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Leading From Within 
invests in people who 
drive and create change in 
Santa Barbara County. 
Our leadership programs, alumni 
education, and impact networks 
cultivate leaders who are renewed, 
prepared, connected, and collaborating 
for the greater good of all.
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We thank the Santa Barbara Foundation for its 
generous support of our programs and mission.

Two-thousand eighteen has been a stormy year for social sector leaders, forced to deal with 
the impacts of natural disasters, entrenched social challenges, and political turmoil. No one can 
foresee what the next storm might look like, or how it might impact the lives of our leaders and 
our communities — but we do know that one place people find strength in times of adversity is 
in community. 

Leading From Within exists to build strength and resilience among our region’s social sector 
leaders, who lead the difficult work that needs to be done. By hearing the stories from our 
network of inspired changemakers, our local community can be inspired by the resilience of our 
leaders and the tangible impact they generate in the lives of the people of Santa Barbara County.

“When we catch sight of the soul, we can become healers in a wounded world 
– in the family, in the neighborhood, in the workplace, and in political life – as 
we are called back to our ‘hidden wholeness’ amid the violence of the storm.”

Parker J. Palmer

Where do you find strength amidst the storm?  
Tell us your story.
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PHOTO: Kaci Dominguez finds strength amidst the 
storm by refocusing on her purpose and goals.
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Welcome Letter
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Dear friends,

Sarah woke up one day and decided she’d 
had enough. Enough of the days of her mother 
lifting her into a dumpster to see if they could 
find something for dinner. Enough of the “visits” 
from her mother’s new “boyfriend.” And enough 
of going to school in clothes that didn’t fit and 
“smell” bad, and being picked on by the kids in 
her class.

She was nine years old. And, in a moment of 
strength, one day she walked by herself to the 
police station and told the people there that they 
needed to rescue her and keep her safe. 

Every day in my work at CASA (Court Appointed 
Special Advocates), I hear stories like this. It is 
hard to see the worst of humanity, the impact 
of a drug epidemic that leads to awful stories 
of children who suffer abuse and neglect. It is 
heartbreaking to face the trauma that children in 
our community experience.

But in this story, and in so many of the stories I 
hear, there is the beauty of resilience. There is 
hope for a different outcome, and there is the 
opportunity for a community to come together to 
make positive change and be heroes for children 
and families. 

Building a community of volunteers who want to 
be a part of solutions that keep children safe is 
challenging, but also rewarding. The volunteers 
I work with are a source of strength for me 
because I get to see up close the difference that 
community makes. 

In The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People by 
Dr. Stephen Covey, Dr. Covey reminds us that 

“We must never become too busy sawing to take 
time to sharpen the saw.” I’ve been guilty of the 
bad habit of being too busy ”sawing.” I was good 
at encouraging others to complete leadership 
programs and invest in themselves – something 
that I take great joy in – but not taking the time to 
invest in myself.

I took that time away from “sawing” when I 
completed the Courage to Lead retreat series. 
I was not sure that I was going to be successful 
at taking that time away, but I set an intention to 
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take a break from problem solving and focus on 
learning to listen more deeply. I went in with the 
intention to “sharpen my saw” but emerged with a 
stronger saw altogether.

The Leading From Within community gives us 
the opportunity to not only sharpen the saw, but 
also know where to go when our saw needs to 
be reinforced and seek continuous improvement 
and renewal professionally and personally. As you 
enjoy these stories from our network, I encourage 

you to reflect on where you find your strength, and 
share your story with us!

Kim Colby Davis
Executive Director
Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA)
Courage to Lead Alum

PHOTO: Kim Colby Davis finds strength from taking time away from “sawing” and seeking renewal.

“There is the opportunity for a community to come together to make  
   positive change and be heroes for children and families.”
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lisa Pardo learned how a 
social services organization 
can change a life when she 
became a teenage parent. The 
Community Action Commission 

of Santa Barbara County (CACSB) helped 
her in a time of need. Now, 15 years later, 
she’s still with the organization – this time as 
program manager of 2-1-1 Santa Barbara 
County, the Health and Human Service line 
acquired by the CACSB in 2014.  

In 2003, Elisa participated in Las Comadres, 
a mentoring program that empowers teenage 
girls. The program not only guided her through 
the challenges of teen parenting but also 
introduced her to the field of human services.

