Connections

Connecting homeless families to a better future.
Kelly: “I am forever grateful”

One day, she was on the cusp of
homeownership.
The very next day, she was facing
homelessness.
After her divorce, Kelly and her three
kids—Maddie, Kyle and Becca—were living
with her brother at his house in Warrenville.
Her family was in the process of getting
back to normal; the kids were settled in their
school; Kelly had even begun to date again,
and became engaged.
Then, her brother was in a bind and looking to sell his house, so Kelly and
her fiancé planned to buy it from

him, to keep the kids’ life as stable as possible.
But, as it turned out, stability for their family
would be a long way away.
“In February 2015, 10 days before the
scheduled closing of the house, I found out
that my fiancé had been unfaithful to me for
over a year,” says Kelly. “I didn’t know where
the truth stopped and lies began. But, I am
grateful I found out before we bought the
house or got married.”
Kelly ended her relationship, but her
troubles weren’t over. Her brother was on the
verge of losing his house—
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Kelly continued
meaning Kelly and her kids
were about to become homeless.
A therapist recommended
Kelly’s family look into Bridge
Communities, so Kelly immediately applied. And a few
months later, program partner
Families Helping Families took
her on. Kelly’s family landed in
Naperville—close to her childcare and the College of DuPage
Naperville campus, where she’d
start taking prerequisite classes
for nursing school.
Right away, Bridge’s employment team saw the potential for Kelly and her career, and
plugged her into Bridge’s job
readiness workshop. “I’d had the

same waitressing job for nine
years—I wasn’t big on change,”
Kelly admits. “But, the class
gave me great skills for interviewing, and I got a new job in
January, which I absolutely love.
I work as a CNA for Brightstar,
and it’s a stepping stone for my
goal of becoming a nurse.”
Much to her excitement,
Kelly started nursing school
full-time at College of DuPage
in August. Her case manager, Molly, connected Kelly
to Worknet DuPage, which
provided Kelly with a grant to
help pay for her expenses while
attending school. “If it wasn’t

for Bridge and all the resources
they’ve helped me with, I would
not be able to get my degree—
definitely not now, while my
kids are my sole responsibility.”
Some of the other resources
that Kelly’s been connected
to include tutoring and Covenant Harbor summer camp in
Lake Geneva for her two older
children. For herself, Kelly
attended a class last fall on
redirecting children’s behavior,
and a recent class for clients on
“how not to fall for a jerk (or
jerkette).” Says Kelly, “This class
has been interesting so far—it’s
a great class, and I’ve learned a
lot about healthy relationships!”
Kelly says another learning
curve for her has been learning
how to budget. “I’ve learned
that it’s good to have a budget
and pay attention to where your
money is being spent, and how
to plan for the unexpected,”
she says. “My mentors have me
go over receipts to make sure
things are being spent where
they’re supposed to be, and put
money into savings. My mentors, Florence and Cheryl, are
amazing—I love them! Families Helping Families is just an
amazing organization, too.”
Says her mentor Florence,
“From day one, Kelly has demonstrated her drive and determination to do what it takes

to succeed in the program. She
has tackled personal, educational and career goals with an
open mind and open heart.”
Kelly says that she and her
children have benefited from
therapy, which they started
attending after coming into
the Bridge program. “When I
started with Bridge, I was lost.
I was lonely, I was confused,
and I was scared,” she says. “At
first, I fought starting therapy,
but now I’m very glad that I
did it—I’m really liking it,” she
says. “I’m happy, and my kids
are happy. I know there is a
light at the end of the tunnel.”
For her future goals, Kelly
looks forward to completing
her degree and buying her first
home on her own one day. In
the meantime, she’s appreciating the journey toward selfsufficiency. “Without Bridge,
I would not be able to get my
degree in nursing. Because of
you, I know I have a roof over
my head; I know my kids are
safe; I know I’m safe. We’ve
met some amazing friends in
the program, too. Bridge has
definitely changed my life,”
says Kelly. “Thank you for
accepting me. This program
is amazing and I am forever
grateful.”
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Facing Reality in Affordable Housing

