
 
 SPEAKERS 

 
Ben Hecht – Living Cities 

As president and CEO of Living Cities, Ben Hecht has seen how economic disparity wreaks 
havoc with lives and communities. He’s also seen how local leaders can take action to 
address the root causes of inequality themselves, rather than waiting for policy changes 
from above. Drawing on his decades of working directly with low-income neighborhoods, 
Hecht will share a series of case studies from throughout the country that focus on real 
problems and real solutions. From improving educational opportunities to strengthening 
civic engagement to investing in women and people of color to start businesses, Hecht 
shows that we know how to create conditions where everyone can prosper, we just need 

to implement these proven strategies.  
  
Ben Hecht has been the President & CEO of Living Cities since July 2007. The organization has adopted a broad, 
integrative agenda that harnesses the collective knowledge of its 18-member foundations and financial institutions to 
promote the economic security of all people in U.S. cities and close racial gaps in income and wealth.  He is the author of 
four books, including Reclaiming the American Dream: Proven Solutions for Creating Economic Opportunity for All, 
published in the summer of 2018. 
 
Heather Peeler – ACT for Alexandria  

Heather Peeler assumed her role as President & CEO in February 2018 and comes to ACT from 
Grantmakers for Effective Organizations, a highly regarded organization dedicated to effective 
philanthropy and nonprofit success. As Vice President of Member and Partner Engagement, she 
mobilized a national network of more than 5,000 grantmakers in adopting practices to make the 
greatest impact on nonprofit performance. She previously served as Chief Strategy Officer at 
the Corporation for National and Community Service and as Managing Director at Community 
Wealth Partners. Throughout her career she has focused on bringing people together to make 
their organizations and their communities stronger. She regularly writes and speaks about 
capacity building, community engagement, collaboration, and learning and evaluation.    

 
Her own community involvement includes serving as Chair of the Board of Fair Chance, an organization that builds the 
capacity of grassroots youth-serving organizations, and as a Commissioner on the Washington, D.C. Commission on Out 
of School Time Grants and Youth Outcomes. Ms. Peeler holds a bachelor’s degree from Wellesley College in Wellesley, 
Massachusetts and earned her M.B.A. from The Anderson School at UCLA in Los Angeles, California.  
 
John Taylor Chapman 
 

John Taylor Chapman is a fourth generation Alexandria native who believes that every 
Alexandrian should be able to raise a family, afford their housing, have access to high-quality 
education, start a business, and enjoy the unique and vibrant culture of Alexandria. Councilman 
Chapman grew up in Alexandria’s public housing communities in north Old Town and the 
Quaker Hill area, attended St. Stephen’s and St. Agnes High School in Alexandria and Saint Olaf 
College in Minnesota, obtaining a bachelor’s degree in Social Studies Education. In 2006, John 
began and has continued working for the Fairfax County Public School System. 
 
In 2016, John founded Manumission Tour Company, which provides curated heritage tours 
focusing on the stories of early African Americans in Alexandria.  

 

http://www.livingcities.org/
http://www.livingcities.org/#_blank


Whitney Parnell – Service Never Sleeps 
Whitney Parnell is a Black millennial activist, singer, and the Founder and CEO of Service Never 
Sleeps (SNS), a nonprofit that empowers individuals and communities to catalyze social justice 
through service and Allyship. She grew up between Latin America and West Africa as a Foreign 
Service child. At Washington University in St. Louis, Whitney double-majored in English and 
Spanish, and minored in Communications and Journalism. During this time, she also embraced 
her calling as an activist. Whitney’s passion for service and social justice brought her to 
Washington, DC to serve with City Year, and then work in homeless services. Whitney is excited 
to create a movement of service and allies by igniting quick social change through mass civic 

engagement. Whitney is also a musician and is releasing a social justice album called "What Will You Do," with the goal 
of using empathy through song to ignite action. All album proceeds will go to Service Never Sleeps.   
 
Samah Fadle – Dunbar Alexandria-Olympic Boys & Girls Club Advisory Board 

Samah Fadle, originally from Brooklyn, NY, is a first-generation American citizen of Middle Eastern 
and East African descent. Her family moved to Alexandria a few years ago upon looking for a more 
diverse and affordable city in the region. Samah is a mother of two bright, young children with all 
of the potential in the world. She manages over $7 million dollars of assets for a Fortune 500 
company in the residential property management industry.  
 
