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A  N O T E  F R O M  A L E X A N D R A

The gift of opportunity set me on a path that 
changed my life. 

I grew up in a low-income household, raised by a 
single mom who juggled three jobs to meet our
basic needs. When I was about to start middle 
school, I was given the opportunity to attend a 
boarding school that offers children an escape
from impoverished backgrounds through education. 
I graduated, went on to earn a college degree, and 
moved to New York City. At 23 years old, I started a 
premium-quality hair-extension brand, Glam Seamless, 
with $1,500 in my pocket. I grew my business with no outside investors, and less 
than ten years later Glam Seamless has grown into a multi-million dollar venture. 

I learned my keys to success early in life: that when adversity is met head-on and 
opportunity is met with determination, amazing things can happen. I started the 
Alexandra Cristin Foundation because I want to provide other determined women 
who face adversity with opportunities to aspire, grow, and succeed.

On International Women’s Day 2021, in the wake of COVID-19, the Alexandra Cristin 
Foundation launched our inaugural grant cycle with the commitment to award a total 
of $100,000 through need-based grants to women across the country pursuing 
educational or professional goals. Within hours, we were flooded with applications 
detailing stories that revealed a nation-wide need for more women’s support on 
many levels, not only financial. Deeply moved by these stories, I soon decided to 
expand the Foundation’s impact; I allocated additional funds to provide the 2021 
grant recipients with expert coaching and individualized programming to support 
their healthy development and wellbeing.

Although I started the Alexandra Cristin Foundation to inspire and invest in other 
women, my own life has been changed by the incredible community we’ve built 
together this year, including the Foundation team, our board members and program 
coaches, our many applicants, and of course our 2021 grant recipients. 

I can’t wait to see how we continue to grow in 2022.

In gratitude,

Alexandra 



When applicants are selected to join the  annual cohort of grant recipients, they 
immediately receive financial support from Alexandra via the Foundation. They are then 
given the opportunity to work with personal and professional development experts, also 
fully sponsored by Alexandra, to receive individualized support in areas of their 
choosing. Additionally, cohort members are given access to the advisory board and 
encouraged to connect with and support one another.

O U R  M I S S I O N  &  S T R A T E G Y

The  program is designed to meet women where they are in their personal and 
professional journeys, matching their need and determination with a multi-layered 
support approach that is unique from other financial grant programs. 

As each grant recipient’s involvement in the program deepens, the Foundation’s 
attributable impact grows:

The Alexandra Cristin Foundation helps under-resourced women achieve 
success by investing in their educational and professional goals through 
financial and relational support.

While dollar amounts, criteria specifics, and the number of recipients may change with 
each grant cycle to allow the Alexandra Cristin Foundation to serve as a timely 
response to relevant needs among the populations we serve, our mission will remain 
the same.

financial 
support

+ expert 
programming

+ advisory 
board support

+ peer-to-peer 
support

= empowered, 
supported, celebrated



Pauleanna Reid, New York, NY
Journalist, celebrity ghostwriter & founder, New Girl on the Block 

Expertise: women’s mentorship, mental health advocacy, motivational 
speaking, coaching 

It’s hard to have space to create and explore when you’re  trying to survive, 
but the most successful adults in the world haven’t lost their childlike 
wonder.

Jennifer Dixon, Chicago, IL
Personal trainer, fitness instructor & founder, You Grow Girl! Fitness, LLC

Expertise: women’s health and fitness, young adult mentorship, 
undergraduate 

Never underestimate the power of networking; you never know who else 
someone may know. Connections can lead to opportunities that change the 
trajectory of your life.

Sonya Denyse, New York, NY
Founder & creative strategist, Dream Development

Expertise: fund development, strategic partnerships, creative 
entrepreneurialism

[The 2021 cohort] represents a vast need and stress disparity, but they are 
also bonded by the common desire to put their dreams into action.

