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Executive Summary
Established in New York City in 1991 as part of the Safe Cities Safe Streets program, Beacons are school-

based community centers that offer comprehensive and integrated services to more than 155,000 com-

munity members annually. Beacons serve all ages, acting as a community hub in which all youth and 

adults in the neighborhood are invited to access resources, supports, opportunities, and services. In just 

two decades, Beacons have grown from 10 to 80 sites in New York and have been replicated in cities 

throughout the United States. Over the past 20 years, Beacons have innovated while staying true to their 

mission to be “a vehicle for community organization and development” (The Katzenback Report, 1990). 

Beacons are greatly needed and valued in the communities in which they are located, but are struggling 

to keep their doors open from year to year. Beacons have been subject to multiple rounds of budget cuts, 

relying on over $4.45 million in one-year City Council discretionary funds for the past two years. The 

next administration must make greater investment in these valuable community resources. Investment 

in Beacons will promote the administration’s aims to foster greater equity in New York City, support 

middle school youth, and scale up the community school model. 

Beacons UNITE! is a network of 50 Beacons who have developed the following plan focused on quality, 

investments, and expansion of the Beacon community school model in New York City. The plan to ad-

equately fund the Beacons has the following short-term, medium-term, and longer term benchmarks:

First Term:
· Fully fund the Beacon model at the cost of the model

· Develop a procurement process that gives priority to current quality programs

· Issue a single RFP for Beacon and Cornerstone programs, allowing for systemic planning of 

community centers citywide

Second Term:
· Expand Beacons infrastructure citywide in tandem with the goal of ensuring that every child 

has access to a high quality, affordable after-school program, and that schools are supported 

and communities are improved. 

Beacons UNITE! 

Transition Document
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Introduction
The members of Beacons UNITE! strongly believe that Beacons are essential to the success of the next 

generation of New Yorkers. Beacons can and will play a critical role in the next administration’s plans 

to improve education and afterschool. Moving forward, Beacons require a substantial investment of 

resources in order to operate at their full potential. 

In 1991, Beacons had an annual budget of $400,000. Today, 20 years later, Beacons have an average 

annual budget of around $340,000. Furthermore, for the past two years, Beacons have faced an annual 

budget reduction of about 11%, and 7 Beacons have been at risk of closing their doors. Both of these cuts 

have been restored by one-year Council funds. These budget cuts impact the level of quality programs 

are able to provide. Not knowing whether a program will be funded after the City fiscal year ends creates 

tremendous instability for providers, staff, communities, and families. 

The 80 NYC Beacons (66 funded with City-tax levy and 14 with federal CDGB funds) are a generative 

CBO-school partnership, resulting in each Beacon having distinct characteristics, programming, and 

resources that reflect the needs of their community. Investment must be made in these valuable com-

munity hubs. Beacons connect to many of the priorities of the next administration such as 1) ensuring 

greater equity in NYC, 2) making sure that middle-school youth have access to high quality afterschool 

programs within a holistic, intergenerational model and 3) scaling up the Community Schools Model. 

Beacons as an Equity Strategy
The opening of public spaces to all members of the community makes the school building a true 

community resource. Beacons operate Mondays through Fridays until 9 p.m., Saturdays and summer 

months until 6 p.m., and are open holidays to provide year-long comprehensive opportunities, services 

and supports. In neighborhoods throughout the City, Beacons are part of the fabric of their communi-

ties, addressing unmet needs and responding in times of crisis. For example, last year during and after 

Superstorm Sandy, Beacon community centers served as relief centers, food distribution sites, and 

donation drop-off points. Beacon staff coordinated participants to assist FEMA and the National Guard, 

delivering food and water to high rise NYCHA developments. 

By being a productive safe haven for young people in communities, Beacons reach both in-school and 

out-of-school young people, such as “opportunity youth” who may currently be out of school and un-

employed. In this way, Beacons are an equity strategy that provides adequate care and opportunities to 

ALL young people who may not be getting their needs met. 

