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A reminder of what’s right with the world.
MINI is proud to celebrate New Yorkers who make a difference. Do your part in
spreading good, too. Volunteer once, tell us about it, and you’ll earn a car badge.

BIG TOWN BIG HEART
BY JEFF TAMARKIN

‘N
ever underestimate the power of a smile. If 
somebody likes you, they will give you a sho

That might sound like unorthodox advice
coming from an employment counselor, but then lit
tle about the East Harlem-based STRIVE (Support a
Training Result in Valuable Employees) or Rob Car-
mona, its national president and CEO, is typical of 
anything.

For one thing, Carmona, 54, is a former drug add
“I’m a product of the ’60s, which was a heavy heroin
time,” he says. “I got strung out at 15 and stayed tha
way for about 10 years. Then I went to jail.”

One of four children raised by his mother, Carmo
na was arrested for armed robbery in 1975. Because
he had no prior convictions, he was given the choice
of staying behind bars or cleaning up his life. He op
ed for rehab at Daytop Village. 

“I’ll be blunt,” says Carmona. “I didn’t go into the
program to change. But then they started getting on
me about my 8-month-old daughter and what kind o
life she would lead. That got my attention.” 

Carmona stopped abusing drugs, participated in 
the program and began taking college courses, even
tually being accepted at Columbia University Schoo
of Social Work. He graduated, got married, fathered
a second daughter and went to work. Then, he says
“One day I saw a fl yer for something called East Ha
lem Employment Service — Project STRIVE. It was
going to be different.”

One thing that sets STRIVE, as it’s now called, 
apart from other employment agencies is its empha
sis on attitude and presentation. Not only have man
of its clients weathered a plethora of problems in 
their lives, so, too, have many of STRIVE’s employ-
ees. 

“We’ve got lots of ex-offenders, a lot of women 
who are single-parent heads of household, people 
who came out of foster care,” says Carmona. “So we
have a staff of built-in role models.”

But what truly makes 
STRIVE an alterna-
tive for the jobseek-
er is its emphasis on 
change within. Logging 
onto STRIVE’s Web site 
(www.strivenewyork.org), 
the fi rst thing one sees is 
the agency’s motto: Where 
Attitude Counts. Although 
STRIVE does have a com-
puter lab onsite and teach-
es other hard skills neces-
sary for success in today’s 
job market, it’s that “pow-
er of a smile” that STRIVE 
stresses.

“I try to get across the notion of the game face,” says 
Carmona, who now lives in Teaneck, N.J., with his wife 
of 26 years. “Dressing with your pants hanging down is 
appropriate for Harlem, but when you get on that train 
and it gets below 96th St., hitch up your pants, put on a 
tie and a smile on your face, and you’ll get a different re-
sponse from people. I don’t care what you know; if the 

interviewer doesn’t like you, you’re not getting the job.”
Launched in 1984, STRIVE now has branches in 17 

American cities as well as in Ireland, Scotland and, most 
recently, Israel. Those undergoing STRIVE’s training 
start with group interactions and what Carmona calls a 
“four-week attitudinal boot camp,” in addition to learn-
ing some basic job skills. 

Upon completion of the program, Carmona says, the 
trainee, with the help of STRIVE’s job development unit, 

 sent on a job interview with one of the dozens 
f companies and organizations that work with 
he agency. “We don’t guarantee a job but we 
uarantee an interview, until you hit,” he says.

STRIVE monitors the job hunter’s progress 
ot only throughout the seeking process but fol-
wing placement — as long as it takes for the 

raduate to maintain a job successfully. Carmo-
a estimates that the agency has placed more 
an 20,000 people in jobs in New York alone
nce its inception. 
But not everyone who walks through STRIVE’s 
123rd St. doors has the patience or drive to 
ck it out. Many come in with a chip on their 
oulder, unwilling to shed the trappings of street
e and do what it takes to join the mainstream. 
“There’s a generation of kids to whom the cul-
re of work is alien,” says Carmona. And al-
ough he acknowledges that racism has his-
rically played an immense role in keeping 
rican-Americans — who constitute the vast ma-
ity of STRIVE New York’s clientele — from inte-

ating into the workforce, he argues that individ-
s need to stop blaming racism exclusively for 

eir inability to land a well-paying job.
“Racism is alive and well and part of the Amer-
n fabric,” he says, “and it’s certainly a reason 
y our communities and our educational systems 
a mess. But the larger issue is what decisions 
make or don’t make.
I’ve never met a person who, when he was lit-
and was asked what he wanted to be, said, ‘I 
nt to be the biggest cokehead on the block.’
ey always say a cop, a lawyer, something posi-
. Somewhere along the way those dreams get 
hed. We try to bring people back to it.”

One of STRIVE’s success stories is Cecelia 
mingway. A former client of the agency, she has
n employed at STRIVE for 14 years, in charge 
raining, placement, recruitment services, fol-
up and graduate services. 

At fi rst, Hemingway 
says, “I thought STRIVE 
in general was a bunch of 
crazy people who liked 
strong-arming folks. But 
the fi rst job that STRIVE 
got me was with the Bank 
of New York, in the corpo-
rate trust division on Wall 
Street. I was there for fi ve 
years and over that time 
some of the lessons that I 
learned here actually had 
to be applied. I don’t know 
that I was mature enough 
even then to say they were 

right, but I certainly saw the value.”
“This has truly been a labor of love for me,” says Car-

mona. “I look back on my previous life and it’s almost 
like it’s some other guy.”

n          n          n
Do you know a New Yorker who makes a 

difference? E-mail Big Town Editor Dawn Eden: 
bigtown@nydailynews.com.
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THE KING OF 
SECOND CHANCES

Rob Carmona teaches hard-to-place jobseekers the right attitude

MARIELA LOMBARD

Rob Carmona in his offi ce
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Alcohol
Many people are afraid to forgo the open bar at 

the risk of being regarded as “cheap.” Goldberg 
offers an excellent suggestion for couples looking 
to avoid labeling: “Try an elegant wine-tasting dur-
ing the cocktail hour with imported cheeses. Wine 
is a classy way to introduce the evening. Consid-
er incorporating this into dinner and have only wine 
and soft drinks available.”

