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Expanding the Cornerstone Community Centers System: 

Recommendations from CBO Providers 

September 15, 2015 

United Neighborhood Houses (UNH) and Neighborhood Family Services Coalition (NFSC) are 

proponents of the Cornerstone Community Center model and are excited that the model 

continues to expand and serve more communities in New York City Housing Authority 

(NYCHA) developments.  In anticipation of an upcoming procurement of the Cornerstone 

Community Center system, UNH and NFSC convened two focus groups of Cornerstone 

providers to discuss current best practices and develop recommendations on improving 

Cornerstones in the next RFP.   

The Cornerstone Community Center model grew out of the Beacon model.  At its core, both 

Beacons and Cornerstones Community Centers strive to become a vibrant community hub that 

offers services to all ages in a community space.  Like Beacons, for Cornerstones Community 

Centers to be successful, there needs to be recognition that each Cornerstone Community Center 

serves a unique community with its own set of needs and assets.  The Cornerstone Community 

Center model can be leveraged for many opportunities to benefit neighborhoods throughout the 

City.  Most recently, Cornerstone CBO providers partnered with DYCD to provide services in 

underserved NYCHA communities and to increase hours of service as part of Mayor de Blasio’s 

public safety plan for public housing.  Supporting CBO providers to deliver services that 

embrace the depth and flexibility of the Cornerstone Community Centers model will help 

Cornerstones truly meet the needs of families in NYCHA communities.        

Many CBOs that currently operate Cornerstones Community Centers are grappling with a similar 

set of challenges and are concerned about the viability of the model.  The anticipated release of a 

Cornerstones Community Centers RFP presents as an opportunity to address these challenges.  

The following recommendations are based on the experience and best practice of current 

Cornerstone providers.  The recommendations are divided into the following four categories: 

funding, facilities, program flexibility, and start-up costs. 
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Funding 

Currently, each Cornerstone Community Center is funded at varying levels on an annual contract 

basis that depends largely on space available at each respective NYCHA development, as size 

largely dictates the number of slots a CBO provider can take on.  The current funding structure is 

inadequate as it does not take into account several fixed costs managing a Cornerstone.     

Several CBO providers report needing to invest privately raised funds in order to provide a safe 

and high quality program - with one large provider investing as much as $200,000 per 

Cornerstone.  Programs that are not able to leverage philanthropic dollars are forced to offer 

fewer programming options and thereby attract fewer program participants.  Furthermore, we 

urge DYCD to recognize the following costs in managing a Cornerstone Community Center 

including: 

 Funding for staff that recognizes the hours of service from 2:00 pm-10:00 pm to include 

staff time to prepare/plan activities, which is particularly important for teen 

programming. Reimbursed hours can not only consist of the time in which Cornerstone 

staff directly interacts with youth.  Currently, staff are expected to work outside of these 

hours to attend Cornerstone Director meetings, complete administrative paperwork, etc. 

 Increase funding to hire more experienced staff.  Many Cornerstone Community Centers 

are experiencing a management transition, navigating complex relationships between 

NYCHA, NYCHA residents, and the community.  The current funding allows primarily 

hiring of entry level staff, which is very challenging given the roles and responsibilities 

of key staff at current many Cornerstone Community Centers.   

 Similar DOE’s support units that go to schools to support staff and kids after traumatic 

events, CBO providers felt strongly that in times of crisis, additional support from DYCD 

is needed.  We strongly encourage DYCD to form a response unit for traumatic events, 

such as neighborhood violence.  

 2 full-time or full-time equivalent staff (with fringe benefits) for maintenance of facilities 

as Cornerstones Community Centers are open past typical workday hours. 

 

 Security including heightened security at certain times of day.  There also needs to be 

flexibility for an increased security budget in neighborhoods or NYCHA developments 

with a significant history of violence and gang activity. 

 On-site professional development for staff.  Currently, Cornerstone Community Centers 

are not funded at a level that can accommodate coverage for multiple staff being out of 

center at the same time to attend trainings. 
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Participant Rates  

Per participant rates in Cornerstones contrast unfavorably with COMPASS and SONYC 

programs. 

Ages Price/Participant in 

Cornerstones 

Price/Participant in 

SONYC/ COMPASS 

5-12 $2,664.86* $2,800- $3,200 

13-21 $1,300 $2,000 

11-13 (summer expansion of middle school) $600 $600 

22+ $600  

*Originally was $2,800; reduced 

The lower level of funding translates into an inability to provide the same level of programming 

for youth enrolled in Cornerstones Community Centers than youth of the same age group in 

COMPASS and SONYC programs.  We recommend increasing the Cornerstone rate to match 

SONYC and COMPASS rates. 