Leslie Lai, San Francisco, CA
Social impact executive & consultant

Expertise: organizational growth and impact, sustainability, project 
management

As women, we experience challenges that aren’t always named, which can 
be very isolating. I’ve learned that it’s important to keep learning and not to 
be afraid to ask for help. 

Our Advisory Board is comprised of female professionals from across the country who work 
to raise up other women in their own communities. Our board members represent diverse 
backgrounds, have expertise working with under-resourced and vulnerable populations, and 
share a passion for the development and wellbeing of women. Together with Alexandra, the 
Advisory Board helps govern the work of the Foundation, safeguarding against oversights 
and ensuring maximum impact of the Foundation's mission. 

A D V I S O R Y  B O A R D  



SNAPSHOT

• The application window opened in March 2021 in the midst of the global pandemic.
• 1,223 applications were received in 3 weeks from all 50 states and ranging in ages 15 to 

73. 
• 40 recipients were selected and each given $2,500 with a total of $100,000 distributed.

89% of applicants had been impacted by 
COVID-19 in one or more of three major 
ways: 

Family death 
or illness

30%

Other (i.e., food 
scarcity, unstable 
housing) 20%

COVID-19 IMPACT

GRANT RECIPIENT GOALS

Employment loss
50%
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Over 75% of applicants indicated they had 
suffered one or more Adverse Childhood 
Experience (ACE). ACEs refer to types of 
abuse, neglect, or other home challenges 
that contribute to a difficult childhood. 
Research shows that ACEs increase the 
risk for health problems in adulthood. 
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ACEs IMPACT

• 45% sought financial support for educational goals
• 55% sought financial support for professional or business ventures
• 100% expressed a desire for additional support; mental health support was the #1 

concern expressed. 

The word cited most often that applicants used to describe themselves 

2 0 2 1  A P P L I C A N T S

47% of applicants were raised by a single mother or are currently single mothers 
themselves. 

RESILIENT

ON MOMS



Individuals who are—or  were raised by—single moms represented a large portion of our 
applicants and held a special place the review process. 

Below is a sampling of what the applicants had to say about moms and motherhood:

APPLICANT HIGHLIGHTS / ON MOTHERHOOD

“My main support network is my mom. She 
has always been there to help when she can 
and support my decisions even when others 
would disapprove. Having someone who you 
know will never turn their back on you is the 

best feeling.”

“It's just been my mom and me since I was 
born, 365 days a year. Because it's just 

always been my mom and me, I think I'm too 
reliant on her. I hope to go to college and 
learn to become more independent and 

think more on my own without asking her 
how I should go about doing everything. 

Being independent and self-sufficient are life 
skills that everyone should have, and going 
to college is going to force me (in a good 

way!) to develop those skills..” 

“My mom is my biggest supporter. We were 
always close while I was growing up and I 
could always lean on her. She is the one 

person I need and she offers the support of 
a mother and father. My mom is my greatest 

mentor and she is really all I need.”

“My mother is my entire support system. 
She is one of the most hard working

women I know and has always worked hard 
to improve my life.” 

“My single mother provides for my brothers 
and I. She has raised triplets all on her own 

and is our only source of income. She covers 
all the bills and also all of our needs/wants 

without any financial support. She struggles 
a lot but she tries to make it work everyday 

that goes by.” 

“I am from a single mother, drug abused 
father who died from it when I was 12. My 

mother put herself through RN school and 
taught my brother and I to work hard and 
never give up.  She is a living example of 

rising about your raising and being better.”

“At a young age I watched my mom go 
through a lot of things. I've had to grow up 

so fast even being little. Although I will never 
complain because my mother is the reason
I am who I am today. She showed nothing 

but love, faith and strength. She is the 
strongest women I know. She is the reason I 

know to never give up.”

“Until I was 11 my father was in prison and my 
mom was a teen mom. Seeing my mom 

struggle to build things from the ground up 
having 4 children and her trying to go to 
school and get an education and career 
fueled me to do the same because I saw 

that anything was possible.” 