O

ne of Bridge’s key
indicators of our
families’ success is that
they are able to leave our
program, and move on to
affordable, stable, safe
housing. Yet the housing market is one
element that is not within our control, and
market forces drive it. You may have heard
recent reports of the growing gap between
incomes and market rents. Inflation-adjusted
incomes have actually fallen by 8% since 2007,
yet inflation-adjusted rents have risen by 4%.
In some major metropolitan areas, even middle
income families are now “rent-burdened,” with
housing costs in some cases nearing 50% of
household incomes, versus the 30% that allows
families to thrive.
In the face of this continued housing
crisis, we are committed to creating affordable
housing solutions for families. We’ve studied
successful models in which non-profits
join with housing developers, community
foundations, and traditional lenders to acquire
and rehab multi-unit buildings, with the sole

goal of preserving affordable housing stock.
Bridge is now pioneering this model in DuPage
County, securing 28 more housing units in the
past year, achieved through partnerships with
long-time friends and donors.
We fully expect this financing model will
be emulated by many other nonprofits and
developers throughout the nation in the future,
and we’re proud to be among the leaders of this
effort right in our own community. This could
not have happened without the capacity that
you helped put in place with your generosity.
Our talented staff was ready to seize such
opportunities, and combined with the necessary
funds and the confidence to continue to grow
and innovate, we’re moving forward and
housing more families than ever before. Thank
you for stepping up, year after year, in support
of our vision of affordable housing for all.

John R. Hayner, Chief Executive Officer

Partner Spotlight: Habitat for Humanity

I

n June, Jeanine was the latest of
many Bridge graduates to join
the ranks of homeowners, made
possible through the skills she earned
while in Bridge Communities and a
partnership with DuPage Habitat for
Humanity.
Through her time in Bridge,
Jeanine had made major
strides in self-sufficiency by learning to
budget and landing a steady job to
provide for herself
and her daughter. And,
earlier this year, she was approved

for a Habitat for Humanity home.
She completed her 250 “sweat equity
hours” for Habitat, and her own home
was constructed via a corporate
build—going from an empty lot to a
completed home in one month!
With Habitat for Humanity,
hardworking Bridge families like
Jeanine’s can transition to affordable
homeownership as soon as possible,
and achieve the American dream.
We thank Habitat for Humanity, and
Jeanine’s outstanding program partner and mentor team from Elmhurst
Christian Reformed Church, for helping make her dreams come true!

From left to right: mentor David, daughter
Mia, Jeanine, mentor Ellen and case manager Molly celebrate at the ribbon-cutting
ceremony of Jeanine’s new Habitat for
Humanity home!
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Meet Lisa Hjorth

Volunteer, Employment Services and Naperville LRC • Donor
“It was at least 15 years ago
that a dear friend, Patty Kelly,
sent a letter to me requesting
sponsorship for Sleep Out
Saturday. Patty was Bridge’s
Employment Counselor, and
over time, I learned more
about the challenges and needs
that Bridge clients faced. The
first Sleep Out sponsorship
check I wrote turned into
annual donations. A hectic
work schedule and family care
kept me from volunteering
until 2015 when I retired, and
I have been an active volunteer
since September 2015.
“As a Bridge volunteer, I
serve on the employment team.
I have participated in the Job
Readiness program twice, and
both times, there have been
amazing transformations of all
participants in their confidence
and ability to speak about their
attributes, abilities and goals.
We work on their ‘elevator
speech’ a lot, because speaking
with confidence about who you

are, what you can do, and what
you need and hope to do is
the basis for a great interview,
networking and ultimately
landing your desired job.”
“I also volunteer with the
Naperville LRC, planning and
helping with LRC activities,
and I assisted with the 2015
holiday party. I love seeing
the joy in the kids’ faces when
we have an event at the LRC,
like science night or flower
planting night—and hearing
a mom say, ‘I almost was not
going to come tonight, but I
am glad I did, because I really
needed it.’ I’ve also participated
in the ‘Bridges Out of Poverty’
training and mentor training,
and may become a mentor in
the future.
“When I think about what
I like most about volunteering
with Bridge, the first answer
that comes to mind is the
people, both Bridge clients
and staff. But, it is more than
that—it is the energy, hope

and joy that both clients and
staff share. What makes that
extra special is the fact that it
genuinely comes forth despite
the day-to-day struggles,
challenges and difficult
conversations that are part of
the Bridge program and the
clients’ lives.
“The Bridge program offers
many benefits, but it requires
a lot from the clients. They
continually amaze me in their
commitment to juggle their
responsibilities to meet the
requirements and succeed. I
have great admiration for the
mentors and staff who have the
difficult conversations and help
keep the focus and hope alive.
“Bridge offers many
opportunities to get involved,
from check writers like I was
to active volunteers who meet
monthly in the LRC to weekly
mentor volunteers. Start where
you can—it is all good and
very rewarding.”