Beacons also ensure equity for working parents who may not otherwise be able to pay for such a com-

prehensive array of services, opportunities and supports for their children. Beacons support schools to 

increase parental engagement and school connectedness as parents feel comfortable with Beacon staff, 

many of whom are residents from the community in which they are embedded. Beacons also provide 

a space for all members of the school community as well as neighborhood residents to organize and 

advocate for improved services in their schools and communities. 
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Support for Middle School Youth within an Intergenerational Beacon Model 
Beacons serve 155,000 community residents annually including comprehensive services and opportu-

nities to 41,000 young people of all ages. Beacons support young people through their critical transitions 

from elementary all the way through high school and beyond. Beacons involve over 17,000 middle 

school youth each year in this comprehensive approach with programming focused on civic engage-

ment, career awareness, life skills, recreation/health, culture/art and academic enhancement. The 

culture of Beacons offers a safe space for young people to be both challenged to learn and grow, and to 

develop meaningful and important relationships with youth and adults. This is the kind of environment 

that leads to social and emotional health. 

Over the past 20 years, Beacons have developed a signature promising practice for working with middle 

school youth within the comprehensive Beacon program model called, “Ladders to Leadership.” The 

model gives middle school youth scaffolded leadership opportunities to be of service in their communi-

ties as well as work with younger kids in their program. Skills gained while working with the younger 

participants prepare middle school aged students to move into paid internships when they transition 

to high school. Ladders to Leadership retains young people in programming throughout the middle 

school years by valuing the contributions they make while concurrently engaging them in building 

21st century skills essential for post-secondary success like teamwork, critical thinking and problem-

solving. Beacons are uniquely positioned to do this type of deep, multi-generational work with middle 

school students.

Beacons and Community Schools
The Beacon Community School (BCS) model transforms spaces and provides activities for young people 

and the community. Like other community school models, BCS foster partnerships that maximize 

resources and provide “collective impact” (Kania & Kramer, 2011). Ideally, the emphasis on partnership 

happens on both the school and initiative levels. At the school level, community-based organizations 

partner with school administrators, local police, civic organizations, youth councils, and community 

councils in service of development for young people, programs and communities. At the initiative level, 

strong city-wide Beacon initiatives involve city agencies, school districts, health departments, private 

funders, and juvenile justice departments to maximize city’s resources and collective impact. 

The BCS model emphasizes youth and community engagement. Beacons around New York City have 

the infrastructure, articulated program strategies, and methods for engaging youth who have been 

least engaged and most impacted by critical urban issues. Like many community schools, Beacons are 

committed to school transformation that aims to promote healthy development and learning among 

youth, (Anderson-Butcher, 2004; Doll & Lyon, 1998) and other goals related to family and community 

well-being. At their best, BCS strive for multi-level impact by engaging youth and adults in community 

development, often with young people at the helm (Youth Development Institute, 2009). As the next 

administration considers making every school a community school, Beacons along with other com-

munity school models in NYC form a solid foundation from which to build.

This transition plan outlines a vision for Beacons in New York City, a vision we are urging the next 

administration to embrace. In order to fully capitalize on the Beacon infrastructure in NYC we urge 

the administration to address the three key areas outlined in this document: Quality, Investment, and 

Expansion. Below are more specifics with regard to what Beacons UNITE! believes should be included 

in a plan to address quality, investment, and expansion of Beacons.
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Quality: Implement high quality systems and provide the resources to 
meet them.

Return to Holistic, Community-Based, Beacon Model

· Base Beacon programming on community needs including input from youth, parents, school 

administrators, and community members.

· Offer a continuous circuit of programs; school- age childcare through critical transitions into 

adulthood- offering a continuum of services along all developmental stages catered to needs 

of that stage.

· Support Beacons to act as a “community hub” that organizes community building events and 

civic engagement initiatives as a part of their core mission. Beacons promote economic and 

social equity by providing resource mobility, services, and advocacy. 

· Offer comprehensive programming for adults specifically procured for parent/community 

needs, development, interaction, and participation. 

Guarantee that Beacons have a sufficient number of well-trained full-time and part-time staff neces-

sary to ensure quality programming, opportunities and services. 

· Appropriately compensate full-time and part-time staff to promote the core Beacon areas 

such as civic engagement, career awareness, life skills, recreation/health, and culture/art as 

well as to support young people with school-based educational initiatives like the STEAM 

(Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Math) curriculum and the transition to Common 

Core standards. 

· Offer specialized trainings in capacities such as: social and emotional development, positive 

youth development, and social group work. 

· Perform regular and specialized trainings to match the Beacons’ needs. 

Ensure programs have a holistic approach to supporting growth in all areas, including social and emo-

tional well-being, artistic and cultural awareness, educational and academic support, and physical 

health and wellness for young people, their families, and community members in the “Beacon Zone.” 