C O H O R T  S E L E C T I O N  P R O C E S S

On March 8, 2021, International Women’s Day, The Alexandra Cristin Foundation launched its 
inaugural grant cycle with Alexandra’s commitment to award funding to under-resourced 
women across the country. The Foundation quickly saw a massive need for support: within 
three weeks of opening applications on our new website, over 1,200 submissions were 
received.

In June 2021, the Foundation proudly awarded 40 diverse female and female-identifying 
individuals between ages 18-64 with $2,500 each to use towards educational or professional 
pursuits:

• 45% sought financial support for educational goals
• 55% sought financial support for professional or business ventures
• 100% expressed a desire for additional support; mental health support was the #1 need 

expressed

The Advisory Board confirmed the eligibility of recipients through a two-step verification 
process that by confirmed both applicant need and intended use of funds. It was critical that 
the proposed use of funds was clear, implementable, and verifiable.

RECIPIENT VOICES, ASHLEY:

My gracious thanks and appreciation for your kindness and time for even 
offering such an opportunity. My family and I are filled with gratitude and 
pure excitement to begin this journey for our woodworking shop. Your grant 
will buy a very useful piece of equipment for us. A heartfelt thank you.

RECIPIENT VOICES, HUNTER:

I Thank you so much from the bottom of my heart. This 
means so much to be receiving one of your scholarships. 

Being able to put it towards becoming a female doctor 
and empowering other women that they can achieve 

anything no matter what obstacles are in their way.



Upon hearing they would be receiving funding from the Foundation, responses of gratitude 
poured in. Here’s a sampling of expressed gratitude from select recipients:

APPLICANT HIGHLIGHTS / 
ON RECEIVING SCHOLARSHIPS

“Oh my goodness- thank you, thank you, THANK YOU!!
I still can't believe that I won this scholarship! I can't stop smiling, my mom can't stop crying, 
and words can't express how grateful I am. Thank you for selecting me, thank you for 
believing in me, thank you for giving me this incredible opportunity. I will make you proud.”

“Omg!! Thank you so so much!! I am beyond grateful for you guys giving me this opportunity 
and enabling me to follow my dreams. I look forward to being in touch!”

“Wow, thank you so much! I can’t explain the relief I felt when I got this email. I am so thankful 
that your foundation saw value in my story and is choosing to invest in it. I cried happy tears 
for the first time in a long time when I got this email. What you’re doing is amazing and it’s 
completely changing so many women’s situations. Thank you, thank you, thank you.

“Thank you so much from the bottom of my heart. This means so much to be receiving one of 
your scholarships. Being able to put it towards becoming a female doctor and empowering 
other women so that they too can achieve anything no matter what obstacles are in their way.”

“Thank you for this opportunity! Please let me know if you need my school information or 
anything like that! You’re helping me live my dreams!”

“I just got your email. I can’t stop crying because I can’t believe it. Magic just happened to 
me! I can’t wait to be a part of your mentorship!”

“I am sincerely honored and grateful to be the recipient of The Alexandra Cristin Foundation 
Scholarship. These past few weeks of my senior year in high school have been a struggle, but 
your generosity has given me the hope to keep going. Thank you so much for your 
generosity, which will allow me to further my education in theater and screenwriting at the 
school of my dreams. I hope to one day correct the wrongs of history by rewriting the past 
with loving outcomes to promote healing for cultures who have and/or continue to experience 
the effects of oppression. My dream is to heal the world through my art. Your scholarship 
makes my goals and dreams that much more reachable.”



P R O G R A M  D E V E L O P M E N T :
A  R E A L - T I M E  R E S P O N S E

Alexandra knows first-hand that a woman determined to succeed will benefit from more than 
financial support alone. Inspired by the needs expressed in applicants’ stories, the 
Foundation developed a program to offer grant recipients coaching, mentorship, and 
networking opportunities. 