You, too, can get involved as a
volunteer with Bridge Communities!
• Employment volunteers: Contact Mary Zienty,
mary.zienty@bridgecommunities.org or 630-728-7601
• LRC volunteers: Contact Sharon Drucker,
sharon.drucker@bridgecommunities.org or 630-618-8194
• Mentors: Contact Mark Milligan,
mark.milligan@bridgecommunities.org or 630-545-0610 x10
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Sleep Out Saturday 2016: #HomelessNoMore
November 5, 2016
#HomelessNoMore
Help us transform a moment of kindness into a
movement.
Participate in Sleep Out Saturday and you can
help make #HomelessNoMore a reality for homeless
families in DuPage County! Spend the night of
Saturday, November 5 inside tents, boxes and cars to
raise awareness about family homeless and critical
money for Bridge Communities’ Transitional Housing
Program. This event will be shared by 2,000 people like
you in 25+ DuPage County communities—
will you join us?

How do I sign up?
Check out the guidelines
below and register today on
www.sleepoutsaturday.org:

for the homeless

Nov. 5

• Groups: Adults, children or teens from a community organization,
faith-based group, or Scout troop, plus the group leaders, who
will attend the Rally, direct educational activities, encourage
participants to raise funds, and supervise the Sleep Out site.
• Sleep Out Stars: Families or individuals who are participating
independently, stars commit to raising awareness and funds to
support Bridge Communities and are encouraged to attend the
Rally and participate in special Sleep Out activities.

Thank you, Men in Black Pest Control Services!

Visit www.sleepoutsaturday.org today
to register!

Meet Kelly’s family!
Featured in this issue’s cover story, Kelly and her
children—Maddie, Kyle and Becca—will share their
moving story at the Sleep Out Saturday kick-off
Rally at 6 PM on November 5. Join us at the Bridge
Communities office in downtown Glen Ellyn for a
fun-filled, high-energy event before departing for
Sleep Out sites.

We have chosen to sponsor Sleep Out Saturday because many of us
often take for granted having a house to go home to each night. We
wanted to bring awareness for all of the families, some even in our own
neighborhood, that don’t have that opportunity. Awareness for those
individuals that spend their nights looking for a safe place to lay their
heads. Through this event and the support of our community, Bridge is
able to provide a clean and safe environment for these homeless families
to rest and get supportive services they need. The most beautiful thing
about Sleep Out Saturday is that you never know the full positive impact
one small gesture will make on these families’ lives.”
— Jason and Lauren Gibbons, Men In Black Pest Control Services
Give to Sleep Out Saturday
When you give to Sleep Out Saturday, you transform lives.
Donations made in honor of Sleep Out Saturday provide Bridge
Communities families with safe housing, case management,
employment search and assistance, education and tutoring,
counseling, children’s programming and more. Make a gift to
Sleep Out Saturday at www.bridgecommunities.org!

Platinum Sponsors

Gold Sponsors

Silver Sponsors

Bronze Sponsors
Oxford Bank & Trust  
Nicor  
Naper Grove Vison Care
Providence Bank & Trust
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Break

the Cycle of Homelessness

Bridge Communities’ Campaign for Children

We have more exciting news to announce regarding our Children’s Program! Because of
you, Bridge children have had opportunities that would have been otherwise impossible.
Some of additions to our Children’s Program include:
•

More Community Collaborations: Bridge
Communities works closely with Samaritan
Interfaith and Community House,
organizations that provide counseling to Bridge
families. To help them succeed academically,
Bridge has also referred children to Day One
Pact and Easter Seals for early intervention,
NIU Reading program, and the YWCA for
their Child Care Assistance Program.

•

Sleepaway Camp: This summer, Bridge
children were able to spend a week at
Covenant Harbor youth camp in Lake Geneva,
Wisconsin, thanks to friends like you. Says
Bridge mom Kelly, “Maddie had such a fun
time at camp, and when we were dropping off
her brother for his week, she was like an old
pro, saying hi to all the counselors. Thank you
for giving us this opportunity. It means a lot to
my family!”