“The services CACSB provides to our 
community not only supported me and my 
family but also inspired me to pursue higher 
education and engage in the health and 
human service field, allowing me to now pay it 
forward,” said Elisa.  At 21, she became a full-
time case manager. 

She didn’t hesitate when the opportunity 
came to serve as program manager of 2-1-1 
Santa Barbara County, a free and confidential 
service line that connects people to vital 
health and human service information 24 
hours a day, seven days a week, (and in 150 
languages)! 

The personalized call center collaborates with 
over 300 local agencies to provide health and 
human resources, spanning an array of topics 

Elisa Pardo
Program Manager, Community Action Commission of Santa Barbara County
Emerging Leaders Alum

including legal aid, mental wellness, access to 
food and clothing, job assistance, and more. 

Countywide, the agency typically fields 
approximately 500 calls per month. But that 
drastically changed in December 2017, when 
the Thomas Fire and subsequent debris flows 
ravaged the community. The call center was 
inundated with more than 12,000 inquiries in 
just two months.

Elisa faced the most daunting challenge of her 
professional life. She was the lead employee 
responsible for outreach, collaboration, 
reporting, connecting and ensuring that the 
2-1-1 calls operate smoothly.

Her most indelible memory was the televised 4 
pm news conferences announcing the names 
of the deceased – she feared every time they 
could be the very same names she recorded 
as missing from her call centers.  

Her voice broke as she recounts the 
unimaginable number of texts and calls from 
all hours of the day and night. Though she 
wasn’t out battling the blaze, she said she felt 
the weight of serving on the front lines as she 
heard firsthand what residents needed and 
conveyed that information to the local office of 
emergency management. 

“We were working around the clock to connect 
people with resources and get them aid – we 
filled the gap when the emergency response 
systems were overloaded and we fielded very 
difficult calls,” explained Elisa.

E

BEHIND THE SCENES OF DISASTER
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______________________________________

“Hearing all of our community’s 
needs was overwhelming; people were 
terrified, unsure if they needed to 
evacuate, uncertain where to go.”
______________________________________

“Hearing all of our community’s needs was 
overwhelming; people were terrified, unsure if 
they needed to evacuate, uncertain where to 
go, unable to read the maps, scared to drink the 
water, and painfully sharing the names of missing 
family members,” recalled Elisa. 

It’s a memory she still finds hard to shake. Her pain 
and pride are evident in her tears.  Elisa admits that 
she is just now – almost a year after the disaster – 
starting to process everything that happened.

“It was a really difficult time but also an 
opportunity that I’m grateful to have been part 
of. I’m proud of how CACSB stepped up and 
supported the vital needs of our community, even 
knowing the financial limitations. I’m grateful for 

those who were with me at every minute through 
this tragic event, and thankful to have been 
trusted by our local office with that responsibility. 
Together, we succeeded.” 

Luckily, she says, she has family to support her – 
a husband, two daughters and a large extended 
family. She has also found strength through her 
cohort class and mentors at Leading From Within. 
She recently completed the Emerging Leaders 
Program and was active in the program during the 
disasters.  

“Emerging Leaders provided me with a safe space 
and different perspectives of how the tragedy was 
impacting our community, and my class validated 
my needs and reassured me that I could handle 
the thousands of urgent calls,” she said. But 
perhaps Elisa’s resilience comes mostly from 
within. She recalls those early days at CACSB as 
a building block for what was to come. 

PHOTO: Thanks to her early days with CACSB creating a 
building block for what was to come, Elisa’s resilience comes 
mostly from within.
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Chuck Flacks
Program Director, PATH Santa Barbara
Courage to Lead Alum

explains, “This is a place where you are working 
with folks who are in a real crisis – these 
people’s lives have been destroyed.” 

Nonetheless, this is what keeps Chuck 
motivated. “The direct contact with people on 
the streets keeps me focused and grounded 
with my work,” he shares. “We are here to 
connect with them, work alongside them, and 
develop ways to improve things.” 

Chuck is very familiar with the homeless issue 
in Santa Barbara, having focused on affordable 
housing in graduate school and worked with 
local philanthropists around homelessness 
since the 1980s. He began working for PATH 
Santa Barbara in 2015 when the statewide 
organization took over Casa Esperanza, 
looking to change the culture, approach, 
and programmatic focus of dealing with 
homelessness. “It really takes a village to solve 
any kind of social problem,” Chuck says.