The Foundation enlisted the work of six professionals to act as program experts and provide 
formalized, ongoing support for the 2021 cohort in three broad areas: education, professional 
success, and holistic wellbeing. 

All cohort members had the opportunity to work directly with the program experts, and 
receive the support most beneficial for them in the experts’ areas of expertise: 

OVERVIEW

PROCESS

Mental Health / 
Therapy

Career, educational and 
communications 

coaching

Personal training and /or 
safety instruction

5

● 50% of  grant recipients took advantage of the Foundation’s program offerings, 
across 55+ hours of programming.. 

● The two most popular of our offerings were mental health support and coaching.

METRICS

Small group 
work

1:1 work

career & entrepreneurship 
coaching

mental health communication and public 
speaking training

safety & self-defense physical health & fitness higher education enrichment
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P R O G R A M  E X P E R T S

MENTAL HEALTH SAFETY & SELF-DEFENSE PHYSICAL HEALTH & 
FITNESS

DR. BELISA VRANICH STEVE KARDIAN COURTNEY ROSELLE

Most of what I teach 
centers around the 
concept of breath-work. 
There’s a way to breathe 
and do breathing exercises 
that helps you address your 
mental health and 
emotional wellbeing…your 
breath is something that 
you own, that can calm 
you immediately, and that 
can also help you think 
and process information.

Self-defense may be your 
last resort and so it is 
critically important, but the 
most important thing is to 
arm yourself with 
knowledge, tools, and 
techniques that will keep 
you safe. The safety 
aspect and risk reduction 
strategies I teach empower 
women with knowledge 
they wouldn’t otherwise 
have.

Physical wellbeing is a 
right. No matter your age, 
fitness level, or size, know 
that you get more than just 
muscle gain and weight 
loss when you’re on a 
physical fitness 
journey…by bringing out 
the strongest version of 
yourself, you love yourself 
more, which helps you 
thrive in both personal and 
professional situations.

Dr. Belisa Vranich is a 
clinical psychologist, 
author, and public speaker. 
A leading expert in mental 
health and fitness with a 
focus on breathwork, she 
is also the founder of The 
Breathing Class and a 
regular contributor and 
columnist with major news 
outlets. 

Steve is a women’s safety 
and self-defense expert, 
media consultant, speaker 
and author. After a 30-year 
career in law enforcement, 
he founded Defend 
University, a research and 
training organization 
dedicated to creating and 
sharing tools and techniques 
for women’s safety, risk 
reduction, and self defense.

Courtney Roselle is a 
fitness expert, speaker, 
coach, and the founder of 
Iron Grace, where she helps 
people embrace their 
bodies and find the 
strongest versions of 
themselves through 
physical fitness training. 
Courtney is also a 
competitive CrossFit coach 
and competed on NBC’s 
Titan Games.

Program experts met with participants in both small-group meetings and 1:1 sessions upon 
request. 



P R O G R A M  E X P E R T S ,  c o n ’ t

Lone entrepreneurship is a 
thing of the past…innovation 
best happens within the 
context of collaboration and I 
am a firm believer that 
partnership encourages 
potential.

Through my own journey I’ve 
developed a true passion for 
teaching and coaching other 
women to communicate with 
clarity, confidence, and 
conviction. We all know that 
presenting yourself is not easy...the 
good news is that this is something 
that can be conquered with 
practice and preparation.

Katie is a serial entrepreneur, 
speaker, pastor, and coach. She 
currently leads Ally Co. a boutique 
consultancy and nonprofit 
incubator, and coaches with the 
Women Speakers Collective. Katie 
is also pursuing a Master’s in 
Strategic Leadership and supports 
multiple nonprofits focused on 
supporting and empowering 
women in need. 