•

Children’s Program Team: Our children’s
program team is now complete, with the
addition of Children’s Program Coordinator
Michelle Stasi, who joins Director of
Children’s Services Jill Garbaliauskas and
LRC Coordinator Sharon Drucker. We
welcome Michelle to the team, as she performs
assessments on all children entering the Bridge
Communities Transitional Housing Program,
to determine their academic, cognitive and
physical needs and goals.

•

Music Camp: This summer, 15 Bridge
children attended our music camp, where
volunteer musicians introduced them to
recorders, glockenspiels, hand drums,
boomwhackers, and more! Plenty of singing
and dancing fun was had by all, and the camp
concluded with a recital for their families,
along with a special appearance by children’s
performer Todd Downing.

Now that the school year’s started, Bridge LRCs are back in full swing, with back-to-school nights, kids
clubs, bingo and more family-friendly activities. Plus, Bridge kids continue to benefit from tutoring,
doctor home visits, therapy and more. Your support means the world to Bridge children recovering
from the trauma of homelessness. Thank you! Learn how you can help us Break the Cycle of
Homelessness at www.bridgecommunities.org or by calling Amy Van Polen at (630) 545-0610 ext. 12.

Special thanks to Community Memorial Foundation for their
generous $50,000 grant to develop and bolster the Children’s
Program at Bridge Communities. Says Greg DiDomenico,
President and CEO, Community Memorial Foundation,
“Collaboration between local community partners is vital
to ensure a holistic approach to health and well-being. The
Foundation is pleased to support the Children’s Program and
its commitment to linking families with the services they
need to thrive socially, academically and emotionally.”
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On the Road to Self-Sufficiency

A

reliable car is a necessity for most families in DuPage
County. That’s how we get to work, to our children’s
schools, the grocery store—almost everywhere. And
Bridge families like Christina’s have the same needs.
But, there’s one key difference. For most of us, a car
in need of repairs might be a hassle, or an unexpected but
affordable expense. For Christina, a car in need of repairs
can jeopardize her entire future.
You see, for a Bridge family, one of the most significant
barriers to finding and keeping employment is unreliable
transportation. If you can’t get to work, you can’t keep
your job. If you can’t keep your job, you can’t become selfsufficient. If you can’t become self-sufficient, the cycle of
poverty and homelessness continues.
Many client families enter Bridge Communities with no
car, or cars that soon break down. But you can help. When
you donate your used car to Bridge Communities, you help
a Bridge family break free from poverty.
Bridge Communities will give your donated car directly
to a homeless family,
and your gift will
help them get back
on the road to selfsufficiency. Plus,
your donated car may
be eligible for a full tax deduction of the used car value.

Because Christina recently received a donated Honda Civic,
she can safely get to work every day, and continue saving for
a house for her and her seven-year-old son.
The day she got her car, she passed along this message to her
generous donor: “I have tears in my eyes today—
thank you!”
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Because of your help

Bridge Communities is a non-profit
organization that houses and mentors
homeless families who live and work
in DuPage County.

Because of you, Bridge families could celebrate these outstanding accomplishments:
• Bernadette started a new job

at a bank

• Dawn began an internship

in human resources, earning
$17.50/hour

• Steve, Nydia, Amanda and

Megan have all begun the
home purchasing process
through NACA

• Tony got a 33% raise at his job
• Raven started a job as a

college advisor, earning
$19/hour

• Jeanette’s and Jeanine’s

families have moved into
their respective Habitat for
Humanity houses

• Beatrice purchased a

townhouse

• Vicky started her first job in
• Karine’s daughter got a full

scholarship to Illinois State
University

• Tom and Melissa paid off

$9,000 in debt

• Diderot, Audrey, Elena and

• Holly got a job as a patient

• Johnetta began a job

care tech, and is training to
become a physician’s assistant

woman to pass the
Computer Numerical
Control (CNC) Machining
exam in Jane Addams
Resource Corporation’s
training program

more than 15 years

• Karina’s visa came through,

and started school to become a
pharmacy technician

• Luz became the first

Viktoriya have become U.S.
citizens

at a company providing
background checks

Congratulations to Viktoriya on
achieving her U.S. citizenship!