As a family advisory board member at the Boys & Girls Club, Samah is passionate about 
navigational capital. She says, “When I was told about the family advisory board, I wasn't sure what 
to expect. I just knew that with everything the Club had done for me and my children, I wanted to 

be sure that I did my part for the same community. After getting an understanding of the vision and the studies, I knew 
that this would be the perfect opportunity to do what I believe is most important in our community- something that has 
failed my parents, myself as a child, and me as a parent: spreading awareness. My goal is to ensure programs or 
resources offered to other families are actually a good fit and that the information is always ready and available.” 
 
Bethany Letiecq – George Mason University 

Bethany Letiecq, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor of the Human Development and Family Science 
program at George Mason University. Dr. Letiecq employs community-based participatory and 
action research approaches to conduct research in partnership with underserved and under-
resourced families to promote culturally-responsive, strengths-based interventions and social 
justice. Currently, she is working with immigrant Latinas from Central America and African-
American women to build community-university partnerships and delineate pathways to resilience 
and well-being. Dr. Letiecq teaches courses on family law and public policy and relationships and 
family systems. She serves as an associate editor for the Journal of Family Issues and has published 
her research in such professional outlets as Family Relations, Fathering, Journal of Family Issues, 
Journal of Intergenerational Relationships, Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health, and Health 

Education and Behavior.  She is affiliated with the National Council on Family Relations, the American Sociological 
Association, and the American Public Health Association 
 
Marlene Marquez – Amigas de la Comunidad & City of Alexandria  

Marlene Marquez completed her bachelor’s degree in Social Work in 2015 and completed her 
MSW degree from George Mason University in 2017. She works as a community organizer on the 
Amigas de la Comunidad project, a community-based participatory research project in 
partnership with undocumented immigrant families in the DC-metro region. She worked as a 
family support worker with The Child and Family Network Centers. She is currently a caseworker 
with Alexandria Department of Community and Human Services. Her work and interests focus on 
vulnerable populations such as homeless, immigrant families and children. She has a great 
interest in family reunification since she experienced this herself. She hopes to continue to work 
with immigrant families on the issue of reunification and help to address the many ways in which 

separation and reunification affect children and parents. 

http://www.serviceneversleeps.org/
http://www.serviceneversleeps.org/


 
Amber Sansbury – George Mason University  

Amber Sansbury, M.Ed, graduated from Georgia State University with a Middle East Studies degree 
in 2009. Amber then began organizing with the Georgia Close Up Foundation and the Democratic 
Party of Georgia. Her passion for politics, culture, and empowering marginalized communities 
moved her international studies into local political action. She would go on to work for State Rep. 
Roger Bruce (D-Atlanta) and, later, advocate with labor unions representing educators. In 2015, 
Amber began policy work in Maryland around the new QRIS system for family child care providers; 
implementing a local collective bargaining agreement for a local teacher’s union; serving on the 
Two-Way Immersion Implementation team for Montgomery County Public Schools elementary 
schools; and responding to bias-related incidents in MCPS schools. Most recently, Amber worked as 
a Senior Policy Analyst with the National Education Association on ESSA implementation in the 

areas of school readiness and family engagement while completing her Master’s in Early Childhood Education 
Curriculum & Instruction for Diverse Learners at George Mason University. Today, she is a graduate research assistant 
supporting the Amigas de la Comunidad project and the African American project in Alexandria; Amber hopes to begin a 
PhD program in Early Childhood Education this spring. 
 
Dr. JaNay Queen Nazaire – Living Cities 

Dr. JaNay Queen Nazaire is Managing Director for Performance and Results at Living Cities. 
Dr. Queen contributes to the strategic vision of Living Cities in its quest to close racial income 
and wealth gaps. In service of being an outcomes-oriented organization, Dr. Queen employs 
key principles from results-based accountability, racial equity and inclusion, collective impact 
and adaptive leadership methodologies to support Living Cities staff, board and network to 
achieve dramatically better results for low income people. Previously, Dr. Queen served as an 
Associate Director and she continues to coach city leaders to collaborate across sectors for 
powerful social justice results for people on the ground. 