Kat is a public speaking and 
communications consultant. 
After a successful career a 
senior marketing leader and 
national on-air spokesperson 
with QVC, Kat is a seasoned 
communicator whose practice 
focuses on media training, 
storytelling, presentation skills, 
and coaching.

KATIE CASTRO

KAT OBER

KAT OBER

CAREERS & 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

COMMUNICATION & PUBLIC 
SPEAKING



ON WORKING WITH THE 
FOUNDATION

Being able to do this coaching work 
has made me appreciate the work 
Alexandra is doing with her Foundation 
even more. Giving women the 
opportunity to build a business that is 
well-framed for the future is really 
important to helping combat 
intergenerational poverty. It is the 
deeper, more hands on work that a lot 
of scholarships never tap into, so I’ve 
been grateful to be a part of it.

E X P E R T  S P O T L I G H T :  K A T I E  C A S T R O

COHORT VOICES: HUNTER M., AGE 26

“Working with Katie has helped me think more about other professions, networking with others, 
and building a business. It has  been such a well-rounded and beneficial experience for me.”

Career Coach Katie Castro provided both small group and 1:1 career and entrepreneurship 
coaching to program participants who are working  on launching or growing their own 
businesses. 

ON WORKING WITH THE PROGRAM 
PARTICIPANTS

The women are are realistic about the 
challenges ahead and where they’ve 
come from. Our coaching has put them 
up against a bit of a wall to put real feet 
on the ground with someone by their 
side, helping them to understand the 
complexity of building their businesses.

For her work with the program participants, Katie focused on building future-oriented 
frameworks. She worked with participants across many stages of their business goals from 
envisioning, to pre-launch, to launch. Some highlighted pieces they worked on included:

● Business plans (incl. strategic direction, financial sustainability, one year of objectives)
● Strategic brand briefs
● Founder’s portfolios
● Lean canvas maps



RECIPIENT
USE OF 
GRANT 
DOLLARS

ON WORKING WITH A 
PROGRAM EXPERT

ON BECOMING 
PART OF THE 2021 
COHORT

WHAT 
RESILIENCE 
MEANS

Hunter M, 
age 26

Higher 
education 
tuition and 
board 
examinations

“Working with Courtney on 
my health and fitness 
made me feel like I am 
capable of so much more, 
gave me more confidence, 
and helped me learn more 
about myself. It’s been a 
fantastic experience and I 
am so grateful. I’m working 
on pushing myself to put 
myself first and learning 
how to be realistic with my 
goals. My energy has 
totally changed; I’m more 
positive and happy.”

“Being part of the 
Foundation has 
helped me think 
more about other 
professions, working 
with others, and 
building a business. 
It’s been such a well-
rounded and 
beneficial 
experience for me.”

“I’m Finnish so to 
me, I think of the 
Finnish work ‘sisu’, 
which is the idea 
that you should 
always keep 
pushing yourself 
and not let any 
negative thing 
define you. Always 
keep moving 
forward.” 

Vicki S, 
age 53

Professional 
licensure and 
music classes  

“Participating in small 
group therapy sessions 
with Dr. Belisa was 
absolutely amazing. As a 
therapist myself, most of 
my professional life is 
spent assisting others, and 
I can put myself on the 
back- burner. To be on the 
receiving end of this kind 
of care reminded me how 
important basic skills of 
breathwork and having a 
safe place to share or not 
share is for me.”

“I felt such a feeling 
of validation that I 
was on the right path 
and the universe was 
going to support me 
through the 
Foundation. Between 
raising two kids on 
my own and always 
feeling like I am 
struggling, it’s been 
such a relief and 
happy feeling to 
have help in finally 
being able to pursue 
something for ME.”

“To be able to 
take life’s 
challenges and 
build on them, 
finding the 
positives from 
those challenges 
and come out 
stronger on the 
other side.”