· Budget for purchase of high quality curriculum, materials, and supplies in order to improve 

support for socio-emotional development, youth-adult partnership initiatives, culture/art, 

recreation/health, environmental awareness, STEAM and ELL (English Language Learners), 

Common Core programming..

· Prioritize budget for Beacons summer camps including subsidized trips to New York City 

cultural and recreational destinations as well as college visits.

· Fund the Ladders to Leadership program model in all Beacons, a professional internship 

placement in community-based organizations for youth, to ensure maximum potential job-

skill and life-skill growth.

· Fund more programming for families.

· Fund more community building events as well as opportunities for community members that 

may include workforce development, health and recreation, civic engagement, computer and/

or literacy programs. 
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Bolster the interagency relationships between the Department of Education (DOE), Department of 

Health (DOH), and the Department of Community-Youth Development (DYCD) to ensure productive 

school-CBO partnerships. 

 

· There should be mutual accountability on both the site and systems levels between CBO’s 

and institutional partners to ensure the best outcomes for youth, families and community 

members. 

· Beacons should be a part of school and/or building council meetings to establish optimal 

communication between the school and CBOs about youth, family, and community needs. 

· Prioritize Beacon’s access to space and create a “Beacon Footprint” that guarantees space 

allocation in schools and afterschool programs. This space allocation should be considered 

when bringing multiple schools (charters, multiple smalls schools) into the building in which a 

Beacon is situated.

· Ensure alignment between the requirements of DOE, DOH and DYCD. 

Ensure that program evaluations and technical assistance are more strategic and effective. 

· Hold quarterly Beacon borough meetings for directors to share resources and best practices.

· Examine the universal rubric for evaluation to provide consistency and opportunities for 

recourse in cases of disputed evaluations.

· Train program managers in evaluation protocols and procedures to effectively evaluate, guide, 

and provide feedback on data that programs can utilize for program improvement. 

Investment: Develop short and long term goals to fully fund high-
quality, robust Beacons network Citywide. Provide stable, reliable 
multi-year funding to create sustainable programs, reduce barriers to 
access, and ensure continuity for children and youth.

Explore all options to maintain and increase investments at the federal, state, and local levels.

· City policymakers should advocate for more federal and state funding for NYC such as 

community block grants, Promise Neighborhood funds, and Community School funding.

· Draw down funding streams from partnerships with DOH, DOE, DOJJ, and ACS to provide more 

and higher quality health, educational and preventive resources to communities via Beacon 

community centers. 

Ensure that programs are affordable to families.

· Programs should have the discretion to implement a sliding scale fee in order to ensure that 

programs are affordable and accessible for low and middle income families. 
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Expansion: Align Beacon and Cornerstone community centers and 
develop a plan to reach all children 

The Administration should have a plan to streamline Beacon and Cornerstone services for the 1st and 

2nd terms:

· 1st term – Expand the Beacon and Cornerstone portfolio of services

 Streamline the Beacon and Cornerstone procurement process by combining both into 

one RFP. Cornerstone programs are a variation of the Beacon model, located at NYCHA 

facilities. Aligning the Cornerstone and Beacon contracts under one RFP allows providers 

and the City to develop a comprehensive citywide plan to serve communities. 

 Expand Beacons into priority areas, such as service deserts, with a focus on prioritizing to 

the highest need children

· 2nd term- Continue to strengthen the existing Beacon system in tandem with universal access 

to afterschool programs, which will require a more sophisticated financing system, including 

coordinated state and federal investments. 

Apply a Community Needs Assessment tool that is practical for Beacon community centers allowing for 

Beacons to properly identify and prioritize community-wide matters such as: NYCHA facilities, health 

index, income level, ‘service deserts’, single parent homes, population in homeless shelters, and school 

test scores.

DYCD should implement a system to track waitlists as a way to measure need.

Explore all options to maintain and increase investments to Beacons on the federal, state, and local 

levels. 

Conclusion
The Beacon infrastructure is a valuable resource to New York City government, schools, families and 

young people. New York City’s elected officials must have a plan to invest in making these Beacons 

high-quality, sustainable, fully-funded and available to all. The return on investment of these programs 

for children and their families has long been proven and now is the time to ensure New York City meets 

the needs of our youngest New Yorkers and their families. 