Facilities 

Maintaining facilities that meet quality standards as well as SACC regulations has been a 

consistent challenge for Cornerstone providers working in NYCHA facilities that are usually 

older buildings that have not had adequate upkeep.   

Moreover, Cornerstone providers are encouraged but not funded to provide space for 

neighborhood events such as memorial ceremonies for community and tenant leaders, 

community board meetings and events such as town halls for local elected officials.  These 

events do help engage more community members with their Cornerstone Community Center but 

require maintenance staff.  

In order to improve the state of facilities at Cornerstone Community Centers, we urge DYCD to 

improve coordination with NYCHA to include having a NYCHA contact for each Cornerstone 

Community Center.  This would greatly assist providers with increased accountability with start-

up and continuing repairs on on-site.    

In addition, each Cornerstone Community Center facility differs in layout and space allocation, 

directly impacting a CBO’s ability to attract, retain, and provide for a safe and high quality site.  

These factors should be taken into consideration in determining the number of participants 

served.  For example,  some Cornerstone Community Center sites that have multiple exits that 

affect the safety plan, such as requiring an additional security guard at certain times of the day, 

this cost should be reflected in the budget, and not be paid for separately by the CBO provider. 
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Program Flexibility 

Cornerstone Community Centers should be able to attract children and youth who would be 

unwilling or unlikely to attend a program that have an explicit educational focus.  Allowing 

providers greater flexibility will help providers serve harder to reach youth.   

We urge DYCD to provide greater flexibility in the following areas: 

 Activities/Activity Periods.  DYCD Online requires Cornerstone providers to document 

young people’s activities in 2 hour blocks of time.  In order to meet the rate of 

participation requirements, Cornerstone providers are forced to keep youth in specific 

activities for rigid 2-hour time blocks instead of giving youth the freedom to explore 

different options.  This is especially relevant for night center activities when youth come 

to the Cornerstone Community Center after being in school all day or are coming from 

other afterschool programs.  

Furthermore, youth development best practices support unstructured activities.  Spending 

time with friends and community members in a safe and supervised environment can 

address teen interests and be developmentally appropriate.  We urge DYCD to implement 

a combination of structured and unstructured activities. 

 Trips.  Trips are one of the most popular activities offered by any type of after-school 

program.  Allowing more flexibility for operating hours around trips will allow providers 

to engage more young people in off-site activities. 

 

 Meals.   While we understand the constraints DYCD faces due to regulations of the 

federal Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) which is the primary funder of 

meals in Cornerstones, we urge DYCD to allow maximum flexibility for the times that 

meals are served.  Serving meals at 6:00pm as programs transition from after-school to 

evening hours is a logistical challenge.   

 

 Gyms.  Cornerstone Community Centers with gyms report that gyms attract the largest 

numbers of participating young people.  In order to ensure that all Cornerstones are 

financially viable, DYCD should adjust expectations for rate of participation for sites 

without a gym. 
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Start-Up Costs and Time 

We are excited to see the City investing to increase the number of Cornerstone Community 

Center sites.  Furthermore, we urge DYCD to provide funding for start-up costs in the new 

Cornerstone Community Center sites so that new programs have facilities that are safe and 

appealing when they open.  In particular, new programs should be funded to cover the costs of 

preparing space for use, to include: 

1. Removal of garbage 

2. Painting 

3. Keys and Locks 

4. Equipment including phones, wi-fi and computers 

5. Mold Abatement/pest control 

Thank you for your consideration of these suggestions.  We are grateful for all the work DYCD 

does to make Cornerstone Community Centers successful programs for New York City’s youth.   

For more information, please contact Gregory Brender gbrender@unhny.org (917) 484-9337 or 

Gigi Li gigi@nfsc-nyc.org (212) 619-1656. 

 

------ 

United Neighborhood Houses is New York City’s federation of settlement houses and community 

centers. Rooted in the history and values of the settlement house movement begun over 100 years ago, 

UNH promotes and strengthens the neighborhood-based, multi-service approach to improving the lives of 

New Yorkers in need and the communities in which they live. UNH’s membership includes 38 agencies 

employing 10,000 people at 525 sites across the five boroughs to provide high quality services and 

activities to over 500,000 New Yorkers each year. 

Founded in 1980, Neighborhood Family Services Coalition is a group of service providers and 

advocacy organizations that is committed to the provision of quality services for children, youth and 

families at the neighborhood level. Because of this commitment, the Coalition works to encourage the 

highest quality of service, public accountability, and the most effective and efficient use of public funds. 
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