______________________________________

“Whatever your work is, come to 
your work as a whole person, as 
someone who has embraced all 
the components of yourself – your 
personality, your negatives, demons,  
and good qualities – because then 
there is a level of truth to your work.”
______________________________________

When in the CTL program, Chuck was inspired 
by the ideas of Parker Palmer on how to use 
the experience of being “broken open” in order 

huck is a beam of light when 
you see him – always with a 
smile and sense of honest 
compassion. However, he 
proves that anyone can get 

stuck in the dark. 

Chuck did everything you’re supposed to 
do when sinking into depression. According 
to him, he was doing all the “right stuff” – 
medication, therapy, etc. – but still had the 
feeling of not understanding the point in life. “I 
think something happens at middle age we can 
choose to either ignore or embrace,” he shares. 
“Courage to Lead saved my life, and I mean 
that pretty literally.” 

Chuck’s depression was the result of a 
combination of genetics, life experience, and the 
struggle to “grow up and enter the adult world of 
responsibility and routine.” What helped lift him 
up was being part of the Courage to Lead (CTL) 
program, at the same time as moving back to his 
hometown of Santa Barbara and falling in love 
with his now wife, Charla. 

“CTL really came at the right time in my life. It 
gave me motivation, hope, and tools that I can 
use to really look differently at myself and this 
kind of work,” he says. 

PATH Santa Barbara works in an environment 
where the people being served are at their 
ultimate low – a stage of real brokenness, as 
Chuck describes it. It is a difficult surrounding 
to be in and a wicked issue to handle on a 
daily basis. Imagine trying to manage it. Chuck 

C

RISING OUT OF THE DARK
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to be uplifted and bring a sense of who you are 
to your work. Chuck explains, “Whatever your 
work is, come to your work as a whole person, as 
someone who has embraced all the components 
of yourself – your personality, your negatives, 
demons,  and good qualities – because then there 
is a level of truth to your work.” 

Chuck has embraced the practices of self-care 
and positive role modeling, and leads with an 
open heart. “I learned to trust my instincts and 
listen to my inner-teacher about how to manage 
both my colleagues and our residents here,” 

he says. “CTL inspired in me to act from a place 
that is your truest and best self.” With that, Chuck 
has emerged from a deep moment of crisis to 
illuminating hope in saving the lives of others. 

As director of programs of PATH Santa Barbara, 
he guides the way in providing effective programs 
for the homeless population of our county. In the 
last three years, approximately 300 people have 
been housed and 370 people have increased 
their income with the help of the organization. 
Chuck proves to be a courageous leader in our 
community as he triumphs over issues often too 
difficult to face. 

PHOTO: The direct contact with people on the streets keeps Chuck Flacks focused and grounded with his work.
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What Happens When You Put 
the Purpose at the Center?

Currently, there are ideas forming in multiple 
sectors about screening for ACEs. This is an 
opportunity to increase efficiencies and promote 
a truly integrated system of care to improve 
outcomes for children, youth and families. 

To reach this goal, Barbara Finch, Children and 
Adult Network Director, and Terri Allison, Early 
Care Education Consultant, wanted to bring 
a group of community members connected to 
ACEs together. As Leading From Within (LFW) 
Alumni, they knew the LFW network was the 
perfect place to lean on to form a steering 
committee. 

Before the committee could move into action, 
they discovered they needed to establish a 
trust-based way of being together and to map 
the systems in Santa Barbara County related 
to ACEs. Putting the purpose at the center 
and mapping the organizations around the 
edges focused people on building relationships 
and bringing people together as ways where 
something new can emerge.

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD 
EXPERIENCES (ACEs)

An ACEs score tallies exposure to 
adversity in early childhood with a higher 
ACEs score more likely leading to serious 
behavioral and health problems.

Santa Barbara County ACEs 
Connection aims to comprehensively 
engage and educate individuals and 
organizations about the impacts of 
ACEs and the importance of trauma-
informed policies and practices. 

_____________________________________________________________

“When we put compassion and hope at the center of our work, then there is potential 
for big social change.  Doing this process in the ACEs Steering Committee sets the 
tone for how we want to be with the broader network and the people we serve.”

