in her
life. Given their unique dynamic,
domestic violence cases require
a highly specialized approach, in
large measure because of the control
assai !ants wield over every aspect of
their victims' lives, creating practical
disincentives for victims to engage
with law enforcement. Victims are
fearful of reaching out and risking an
assai I ant's reprisal. Assai !ants often
isolate victims from a supportive
network of family or friends. If an
assailant is the primary wage-earner,
his incarceration could mean eviction
and homelessness for a victim and her
children. It is incredibly challenging
work reserved for particularly gifted
officers, and Detective Valerie
Carrasco has done it for almost two
decades.
During her tenure, Det. Carrasco
has investigated over 16,000
domestic violence cases. She is
skilled in her ability to develop
trusting relationships with victims
that allow her to aid them in
extricating themselves from violent
relationships, navigating a complex
and intimidating judicial system, and
connecting to resources that allow
them to move forward.
Addressing the source of violence is
an equal priority for Det. Carrasco.
She works closely with Silent

Observer and GRPD's Fugitive Arrest
Team to ensure violent suspects are
quickly arrested. She regularly refers
assailants to counseling. She also
conducts threat assessments on the
families she works with to identify
the level of danger an assailant poses
and outlines a responsive intervention
plan to improve their safety.
Within GRPD, Det. Carrasco has
worked to maintain its prioritization
of domestic violence cases,
effectively lobbied for increased
resources, and worked to improve
internal coordination. As a result,
Det. Carrasco has been a Police
Officer of the Year nominee and
earned a Letter of Recognition.
She is a member of Kent County's
Domestic Violence Coordinated
Community Response Team, a
collaboration among key participants
in our community's education and
intervention efforts. She has been a
strong proponent of current efforts to
establish a local Domestic Violence
Court, which would consolidate
domestic violence cases with a
single judge and improve the speed,
consistency, and sensitivity with
which they are handled.
The scale of domestic violence is
astonishing, yet in the words of her
nominator, "She has the same amount
of energy for it as the day she first
started." For Det. Carrasco, it is more
than a profession. It is a passion.

SPORTS, FITNESS,
AND WELLNESS
Sara Knoester
Head Coach, Girls Volleyball,
Ottawa Hills High School
Founder and President, Mixed
Staffing + Recruiting

Nominated by Cara Jones

Girls' sports are vital. Girls who
participate are less likely to abuse
drugs and alcohol, or become pregnant
before graduating. They do better
academically and have strong self
esteem. Sports are a training ground for
the next generation of female leaders,
and it blunts the influence of factors
that might otherwise derail girls' life
goals. However, by age 14, girls drop
out of sports at twice the rate of boys.
Costs to participate exacerbate the
challenge of staying involved for girls
in poverty. Further, the sports programs
for cash-strapped schools with student
bodies from lower income homes often
experience frequent coaching turnover
ai1d lesser equipped facilities. OHHS'
volleyball program was no exception,
but Sara met the challenge head-on.
During her coaching tenure, she
has established a level of discipline
and stability that winning programs
require, and recruited a team of
assistant coaches who share her vision
for what their players can achieve. As
a result, each of her players maintains
a 3.0 or better GPA, all of this year's
seniors plan on playing in college, and
OHHS' Bengals won the program's
first conference match in over 10 years.
Despite their success, Sara
acknowledges that her own background
did not prepare her well to recognize
what many of her players were

experiencing. Poverty. Violence.
Homelessness. Discrimination. She
credits them with helping her to
understand. "They were frank and
honest. They opened my eyes."
Today, Sara approaches her role with
two aims: Developing her team's skills
and removing barriers that hinder her
players' success off the court. Sara
helped found GR8 Girls, an initiative of
the Grand Rapids Student Advancement
Foundation to bring together women to
support girls' athletics. She volunteers
with Grand C.I.T.Y. Sports and Endless
Opportunities among others. Sara
serves on numerou · agency boards and
committees focused on helping children,
including Living Stones Academy, The
Chris Sain Mentoring Program, Saint
John's Home-Kids First, Hope Network,
and Junior Achievement.
Sara's experiences working with her
players and in her volunteer roles have
also informed her business. In a market
saturated with staffing firms, Mixed
Staffing+ Recruiting has carved out
its niche by building relationships with
companies in traditionally overlooked
communities and by providing training
and support to individuals, such as former
inmates, with employment barriers.
In five years, MSR has grown from a
$26,000 loss to $1.7 million in revenue.
Whether measured in dollars or
championships, Sara's success
demonstrates that investing in people
has life-changing benefits.