She also recommends skipping the   Champagne toast. 
“Most people can just toast you with what they are 
drinking at the table.”

For those who remain leery about the absence of 
 Champagne, consider the following: Many people do not 
care for  Champagne, and most don’t consume the entire 
glass during said-toast.

Cost: $400 wine only; $1,500 
mixed drinks, including all mixers, juices and fruit.

Flowers
Flowers  are beautiful. But  fl oral arrangements  face the tough-

est scrutiny from female guests.  Maybe that’s the reason the 
fi nal tally on bouquets and centerpieces for an affair can run as 
high as $20,000 if you’re not careful. Goldberg highly suggests 
a slight “splurge” in terms of accessorizing the bridal party. 
“A professional fl orist should at least handle the bride’s 
bouquet in addition to hand-tied [corsages] for bridesmaids and 
rose bouts for groomsmen.”

 The reception can  be a showplace of your own personal fl air,  
and doing it yourself  can  have surprisingly dramatic results. “Try 
to rent vases and fi ll them with long-stemmed  calla  lilies and 
river rocks,” adds Golberg. “But don’t make the mistake of wast-
ing money on fi ller fl owers. You don’t need them.”

Even if fl owers of any  variety are beyond your means,  you can still 
enrapture loved ones as they enter the reception hall. “Place can-
dles of varying heights on a mirror with a few open roses to compl e-
ment the setting. It’s inexpensive, yet romantic and simple.”

Cost: $600-$6,000

Invites

as well as add-on[s]. For 
example, a 100-piece set 
will only run $25-$150. If 

computer.” (Having professional c alligraphy done  can run you $1.25-
$4 per envelope.  Doing it  on your own  saves up to $500.)
     Goldberg also  advises that many invite companies have 
included a budgeted  option. Some offer invites at 75 cents-$1.50 
each — just ask.

Cost: $300-$750

 A  deejay is generally the cheaper  music choice. The bottom line: 
Brides and  grooms must remember that guests of all ages want one 
thing from a party, and that is to get  down.  “If the music is bad or 
the  deejay does not have the ability to get people on the dance fl oor, 

you’re in trouble,” says Goldberg, shuddering. Having a variety of mu-
sic is also of major importance.

Cost: $500-$3,500 (Contingent on choice of  dee-
jay or band)

  Music

Clergy/Chapel/
Temple 
(plus parishioner or rental fees 
for off-site clergy)

It’s  nearly guaranteed that a church 
or temple will ask for some kind of con-
tribution for its services, and there’s 
not much one can do to get around 
this fee. However, when it comes to 
decorating the church, you do have 
some power. 

“You don’t want to spend all this 
money on fl owers for the church that 
you are only going to donate later,” 
 Goldberg explains, “so simply ask if an-
other ceremony is being performed on 
your wedding day . Perhaps you may be 
able to split the costs of altar arrange-
ments and pew bows.” 

 If you want to have your own touch, 
consider skipping the pews and dec-
orate only the altar or huppah. “Pur-
chase a simple assembled vase from 
your local fl orist for the altar. Most will 
sell such arrangements for as little as 
$9.99.”

Cost: $250-$450

Photographer 
and Video
No matter how much we all protest, 
one’s wedding day should be captured 
on fi lm.  “A way to save is to ask a pro-
fessional photographer to shoot your 
event, but skip the additional services 
[like album-making],”  says Goldberg. 
With access to the Internet, couples 
can easily purchase the same albums 
the professionals do. Buy your nega-
tives, make copies of the photos and 
just slip them in! Many companies will 
even personalize your album by engrav-
ing your names on the cover.”
    How do you avoid the lofty 
expense of video? Easy. “Locate a 
professional videographer, but ask he/
she to shoot straight footage. Save the 
editing for when you can afford it.”

Cost: $2,500-5,500

Reception Site
This is one of the fi rst  elements  

brides and grooms should reserve in 
advance because many will have wed-
dings booked up to 2½ years in ad-
vance. The key in this step is to use 
common sense. 

For example, Goldberg suggests 
holding nuptials away from peak 
months (May, June, September or Oc-
tober). “You can save anywhere from 
20%-40% for a 
Saturday evening wedding” in the off-
season,  says Goldberg, who has been 
in the event-planning biz for over 14 
years. “The Glenmere Mansion in Ches-
ter, N.Y.; Grand Plaza and Harbor Man-
or in Staten Island, and Giando o n  the 
Water in Brooklyn are all reasonably 
priced.”

What if the venue you  fall in love with 
refuses to knock down the price 
regardless of the season? 

“I would inquire as to whether or not 
a reduced rate could be applied to a Fri-
day evening and either an afternoon on 
Saturday or Sunday.”

Some restaurants have no rental fee 
at all, although the per person fee may 
be slightly higher as a result. Another 
tip: Don’t be afraid to venture outside 
and enjoy the fresh air. Many times, out-
door locales are cheaper in price with-
out lacking appeal. 

Cost:  $0-$10,000
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