Barbara Finch, Children and Adult Network Director, LFW Alum

_____________________________________________________________
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LFW ALUMNI CONNECTED 
TO ACES PROJECT:

24 through other 
group efforts

through agency 
affiliation23

TOP: Members of the ACEs Steering Committee 
mapping the organizations related to ACEs.

RIGHT: Allowing for new thinking to emerge, The 
Santa Barbara County ACEs Connection logo 
focuses on the purpose over the organization.

To learn more about Leading From 
Within’s role with building relational 
trust within the ACEs Steering 
Committee, look for our 2018 Highlights, 
coming out in early 2019.
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he Little House by the Park is 
anything but little. The friendly 
faces and numerous activities 
that fill the center are driving big 
changes in the city of Guadalupe, 

thanks to the care and guidance of Samuel 
Duarte and his team. In a community effort, the 
organization offers skill building workshops, 
health and nutrition classes, and cultural events. 
The hope is to improve the vitality of Guadalupe 
by empowering its people.

Samuel Duarte
Director, Little House by the Park
Leading for Community Impact Current Participant

In a town comprised mostly of Mexican 
immigrant families, issues such as affordable 
housing and education are at the forefront. The 
lack of employment opportunities and access 
to education creates a vulnerable population. 
Today, advocacy is a must.

Samuel was born in Mexico and moved to 
California with his family at seven years old. 
The fear of not fitting in was immediate; he 
didn’t know English and felt economically 

T

EMPOWERING A COMMUNITY OF CHANGEMAKERS

PHOTO: Samuel finds strength in the dialogue and relationships that keep him from feeling isolated. 
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disadvantaged. The disparity grew when his 
parents, both pastors for the Presbyterian 
church, inherited a large temple and informally 
transformed it into an open space for immigrant 
families – again, creating a social barrier and 
some resistance from the existing community. 
Nevertheless, here’s where Samuel’s ambitions 
took flame. 

“My dad’s role and his compassion for 
immigrants is just one example of an empathetic 
view we can have for others,” he says. Samuel is 
now taking that view to new heights.

Inspired by what he learned at the Institute for 
Equity in Education through Just Communities, 
Samuel works to empower others through 
the services provided by the organization. He 
shares, “We are applying a more equitable 
approach to delivering community services, 
so people could feel they can come into any 
institution and feel like it’s theirs, like they own it.”

Samuel uses his immigrant experience to truly 
understand the needs of the people within 
the community, taking a systems approach to 
making substantial change. “We began to make 
it a point that we are here to share the power 
and decision making,” he says with enthusiasm. 
“We need creativity to change things up. 
Otherwise, we get stuck in the system and it 
becomes stale.”

At the Little House by the Park, it’s the 
community members leading the way. Each 
person involved is referred to as a “Community 
Changer,” from the women teaching sewing 
lessons to those advocating for affordable 
housing in city council meetings. “Our vision 
has been to stop being a dispensary of 
services and actually change the systems that 
are influencing the people to come back for 
those services. Educational and leadership 
opportunities are key.” 

Samuel explains that part of the challenge for the 
center is refining the role of advocacy, but this 
takes courage. “A lot of systems-oriented social 
work is afraid of the word advocacy,” he states. 
“For me personally, it’s about communicating 
our vision with institutions, groups, and networks 
who are afraid to push. Especially now in this 
political environment, I think the brutality of this 
administration and the way it trickles down is 
affecting us all.”

As director, hardship also builds in isolation for 
Samuel. “It’s been difficult to feel like you don’t 
have strong allies, who might have the same 
vision,” he shares. But this is where Leading 
From Within has played a key role in his strength 
as a leader.

“Having the opportunity to be part of the Leading 
for Community Impact program is truly a way 
to create that sort of dialogue and relationships 
where I don’t feel isolated. It’s so necessary 
because when you create spaces where people 
can trust each other and share openly, with no 
judgment, you can say what you otherwise can’t 

easily talk about,” says Samuel.

________________________________________

“When you create spaces where people 
can trust each other and share openly, 
with no judgment, you can say what 
you otherwise can’t easily talk about.”
________________________________________

Samuel emphasizes that we should be proud of 
the issues we care and advocate for. The city of 
Guadalupe is growing in strength and number. Its 
community members are voicing loud and clear 
their needs and aspirations within our greater 
Santa Barbara County.
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r. Nicolasa “Niki” Sandoval, the 
first member of the Santa Ynez 
Band of Chumash Indians to 
earn a doctorate in education, 
never even considered going to 

college. She didn’t think it was possible.