Melissa P, 
age 19

Higher 
education 
tuition & 
expenses

“Dr. Belisa’s therapy 
helped me learn how to 
manage my emotions and 
reactions while processing 
my past negative 
experiences. Steve helped 
me gain more perspective 
on situations where I need 
to be more aware of my 
surroundings and helped 
me tap into my intuition."

“I am so grateful to 
Alexandra and the 
program experts. 
They have helped 
me feel more 
confident and 
optimistic, and
understand that 
situations in the 
future depend on 
how I look at them, 
and that I can handle 
anything.”

“To be able to stay 
strong and know 
that even though 
you will have ups 
and downs, you 
won’t give up and 
you will learn from 
all your 
experiences.”

C O H O R T  S P O T L I G H T :  H U N T E R ,  V I C K I  &  M E L I S S A



While there are many programs that support women on the rise, the Alexandra Cristin 
Foundation was founded to reward and recognize the ambition and determination of under-
resourced women pursuing ambitious goals, while also honoring the struggles they’ve faced 
and continue to face every day. 

For cohort member Vicki S., age 53, resilience is the ability to “take life’s challenges and build 
on them, finding the positives from those challenges and come out stronger on the other 
side.” The 2021 cohort demonstrated unique perseverance in the sharing and the details of 
their stories and continue to pursue their dreams with a resilience that is nothing short of 
inspiring. the Alexandra Cristin Foundation is proud to support them in this pursuit. 

As Alexandra wrote in thanks to each woman who applied, “While we don’t choose the 
circumstances we’re given, we can choose what we make of them. So keep dreaming; you 
are capable of more than you think. Keep reaching out when you need help; it is one of the 
bravest and wisest things you will ever do. And keep pressing forward; though it may not 
show you the appreciation you deserve, our world is lucky to have you in it.”

C O N C L U S I O N :  
O N  R E S I L I E N C E

RECIPIENT VOICES, TOMASA: 

Exciting news! I have received admission to both UNMC College of 
Pharmacy and Creighton University Pharmacy School!!! I have 
chosen UNMC because the tuition is affordable and I definitely loved
the faculty and respectful, kind faculty I met on interview day. I can't 
wait for school to begin August 2022. 

Thank you so much for this amazing scholarship! Because it has 
paved the way to a wonderful opportunity in my life that I am so 
incredibly grateful for!!! A thousand Thank you's!!!



RESOURCES

BOOKS

GUIDES

VIDEOS ● Dr. Belisa Vranich TED Talk: How to Breathe
● Defend University: Video Library

● Higher Education: 10 Tips For Your Financial Aid Future, 
Dr. Faith Graham 

● Personal Branding: Creating A Brief, Katie Castro
● Personal Branding: Nailing the Elevator Pitch, Katie Castro

● Breathe: The Simple, Revolutionary 14-Day Program to Improve Your 
Mental and Physical Health, Dr. Belisa Vranich

● Hell Yes! Two Little Words for a Simpler, Happier Life, 
Elizabeth Cogswell Baskin

● The New Superpower for Women: Trust Your Intuition, Predict 
Dangerous Situations, and Defend Yourself from the Unthinkable, 
Steve Kardian with A. Clara Pistek

● Trauma Stewardship: An Everyday Guide to Caring for Self While 
Caring for Others, Laura van Dernoot Lipsky with Connie Burk

While working with our 2021 cohort, the Foundation’s program experts shared access to a 
variety of resources to help each woman on her journey to achieving her personal and 
professional aspirations. These resources were provided to amplify the small group and 1:1 
coaching provided and  to reinforce key learnings and encourage self-reflection. 

Some of these resources are shared here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1sgb2cUqFiY
https://defenduniversity.com/steve-kardian
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Breathe/bul5DQAAQBAJ?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Hell_Yes/vRnvJDJEwvYC?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_New_Superpower_for_Women/tj1pDQAAQBAJ?hl=en
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Trauma_Stewardship/mX8O7t9VJoIC?hl=en


THANK YOU.


