
NON-PROFIT ORG.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
Pasadena, CA
PERMIT #7404120 Marathon Street • Los Angeles, CA 90029-3584

Family Support Takes Center Stage at the 
Blind Children’s Center
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Light the Way
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Every first Tuesday of the month, the family room of the 
Blind Children’s Center (BCC) feels more like a neighbor-
hood café. Parents greet one another over horchata, iced 
coffee, and pastries while their preschoolers socialize in 
a safe play corner. The gathering—simply called Coffee 
Club—has become the foundation of BCC’s growing family 
support network.

“Coffee Club is pure community,” says Liz Aguirre, 
Assistant Director, Family Services. “We pour coffee, make 
introductions, and then step aside. Parents can relax, swap 
tips, or just laugh with someone who truly understands 
their daily challenges.”

Aguirre oversees a trio 
of family service work-
ers who keep that sup-
portive spirit humming 
all year. They greet new 
families, translate In-
dividualized Education 
Plans (IEPs), connect 
parents to medical or 
housing resources, and 

even track down hard to find adaptive toys. During Coffee 
Club they float between tables, ready to answer questions 
but careful not to dominate the conversation. “Our job is 
equal parts concierge, advocate, and friendly face,”  
Aguirre explains.

For more structured guidance, BCC hosts a monthly  
Parent Group in English and Spanish. The topics run deep: 
mental health check-ins, navigating Medi-Cal, and hands 
on demos of the preschool’s tactile curriculum. “The coffee 
chats build trust,” Aguirre notes. “Once that trust is there, 
parents feel comfortable diving into paperwork or policy.”

Another cornerstone is Abriendo Puertas (Opening Doors),  
a ten-week course that blends child development lessons 
with cultural storytelling and goal setting. Sessions are 
closed door to protect privacy, and each ends with parents 
reflecting on how to advocate for their children outside 
school walls.

To boost engagement, the team is testing new icebreakers 
and a dedicated support group for fathers called “Raising 
Dads” which held their first meeting earlier this month.

Whether it’s a quick pastry and 
chat or a deep dive  

workshop, BCC’s approach 
remains clear: strengthen the 
whole family to help every 
child thrive. As Aguirre puts 
it, “When parents feel seen 

and supported, their confi-
dence becomes our students’ 

greatest resource.”

From left to right, Aguirre with team members  
Rebekah Diaz, Xochitil Reynaga & Stephanie Vanegas

Reynaga reviews a questionnaire with parents during Coffee Club



Blind Children’s Center is thrilled to 
share a trio of honors that highlight 
our excellence from the classroom 
to our fiscal stewardship. Last 
month, the county’s early‑learning 
improvement program—Quality 
Start Los Angeles—completed its 

five‑year review and awarded us a Tier 5 rating, the  
highest possible score, with 27 out of 30 points. This 
tier recognizes outstanding teacher‑child interactions, 
tracking of each child’s growth, welcoming learning 
spaces, and meaningful family engagement, and it  
unlocks extra funds for new classroom materials.

In April, a representative from 
the LACOE (Los Angeles County 
Office of Education) Inclusion 
Early Education Expansion  

Program observed two of our Head Start classrooms. 
We are proud to report our classrooms received the 
highest scores the observer had ever seen. These 
scores, which focus on the interaction and inclusion of 
children with IEPs (Individualized Education Plans), re-
flect BCC’s strong commitment to inclusive education.

Finally, for responsible stewardship, Charity Navigator 
once again awarded Blind Children’s Center its coveted 
4‑Star rating—the organization’s highest mark for  
transparency and financial health.  
Together, these accolades  
affirm that BCC delivers  
top‑quality education,  
sets the standard for  
inclusion, and manages  
every donation with care.

What I’ve Learned...
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Nicholle Malave
Head Preschool Teacher

“Working with blind and visually impaired children has taught me how essential it 
is to meet every child exactly where they are, not where people assumed they’d 
be, or where a developmental chart says they should be. Every child comes with 
their own rhythm, their own way of processing, and their own strengths. And it’s 
our job to figure out how to support that.

I’ve learned that progress doesn’t always look the way that people expect. 
Sometimes it’s a child reaching out to explore something new. Sometimes it’s 

just learning to trust us—knowing that a space is consistent, that the people in it 
are safe, and that they’re allowed to try and sometimes fail with a safe place to land. 

Above all, I’ve learned not to put limits on what someone can do based on how the world 
has chosen to see them. When we provide access, consistency, and real opportunities to learn, these 
kids show us exactly who they are and what they are capable of.”

Emily Dunkijacobsnolten
Head Preschool Teacher

“Working at BCC for the past nine years has completely shaped the teacher I’ve 
become. I’ve learned that communication goes far beyond words—it’s in  
gestures, touch, shared routines, and even moments of silence. Our students 
have taught me the importance of patience, creativity, and celebrating progress 
in all its forms. I’ve also learned the value of deep collaboration—with families, 
therapists, and other educators—to build trust and consistency across all areas 

of a child’s life. 

Most importantly, I’ve learned that every child is capable of growth when we meet 
them with high expectations, compassion, and flexibility. Sometimes the biggest 

breakthroughs come in the smallest moments: a shared laugh, a first step toward  
independence, or a child reaching out to connect. I carry these lessons with me every day, and  
they continue to remind me why this work matters.”

Chris Frealy entered the Blind Children’s Center as an 18-month-old  
toddler. The early interventions and specialized curriculum he received at 
BCC gave him the tools to learn and grow along his educational journey.

“Chris is 17 now and doing amazing,” his mother Anne said. 

“He has accomplished so many things, despite his visual and physical 
limitations. He just finished his sophomore year at Frostig School in 
Pasadena and still uses the same set-up as he did at BCC - no wheel-
chair in class. Thank you so much. It all started with BCC!”

Pictured: At left, Chris on his first day of kindergarten at BCC. At right, 
Chris recently with his aide Bryan.

MEET OUR NEW BOARD MEMBERS

DR. MELISSA CONTRERAS

Dr. Contreras earned her optometry 
degree at the Southern California 
College of Optometry at Marshall 
B. Ketchum University (MBKU) and 
completed a residency in Primary 

Care and Geriatrics at VA Sepulveda in California. She 
earned her Master’s in Public Health from the University 
of California, Los Angeles, and is a fellow of the Ameri-
can Academy of Optometry. She serves as the founding  
Associate Vice President of the IDEA Center at MBKU 
and as faculty. Her work focuses on teaching and  
practicing cultural humility—helping healthcare  
providers understand and respect diverse cultural  
perspectives and the skills needed to deliver  
patient-centered care.  

Then & Now

REVEREND  

DR. LINDA HOLBROOK

Reverend Dr. Holbrook has held 
Leadership roles in the United  
Methodist Church, Delta Gamma 
Fraternity, and other organizations. 

Rev. Dr. Holbrook is an Ordained Elder (Clergy) in the 
California Nevada Conference of the United Methodist 
Church. She is a Certified Spiritual Director and retreat 
leader who assists organizations with visioning, goal 
setting, team building, and conflict resolution. Rev. Dr. 
Holbrook is certified in the Myers Briggs Preference 
Profile, and using MBTI and Strengths Finder to help 
groups become teams and operate more efficiently.

Welcome and thank you for your service! 

Blind Children’s Center Earns Top Honors