 
Dr. Queen has rich past experience working on outcomes for children and families in the 

public, private, and nonprofit sectors; as well as in academia, teaching Leadership in Public Policy. Her work has 
contributed to her passion for harnessing cross-sector collaboration to guide leaders of U.S. cities as they advocate for 
those people who have been disproportionately left out and systematically denied of economic opportunity. Focused on 
results in all that she does, JaNay views equity challenges in cities as exciting opportunities to re-examine the impact we 
can create for the country’s most marginalized communities. 
 
Ellen Ward – Living Cities 

Ellen Ward joined the Living Cities Capital Innovation team in November 2014 and became 
Chief of Staff in February 2016. Ellen spearheads board and member relations pursues new 
relationships with funders, governmental organizations and private sector organizations, and 
oversees the launch of new projects and special initiatives that address emerging gaps in the 
field and enable more cities to test, adopt and apply best practice approaches so that large 
scale results are achieved nationally. 
 
As a Senior Investment Associate with Living Cities, Ellen worked to source, underwrite and 
manage Living Cities’ Catalyst Fund investments that support the organization’s programmatic 

priorities to improve the lives of low-income people and the communities where they live. 
 
Prior to joining Living Cities, Ellen worked for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts in the Department of Housing and 
Community Development where she oversaw the State’s homelessness prevention and rapid-re housing programs. She 
was instrumental in developing a targeting tool to prioritize prevention resources for families at highest risk of 
homelessness and managed a short-term housing subsidy program for 7,000 previously homeless families. 
 
 



Michael Brown – Alexandria Police Department 
Michael Brown has nearly four decades of experience in law enforcement, safety oversight, and 
public policy.  He rose through the ranks of the California Highway Patrol, starting as a police 
officer in Los Angeles in 1977 and culminating in his appointment as state commissioner from 
2004 to 2008. He previously served as chief or assistant chief in various divisions.  As 
commissioner, he led one of the largest law enforcement agencies in the United States, with 
7,900 sworn personnel, 3,100 civilian staff, over 100 field offices, and a budget of $1.8 billion at 
the time of Brown’s tenure. 

Brown is an Executive Fellow of the Police Foundation and serves on the Law Enforcement 
Committee of the Transportation Research Board. He has served as an instructor for a dozen 

training programs for CHP, and as an adjunct professor for California State University (CSU), Sacramento. He participated 
in state and national task forces on such issues as police pursuits, homeland security, traffic safety, emergency planning, 
enforcement technology, and transportation. 

Brown holds a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice administration from CSU, Sacramento, a master’s degree in criminal 
justice administration from CSU, Los Angeles, and a master’s degree in management from California State Polytechnic 
University, Pomona.  He is a candidate for a doctoral degree in criminology, law, and society at George Mason 
University.  Brown is also a graduate of the California Peace Officers Standards and Training Command College and the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation’s National Academy and National Executive Institute. 

Debra R. Collins – City of Alexandria 
Debra Collins is the Deputy City Manager responsible for the oversight of Public Safety Agencies 
and the Department of Community and Human Services. She is the City Liaison to the Health 
Department, Commonwealth's Attorney, Court Service Unit, and the Sheriff's Office. She is also 
responsible for all City grant funding to nonprofits and functions as the City's lead staff to the 
Alexandria City Public Schools. Collins previously was the Director of Human Services for the City 
of Alexandria. 

Prior to joining the City, Collins served eight years as Second Deputy Commissioner for the Erie 
County Department of Social Services in Buffalo, New York. Her other professional experience is 
in the non-profit sector in the areas of at-risk youth services, homeless re-housing assistance and 

with the YWCA as director of transitional housing for victims of domestic violence and substance abusers. 

Collin's significant accomplishments include consolidating the Departments of Human Services, Mental Health/Mental 
Retardation/Substance Abuse and the Office on Women into the Department of Community and Human Services, 
reconstitution of the City Schools Staff Group. In partnership with ACT, the creation of the Center for Alexandria's 
Children, Alexandria Council of Human Service Organizations, and Spring for Alexandria. 

Collins has an undergraduate degree from Canisius College in Buffalo, New York and a graduate degree from Buffalo 
State College. Collins is a member of the 2007 Class of Leadership Greater Washington and a 2007 Alumnus of Harvard 
University's John F. Kennedy School of Government Senior Executives in State and Local Government Program. 


	Ellen Ward – Living Cities