The Native American population shares 
many of the same issues that plague youth 
nationwide. Among those: addiction, mental 
health, and violence. Niki believes that 
education is the path forward. 

Working since the age of twelve – Niki cleaned 
hotel rooms in Solvang – she decided to change 
her course. Soon after high school, she bought 
a car and signed up for classes at Hancock 
College, where she learned how to be a better 
student and soon fell in love with the process. 
She transferred to Pepperdine University and 
moved to Washington, D.C. after graduation to 
work at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of 
the American Indian. There, she juggled work 
while earning a master’s degree at George 
Washington University. 

A first-generation college graduate, Niki credits 
her parents for encouraging a strong and 
clear work ethic and an intellectual curiosity. 
It’s what led her to go even further with her 
education. Niki realized she had something of 
value to offer to her own people and returned 
to California to earn her Ph.D. in education at 
UC Santa Barbara. 

“Education is something that someone works 
for and earns and gets to keep and share,” she 

Niki Sandoval
Education Director, Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians
Courage to Lead and Katherine Harvey Fellow Alum

said. “As a Native American community, we’ve 
endured so much oppression and tragedy as 
indigenous peoples that to me, the success 
gained through education starts to restore some 
of that loss.”

For the past decade, she’s served as the 
Education Director for the Santa Ynez Band of 
Chumash Indians, so perhaps it’s no surprise 
that the graduation rates of tribal students has 
significantly increased during her tenure. The 
college graduation rate has tripled while high 
school graduation rates doubled.

Niki believes it’s not an accident that she 
ended up in her current position. She says her 
connection to “good people who cared for me 
and opened doors” has been crucial to her 
success. Ken Saxon was Niki’s mentor during 
the Katherine Harvey Fellows program and 
among the first to open a door, inviting her to join 
the inaugural Courage to Lead cohort.

______________________________________

“I clearly remember my first meeting 
and the sound of my feet rapidly 
pacing the wood floors and thinking, 
‘why am I rushing?’ ”
______________________________________

“I clearly remember my first meeting and the 
sound of my feet rapidly pacing the wood floors 
and thinking, ‘why am I rushing, what’s so 
urgent?’” she recalled. The sound struck her in a 
visceral way. “I learned the importance of slowing 
down and really being present,” she said. “That 

D

PROVIDING A WAY FORWARD
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recognition has kept me engaged in the practice 
of consciously moving through the world and 
leading a less divided life.” 

Leading From Within also taught her a practice 
she turns to in times of challenge: when the going 
gets tough, turn to wonder.  As someone who 
deals with human beings on the continuum of 
life, Niki said she’s often confronted by personal 
trauma or family issues that go beyond her job 
description. “I wonder what am I learning from 
this; I wonder how I can be a better colleague, I 
wonder how I can be more present.”

Leading From Within, she stressed, fosters 
deeper connections and provides a common 
vocabulary among colleagues that has led to 
direct benefits for her Education Center. 

One such benefit is her fruitful partnership with 
CALM Executive Director and LFW Alum, Alana 
Walczak.  Thanks to this relationship, CALM 
realized they were not providing services to a part 
of our community deeply in need of access to 
CALM’s counselors.  CALM now offers full-time 
therapeutic services at the Education Center.

When she’s not advocating on behalf of families, 
Niki turns to music. She recently took up guitar 
and approached it like she does everything – 
with fervor and passion.  She’s writing songs, 
taking voice lessons and even fashioned her own 
instrument out of a cigar box. She says it’s a great 
stress reliever and that it’s opened new portals of 
creativity she never knew existed.

For those who know her, it’s no surprise. 

PHOTO: In times of challenge, Niki turns to a practice she learned from Leading From Within: when the going gets tough, 
turn to wonder.



Where do you find 
strength amidst the storm?
https://www.facebook.com/leadingfromwithinsb

Support people who drive 
and create change in            
Santa Barbara County
Contact Carrie Randolph at 
carrie@leading-from-within.org or 
805-770-3232 or visit our website 
at www.leading-from-within.org


